
The Impact of the Great Recession on Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) 

and Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) Participation in the U.S.

Students: Michael Dabat, Samantha Faber, Dan Hartson, Tony Navara, John Peppler & Justin Prahl           Faculty Mentor: Dr. Eric Jamelske

We gratefully acknowledge generous funding support from the UWEC Office of Research and Sponsored Programs, Blugold Commitment, Xcel Energy-Eau Claire and Northwestern Bank- Chippewa Falls 

The economic downturn of 2008-09 was so severe that it has become known as the Great Recession and by most accounts the subsequent recovery has been slow and perhaps even non-existent. Rather 

than characterizing the recession and subsequent recovery by labor market performance, one could instead look at the demands on social services for those in need. This poster presents data from the 

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services and the U.S. Department of Agriculture from 2007, 2009 and 2011. Using maps, we describe the recession and recovery in terms of the number of 

Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) and Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) recipients at a national level as well as across states.  
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Conclusion

Introduction

Figure 1 shows the percent of the population receiving TANF 

benefits for each state in 2007 before the recession began. 

In the U.S. as a whole, the TANF participation rate was 1.3% 

at this time ranging from a low of just under 0.01% in 

Wyoming to a high of almost 3.2% in California. The lighter 

colors show states with lower TANF participation rates, while 

the darker colors show states with a higher proportion of the 

population receiving TANF benefits. Knowing the initial rates 

of TANF participation in each state will help in interpreting 

the impact of the recession and subsequent recovery.  The 

first row of Table 1 also presents this data for each state 

listed horizontally in alphabetical order.  

Figures 3 and 4 show the impact of the recession on the TANF and SNAP participation rates in each state. The number 

presented for each state is the 2009/2007 ratio for TANF recipients in Figure 3 and SNAP recipients in Figure 4.  

Figures 5 and 6 show the impact of the recovery from the recession on the number of TANF and SNAP recipients in each state. 

The number presented for each state is the 2011/2007 ratio of TANF recipients in Figure 5 and SNAP recipients in Figure 6.  

Despite lower 2011 TANF caseloads compared to 2007 in 15 states, the number of recipients in the U.S as a whole increased by about 15% over this period. Moreover, the decrease in TANF participation in some states is more 

the result of federal time limits and other program funding constraints rather than a decreased need. The evidence from SNAP participation rates is much clearer. Every state without exception experienced an increase in the 

number of SNAP recipients between 2007 and 2009. SNAP caseloads continued to rise in every state between 2009 and 2011 with the overall U.S participation rate soaring to about 70% higher than in 2007. Although the 

number of jobs and the unemployment rate get most of the attention when talking about the economy, these data tell an important story of the struggles of families as well as the strains on social assistance programs during 

times of economic hardship.

Figure 2: Snap Participation 2007 (Percent)          U.S. = 8.7 Figure 1: TANF Participation 2007 (Percent)           U.S. = 1.3%

Figure 3: TANF Participation 2009/2007 (Ratio)          U.S. = 1.07

Figure 2 shows the percent of the population receiving SNAP 

benefits in each state for 2007. In the U.S. as a whole, the 

SNAP participation rate was 8.7% at this time ranging from a 

low of 4.3% in Wyoming to a high of 15.1% in Louisiana. The 

lighter colors show states with lower SNAP participation 

rates, while the darker colors show states with a higher 

proportion of the population receiving SNAP benefits. Once 

again, knowing the initial rate of SNAP participation in each 

state will help in interpreting the impact of the recession and 

subsequent recovery. The first row of Table 2 also presents 

this data for each state listed horizontally in alphabetical 

order.

In terms of TANF, 32 states experienced an increase in 

participation rates between 2007 and 2009. Hawaii ‘s 

caseload grew the most over this period, rising to 59% above 

their 2007 level. Delaware, the District of Columbia and Utah 

also saw significant increases with each state climbing to at 

least 39% above their 2007 levels. In contrast, TANF 

participation rates fell in 19 states between 2007 and 2009 

with caseloads in Vermont, Minnesota and Illinois declining 

to 80% or less of their 2007 levels. To put this in perspective, 

the TANF participation rate for the U.S. as a whole increased 

by about 7% between 2007 and 2009. In Figure 3, the darker 

colors represent the states that were hit the hardest in terms 

of the number of TANF recipients, while the lighter colors 

show the states that were least affected. The second row of 

Table 1 also shows the 2009/2007 TANF recipient ratios for 

each state listed horizontally in alphabetical order.

In terms of SNAP, every state experienced an increase in 

participation rates between 2007 and 2009.  Arkansas saw 

the smallest increase over this period with their caseload 

rising to just 8% above their 2007 level. Nebraska and 

Louisiana also experienced relatively small increases both 

rising to 11% above their 2007 levels. On the other end of 

the spectrum, Utah, Idaho, Florida, and Nevada all 

experienced increases in the number of SNAP recipients to 

more than 1.5 times their 2007 levels. Nevada had the 

largest increase as their SNAP caseload in 2009 rose to 

64% above its 2007 level. To put this in perspective, the 

2009 SNAP participation rate for the U.S. as a whole 

increased by about 27% between 2007 and 2009. In Figure 

4, the darker areas represent the states that were impacted 

the most in terms of the number of SNAP recipients, while 

the darker areas show the states where the impact was the 

smallest. The second row of Table 2 also shows these 

2009/2007 SNAP recipient ratios for each state listed 

horizontally in alphabetical order.

In terms of TANF, only 15 states had fewer recipients in 2011 

compared to 2007, while 35 states had more recipients and 

one state’s (OK) caseload was unchanged over this period. 

In particular, 2011 TANF caseloads increased to more than 

1.5 times their 2007 levels in seven states (HI, OR, DE, WI, 

DC, NV, NM) with Hawaii and Oregon leading the way both 

at over 90% above their 2007 levels. To put this into 

perspective, the TANF participation rate for the U.S. as a 

whole continued to increase between 2009 and 2011 rising 

to approximately 15% above the 2007 level. In Figure 5, the 

darker colors represent the states that were hit the hardest in 

terms of the number of TANF recipients, while the lighter 

colors show the states that were least affected. The third row 

of Table 1 also shows the 2011/2007 TANF recipient ratios 

for each state listed horizontally in alphabetical order.

SNAP recipient ratios tell an even worse story of recovery 

with every state continuing to have more SNAP recipients in 

2011 compared to 2007. In 2011, Arkansas, West Virginia, 

North Dakota and Kentucky were the closest to their 2007 

levels of SNAP recipients. That said, caseloads in all five of 

these states were between 28% and 37% above their 2007 

levels. In contrast, the number of 2011 SNAP recipients was 

at least twice as high in eight states as it was in 2007.  In 

particular, Nevada, Idaho, Florida and Utah all had SNAP 

caseloads at least 2.3 times their 2007 levels with Nevada 

leading way at 2.7 times their 2007 level. To put this in 

perspective, the SNAP participation rate for the U.S as a 

whole stood at 70% more than its 2007 level. In Figure 6, the 

darker colors represent the states that were hit the hardest in 

terms of the number of SNAP recipients, while the lighter 

colors show the states that were least affected. The third row 

of Table 1 also shows the 2011/2007 SNAP recipient ratios 

for each state listed horizontally in alphabetical order.

Figure 5: TANF Participation 2011/2007 (Ratio)          U.S. = 1.15

Figure 4: Snap Participation 2009/2007 (Ratio)          U.S. = 1.27

Figure 6: Snap Participation 2011/2007 (Ratio)          U.S. = 1.70


