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Abstract 

We conduct a large-scale randomized controlled trial (RCT) of work requirements and 

recertification periods in the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP). In 

partnership with the Virginia Department of Social Services, we randomly assigned over 

39,000 newly certified SNAP recipients to receive varying lengths of work requirement 

exemptions and recertification periods. We find that work requirements substantially 

reduce SNAP enrollment: exemptions from work requirements increase participation by 

approximately 10 percentage points (33 percent) at seven months after enrollment. 

Extending the recertification period from 6 to 12 months increases participation by an 

additional 14 percentage points at six months, but this effect dissipates by 12 months 

because a required interim report reintroduces administrative burden. Work requirements 

produce modest positive effects on employment, with exemptions reducing the probability 

of working by 1 to 2 percentage points relative to a control group employment rate of 46 

percent. Employment responses are concentrated among individuals with stronger prior 

labor force attachment but lower labor supply at SNAP initiation. Work requirements also 

screen out more vulnerable populations: those retained by exemptions have higher SNAP 

benefit amounts and less education. Using machine learning methods, we identify a 

subgroup with large participation responses and limited employment responses that could 

be targeted with exemptions to improve policy efficiency. 
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I. Introduction 

A central tension in the design of safety net programs is whether to condition benefits on work. 

Unconditional transfers may discourage labor supply via an income effect, imposing fiscal costs 

on government and potentially reducing self-sufficiency. Means-tested transfers further discourage 

labor supply and impose fiscal externalities via a substitution effect due to the implicit increase in 

marginal tax rates. Conditioning safety net transfers on a minimum level of work can thus in theory 

lower fiscal externalities and help individuals transition toward self-sufficiency and eventual 

program exit.  

But conditioning benefits on employment may deny resources to individuals who face 

genuine barriers to work and who stand to benefit the most from assistance. If those with the 

steepest barriers to meeting work requirements also have the greatest need for program benefits, 

then these requirements would worsen program targeting by shifting resources to those who 

receive less utility from the transfers. However, these requirements could also improve targeting: 

In an influential theoretical framework, Nichols and Zeckhauser (1982) show that imposing costs 

on benefit recipients can improve targeting if those who value benefits most are willing to bear the 

costs while those who value them least are not. Besley and Coate (1992) extend this logic to work 

requirements, showing that requiring work as a condition of receiving benefits can, in theory, 

allocate transfers more efficiently. Whether work requirements achieve this in practice is an 

empirical question that depends on who is screened out and whether the policy induces meaningful 

increases in employment.  

These questions have taken on new urgency as work requirements expand across the U.S. 

safety net. The 2023 debt ceiling compromise extended SNAP work requirements to older adults, 

and the One Big Beautiful Bill Act (OBBBA) of 2025 introduced mandatory work requirements 



2 

in Medicaid and further broadened SNAP requirements. Despite the scale of these expansions, 

rigorous causal evidence on work requirements remains limited. Recent quasi-experimental 

studies consistently find that work requirements reduce SNAP enrollment, but there is mixed 

evidence on employment, with most failing to find statistically significant effects (Harris 2021, 

Han 2022, Cuffey, Beatty, and Mykerezi 2021, Gray et al. 2023, Cook and East 2025). A key 

limitation shared by all prior research is that work requirements typically coincide with more 

frequent recertification of program eligibility. Since recertification itself is a major source of 

program exits (Homonoff and Somerville 2021, Gray 2019), it has not been possible to determine 

whether observed participation declines reflect the cost of the work mandate or the administrative 

burden of more frequent reporting. 

In this paper, we present results from a large-scale randomized controlled trial that 

separately varies work requirements and recertification periods in SNAP. Partnering with the 

Virginia Department of Social Services (DSS), we randomly assigned over 39,000 newly certified 

SNAP recipients classified as able-bodied adults without dependents (ABAWDs) to one of five 

study arms. The control group faces the status quo policy: a 6-month recertification period with no 

additional work requirement exemptions beyond the standard three months allowed per 36-month 

period, effectively resulting in six work-free months of benefits. Four intervention groups received 

combinations of extended work requirement exemptions (6 or 12 additional months, effectively 

resulting in 12 or 18 months of work-free benefits, respectively) and longer recertification periods 

(12 months instead of 6). This design allows us to separately identify the effects of the work 

mandate from those of the recertification schedule. Our study is the largest RCT of work 

requirements ever conducted and among the largest randomized experiments on any social policy 

to date. We link SNAP administrative data to quarterly earnings records from the Virginia 
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Employment Commission to measure (UI-covered) labor supply and are currently fielding a 

survey to measure food insecurity, health, housing stability, and financial hardship. 

We report three sets of findings. First, work requirements substantially reduce SNAP 

enrollment. At six months after certification, both short (6-month) and long (12-month) 

exemptions from work requirements increase the probability of remaining enrolled by 

approximately 8-10 percentage points, a 33 percent increase over the control group. Extending the 

recertification period from 6 to 12 months raises participation by an additional 13-14 percentage 

points at six months. By 12 months, the participation effects of work requirement exemptions 

persist (4-5 and 6-7 percentage points for the short and long exemption groups, respectively), but 

the recertification effect fully dissipates. Administrative exit codes show that participants assigned 

to longer recertification periods are far less likely to lose benefits for missing an interview but far 

more likely to lose benefits for failing to submit the required interim report (a federal requirement 

for recertification periods exceeding 6 months). The recertification extension effectively replaced 

one administrative hurdle with another. 

Second, work requirements have positive but modest effects on employment. Granting 

exemptions reduces the probability of UI-covered employment by 1 to 3 percentage points relative 

to a control group employment rate of about 46 percent. These magnitudes are similar to those 

estimated by Gray et al. (2023) using the age-50 discontinuity, but our experimental design 

provides sufficient precision to distinguish these effects from zero, whereas their estimates were 

noisier. The effects are small relative to the participation effects and appear concentrated among 

individuals with stronger prior labor force attachment. Employment effects also appear to be 

concentrated in the third quarter after SNAP initiation, suggesting the possibility that effects are 
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driven by the loss of SNAP benefits by those without exemptions rather than incentive effects of 

work requirements. 

Third, treatment effects vary across the population in ways that are informative for policy. 

Using the causal forest algorithm of Athey and Imbens (2016), we find that employment responses 

to work requirements are concentrated among those with less prior SNAP enrollment and higher 

incomes prior to entering SNAP, but also a lower probability of working at entry and higher initial 

benefit amounts. Work requirements also disproportionately screen out individuals with less 

education and higher benefit amounts (signaling higher current need). We identify a subgroup that 

experiences large participation gains from exemptions with limited employment consequences; 

these individuals tend to be younger and less attached to the labor force, and exemptions could be 

targeted to this population to improve efficiency. 

Our study makes several contributions. We provide the first experimental estimates of the 

effects of work requirements on safety net participation and employment since the welfare-to-work 

demonstrations of the 1980s and 1990s (Greenberg, Deitch, and Hamilton 2009), and the first ever 

in SNAP. Our RCT design advances a quasi-experimental literature that has produced consistent 

evidence that work requirements reduce program enrollment but mixed results on employment 

(Harris 2021, Han 2022, Cuffey, Beatty, and Mykerezi 2021, Gray et al. 2023). Our experimental 

design eliminates identification concerns inherent in these studies, yields population-average 

treatment effects rather than estimates local to a particular age cutoff or other discontinuity in 

eligibility, and cleanly separates the work mandate from the administrative burden of 

recertification. In a related study of SNAP's less stringent general work requirements, Cook and 

East (2025) use administrative data and point to administrative burdens as central to explaining 

disenrollment, a finding our design can address directly. 
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Second, our heterogeneity analysis provides an empirical test of the ordeal mechanism 

theory introduced early in the literature on optimal targeting (Nichols and Zeckhauser 1982, Besley 

and Coate 1992). By characterizing the joint distribution of participation and employment 

responses, we assess whether work requirements screen efficiently and provide actionable 

guidance for states deciding how to allocate scarce work requirement exemptions under 

increasingly restrictive federal rules. 

The paper proceeds as follows. Section II describes SNAP policy and the Virginia setting. 

Section III details the experimental design. Section IV describes our empirical methods. Section 

V presents results on program participation and employment. Section VI examines treatment effect 

heterogeneity and targeting. Section VII offers discussion and next steps. 

II. Setting and Data 

A. SNAP and Work Requirements 

SNAP is the largest anti-hunger program in the United States, providing monthly food benefits to 

over 40 million people in recent years. Benefits are delivered via an Electronic Benefits Transfer 

(EBT) card that can be used at authorized retailers. Eligibility generally requires gross household 

income below 130 percent of the Federal Poverty Line (FPL) and net income below 100 percent 

of FPL, with benefits phasing out at a rate of about 24 cents per dollar of earned income after 

deductions. To retain eligibility, participants must periodically complete a recertification process 

that involves documenting income, household composition, and deductions. 

SNAP's ABAWD work requirement is the focus of this paper. During the period of study 

enrollment, the requirement targeted childless adults aged 18 to 54 (recently raised to 64 under the 

OBBBA) who do not have a documented disability or other qualifying exemption. These 

individuals must work or participate in approved activities (including education, training, 
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volunteering) for at least 80 hours per month. Those who do not comply are limited to three months 

of benefits in a 36-month window. The ABAWD rule is distinct from SNAP's general work 

registration requirement, which applies to a broader age range (16 to 59) and asks relatively little 

of participants beyond registering for employment and not declining suitable job offers. 

B. Institutional Details in Virginia 

Virginia administers SNAP through the Virginia Department of Social Services (DSS) using the 

Virginia Case Management System (VACMS). Each year, the USDA provides states with a pool 

of discretionary work requirement exemption months, equal to roughly 8 to 12 percent of the 

ABAWD caseload. Historically, unused exemptions rolled over from one year to the next, and 

Virginia had accumulated a substantial reserve. In the past, Virginia used three discretionary 

months per enrollee, giving each ABAWD six months of work-free benefits (three standard federal 

months plus three discretionary months) and enabling a 6-month recertification interval, lessening 

the administrative burden for both the enrollees and the state relative to burdens from a shorter 3-

month recertification period. 

The VACMS eligibility system tracks each ABAWD's work requirement compliance 

through a "clock." When an ABAWD first certifies for SNAP, the clock is populated with three 

federally mandated work-free months (designated Y1 in VACMS) and three state discretionary 

exemption months (designated E9). If the ABAWD works during a given month, that month 

receives a work code (E1) rather than consuming a Y1 or E9 month. The E1 codes replace E9 

months first, then Y1 months, allowing Y1 months to shift to later in the clock. At the 6-month 

recertification, if the ABAWD has at least one Y1 month remaining, they can be recertified for 

another period. If all Y1 months have been used and the ABAWD is not meeting the work 

requirement, they are removed from the program. 
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Recertification in Virginia takes different forms depending on the certification period 

length. Those with 6-month periods undergo a full recertification interview, conducted in person 

or remotely, covering a detailed list of eligibility factors including income, household changes, 

and work activities. Those with 12-month periods must (per federal rules) instead submit an 

interim report around month 6, a shorter document that covers basic eligibility questions including 

work activities but does not require an interview. Prior research has identified the recertification 

interview as a significant barrier to continued enrollment (Homonoff and Somerville 2021). Less 

is known about the burdens of the interim report. 

C. Data 

Our current analysis draws on two administrative data sources. The first is SNAP enrollment 

records from Virginia DSS, which include demographic information (age, sex, race, education, 

marital status), locality, benefit amounts, dates of enrollment and disenrollment, exit reason codes, 

and indicators for monthly SNAP participation. The second is quarterly earnings records from the 

Virginia Employment Commission (VEC), covering wages in UI-eligible jobs. These records 

allow us to construct measures of employment and earnings both before and after SNAP 

certification. 

UI wage records do not capture self-employment, some government employment, military 

service, or informal work. If work requirement exemptions shift individuals toward these 

uncovered sectors, our employment estimates would understate the true labor supply response. We 

address this concern with a survey, which is currently in the field, that targets approximately 5,000 

study participants and measures employment across all sectors as well as food insecurity, health, 

housing stability, and financial hardship. 
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III. Experimental Design 

A. Study Arms 

We designed the experiment in collaboration with Virginia DSS to test the independent and 

combined effects of work requirement exemptions and recertification extensions. The study 

enrolled over 39,000 ABAWDs who were newly certified for SNAP between April 2024 and June 

2025. Virginia agreed to deploy a portion of its annual USDA discretionary exemption allocation 

randomly as part of the trial. The pre-analysis plan is registered in the AEA RCT registry 

(#0004325). 

Participants were randomly assigned with equal probability to one of five study arms. The 

control group (CG0) receives the status quo: a 6-month recertification period and no additional 

exemptions beyond the standard three Y1 months. The four intervention groups form a 2-by-2 

factorial design. Intervention Groups 1 and 3 (IG1, IG3) receive a short work requirement 

exemption, implemented by adding three study-specific exemption months (coded S9 in VACMS) 

that replace the Y1 months in the first 6-month recertification period, effectively granting at least 

12 months of work-free benefits. Intervention Groups 2 and 4 (IG2, IG4) receive a long exemption 

with six additional S9 months that replace the Y1 months in the first and second 6-month 

recertification periods, providing at least 18 months of work-free benefits. IG1 and IG2 maintain 

the standard 6-month recertification period. IG3 and IG4 receive an extended 12-month 

recertification period, though they must still submit an interim report around month 7. 
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Table 1: Study Groups 

 

B. Randomization and Implementation 

Randomization was built directly into VACMS. We pre-assigned every possible 5-digit number to 

one of the five study groups using simple random sampling. When a new ABAWD certified for 

SNAP and received a case ID, the last five digits of that ID were automatically crosswalked to the 

pre-assigned study group. The system then applied the corresponding interventions (S9 months 

and/or extended recertification date) and displayed the participant's study group on the 

caseworker's screen. See Appendix Figure A1 for a visual representation of the study 

implementation. 

We invested in communicating the study to caseworkers. We held three recorded training 

sessions for caseworkers, developed FAQ documents and scripts for answering participant 

questions, and worked with supervisors to disseminate study details. Importantly, caseworkers 

were not involved in the implementation of the interventions, as that was fully automated. They 

were, however, involved in communication of the work requirement exemptions to enrollees, as 

caseworkers are typically responsible for communication of status quo work requirements to 

program recipients. In addition to caseworker communication, all participants received mailed 

notices informing them of the work requirement, and those in the intervention groups were 

informed of the additional exemptions available to them (Appendix Figure A2). 
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C. Implementation Challenges 

Two implementation issues arose despite the automated design and outreach. First, VACMS 

allows caseworkers to manually override recertification dates. Despite training, some caseworkers 

reverted the 12-month recertification for IG3 and IG4 participants back to the standard 6-month 

period. This non-compliance is clear in Figure 1, which presents the CDF of recertification periods 

for the control group (gray) and the two treatment groups, IG3 and IG4, that were intended to 

receive 12-month recertification periods. The vast majority of those in the control group receive 

recertification periods of about 150 days.1 While the majority of enrollees in the IG3 and IG4 

treatment groups receive recertification periods of around 325 days, a sizable portion (around 20%) 

receive the standard recertification period of 150 days. We address this by reporting intent-to-treat 

estimates, instrumental variables estimates (instrumenting actual recertification length with 

IG3/IG4 assignment), and estimates restricted to participants who received the intended 

recertification length.2 

Second, a software error in the initial VACMS update caused some treatment group 

participants in early cohorts (enrolling before October 2024) to receive Y1 months during the first 

six months when they should have instead received only S9 months, partially undermining the 

exemption treatment. The error was corrected for participants enrolling from October 2024 

onward. We define "compliant cohorts" as those from October 2024 onward and report results for 

these cohorts and for the full sample separately. For participation outcomes, we focus on the 

compliant cohorts for whom the treatment operated as designed. For employment outcomes, we 

report both because the employment response should depend on participants' beliefs about their  

 
1 Despite technically having a stated 6-month recertification period under status quo policy, caseworkers often 

include a 150 day/5 month recertification period to ensure that recertification occurs before the 6 month deadline. 
2 Balance on individual characteristics holds in this last subsample.  
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Figure 1: Recertification Period Length CDF 

 

exemption status (shaped by mailings and caseworker communication) rather than the mechanics 

of the VACMS clock. Indeed, comparison of employment effects for the compliant and anomaly 

cohorts can provide suggestive evidence about the role of beliefs versus experience and possibly 

help disentangle the incentive effects of work requirements from the effects of losing SNAP on 

employment outcomes. 

D. Balance 

Study group assignment is balanced on observable characteristics, as expected given the 

randomization. We compare means across all five study arms for age, sex, race, marital status, 

initial SNAP benefit amount, income at entry as a percentage of FPL, prior SNAP enrollment, 

education, and quarterly earnings for each of the five quarters prior to certification. We fail to find 

statistically significant differences at the 5% level for any of these characteristics in any of our 

analytic samples. 
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Table 2: Balance 

 

IV. Empirical Methods 

A. Estimating Equations 

Our primary estimating equation takes the form: 

𝑌𝑖 = 𝛽1𝑆ℎ𝑜𝑟𝑡𝐸𝑥𝑒𝑚𝑝𝑡𝑖 + 𝛽2𝐿𝑜𝑛𝑔𝐸𝑥𝑒𝑚𝑝𝑡𝑖 +  𝛽3𝐿𝑜𝑛𝑔𝑅𝑒𝑐𝑒𝑟𝑡𝑖 + 𝛿𝑐(𝑖) + 𝛼𝑋𝑖 + 𝜖𝑖 (1) 
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where 𝑌𝑖 is the outcome for individual i. 𝑆ℎ𝑜𝑟𝑡𝐸𝑥𝑒𝑚𝑝𝑡𝑖 equals one for individuals assigned to 

IG1 or IG3 (6-month work requirement exemption). 𝐿𝑜𝑛𝑔𝐸𝑥𝑒𝑚𝑝𝑡𝑖 equals one for those assigned 

to IG2 or IG4 (12-month exemption). 𝐿𝑜𝑛𝑔𝑅𝑒𝑐𝑒𝑟𝑡𝑖 equals one for those assigned to IG3 or IG4 

(12-month recertification period). The term 𝛿𝑐(𝑖) is a full set of enrollment cohort fixed effects. 𝑋𝑖 

is a vector of individual-level controls. The coefficients 𝛽1 and 𝛽2 capture the total effect of short 

and long work requirement exemptions relative to the control group; they are not cumulative with 

each other. The coefficient 𝛽3 captures the incremental effect of a longer recertification period on 

top of a work requirement exemption. 

We report specifications with no controls (aside from cohort fixed effects), basic controls, 

and enhanced controls. Basic controls include age bins, sex, race indicators, a marriage indicator, 

initial SNAP benefit amount, income at entry as a share of the federal poverty line (FPL), and an 

indicator for prior SNAP enrollment. Enhanced controls additionally include locality fixed effects, 

education indicators, and wages for each of the five quarters preceding certification. Robust 

standard errors are used throughout. Appendix Table A1 presents estimates of our primary 

regression specification with each control as the outcome to show that these controls are not 

endogenous to treatment assignment. 

We also estimate a pooled specification that collapses the two exemption indicators into a 

single "any exemption" indicator to maximize power for detecting work requirement effects. To 

test for interactions between exemptions and recertification length, we report a fully saturated 

specification with separate indicators for each of the four intervention groups. 

B. Analytic Samples 

We define four analytic samples of increasing restrictiveness. The "all participants" sample 

includes all 39,000 individuals enrolled in the study. Most results will use this sample to ensure 



14 

no imbalance is introduced via sample restrictions. The "primary analytic sample" restricts to ages 

18 to 50, excludes participants from localities exempt from work requirements, and drops those 

who used a non-study work-exempt code (e.g., medical exemption) in their first month. The 

"compliant cohorts" sample further restricts the primary analytic sample to those enrolling from 

October 2024 onward, for whom the VACMS software error had been resolved. The "likely 

affected" sample uses a LASSO model to predict whether an individual in the control group 

exhausts all three Y1 months before their first recertification, then restricts the compliant cohorts 

to the top half of this predicted distribution. This final sample concentrates on individuals whose 

enrollment is most sensitive to the work requirement. All four samples pass balance tests. 

C. Outcomes 

Our primary participation outcome is an indicator for SNAP enrollment at specified months after 

certification (typically 6 and 12 months, corresponding to the months just after the first and second 

recertifications in the control group). We also examine cumulative SNAP benefits received and 

administrative exit reason codes to shed light on the mechanisms of disenrollment. 

Our primary employment outcome is an indicator for any UI-covered earnings in a given 

calendar quarter, measured at the individual level using VEC records. We examine employment 

in the second and third quarters after SNAP certification, which correspond roughly to months 4 

through 9 after enrollment. We also estimate effects on cumulative wages using Poisson 

regressions, and effects on the wage distribution using unconditional quantile regressions 

following the recentered influence function method of Firpo, Fortin, and Lemieux (2009). 
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V. Results 

A. Program Participation 

Work requirements substantially reduce SNAP enrollment. At six months after certification, in the 

“all participants” sample both short and long exemptions increase the probability of remaining 

enrolled by approximately 6-7 percentage points relative to a control group enrollment rate of 

about 37 percent, a 19 percent increase. Extending the recertification period from 6 to 12 months 

raises participation by an additional 19 percentage points at the six-month mark. These effects are 

stable across analytic samples and are not sensitive to the inclusion of controls. Appendix Table 

A2 shows that effects of work requirement exemptions are generally larger in samples that focus 

on enrollees more likely to be affected by the intervention, including the primary analytic sample 

(7pp), the compliant cohort sample (8pp), and the likely affected sample (10pp). Effects of a long 

recertification period appear substantially larger (33pp versus 13pp) among the compliant cohorts 

versus the anomaly cohorts, perhaps reflecting an interaction between work requirements and 

recertification frictions, though we also cannot rule out other factors that may have made 

recertification extensions more impactful during the initial time period of the study. 

Event study estimates reveal informative dynamics. All intervention effects emerge at 

month 6, when control group participants face their first recertification and potential removal for 

not meeting the work requirements. Between months 6 and 12, the effects of both exemption 

lengths are similar and grow slightly. At month 12, the short exemption effect diminishes while 

the long exemption effect becomes somewhat larger, consistent with the fact that long-exemption 

participants still have unused S9 months at this point. The short exemption effect does not 

disappear entirely, likely because some participants in that group preserved unused Y1 months 

through working or obtained other exemptions. 

 



16 

Table 3: Effects of Interventions on SNAP Participation among All Participants Sample 

 

The recertification extension produces a very large participation effect at month 6, on the 

order of 19 percentage points, but the effect declines rapidly and reaches zero by month 12. 

Appendix Figure A3 shows that administrative exit reason codes illuminate the mechanism:  

Figure 2: Event Study of Participation Effects 
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participants with 12-month recertification periods are far less likely to disenroll for missing a 

recertification interview but far more likely to disenroll for failing to submit the interim report. 

The extension thus replaced one form of administrative burden with another, and the interim report 

proved nearly as consequential a barrier as the full interview. 

The participation effects translate into economically meaningful differences in total 

benefits received. Cumulative SNAP benefits for the exemption groups exceed the control group 

by $20 to $30 at six months, $130-160 at 12 months, and approximately $200 at 18 months among  

the all participant sample. The recertification extension adds roughly $45 at six months and $175 

at 12 months. 

B. Employment 

While work requirements reduce enrollment substantially, their effects on employment are modest. 

Granting either a short or a long work requirement exemption has no statistically or economically 

significant effect on the probability of UI-covered employment in the first full quarter after SNAP 

certification (Q2). Indeed, we can rule out reductions larger than 2 percentage points for that  
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Table 4: Effects on SNAP Benefits, Cumulative 

 

quarter. In the second full quarter, we do detect statistically significant reductions in employment 

from a short work requirement exemption, but effects remain modest, on the order of 1-2 

percentage points relative to a baseline employment rate of 46 percent in the control group (see  
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Table 5: Effect on Employment among All Participant Sample 

 

Appendix Figure A4 for a full event study of employment effects). Effects of the long exemption 

are generally similar to those of a short exemption, but rarely statistically significantly different 

from zero. The employment estimates are robust across samples and to the inclusion of controls, 



20 

with somewhat larger point estimates in the likely affected sample (3pp reduction in employment). 

See Appendix Table A3 for details. 

These experimental estimates provide a useful benchmark for prior quasi-experimental 

work. Gray et al. (2023) estimated an employment effect of 1.0 percentage point (SE = 1.3) using 

the age-50 regression discontinuity. Our RCT point estimates of 1 to 2 percentage points fall within 

their confidence interval but are estimated with substantially greater precision, allowing us to 

distinguish small effects from null effects. 

Interestingly, we find offsetting positive effects of longer recertification periods on 

employment. Again, however, the effect sizes are modest. IV specifications suggest that a long 

recertification period increases employment by almost 2 percentage points, and these effects are 

generally statistically significant across samples. This positive effect may be driven by reduced 

administrative burdens that allow more time for job search or because involuntary disenrollment 

from missed interviews disrupts ongoing employment. Importantly, given that there are real effects 

on enrollment in Q3, this pushes against the explanation that employment effects of work 

requirements are due to loss of SNAP benefits rather than incentive effects of the work 

requirements themselves. 

D. Interpreting the Participation-Employment Gap 

The large difference between participation and employment effects is one of the central empirical 

findings of this paper. Work requirements reduce enrollment by approximately 10 percentage 

points at seven months while increasing employment by 1 to 3 percentage points. For every 

individual induced to work, several additional individuals lose benefits without a corresponding 

increase in labor supply. One interpretation is that many SNAP recipients face structural barriers 

to employment, such as unstable housing, health conditions, or limited transportation, that work 
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requirements do not address. For such individuals, the work requirement functions less as an 

incentive and more as an administrative barrier. An alternative interpretation is that some 

individuals are working in jobs not captured by the UI system or are engaged in informal 

employment. Finally, another alternative interpretation is that many SNAP enrollees simply do not 

understand the work requirement. Unawareness of the link between employment and eligibility 

could be true under the status quo policy but could also be true for our intervention: those in the 

intervention groups may not have understood that they were actually exempt from the work 

requirements. While we attempted to communicate this to them via the letters and via caseworker 

trainings, many recipients may still not have fully internalized their own exemptions. The survey 

data, once available, will help distinguish between these explanations. 

VI. Heterogeneity and Targeting 

A. Methods 

We begin by examining how work requirements change the composition of the SNAP enrollment 

pool, following the approach in Gray et al. (2023). We re-estimate our main specification restricted 

to individuals enrolled at a given point in time, with pre-certification individual characteristics as 

the dependent variable. The coefficients on the treatment indicators capture how the composition 

of the enrolled pool differs across study arms. Changes in the composition of the enrolled pool 

reveal the characteristics of marginal enrollees: those who remain enrolled when exempted from 

work requirements but who exit under the status quo. These analyses will help shed light on the 

targeting effects of work requirements, in the spirit of Nichols and Zeckhauser (1982) and Besley 

and Coate (1992). 

We then characterize treatment effect heterogeneity by estimating conditional average 

treatment effects (CATEs) using the causal forest algorithm of Athey and Imbens (2016). Inputs 
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include age, prior SNAP enrollment, race, sex, marital status, education, locality, initial SNAP 

benefit amount, and wages in each of the five quarters before certification. We estimate separate 

models for participation and employment outcomes, then examine the joint distribution of 

predicted effects across the two dimensions to identify individuals for whom exemptions produce 

the greatest net benefit. 

B. Screening 

Table 6 reports results of our screening regressions. Coefficients describe the change in the average 

level of each characteristic among the marginal enrollees due to each treatment – short and long 

exemptions and long recertification period. Positive (negative) coefficients imply that the marginal 

enrollees have higher (lower) levels of the characteristic than inframarginal enrollees.  

We find that work requirement exemptions cause the enrolled pool to shift toward 

individuals with lower rates of prior SNAP enrollment, but (marginally) higher benefit amounts at 

SNAP entry and more likely to have less than a high school education. There is also some weak 

evidence that marginal enrollees have less prior work and earnings history. Evidence on the 

vulnerability of marginal enrollees is thus mixed. On the one hand, less prior SNAP enrollment 

suggests less vulnerability. On the other hand, higher benefit amounts, less education, and the weak 

evidence of less prior work and earnings history suggests the possibility of more vulnerability. 

Better measures of vulnerability from our ongoing survey should shed more light on this question.  

Curiously, we generally find no detectable change in the characteristics of the pool of 

enrollees due to recertification period extensions, as coefficients are generally quite small for this 

treatment. The large group of individuals whose SNAP enrollment at 6 months is marginal to the 

administrative burdens associated with recertification interviews thus seems to be somewhat  
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Table 6: Effects of Interventions on Composition of SNAP Enrollees, 6 Months 

 

randomly selected (at least on the set of observable characteristics we analyze) from the full group 

of potential SNAP enrollees. 

These findings bear on the theoretical predictions of Nichols and Zeckhauser (1982) and 

Besley and Coate (1992). If work requirements function as an efficient ordeal mechanism, they 

should screen out individuals with the lowest marginal utility of benefits. Our evidence is mixed 

on this prediction. Work requirements do screen: the composition of the enrolled pool changes 

meaningfully across treatment arms. But the direction of screening appears unfavorable, with more 

vulnerable individuals bearing a disproportionate share of the exits. This is consistent with Gray 

et al. (2023), who find that work requirements disproportionately affect homeless individuals, and 

with Homonoff, Lee, and Meckel (2025), who link SNAP administrative records to credit bureau 

data in California and find that households denied SNAP access due to administrative barriers 

experience increases in debt and delinquencies and decreases in credit scores. Together, these 

findings indicate that the marginal participants screened out by work requirements are not those  
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Figure 3: Heterogeneity in Effects of Exemptions on Participation

 

who derive the least value from the program. The fact that those screened out by more frequent 

eligibility recertifications do not appear better off than inframarginal enrollees also suggests that 

the targeting properties of these recertifications are not necessarily positive or negative, but 

somewhat neutral in nature. 

C. Treatment Effect Heterogeneity 

Figure 3 describes heterogeneity in the effects of work requirement exemptions (IG1 and IG2) on 

the SNAP participation outcome. The modal enrollee has a participation treatment effect around 

12 percentage points, and there is modest variation in treatment effects across the study sample. 

The largest effects of exemptions on participation are found among individuals who are older, have 

less prior SNAP enrollment, are non-white, receive higher initial SNAP benefits, and have less 

current and prior work history and earnings. 

Figure 4 describes heterogeneity in the effect of exemptions on employment in the third 

quarter after SNAP initiation. The model enrollee has an employment effect of around a 2 

percentage point reduction in the probability of working, and there is modest variation in effects 

across the study sample. Those with the largest employment responses to work requirements (the 

most negative exemption effects on employment) tend to have less prior SNAP enrollment and  
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Figure 4: Heterogeneity in Effects of Exemptions on (Q3) Employment 

 

higher incomes prior to joining SNAP but also receive higher SNAP benefits at entry are less likely 

to be working at the time they enter SNAP.. 

D. Joint Distribution and Targeting Implications 

Figure 5 describes the joint distribution of participation and employment CATEs. Each panel of 

the figure describes the differences in observable characteristics for the group with a particular 

combination of employment and participation effects versus the characteristics of the average 

individual in the sample. Panel (a) describes the group with the smallest employment effects and 

the smallest participation effects; Panel (b) describes the group with the smallest employment 

effects and the largest participation effects; Panel (c) describes the group with the smallest 

participation effects and the largest (negative) employment effects; and Panel (d) describes the 

group with the largest participation effects and the largest employment effects.   

Panel (b) is the group of primary interest: This group had the largest effects of work 

requirement exemptions on SNAP participation and the least negative (highest) effects of 

exemptions on work. This is the group that can be exempted from work requirements with very 

limited labor supply consequences or fiscal externalities, but it is also the group most likely to be 

screened out of SNAP by work requirements. Thus, states may wish to target this group with their 

(scarce) work requirement exemptions. These individuals are older, have less prior SNAP  
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Figure 7: Joint Distribution of Employment and Participation Treatment Effects 

 

 

enrollment, are more likely to be male, have lower prior earnings and less work history, are less 

likely to be currently working, and have higher initial SNAP benefits. In many ways, this group 

appears highly vulnerable, a good target for work requirement exemptions. 

VII. Discussion and Next Steps 

Work requirements are expanding across the American safety net at an unprecedented pace. The 

OBBBA introduces mandatory work requirements in Medicaid, shortens recertification periods, 

and broadens them in SNAP. The quasi-experimental literature has consistently found that work 

requirements reduce SNAP enrollment, but evidence on employment effects has been 

inconclusive. This paper provides the first randomized experimental evidence on these questions 

in over three decades. 
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Our results confirm that work requirements reduce enrollment substantially, by 

approximately 8-10 percentage points at six months, while producing small positive effects on 

employment of 1 to 2 percentage points. These employment magnitudes are similar to those from 

Gray et al. (2023), but our experimental design allows us to statistically distinguish them from 

zero. The marginal participants screened out by work requirements appear more vulnerable along 

several dimensions, and for every person induced to work by the requirement, several others lose 

food assistance without increasing their employment. Further, the timing of the employment 

effects suggests the possibility that effects stem from the loss of SNAP benefits (due to failing to 

meet the requirements) rather than actual incentive effects of the work requirements (though 

offsetting positive effects of recertification period extensions on employment push against this 

explanation).  

These findings speak directly to the OBBBA. The expansion of SNAP work requirements 

to ages 55 through 64 and the elimination of exemptions for veterans and homeless individuals 

will likely produce substantial enrollment declines, consistent with the CBO's projection of 2.4 

million fewer monthly enrollees (CBO 2025). The new 6-month Medicaid recertification period, 

replacing the 12-month standard in most states, may produce coverage losses that rival those of 

work requirements: our estimates indicate that shortening the recertification interval from 12 to 6 

months reduces enrollment by 14 to 15 percentage points at 6 months. Our finding that the 

recertification extension effect is fully offset by the interim report requirement underscores the 

importance of administrative design. In Medicaid, recertification does not typically involve 

interviews like in SNAP but instead involves filling out and returning forms, similar to the interim 

report requirement in SNAP. Our results suggest that while the interim report does not impact 

recertification rates as much as interviews, the impact is still substantial. Even modest reporting 
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requirements can generate large coverage losses, implying that simplifying compliance 

verification could increase program take-up without affecting work incentives. Indeed, if anything, 

our treatment group that received longer recertification periods and was thus subject to paper forms 

rather than burdensome interviews had higher employment rates than groups with more frequent, 

interview-based recertification., 

Our heterogeneity analysis shows that the effects of work requirements are not uniform 

and provides a framework for targeting scarce exemptions. Employment responses are 

concentrated among those with stronger prior labor force attachment, while those with weaker 

attachment gain little from the incentive but bear the cost of losing benefits. As the pool of 

discretionary exemptions shrinks under recent legislative changes, states should consider 

prioritizing exemptions for younger individuals with lower pre-SNAP incomes and less prior 

SNAP enrollment, who experience large participation effects with limited employment 

consequences. 

Several extensions of this work are planned or already in progress. We will analyze survey 

data (currently in the field) on food insecurity, health, housing stability, and financial hardship to 

assess the welfare consequences of work requirements beyond participation and employment. We 

will extend our analysis to longer follow-up periods as later cohorts accumulate post-enrollment 

data. We also plan to purchase credit reports for study participants to examine effects on financial 

distress, building on recent work linking SNAP participation to credit outcomes (Homonoff, Lee, 

and Meckel 2025). 
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Appendix Figure A1: Study Implementation Flow Chart 
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Appendix Figure A2: “Consolidated Reports”/Letters to Enrollees 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Status quo (CG0): 

Intervention Groups: 



33 

Appendix Figure A3: Exit Reason Codes by Study Group 
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Appendix Figure A4: Event Study of Employment Effects 
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Appendix Table A1: Tests for Endogenous Controls 
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Appendix Table A2 
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Appendix Table A3 
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