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Extensive food policy changes are occurring across
multiple federal government agencies under the second
Trump administration and are affecting food insecurity,
food access, food prices, and food attributes and thus
directly impacting US consumers. These changes are
driven by new policies or regulatory actions at the US
Department of Agriculture and the US Food and Drug
Administration, tariffs on imported foods, and the Make
America Healthy Again (MAHA) initiative. The set of
papers in this theme describes the types of changes that
are occurring in SNAP, tariffs, food labeling, and dietary
guidelines and how these changes will affect program
participants, food producers, and food consumers.

Tariffs are one of the Trump administration’s central
economic policies. Since 2025, new or higher tariffs
have been assessed for countries from which the US
purchases commodities or other inputs to the food
supply chain, and more may be coming as the US—
Mexico—Canada agreement is reviewed. Economists
generally agree that tariffs raise prices borne by
domestic consumers, yet tariffs receive political support.
Public debates over tariffs are framed less in terms of
welfare losses and more in terms of fairness, national
strength, and protection of American workers. In “What
Do Americans Believe About Food Tariffs?” Schaefer
and Davidson use a nationally representative survey to
examine how Americans perceive tariffs on food imports.
The survey measures respondents’ attitudes toward the
justification and purpose of tariffs, the symbolic meaning
of tariffs, and their willingness to bear the costs of tariffs.
The article summarizes both average response and
heterogeneity across political affiliation, gender, and
economic familiarity. The authors find that, on average,
Americans are skeptical of most pro-tariff narratives.
Additionally, the average respondent was generally
unwilling to endorse higher prices due to tariffs, although
respondents were open to the use of tariffs in certain
circumstances. These overall averages mask quite
divergent attitudes toward tariffs across political identity.
More generally, respondents understood that higher
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prices were a likely outcome of increased tariffs. The
authors argue that these results at least partially explain
why tariffs remain politically resilient despite higher
consumer prices.

Meaningful federal actions on food labeling, ingredient
regulation, and dietary guidance have the potential to
impact food production and consumers broadly. These
actions are intended to improve the healthfulness of food
offerings in the supply chain and encourage consumers
to choose healthier food options. However, they will also
affect food production and marketing and, thus, costs of
production and food prices. In the article “New Federal
Food Policies Will Affect Food Labeling, Reformulation,
and Healthfulness,” Muth describes the status of several
of these changes in the regulatory and policymaking
process and outlines the potential sources and types of
costs and benefits of the changes. Specifically, the
article discusses two recent FDA actions regarding the
voluntary “healthy” label and the requirement for front-of-
package nutrition labeling; the move away from synthetic
dyes and other additives in foods; the notification
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process for ingredients in food that are Generally
Recognized as Safe (GRAS); the development of a
definition of ultra-processed foods (UPFs); and the
2025-2030 Dietary Guidelines for Americans (DGAS).
Muth argues that if food manufacturers reformulate or
relabel products—either voluntarily or because they are
required to do so—they will incur costs for new
ingredients, undertaking reformulation, or designing new
labels. These costs can be significant, but the size
depends on the extent to which policy changes impact
existing products, whether changes are required or
voluntary, and the timing for when required changes
must be implemented, among other factors.
Manufacturers might pass along the higher costs of
these changes to consumers. However, the potential
benefits of healthier consumer choices could be quite
substantial because they can lead to improvements in
health and productivity and lower health care costs.

The final paper in this theme, “Recent SNAP Policy
Changes Could Have Significant Effects on Food
Security, Poverty, and Rural America,” discusses recent
changes in the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance
Program (SNAP). SNAP is the USDA’s primary program
for reducing food insecurity, is broadly targeted to low-
income households, and is the largest US food
assistance program, serving about one in every eight
people in the US at an annual cost of just under $100
billion in FY2024. Until the One Big Beautiful Bill Act of
2025 (OBBB), SNAP benefits were funded entirely by
the federal government, although states shared equally
in the costs of administering the program. The OBBB
increased the share of administrative costs for which
states are responsible to 75%. Also, for the first time in
the program’s history, states may be forced to pay for
the costs of benefits if their payment error rates (PERS),
or the rates at which participants are mistakenly given
too much or too few benefits, are too high. The OBBB
also tightened work requirements and some allowances

for expenses, among other changes. Ver Ploeg
discusses SNAP’s history and unique role in the safety
net, its connection to the agricultural economy, and how
the OBBB furthers the policy trend to shift the safety net
to one focused on supporting work and with greater
state-level responsibility for funding. It then describes the
potential effects of these changes and what is most at
risk. OBBB provisions chip away at the entitlement and
universal aspects of SNAP. Impacts are yet to be
determined and depend heavily on how states react to
new cost-sharing requirements. Other safety net
programs that allow states greater discretion over
program rules and that require states to bear bigger
shares of costs suggest that we can expect increased
variation in state generosity, decreased SNAP
participation, and decreases in program outlays. The
impacts of changes to a cornerstone of the safety net
may not be felt evenly because of SNAPSs ties to rural
and agriculture economies.

With any change in policy, the impacts depend on how
the relevant actors react; whether those actors are firms
and consumers, state and local governments, program
administrators, or program participants; and the greater
economic, social, and political environment. Many of
these recent policy changes have precedents and reflect
regular rule making, tweaks to program rules, or shifts in
funding. But others are substantial departures from the
typical scope of existing food policy. That, and the fact
that many are happening at the same time, could make it
more difficult for the research community to assess their
impacts. Economics and policy analysis tools can predict
some of the potential impacts of these federal policy
changes, but consumers and policy makers do not solely
respond to economic costs and benefits. Beliefs,
messaging and marketing, international events and
global market conditions, state and local policies, and
new markets or technologies for food producers and
consumers will also be important.
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Tariffs have returned to the center of US economic
policy (Grant, Arita, and Karagtlle, 2025). Since taking
office, the second Trump administration has imposed
wide-ranging duties on imported goods, including many
food products (Luckstead and Devadoss, 2025). Fruits
and vegetables are especially susceptible to price
inflation due to tariffs (Luckstead and Devadoss, 2025;
Naing Naing, Devadoss, and He, 2026). In 2024, imports
from Mexico accounted for 69% of fresh vegetables in
the US, and 20% were sourced from Canada (He, Naing
Naing, and Devadoss, 2026). Tariffs of up to 25% on
products from Mexico and Canada are anticipated to
take effect after the 2026 review of the US—Mexico—
Canada Agreement (USMCA), and import quantities of
fresh vegetables are expected to decline by 15%—-36%
(He, Naing Naing and Devadoss, 2026). More
immediately, trade tensions have resulted in declining
US imports of frozen beef from Brazil and New Zealand
(Muhammad, Martinez and Wyatt, 2026). In response,
the White House (2025) issued an executive order in
November 2025 exempting items such as beef, coffee,
and chocolate from the tariffs. Nevertheless, many food
products continue to be affected by the tariffs, and
retaliatory measures from China disrupted the US
soybean market in 2025 (Colussi and Langemeier,
2025). Economists broadly agree on the basic
mechanics of trade policy: Tariffs raise domestic prices,
and much of the cost is borne by consumers. Yet tariffs
remain politically durable (even popular!), despite visible
increases in grocery bills. This persistence poses a
puzzle. If tariffs make everyday goods more expensive,
why do so many Americans continue to support them?

Part of the answer may lie not in economics but in belief
(Davidson and Schaefer, 2025). Public debates over
tariffs are framed less in terms of welfare losses and
more in terms of fairness, national strength, and
protection of American workers. Tariffs are described as
tools to “level the playing field,” “bring jobs home,” or
“stand up to unfair trade” (Burkhart and Hammond,
2026). In these narratives, higher prices are not couched

as a policy failure but rather as a patriotic sacrifice.

Economists have devoted considerable attention to
measuring the incidence and efficiency costs of tariffs
(Aguiar and Devadoss, 2025; Livingston, Schaefer and
Malone, 2025; Raul, Ogunsowo and Schaefer, 2025),
but far less is known about how consumers themselves
understand what tariffs are for, what they symbolize, and
whether the costs they impose are viewed as worth
bearing (Grossman and Helpman, 2021). Previous
research notes stark differences between layperson and
economist beliefs about markets and trade (Boyer and
Petersen, 2018; Bhattacharjee and Dana, 2024).
Generally, the public holds “folk-economist beliefs” that
view international trade as net negative and thus favor
protectionist policies (Boyer and Petersen, 2018).
According to Caplan (2001), beliefs are not necessarily
driven by political ideology, but education is correlated
with the tendency to think like an economist. In the food
policy space, voters also tend to prefer increased
government intervention regardless of political affiliation
(Biedny, Malone and Lusk, 2020).

Despite known differences in economic beliefs and food
policy preferences, no study to date has specifically
examined how Americans perceive tariffs on food
imports. Using a nationally representative survey, we
measure beliefs across three dimensions: the perceived
purpose of tariffs, their symbolic meaning, and
respondents’ willingness to bear higher prices in pursuit
of tariff goals.

We first document what Americans believe, on average,
about a set of popular tariff narratives (e.g., protecting
jobs, responding to unfair trade, or demonstrating
national strength). We then show how these beliefs differ
across political identity, gender, and familiarity with
economics.

Our analysis suggests that public support for tariffs is
driven less by expectations about prices and more by
values and narratives. Americans often recognize that
tariffs raise costs yet still endorse them as justified,
patriotic, or necessary. Political identity is the dominant
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organizing force, but even respondents with greater
economic familiarity frequently express normative
support for tariffs.

Data and Methods

Our analysis draws on a nationally representative online
survey of US adults fielded in August 2025.
Respondents were recruited through Prolific using
demographic quotas for age, gender, race and ethnicity,
and region based on the 2023 American Community
Survey (US Census Bureau, 2023). An additional quota
ensured balanced representation across political
affiliation (Democrat, Independent, and Republican). All
respondents were at least 18 years old. The survey took
approximately 8 minutes to complete, and participants
were compensated for their time. After excluding
respondents who did not identify as the primary grocery
shopper in their household, the final analytic sample
consists of 1,170 individuals.

The full survey included both a dichotomous choice
experiment and a post-survey questionnaire measuring
beliefs about tariffs, trade policy, and food prices.
Results of the dichotomous choice experiment are
reported in Davidson and Schaefer (2025). The present
article uses only the belief questions and associated
demographic information. In addition to political affiliation
and gender, the survey elicited respondents’ familiarity
with economics and trade policy. We classify
respondents into low, medium, and high economics
familiarity based on self-reported exposure and
understanding. We categorize respondents who reported
having no formal training in economics as “low”
familiarity (261 respondents); we categorize respondents
who had at least one economics course in college or

high school as “medium” familiarity (818 respondents);
and we categorize respondents who received either an
undergraduate or graduate degree in economics as
“high” familiarity (91 respondents). This allows us to
examine whether tariff beliefs primarily reflect ideological
identity or whether they vary systematically with
economic training.

Measuring Beliefs About Tariffs

Respondents evaluated the statements about tariffs
using a five-point Likert scale ranging from strongly
disagree (1) to strongly agree (5) (see Table 1). These
statements were designed to capture three distinct
dimensions of how Americans think about tariffs on food
imports:

o Justification and Purpose: whether tariffs are
viewed as legitimate tools to achieve policy
goals, such as protecting American jobs,
responding to unfair trade practices,
demonstrating strength in international
negotiations, or reducing illegal immigration and
fentanyl trafficking.

e Symbolic Meaning: whether tariffs are perceived
as expressions of “economic patriotism” or,
alternatively, as “economic warfare.”

e Willingness to Bear Costs: whether respondents
believe that consumers should pay higher prices
to support domestic industries and whether
paying more for US-made goods is “worth it” for
the broader economy.

The analysis proceeds in two stages. First, we document
what Americans believe about tariffs on average. We
present sample means and confidence intervals for each

Table 1. Belief Statements on Tariffs Used in the Survey

Belief Domain Survey Statement

Justification and Purpose of Tariffs

The US tariffs on foreign goods are justified.

Tariffs are an effective way to protect American jobs.

Tariffs are an effective way to reduce illegal immigration and fentanyl trade.
Tariffs are an effective way to respond to other countries’ unfair trade practices.
Tariffs are a good way for the US to show strength in international negotiations.

Symbolic Meaning

Tariffs are a form of economic patriotism.
Tariffs are a form of economic warfare.

Willingness to Bear Costs

US consumers should pay higher prices to support domestic American industries.
Paying more for goods made in the US is worth it to support the economy.

Notes: Respondents evaluated each statement on a five-point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5).
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Figure 1. How Americans Understand and Evaluate Tariffs on Food Imports
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Notes: Each bar reports the percentage distribution of responses to the indicated statement on a five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly
disagree, 5 = strongly agree). Bars sum to 100% within each statement. Figure 1(a) groups statements describing the justification
and purpose of tariffs; Figure 1(b) groups statements describing the symbolic meaning of tariffs; and Figure 1(c) groups statements
describing respondents’ willingness to bear higher prices in pursuit of tariff-related goals.
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Figure 2. Willingness to Bear Tariff Costs by Economic Familiarity and Political Identity
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Notes: Each panel displays the distribution of responses to the statement “Paying more for goods made in the US is worth it to
support the economy” across levels of self-reported economic familiarity. The vertical axis reports Likert-scale responses (1 =
strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree), and the horizontal axis reports economic familiarity (low, medium, high). Shading indicates
the share of respondents within each group, with darker colors representing higher concentrations. Figure 2(a) shows respondents
identifying as Republican, and Figure 2(b) shows all other respondents.

belief domain. We then examine heterogeneity in these
beliefs across key characteristics. For each Likert-scale
outcome, we estimate ordered logit models that relate
agreement with each statement to political affiliation,
gender, and economics familiarity.

What Does the Public Believe, on
Average?

Figure 1 summarizes how Americans evaluate a set of
common tariff narratives. Each bar reports the
percentage distribution of responses to the indicated
statement on a five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly
disagree, 5 = strongly agree). Bars sum to 100% within
each statement. Figure 1(a) groups statements
describing the justification and purpose of tariffs; Figure
1(b) groups statements describing the symbolic meaning
of tariffs; and Figure 1(c) groups statements describing
respondents’ willingness to bear higher prices in pursuit
of tariff-related goals.

Figure 1(a) reports beliefs about the justification and
purpose of tariffs. On average, Americans are skeptical
of most pro-tariff narratives. Mean agreement is below
the neutral midpoint for claims that tariffs protect jobs
(2.47), reduce illegal immigration and fentanyl trafficking
(1.98), and are broadly justified (2.54). Respondents are
somewhat more receptive to the idea that tariffs
demonstrate national strength in international
negotiations (2.58) but still fall short of endorsement.
The one clear exception is the “unfair trade” frame:

Americans, on average, agree that tariffs are an effective
way to respond to other countries’ unfair trade practices,
with a mean of 3.04.

Figure 1(b) turns to the symbolic meaning of tariffs.
Here, the contrast is stark. Americans do not, on
average, view tariffs as “economic patriotism” (mean =
2.28). Instead, they are far more likely to agree that
tariffs constitute “economic warfare,” with a mean of
3.88. This suggests that many consumers interpret tariffs
less as expressions of national pride and more as
instruments of conflict. Tariffs are widely understood to
be adversarial in nature, even among those who may
still support their use.

Figure 1(c) examines willingness to bear the costs of
tariffs. Respondents generally reject the idea that
consumers should pay higher prices to support domestic
industries (mean = 2.42). At the same time, they are
closer to neutral on whether “paying more for goods
made in the US is worth it,” with a mean of 2.73. This
pattern suggests an interesting tension: Americans are
reluctant to endorse higher prices in the abstract, yet
many remain open to the notion that higher costs might
be justified under certain circumstances.

Who Believes What? Heterogeneity in
Tariff Attitudes

Of course, the averages in Figure 1 may conceal
profound differences in how Americans interpret tariffs.
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To identify which characteristics organize these beliefs,
we estimate ordered logit models for each statement,
relating agreement to political affiliation, gender, and
economics familiarity. The results are reported in
Appendix Table Al. Three patterns emerge clearly.

Political Identity

Political affiliation is by far the dominant predictor of tariff
beliefs. Across every pro-tariff frame, Republicans are
substantially more likely to agree, while Democrats are
substantially less likely to agree, relative to political
Independents. The magnitudes are large and remarkably
stable across outcomes. For example, Republicans
score higher than Independents on the claim that tariffs
are justified, while Democrats score lower. Similar gaps
appear for protecting jobs, responding to unfair trade,
and endorsing higher prices.

The one exception is especially revealing. For the
statement that “tariffs are a form of economic warfare,”
the partisan pattern reverses: Democrats are
significantly more likely to agree, while Republicans are
slightly less likely to do so. In other words, the same
policy instrument is interpreted by one group as a tool of
patriotism and by another as an act of conflict.

These results indicate that tariff beliefs are not loosely
held opinions but are embedded in broader partisan
worldviews. Party identity structures not only whether
tariffs are supported but what they are understood to
represent.

Figure 2 further illustrates the joint role of political
identity and economic familiarity. Within each familiarity
group, the distribution of responses differs sharply by
political affiliation. Republicans are concentrated in
higher agreement categories, and non-Republicans are
concentrated in lower categories. Greater familiarity with
economics modestly shifts responses within groups.
However, it does not eliminate these differences. This
reinforces the central role of political identity in
structuring tariff beliefs.

Gender

Gender differences are present but modest. Women are
somewhat more likely to agree that tariffs protect jobs,
reduce illegal immigration and fentanyl trade, and reflect
economic patriotism. At the same time, women are
significantly less likely to view tariffs as economic
warfare. These effects are statistically meaningful in
several cases, but they are small relative to the partisan
divides. In other words, gender may shape how tariffs
are interpreted at the margins, but it does not reorganize
the belief landscape.

Economics Familiarity

Beliefs also vary with self-reported familiarity with
economics. Respondents with high economics familiarity
are more likely to agree that tariffs are justified, protect

jobs, deter illegal activity, and reflect economic
patriotism. They are also more willing to endorse higher
consumer prices. These patterns complicate the
common assumption that tariff support reflects economic
misunderstanding. Greater familiarity does not uniformly
erode support; in several domains, it strengthens it.

At the same time, economics familiarity does not
override political identity. Even among highly familiar
respondents, partisan gaps remain large and statistically
significant. Knowledge shapes beliefs, but it does not
dissolve the underlying ideological structure.

Policy Implications and Conclusion

Our results help explain why tariffs remain politically
resilient even when their costs are visible. Americans are
not simply misinformed about price effects. Many
recognize that tariffs raise costs and carry adversarial
consequences yet continue to evaluate them through
moral and symbolic frames. For a substantial share of
the public, tariffs are not primarily economic instruments;
they are statements about fairness, strength, and
national identity. As a result, higher grocery prices are
often interpreted not as policy failure but as evidence of
resolve. As our results show consumer perceptions
about tariffs are largely driven by political ideology, we
anticipate these sentiments to persist, at least in the
near future. Political parties in the US are increasingly
segregated ideologically (Biedny, Malone and Lusk,
2020; Oberlander, 2024), and tariffs have become a
major point of this political division.

This has important implications for trade policy and
communication. Economic arguments alone are unlikely
to move public opinion in a meaningful way. The belief
patterns documented here suggest that persuasion
depends less on demonstrating who pays and more on
contesting the narratives that justify those payments.
Frames centered on “unfair trade” are uniquely
persuasive across the population. Claims tied to
immigration and illicit activity resonate with narrower
audiences. Conversely, the widespread perception of
tariffs as “economic warfare” suggests that many
Americans already understand trade policy in adversarial
terms. Policymakers who wish to build or temper support
for tariffs must therefore engage not only with prices and
employment but also with the values and identities that
tariffs are seen to embody.

The results also caution against assuming that increased
economic training will naturally erode support for trade
barriers. Respondents with higher economics familiarity
often express stronger normative endorsement of tariffs,
particularly when they are framed as tools for protection
or national purpose. Knowledge informs beliefs, but it
does not dissolve the underlying ideological structure.
Political identity remains the primary lens through which
tariffs are understood.
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For the food and agriculture industry, our study indicates soybean imports). If US trade policy increasingly

consumer apathy toward rising grocery prices, and supports protectionist policies, we will observe significant
potentially even retaliatory measures. Future research shifts in trade flows of food and agricultural products
should explore public sentiments toward retaliatory trade which will be detrimental to the industry (Luckstead and
policy used as economic warfare (e.g. China’s ban on Devadoss, 2025).
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Appendix

Table A1. Ordered Logit Estimates of Tariff Beliefs

) ) @) (4) (5) (6) () @) )
Justified Jobs Immigration  Unfair  Negotiations Patriotism Warfare Consumers Paying More
Republican 1.722%%* 1765***  1.475%**  1580***  1.683***  1.395***  -0.140 1.112%** 1.248***
(0.152) (0.152) (0.150) (0.152) (0.151) (0.145) (0.142) (0.144) (0.145)
Democrat -1.433%**  -1.430%**  -1.062***  -1.086***  -1.287*** -1.118*** 0.667*** -0.631*** -0.649***
(0.137) (0.138) (0.150) (0.132) (0.136) (0.138) (0.133) (0.129) (0.129)
Female 0.101 0.185* 0.282** 0.026 0.083 0.223** -0.416***  -0.060 0.170
(0.110) (0.111) (0.120) (0.108) (0.111) (0.112) (0.110) (0.107) (0.107)
Econ Familiarity: 0.141 0.043 0.220 0.273** 0.241* 0.296** -0.120 0.067 0.293**
Medium (0.134)  (0.135) (0.146) (0.131) (0.135) (0.138)  (0.132)  (0.130) (0.130)
Econ Familiarity: 0.720*** 0.716***  (0.953*** 0.287 0.441* 1.100***  -0.316 0.631*** 0.786***
High (0.225) (0.227) (0.236) (0.223) (0.229) (0.230) (0.225) (0.223) (0.220)
Observations 1,170 1,170 1,170 1,170 1,170 1,170 1,170 1,170 1,170

Notes: Ordered logit estimates. Standard errors in parentheses. Omitted categories are “Independent,” “male,” and “Low economics
familiarity.” ***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, p < 0.10
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The US is in an era of unprecedented changes in
policies affecting production and consumption of food
products. Although some changes had been in process
under the prior federal government administration, the
Make America Healthy Again (MAHA) initiative is driving
significant additional changes. The MAHA initiative
released an assessment report in May 2025, followed by
a strategy report in September 2025. The strategy report
included numerous strategies focused on the food
system, such as simplifying the Dietary Guidelines for
Americans (DGAs), reforming the new ingredient
notification program called Generally Recognized as
Safe (GRAS), and defining ultra-processed foods (UPFs)
to support future research and policy (MAHA, 2025b).
The new DGAs were released in January 2026, following
a different process than had been used in the past, and
changed some long-standing recommendations,
particularly regarding consumption of protein and animal
fats (DHHS and USDA, 2026a).

Some changes will benefit consumers if the food supply
becomes healthier and more information is available for
them to make healthy choices in grocery stores and
restaurants. However, some efforts appear to be based
on misleading information, which could result in less
healthy food choices and potentially higher food costs for
consumers. Examples of misleading information are the
focus on removing artificial food dyes from foods that
would not otherwise be considered healthy (Dunford et
al., 2025), encouraging consumption of animal fats such
as beef tallow and butter in place of seed oils such as
canola or soybean oil (Corliss, 2025), and encouraging
consumption of higher amounts of protein, particularly
from animal sources, than is recommended based on
nutrition science (Liebman, 2025).

This article highlights the following recent federal policy
changes that could substantially affect the food system:
+ voluntary “healthy” label on food products

+ required front-of-package nutrition labeling

» removal of synthetic food dyes and other additives
» generally recognized as safe notification process
 ultra-processed foods definition

» updated Dietary Guidelines for Americans

The focus is on how these policies will affect the food
supply through changes in product offerings, either
through introduction of new products or reformulation
and relabeling of existing products. Understanding the
supply-side effects of policies is important because
product reformulation and product portfolio changes
have been shown to reinforce public health goals of food
policies worldwide (Salgado et al., 2025).

The US has experienced high rates of food price inflation
in recent years, initially due to the COVID-19 pandemic
but subsequently due to the effects of the highly
pathogenic avian influenza outbreak on egg and poultry
prices, high energy costs resulting from the Russia—
Ukraine war, and other economy-wide inflationary
factors such as supply-chain issues (ERS, 2026). After
several years of inflation that was higher than the
historical average, food prices are expected to increase
2.9% overall in 2026 (ERS, 2026). Changes in food
policy that require or encourage food manufacturers to
reformulate and relabel foods could put further pressure
on food prices.

Although this article focuses on federal policies, state
governments are also issuing regulations, some of which
were initiated prior to the MAHA initiative. In some
cases, these regulations are inconsistent with federal
government policies. For example, some states have
banned synthetic food dyes or other food additives in
either all retail foods or in foods served in public schools
(Baker-White, 2025; EWG, 2026). This patchwork of
regulations can contribute to increased costs of
production because most food manufacturers produce
foods that are sold nationally or across multiple states
(Kalaitzandonakes and Ridley, 2025; van Laack and
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Snow, 2025). Food manufacturers have urged Congress
to pass legislation that would preempt state regulations
for food dyes and additives (Erdenesanaa, 2026)
because it would be difficult and costly for manufacturers
to produce different versions of products for different
markets.

Recent Federal Policies Affecting Foods
Changes in Requirements for Labeling a Food
Product as “Healthy”

Since 1994, food manufacturers have been able to use a
“healthy” claim on foods that meet criteria set by FDA
(2025e). The original definition included limits on total
fat, saturated fat, cholesterol, and sodium along with
requirements for providing at least 10% of the daily value
for vitamin A, vitamin C, calcium, iron, protein, and fiber.
Using 2023 data, FDA estimated that about 10% of the
products on the market qualified to use a “healthy” claim,
but that only about half did so (FDA OC, 2024). In
response to a December 2015 citizen’s petition and
updates to FDA'’s strategic plan for nutrition labeling
regulations, FDA initiated a process to update the criteria
that food products must meet to be able to use the
“healthy” claim. FDA subsequently issued a final rule in
December 2024. Instead of limits on total fat, saturated
fat, cholesterol, and sodium, limits were set for added
sugars, saturated fat, and sodium. In addition, instead of
requirements for meeting thresholds for specific
nutrients, foods must contain a specific amount from one
of the food groups recommended in the 2020-2025
DGAs (fruit, vegetables, grains, fat-free and low-fat
dairy, and protein foods) (FDA, 2025e). The compliance
date for the final rule is February 25, 2028. Currently,
FDA is reassessing whether changes are necessary to
align with the new DGAs and might develop a symbol for
the “healthy” claim (FDA, 2026).

In the final economic analysis for the “healthy” claim rule,
FDA estimated the number of products that might be
relabeled or reformulated in response to the rule (FDA
OC, 2024). Using the label is voluntary, but food
manufacturers would need to either relabel or
reformulate products that no longer meet the definition.
In addition, food manufacturers could decide to
reformulate products that do not currently meet the
definition to allow them to begin using the label. Of the
estimated 268,419 products on the market, FDA
estimated that 11,166 (4.2%) would have to remove the
claim or reformulate, and 10,162 (3.8%) would add the
claim. Of those 11,166 products, FDA estimated that 363
unique formulas representing multiple package sizes
would be reformulated. To estimate benefits associated
with the regulation, FDA calculated the value of the
reduction in chronic, diet-related diseases assuming
about 2% of the US population would use the healthy
claim in a meaningful way.

Introduction of a Front-of-Package Labeling

Requirement

Front-of-package (FOP) nutrition labels are mandated in
several countries, including Mexico and Canada, but
were only recently proposed in the US in January 2025.
Some US food products already include voluntary FOP
labels under industry-led programs such as Facts Up
Front and the American Heart Association’s Heart-Check
program (Pomeranz et al., 2019). Since 2007, FDA has
conducted research on a potential FOP label including
experimental studies of possible label designs and
literature reviews on experimental and real-world studies
of FOP labels (FDA, 2025a). Information provided in a
citizen petition submitted in August 2022 also informed
the design of a proposed FOP label. Under the proposed
rule, all food labels must display a Nutrition Info box (see
Figure 1) showing the percentage daily value and levels

Figure 1. Example Proposed FOP Nutrition Label

Per serving
5 cookies

Nutrition Info

% Daily
Value

Saturated Fat

25% High

Sodium

5% Low

Added Sugars

FDA.gov

10% Med
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of saturated fat, sodium, and added sugar per serving
(FDA, 2025a). A final rule has not yet been published,
and thus a compliance date has not yet been set.

In the draft economic analysis of the FOP rule, FDA
followed a similar process as for the “healthy” claim
except that all packaged foods in the US would be
required to be relabeled (FDA OC, 2025). Reformulation
could also be a voluntary response if manufacturers
want to ensure that foods appear healthy based on the
nutrients shown on the FOP label. Of FDA'’s estimate of
322,326 products on the market, all would need to be
relabeled, although some manufacturers might be able
to coordinate the label update with a routine update. To
estimate the number of reformulated products, FDA
identified those that were slightly above the thresholds to
be labeled as low or medium and assumed they would
be reformulated, resulting in an estimated 1,521 (0.5%)
products. The benefits of the rule were described
gualitatively in terms of nutritional improvements
because the FOP label would allow consumers to
quickly and easily identify healthy foods and result in
improvements in the healthfulness of the food supply
from voluntary reformulation.

Removal of Synthetic Food Dyes and Other

Additives from Foods

A substantial early emphasis of the MAHA initiative has
been on encouraging food manufacturers to remove
synthetic food dyes and other additives from foods. So
far, most of the attention has focused on synthetic food
dyes. For the most part, MAHA's interest in removing
other additives from the food supply is taking place
through changes in the GRAS process and
recommendations to limit consumption of UPFs
(discussed below).

In April 2025, FDA issued a press release regarding the
phaseout of synthetic dyes from the US food supply
(FDA, 2025b). Despite some media portrayals, FDA has
not issued regulations requiring the removal of synthetic
food dyes or the substitution of natural food dyes in
place of synthetic versions under this administration.
Under the prior administration, the use of FD&C red dye
no. 3 was banned, and food manufacturers must stop
using it by January 14, 2027. Many food manufacturers
have announced their decisions to remove voluntarily
other types of synthetic food dyes from at least some of
their products. FDA maintains a tracker of these
companies on its website (FDA, 2025c). FDA is
encouraging the development of new natural food dyes
and will accelerate the review and approval of new
submissions (FDA, 2026). Some states have taken a
stronger stance against synthetic food dyes, particularly
in foods served in public schools, and have issued bans
on the sale of foods containing certain dyes or will
require warning labels (Baker-White, 2025).

To remove synthetic food dyes, food manufacturers will
need to identify suppliers for natural food dyes, test use

of the new dyes in their production processes, conduct
market testing to ensure consumer acceptance, and
relabel to update ingredient lists. The ongoing costs of
natural dyes may be substantially higher than synthetic
versions (Aleccia, 2025). Because there is some risk
related to consumer response to the changes, some
food manufacturers are creating new versions of
products while continuing to sell existing versions (for
example, Doritos and Cheetos [Lavietes, 2025]). Some
synthetic food dyes have been shown to be associated
with neurobehavioral problems in some children who
could therefore benefit from their removal (Dunford et al.,
2025). However, many foods that contain artificial dyes
are also high in added sugars, so substituting natural
dyes for synthetic dyes will not make those foods
healthier.

Update of the Notification Process for Using
Ingredients Generally Recognized as Safe
(GRAS)

For an ingredient to be used in foods, it must either be
GRAS or approved as a food additive through a lengthy
premarket review process. In 1961, FDA created an
initial list of foods that were considered GRAS, but
companies could submit requests for FDA to affirm the
GRAS status of additional ingredients (FDA, 2006). In
2016, FDA formalized a GRAS notification process for
companies to notify FDA that they have conducted their
own review of an ingredient, and FDA could approve it or
respond that the information provided was insufficient to
determine GRAS status (FDA, 2016). This process is
known as the “GRAS loophole” because companies
could introduce new ingredients to the food supply
without undergoing FDA'’s safety review. Also, many
companies have introduced new ingredients without ever
notifying FDA of their use (EWG, 2025). The MAHA
strategy report said that FDA would close the GRAS
loophole by implementing a mandatory notification
system and that some existing substances in foods
might need to be removed (MAHA, 2025b). FDA
announced in October 2025 that it is undertaking
rulemaking regarding the GRAS process (DHHS, 2025)
and will publish a proposed rule in 2026 (FDA, 2026).

A change in the GRAS process and the inventory of
GRAS substances could result in substantial changes to
products on the market. According to Pomeranz, Leib,
and Mozaffarian (2024), there are likely numerous
ingredients in the food supply that have not been
reviewed by FDA and are of unknown safety to the
public. FDA has revoked the GRAS status of food
substances in the past, as it did for partially
hydrogenated oils in 2018 because of concerns about
consumption of trans fatty acids (Pomeranz, Leib, and
Mozaffarian, 2024). Once safety reviews are completed,
some food manufacturers might need to stop production
of foods containing certain ingredients or reformulate
them to use alternative ingredients.

Choices Magazine 14
A publication of the Agricultural & Applied Economics Association



Developing a Definition of Ultra-Processed Foods
(UPFs) for Use in Research and Policy

An estimated 70% of the US food supply comprises
UPFs, and concerns about consuming UPFs is
increasing (Vadiveloo et al., 2025). Studies have linked
consumption of UPFs with increased risk of heart
disease, type 2 diabetes, and obesity (Vadiveloo at al.,
2025). Although UPFs are often thought to be
synonymous with “junk food,” not all UPFs are
unhealthy, such as some whole grain breads and
yogurts. In many studies, the Nova classification system,
introduced in the seminal article by Montiero et al.
(2011), has been used to identify foods that are
considered UPFs based on the amount of processing
and use of additives. Other definitions of UPFs have
been developed, but there is not yet a federal definition.
In July 2025, FDA and USDA jointly published a request
for information (RFI) to gather information from the
public for developing a definition for use in research and
policy (FDA, 2025d). The RFI requested information on
the attributes of foods that could be used to define
UPFs, such as types of ingredients, types of processing,
and nutritional content (FDA and USDA, 2025). FDA is
currently reviewing the comments and has not yet
developed a plan for addressing UPFs (FDA, 2026).

Despite the attention on UPFs, it is not yet known how
the federal government might issue guidance or
regulations related to the production and marketing of
UPFs. A federal definition could help guide new
analyses to determine what portion of the food supply is
considered ultra-processed and to analyze relationships
between UPF consumption and health outcomes. The
federal government could require some type of label, like
the FOP label, indicating whether a food is ultra-
processed, or revise the FOP design to include a UPF
indicator. This type of requirement could cause food
manufacturers to voluntarily reformulate existing foods to
ensure they are not subject to a UPF labeling

requirement or introduce alternative versions of some
foods.

Publication of the 2025-2030 Dietary Guidelines
for Americans (DGAs)

Every 5 years, the Department of Health and Human
Services (DHHS) and USDA convene a scientific
advisory committee to review the scientific evidence on
nutrition and public health and provide recommendations
to the federal government (DGAC, 2024). DHHS and
USDA use the committee’s report to prepare the official
DGAs and a graphic summary of the recommendations.
The DGAs inform federal activities such as nutrition
education materials and guidelines for federal nutrition
programs like school meals, but they are used more
broadly for nutrition programs across local and state
governments and other organizations. With the change
in administration, the DGA process diverged from past
iterations in that a second advisory committee was
convened to conduct additional scientific reviews
because of concerns about too much focus on equity
considerations and public policy preferences in the initial
report (DHHS and USDA, 2026a). The final 2025-2030
guidelines report was released in January 2026 (DHHS
and USDA, 2026b) and an accompanying website,
realfood.gov, was launched. Shortly after the release of
the DGAs, the president signed the Whole Milk for
Healthy Kids Foods Act, which reinforces the DGA
recommendation for children to consume full-fat dairy
products and allows schools to offer whole milk (USDA,
2026).

With the DGAs release, the graphic summary of the
guidelines changed from MyPlate to the New Pyramid
(Figure 2). The New Pyramid shows a heavy emphasis
on consumption of proteins and fats derived from animal
sources. The new guidelines have been applauded for
encouraging consumption of fruits, vegetables, whole
foods, and water and maintaining limits on saturated fat

MyPlate.gov

Figure 2. MyPlate Versus the New Pyramid

The New Pyramid

FERS
L3 <
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and sodium (Lurie, 2026; Mozaffarian, 2026). For the
first time, the guidelines discourage the consumption of
highly processed foods (Mozaffarian, 2026), although
the term UPF is not used. The guidelines have been
criticized for encouraging more protein consumption
(especially from animal sources), butter, beef tallow, and
full-fat dairy (Lurie, 2026; Mozaffarian, 2026). It is too
early to tell how the new DGAs will influence product
portfolios of food manufacturers, but if guidelines for
federal programs change, it could change the types of
products they supply to those programs. It could also
change demand for some types of products if consumers
are exposed to nutrition education based on the new
guidelines, thus encouraging food manufacturers to
reformulate existing products or introduce and promote
new products that align with the recommendations.

Costs and Benefits Associated with Food

Policy Changes

Sources and Types of Costs

As described above, changes in food policy may cause
food manufacturers to reformulate or relabel food
products on a mandatory or voluntary basis. Food
manufacturers incur costs for labor, utilities, and
materials to undertake the series of activities required to
implement the changes (Table 1). Costs of reformulation
vary by the formulation (or recipe) complexity, the level
and functionality of the affected ingredients, whether the
food is shelf-stable or requires refrigeration or freezing,
and company size (Muth et al., 2015b). Costs of
relabeling vary by whether the change is a minor update
to the information on the label or requires a complete
redesign and the printing and packaging methods used
(Muth et al, 2015a). When reformulating or relabeling,
food manufacturers may also incur costs for analytical
testing and market testing with consumers. Costs are
higher when food manufacturers must make changes
rapidly in response to a requirement. Generally,
reformulation and relabeling are one-time costs. For
some types of changes, food manufacturers might also
incur higher costs of new ingredients purchased from the
agricultural sector or ingredient manufacturers.

Examples of the level of costs for food policy changes
that are in process are shown in FDA’s regulatory impact
analyses. In its analysis of the final “healthy” label claim
rule, FDA estimated about 0.8% of products sold in the
US would be relabeled and 0.1% would be reformulated.
The total industry costs were estimated to be $59 million
for relabeling and $392 million for reformulation (FDA
OC, 2024). In contrast, the proposed FOP label rule will
affect all products sold in the US, and FDA estimated
that 0.7% of products sold in the US would be
reformulated. The total industry costs were estimated to
be $1.3 billion for relabeling and $2.2 billion for
reformulation (FDA OC, 2025).

Sources and Types of Benefits

The benefits of federal food policy include improvements
in diet quality that lead to improved health and
productivity and lower health care costs. A scoping
review of the effectiveness of nutrition and
environmental policies across the globe found that food
labeling policies generally show a positive impact in
terms of reducing intake of selected nutrients and
influencing food reformulation (Burgaz et al., 2023).
Specific to UPF food policies, a narrative review found
that producer responses to food policy—such as
reformulation, package size reductions, and changes in
product portfolio—reduce consumption of health-
harming nutrients (Salgado et al., 2025).

The value of health benefits associated with changes in
federal policies can be substantial. For example, Huang
et al. (2019) assessed the mandatory labeling of added
sugars on packaged foods and beverages that went into
effect in 2020 and calculated benefits associated with
reductions in type 2 diabetes, coronary heart disease,
and stroke from reduced sugar intake. Estimated
healthcare savings were $31 billion, and societal savings
from improvements in the quality of life were $61.9 billion
over 20 years, assuming no industry reformulation.
Values could be almost twice as large if some foods
were also reformulated.

Table 1. Types of Activities That Incur Labor and Materials Costs Associated with Reformulation and Relabeling

Reformulation Activities

Relabeling Activities

Project management

Sourcing new ingredients

Developing new formulation (recipe)

Conducting studies—shelf-life, safety, distribution,
storage

Packaging assessment

Sensory evaluation

Analytical testing

Production scale-up

Recordkeeping

Project management

Analytical testing

Graphic design

Market testing with consumers

Prepress activities

Engraving new plates or cylinders, except for digital
printing processes

Label printing

Recordkeeping

Source: Adapted from Muth et al. (2015a, 2015b).
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In FDA’s analysis of the “healthy” claim rule, which
affects a small proportion of products on the market, the
value of benefits resulting from reductions in chronic,
diet-related diseases over a 20-year period was
estimated to be $1.4 billion (FDA OC, 2024). FDA has
not yet calculated benefits associated with the proposed
FOP labeling requirement. However, the likely benefits
could be similar to those in Huang et al. (2019) because
the requirement will apply to all foods and beverages. Of
the other policies described in this article, bans on
synthetic food dyes, changes in the GRAS process, or a
UPF labeling requirement could potentially lead to
rulemaking requiring identifying and valuing benefits.

Conclusion

Many of the upcoming federal food policy changes will
benefit public health, although potentially resulting in
higher food prices for consumers. If food manufacturers
are required to reformulate or relabel products, or

choose to do so as a voluntary response, they will incur
costs for new ingredients, undertaking reformulation, or
designing new labels. Manufacturers might pass along
the higher costs of these changes to consumers. In
addition, with new information on product labels or
nutritional recommendations, consumers might choose
foods with desired attributes that have higher prices. If
state governments move forward with regulations in the
absence of federal regulation, production costs and thus
food prices could increase if food manufacturers must
produce different versions of products for different
markets. Furthermore, to the extent that some changes
might be made based on misleading information, costs
might increase without providing a public health benefit.
The changes described in this article are primarily under
FDA'’s purview. However, changes to SNAP (see Ver
Ploeg, 2026) and other USDA programs will compound
their effects and substantially alter the functioning of the
US food system.
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The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)
provides electronic benefits for low-income households
and individuals to purchase food. In fiscal year 2024,
SNAP served about 42 million people each month, or
about 1 in every 8 Americans. The average monthly
benefit was $187 per person, and the total cost of the
program was just under $100 billion (Jones, Todd, and
Toossi. 2025). About 40% of SNAP beneficiaries are
children under 18 years old and another 20% are adults
60 and older (Monkovic and Ward, 2025). SNAP boosts
food spending, which has ripple effects on the farm,
rural, and overall economy; reduces food insecurity; and
lifts people from poverty. SNAP has historical ties to
farming and agriculture and its authorization roughly
every 5 years through the Nutrition Title of the Farm Bill
has generated a reliable political coalition uniting farm
and food interests.

Recent changes to the SNAP program through Public
Law 119-21, or One Big Beautiful Bill (OBBB), include
common flare points in Farm Bill and budgetary debates
on the extent of work requirements and to whom they
apply, the tightening of rules for deducting expenses,
and on eligibility for noncitizen refugees and individuals
granted asylum (Aussenberg, 2025; Huang, Zhang, and
Hinds, 2026). The OBBB also requires states to pay a
greater share of the program’s administrative costs and,
for the first time, ties benefit costs for states to their
payment error rates—the rates at which participants are
mistakenly given too much or too little benefits. This shift
could potentially break SNAP’s status as an entitlement
program, depending upon how states react, and
decrease participation in SNAP, with disproportionate
effects on agriculture and rural interests.

This article discusses (1) SNAP’s history and unique role
in the safety net, (2) its connection to the agricultural
economy, and (3) how the OBBB changes further the
move to a safety net more focused on supporting work

and with greater state-level responsibility for funding the
program. It then describes the effects of these changes
and what is most at risk.

SNAP Is a Cornerstone of the US Safety
Net

SNAP was designed to boost food spending for eligible
low-income households to help them meet their food
needs. Eligibility is primarily determined by income, with
gross income at 130% of federal poverty guidelines and
net income (minus allowable deductions) at 100% of
poverty (USDA-FNS, 2025a). Benefits decrease as
household earnings and other resources increase.

SNAP helps the USDA meet its mission to improve food
security (Gregory, Rabbitt and Ribar, 2015; Gundersen,
Kreider, and Pepper, 2017). SNAP lifted 3.6 million
individuals out of poverty in 2024 (Schrider and Bijou,
2025). It plays a significant role in lifting the incomes of
the poorest (Jolliffe et al., 2023), thus reducing the depth
and severity of poverty (Tiehen, Jolliffe, and Gundersen,
2012). These effects are stronger for children (Tiehen,
Jolliffe and Gundersen, 2012).

SNAP has several unique components that make it a
cornerstone of the US safety net. The program’s broad
eligibility criteria with few categorical eligibility
requirements means it reaches a large swath of the low-
income population. SNAP is an appropriated entitlement
program, meaning that if a household meets the
eligibility criteria, the federal government will appropriate
enough funds to cover the benefits of all who choose to
participate. Benefit levels are the same across the US
(with exceptions for Alaska and Hawaii, where food
costs are consistently higher). And, until the OBBB,
SNAP benefits have been entirely funded by the federal
government, although states share administrative costs
with the federal government.
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SNAP’s design contrasts to other safety net programs
that are more explicitly work-based and that require
higher state cost shares. For example, the Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) and Medicaid
programs give states leverage in determining eligibility
criteria and the types of services that are provided or the
health care services that are covered. TANF provides
cash assistance to a narrower population than SNAP—
only low-income families with children—and enforces
work requirements and time limits for benefit receipt for
most participants. It is partially funded through federal
block grants that give states set grant amounts to spend
as they see fit. TANF rules and benefit generosity levels
vary widely across states (Falk, 2025). Medicaid, which
provides health insurance for low-income populations,
has a federal-state cost share structure and gives
leverage to states to choose eligibility and coverage,
including through the Affordable Care Act (ACA) and
with federal funding, the option to expand coverage to
higher income adults that are not covered with basic
Medicaid coverage. These features result in variation
across states for regular Medicaid eligibility and
coverage (Fox et al, 2020) and in ACA expansion
coverage, for which 10 states have opted out (Kaiser
Family Foundation, 2026). The Earned Income Tax
Credit, which subsidizes earnings for low-earning
workers, has a substantial impact on reducing poverty
(Schrider and Bijou, 2025), but it does not have the
reach of SNAP among low-income households because

it is earnings based and substantially less generous for
childless households.

SNAP |s an Automatic Stabilizer During
Economic Downturns

During economic downturns when households have
lower incomes, they become eligible for more benefits.
Participants spend benefits quickly and thoroughly—
most benefits are spent within 2 weeks of issuance
(Tiehen, Newman, and Kirlin, 2017). Spent benefits work
their way through food retailers and the rest of the
economy. As a result, the program is a strong multiplier
for economic activity during recessions—generating an
estimated $1.54 in economic activity for every $1 spent
on benefits (Canning and Stacy, 2019). Because of its
entitlement status, no legislative or regulatory changes
are needed to prompt this automatic stabilizer (GAO,
2025). Importantly, the costs of additional benefits during
poor economic times are paid by the federal
government, meaning that states, most of whom must
balance their budgets annually, do not have to pick up
the additional costs when tax revenues are falling.

A feature of the SNAP program before the OBBB was its
responsiveness in protecting households from income
loss during downturns, which was not true for the TANF
program (Bitler and Hoynes, 2016). Figure 1 shows

Figure 1 SNAP Participation, Unemployment Rate, and Official Poverty Rate,1980-2024, and Low and Very Low
Food Security Rate, 2001-2024
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trends in unemployment, the official US poverty rate, the
rate of low or very low food security, and the number of
SNAP participants from 1980 to 2024, with recessionary
periods shaded in gray. The SNAP caseload rises during
recessions and periods of higher poverty and food
insecurity, and falls, albeit with a lag, during recovery
periods. An exception is during the period of 2003-2007,
when the unemployment rate fell but the caseload
continued to increase. The figure also shows food
insecurity rose and remained elevated during the 2022—
2024 pandemic recovery period, when inflation was
relatively high and the SNAP caseload stayed elevated
even though poverty and unemployment were
decreasing or relatively low.

SNAP Disproportionately Boosts Economic
Activity for Agriculture and Rural Areas

SNAP is also uniqgue among safety net programs for its
ties to farmers, agricultural and food production, and
rural economies. There are several reasons why. First,
the share of the population with incomes below poverty
tends to be greater in nonmetropolitan (rural) areas than
in metropolitan areas (urban and suburban) (Shrider and
Bijou, 2025). SNAP’s ability to lift households out of
poverty and alleviate deep poverty is stronger in rural
areas (Tiehen, Jolliffe, and Gundersen, 2012).

Second, SNAP boosts food spending—participants
spend more on food from SNAP benefits than they
would if given a similar benefit in cash, with estimates
ranging from 16.5 cents to 65 cents for every dollar in
benefits (Canning and Stacy, 2019). Increased food
spending is concentrated on food-at-home spending, for
which a greater share of every dollar spent by
consumers is received by farms (the farm share),
relative to food away from home spending, for which a
greater share of every dollar goes to nonfarm
components of the food supply chain (processing and
manufacturing, transportation, and labor) (Baker and
Zachary, 2026).

Third, the share of total output from food production is
greater in rural areas, making increases in economic
activity due to SNAP of greater importance (Vogel, Miller
and Ralston, 2021). The increased economic activity
from SNAP also crosses urban and rural geographic
distinctions. While both the absolute numbers of SNAP
participants and economic output generated through
SNAP benefits are larger in urban areas, the spillover
effects across urban and rural areas are economically
meaningful. Increases in economic output in urban areas
induced by the spending of SNAP benefits between
2009 and 2014, while the nation recovered from the
Great Recession, accounted for 61% of the increase in
economic activity from SNAP in rural areas (Vogel,
Miller, and Ralston, 2021). In other words, more than
half of the increase in SNAP-induced economic activity
in rural areas during these years came from urban
consumers and producers.

The interdependence of rural and urban areas on farm
and food production and consumption resulted in a long
and well-documented political coalition between
agricultural and anti-poverty stakeholders. This coalition
has helped produce past Farm Bills that jointly set
federal government support for farmers and agricultural
producers with that of consumers through authorization
of SNAP (Coppess, 2018). While the OBBB changes are
not the only time that changes to SNAP have been made
outside of the Farm Bill process, these recent changes in
funding structure are potentially some of the most
consequential.

The OBBB Pushes SNAP Further Toward
a Work-Based and State-Funded Safety

Net Program

SNAP has both general and Able-Bodied Adults Without
Dependents (ABAWDs) work requirements that mean
participants who do not work enough, nor engage in
approved activities, may face a time limit on benefit
receipt, have benefits reduced, or be cut from receiving
benefits altogether. In some states, approved activities
may include mandatory or voluntary participation in
employment and training programs. The extent and
targeted population for work requirements has been a
point of debate in recent Farm Bill reauthorizations. The
most recent Farm Bill (2018) left work requirements
largely untouched. However, ABAWD work requirements
were a critical part of the negotiations and final passage
of the Fiscal Responsibility Act of 2023 (FRA), which
tightened ABAWD work requirements for some and
loosened them for others. In contrast, the OBBB
tightened work requirements by increasing the upper
age limit subject to ABAWD work requirements from 54
to 64, lowering the maximum age of dependents that
exempt adults in the household from work requirements
from under 18 to under 14, and ended the exemption for
veterans, those experiencing homelessness, and some
individuals in foster care (Aussenberg, 2025). The bill
also tightened exemptions for areas with high
unemployment rates. Alaska and Hawaii were exempted
from some of these tighter work requirement rules.

The OBBB also increased state administrative cost
shares. Previously, states were reimbursed by the
federal government for half of the costs to administer
SNAP. Beginning in FY 2027, states will only be
reimbursed for 25% of administrative costs. This shift in
responsibility is estimated to cost states $24.7 billion
over the next decade (Aussenberg, 2025).

And, for the first time beginning potentially as soon as
the 2028 fiscal year, states may be responsible for the
costs of benefits if their payment error rates are too high.
SNAP has an extensive quality control (QC) system to
ensure correct benefit levels are provided to
beneficiaries, which includes a review of a sample of
cases by both the Food and Nutrition Service and each
state (USDA-FNS, 2025b). FNS then calculates payment
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error rates—the combination of over and
underpayments, relative to total dollars of benefits
issued—for each state and publishes them in June of
each year. Prior to the OBBB, if state payment error
rates were above 6%, the state would be required to
develop an action plan to address the high payment
errors or review almost all cases and may have faced
penalties if error rates were consistently high. Under the
OBBB, states with payment error rates over 6% will be
required to share the costs of SNAP benefits with the
degree and timing of cost sharing depending on the error
rate (Aussenberg, 2025, Huang, Zhang and Hinds,
2026). The Congressional Budget Office estimates that
the new benefit sharing will shift costs from the federal
government to states by $35 billion over the next decade
(CBO, 2025).

Figure 2 shows the national SNAP payment error rates
(PERs) overall and by its components of overpayments
and underpayments over the past 30 years. PERs were
not calculated for 2015 or 2016 because of data quality
issues, and Congress directed the USDA to suspend the
QC system during the COVID-19 pandemic. The figure
shows PERs trended up between 1995 and 1998 and
then decreased substantially through 2013. Rates
trended up between 2014 and 2019 but were

substantially higher in 2022 with an historic peak in
2023. Rates dropped almost a percentage point in 2024
but still averaged about 11% (USDA-FNS, 2025c). In
2023, the USDA reported that error rates were high
because states did not verify some benefit eligibility
elements (GAO, 2024). Increases may also have been
due to temporary policies implemented to address food
insecurity during COVID-19 that may have contributed to
increased participation rates among eligible households,
which was 88% in 2022 (the latest year of published
estimates) up from what had been a fairly steady 80%
rate prior to COVID-19 (USDA-FNS, 2025d).

What Are the Implications of These
Changes and What Is at Risk?

SNAP has roots in the New Deal response to the Great
Depression to alleviate both farm surplus and food
insecurity among poor households. But the original
program ended in 1943 when the farm economy
stabilized. The modern program is more aligned with the
War on Poverty and Great Society programs, knitted
with the Civil Rights enforcement of the period. The
broad eligibility rules and entitlement to benefits that are
solely funded and level-set by the federal government
help ensure equal access to benefits for the poor. In the

14

Rate

—Payment Error Rate

https://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/qc/annual-reports

Figure 2. National Average SNAP Payment Error Rates, 1995-2024: Combined, Overpayment, and
Underpayment Rates

—Qverpayment Rate —Underpayment Rate

Notes: The payment error rate is the combination of the overpayment and underpayment rate. Error rates were not calculated for
2015 or 2016 because of data quality issues identified in a report of the inspector general. Rates for 2020—2021 are not available
because Congress directed the USDA to suspend the QC system during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Source: SNAP Quality Control Annual Reports, Food and Nutrition Service, US Department of Agriculture.
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past 2 decades, the USDA has allowed some waivers for
states to set program rules, such as vehicle asset limits
and lengths of certification, and, beginning in 2026,
waivers to restrict which foods can be purchased with
SNAP. However, SNAP’s universality and federally
funded entitlement and cost structure have changed little
since the program’s implementation in the early 1970s,
even during profound changes to other safety net
programs.

Time will tell how the OBBB changes impact
participation, federal and state spending, and other
important program outcomes such as food spending,
food security, poverty, and health. However, there is
reason to hypothesize these changes will have bigger
impacts than previous changes to SNAP.

Research on the impact of SNAP work requirements on
labor supply is mixed but broadly shows that the
requirements do not lead to increases in employment or
work effort but do lead to declines in participation (Ku,
Brantley, and Pillai, 2019; Bauer and East, 2025;
Schanzenbach, 2025). These effects are reflected in the
CBO estimates of the budgetary impact of the OBBB
work requirements—estimating a fall of $68.6 billion in
SNAP spending and an average of 2.4 million
participants leaving SNAP in an average month over the
2025-2034 period (CBO, 2025).

While lower participation will reduce costs to the federal
government, work requirements may have an additional
cost to governments and participants—the costs to
administer and comply with more complex eligibility
rules. Implementing work requirements adds burden to
potentially eligible individuals, who must regularly prove
they are meeting the work requirements in addition to
income and other eligibility provisions. Eligible people
may not apply, and participating individuals may be cut
from the program, even though they may be eligible
(Cook, Cox, and East, 2026). Program administrators
may also face higher costs to assess and prove eligibility
and to monitor and assess compliance.

It is hard to predict the impact of the increases in state
administrative costs and potential benefit costs will have
because it depends on how states react. The increase in
cost share from 50/50 to 75/25 means that states will
now have to budget more to operate the SNAP program
by either raising taxes or cutting other programs. States
may also incur greater costs to reduce their payment
error rates by more carefully assessing eligibility and
benefit amounts. These higher costs mean states may
have to make tradeoffs between focusing on reducing
food insecurity and poverty by reaching as many eligible
households as possible versus reducing payment errors;
at the same time, they need to enforce new work
requirements and shoulder a greater share of
administrative costs for the program.

Table 1 shows payment error rates for states in fiscal
year 2024. Only 10 states have payment error rates
below 6%. The other 38 states (excluding Alaska and
Hawaii) and the District of Columbia will have to reduce
their payment error rates, sometimes significantly, by FY
2028 (although states with especially high error rates
may delay benefit cost sharing, Aussenberg, 2025).
Table 1 also shows state poverty (2025) and 3-year
average food insecurity (2022—2024) prevalence
estimates, along with the latest SNAP participation rate
estimates (FY 2022). Some states with below average
participation rates also have high poverty and food
insecurity rates. For example, Arkansas’ poverty and
food insecurity rates are 15.5% and 19.4%, respectively.
Its SNAP participation rate is among the lowest across
states, reaching only 59% of those who are eligible in
2022. Given its payment error rate of almost 10%,
Arkansas is one of the states that would have to pay for
some benefit costs. So would Massachusetts, which has
relatively low poverty (9.7%) and food insecurity
(11.7%), near complete coverage of eligible SNAP
households (participation rates estimated at 100%), but
also a high payment error rate (14.1%).

How states make these tradeoffs is likely to vary. States
with sufficient resources or commitments to a stronger
safety net may find ways to take on the additional costs
of the programs, but that will come with tradeoffs to
higher taxes or cuts to other programs. Some states may
discourage participation in SNAP, potentially by reducing
office hours, cutting the number of case workers, or
reducing outreach efforts. Finally, some states,
especially those with greater need and a lower tax base,
could reduce benefits or even opt out of the SNAP
program altogether, effectively ending the entitlement.

The shifts in costs to the states put SNAP’s cornerstone
status at risk. At risk is SNAP’s broad universality to low-
income populations, which has helped reduce disparities
in food security and poverty across rural and urban
areas (Tiehen, Jolliffe, and Gundersen, 2012) and
across race and ethnicity (Ku, 2023). Studies of SNAP’s
rollout in the 1970s show the program had a substantial
impact on improving health and self-sufficiency (Hoynes,
Schanzenbach, and Almond, 2016) and birth outcomes,
especially for Black children (AlImond, Hoynes, and
Schanzenbach, 2011).

If states must fund part of the costs of benefits or decide
to opt out of the program, SNAP’s role as an automatic
stabilizer during economic downturns is at risk. Using the
Analysis of Taxes, Transfers, and Income Security
(ATTIS) model, (Wheaton, Waxman, and Giannarelli,
2025) estimated that states would have to pay almost $1
billion ($980 million) in additional benefit costs in the first
year of a recession that was as deep as the Great
Recession, assuming a 10% benefit cost share for
states. State cost shares could be waived during
recessions if lawmakers can pass such legislation. But a
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Table 1. State Poverty, Food Insecurity, SNAP Participation, and SNAP Payment Error Rates

3-year Food SNAP SNAP Payment
Official Poverty Insecurity Rates  Participation Rate Error Rate
State Rate (2024) (2021-2024) (FY 2022) (FY 2024)
Alabama 15.2 12.1 90 8.3
Alaska 10.2 13.0 73 24.7
Arizona 11.7 13.1 77 8.8
Arkansas 15.5 19.4 59 9.6
California 11.8 12.5 81 11.0
Colorado 9.6 10.5 100 10.0
Connecticut 10.2 12.1 98 10.3
Delaware 9.6 10.8 91 12.4
District of Columbia 17.3 10.3 100 17.4
Florida 12.0 13.3 81 15.1
Georgia 12.6 14.6 92 15.7
Hawaii 10.0 10.8 81 6.7
Idaho 10.5 12.6 73 3.6
Illinois 11.6 13.3 100 11.6
Indiana 12.2 13.7 89 9.5
lowa 11.3 10.8 98 6.1
Kansas 10.9 12.5 79 10.0
Kentucky 15.6 18.8 74 9.1
Louisiana 18.7 17.7 99 6.6
Maine 10.6 12.9 94 10.3
Maryland 9.1 11.5 85 13.6
Massachusetts 9.7 11.7 100 14.1
Michigan 13.4 14.7 100 9.5
Minnesota 9.3 9.9 93 9.0
Mississippi 17.8 17.3 74 10.7
Missouri 12.3 13.3 92 9.4
Montana 10.2 11.7 75 8.9
Nebraska 10.9 12.7 93 5.6
Nevada 11.6 15.0 98 5.9
New Hampshire 7.2 9.1 82 7.6
New Jersey 9.2 9.8 80 14.3
New Mexico 16.4 14.5 100 14.6
New York 14.0 14.0 91 14.1
North Carolina 12.5 11.8 95 10.2
North Dakota 11.1 9.0 81 7.9
Ohio 12.7 14.2 99 9.0
Oklahoma 14.9 16.9 98 10.9
Oregon 11.8 12.5 100 14.1
Pennsylvania 11.6 10.9 100 10.8
Rhode Island 12.2 10.6 100 12.3
South Carolina 13.3 135 76 9.3
South Dakota 10.4 9.5 84 3.3
Tennessee 135 13.3 84 9.5
Texas 13.4 17.6 74 8.3
Utah 8.3 11.5 76 5.7
Vermont 9.0 9.4 99 5.1
Virginia 9.7 12.4 83 11.5
Washington 9.9 11 100 6.1
West Virginia 16.7 141 98 9.4
Wisconsin 10.3 12 100 4.5
Wyoming 10.1 15.6 63 5.1
US National 12.1 13.3 88 10.9

Notes: Standard errors for each of these rate estimates are available from each source.

Sources: Poverty Rates from CY2024 based on American Community Survey 1-year estimates (Benson, 2025). 3-year Food
Insecurity Prevalences from 2022—2024 (Rabbitt et al., 2025).

SNAP Participation Rate Estimates for FY 2022 (Cunnyngham, 2025). SNAP Payment Error Estimates from FY 2024
(https://lwww.fns.usda.gov/snap/qc/per)
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powerful automatic tool for getting cash into the
economy quickly during slack economic times is at risk.

The long-standing political coalition that has married
farm and agriculture interests to food assistance
interests to pass legislation that benefits both parties
could be at risk as well. With fewer SNAP patrticipants
and potentially reduced benefit levels or even no SNAP

program in some states, food spending could decrease.

Farmers and rural areas could be disproportionately
impacted because of SNAP’s ties to farm and rural
economies.

Conclusion

OBBB provisions chip away at the entitlement and
universal aspects of SNAP. Impacts are yet to be
determined and depend heavily on how states will react
to new cost sharing requirements. Lessons from other
safety net programs with greater program discretion and
state cost share requirements suggest we can expect
increased variation in state generosity that is likely to
decrease SNAP participation and program outlays. The
impacts of changes to a cornerstone of the safety net
may not be felt evenly because of SNAPSs ties to the
rural and agriculture economies.
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