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Executive Summary 

The Covid-19 pandemic has dramatically increased the levels of unemployment and hunger in the 

United States and exacerbated pre-existing problems with pre-existing systems Americans use to 

access programs such as Unemployment Insurance (UI) and the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 

Program (SNAP), previously called the Food Stamps Program.  

 

SNAP and UI have very similar, but separate, application processes in each state, requiring applicants 

(and people who need to re-certify their continuation of benefits) to provide similar information and 

documentation ƛƴ ŜŀŎƘ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳΩǎ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ. Many Americans rely on both programs to pay 

for basic expenses and feed their families and so are forced to complete two similar application 

processes simultaneously to access the support they need. Technological deficiencies in both 

programs result in application processes that are time-consuming, labor-intensive, repetitive, and 

difficult for all involved. During the Covid-19 pandemic, these flawed systems resulted in millions of 

eligible Americans being unable to access the financial and nutritional support they needed on a 

timely basis, thereby unnecessarily making it more difficult for families to afford to pay for basic 

expenses such as housing and food. 

 

To get a better understanding of these issues, Hunger Free America commissioned a nationwide 

survey of 1,638 individuals living in the United States, and Hunger Free America associates researched 

the systems people must navigate to access SNAP and UI. These two data sources, (the nationwide 

survey and Hunger Associates systems research), provide a consistent understanding that the current 

SNAP and UI application systems are difficult and confusing to use at best, and, at worst, they are 

preventing people from accessing the food and financial assistance they need.  

 

In January 2020, U.S. Representative Joe Morelle, U.S. Representative Jim McGovern, and U.S. 

Senator Kirsten Gillibrand introduced the HOPE Act (H.R. 6217/S. 3484), which would revolutionize 

the way low-income Americans can apply for and access public benefits. It would authorize $35 

million per year for state, city, county, and tribal pilot projects to utilize updated technology to apply 

for multiple benefits (including SNAP and UI) at once, saving them time and providing better 

coordination between government agencies and nonprofit organizations assisting applicants. As the 

results of the nationwide survey provided in this report show, a large majority of Americans (72 

percent) support such advances, agreeing that the government should make it easier for Americans 

to apply for more than one benefit at once, either by phone, computer, or tablet. Hunger Free 

America proposes that the provisions in the HOPE Act be included in upcoming legislation to address 

the Covid-19 crisis and its economic fallout to bring our social safety net into the digital age. 

 

This report provides insight into the experiences of people attempting to access UI and SNAP in all 50 

states and the District of Columbia, identifies the technological shortcomings that can prevent people 
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from accessing the support they need in each state, and proposes recommendations for developing 

sustainable technologies that will prevent millions of Americans from going hungry.  

 

Key Findings  

Lengthy Delays for SNAP and Unemployment Insurance Applicants  

Nationwide survey: 

¶ More than one-third (34 percent) of survey respondents who applied for benefits1 applied for 

both SNAP and UI, completing two separate application processes - often providing duplicate 

information - to receive both benefits.  

¶ 42 percent of survey ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎ ǎŀƛŘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ άǘƛƳŜ-consuming and/ƻǊ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǘƻ ŀǇǇƭȅέ for 

UI. For SNAP, 24 percent of survey respondents ǎŀƛŘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ άǘƛƳŜ-consuming and/or difficult to 

apply.έ 

¶ When asked how long it took to submit the full SNAP application (along with any required 

documentation), 33 percent of survey respondents said it took more than 3 hours, and 18 

percent said it took more than a day. Almost half (44 percent) of survey respondents said it 

took more than 3 hours, and 21 percent said it took more than a day to apply for UI. 

 

Failing Application Technologies and Public Response Systems   

Nationwide survey: 

¶ 40 percent of respondents said they had problems reaching the government offices by phone 

when trying to apply for SNAP. 36 percent said they never received a call back when they left 

a message for a government office. 

¶ More than half (52 percent) of applicants said they had problems reaching the government 

offices by phone when trying to apply for UI. 40 percent said they never received a call back 

when they left a message for a government office. 

Hunger Associates research: 

¶ In 12 states, people were unable to access support when trying to apply for SNAP due to their 

call not going through to the helpline or the helpline hanging up the call when it connected. In 

the 30 states where people could access support over the phone, they experienced wait times 

of up to 60 minutes. 

¶ In 36 states, people were unable to access support when trying to apply for UI due to their call 

not going through to the helpline or the helpline hanging up the call when it connected. In the 

9 states where people could access support over the phone, they experienced wait times of 

up to 65 minutes.  

¶ In the 8 states where people could access support through both the UI and SNAP helplines, 

the average wait time was 19 minutes.  

 

 
1 Inclusive of both people who are applying for new SNAP benefits and people applying to be re-certified to continue to receive existing 

SNAP benefits. 
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Technical Infrastructure  

Nationwide survey: 

¶ 61 percent of respondents said that the government office at which they normally would have 

applied for SNAP was closed. For UI, it was 62 percent. Without access to online application 

and submission processes, many Americans were left unable to access the support they 

needed.  

¶ 38 percent of respondents ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ŎƻƳǇǳǘŜǊ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ŀƭƭƻǿ 

them to complete their SNAP applications online and/or submit the required documents 

online. For UI, it was 48 percent of respondents.  

Hunger Associates research: 

¶ In every state, eligible people must navigate between several different websites and systems 

to apply for UI and SNAP, even though the information and documentation they need to 

provide for the programs are similar (income, employment status, etc.)  

¶ In 16 percent of states, people can find general information, apply for the program, prescreen 

their eligibility, check their status, and submit their documents online for UI. For SNAP, it is 55 

percent of states2. 

 

Challenges Receiving Benefits 

Nationwide survey: 

¶ One out of every 25 survey respondents (4 percent) who applied for SNAP were denied 

benefits because they did not have the required interview with a government social services 

employee. 

¶ Of those survey respondents that were found eligible for SNAP, more than half (56 percent) of 

respondents waited more than one week after applying to receive their benefits. 6 percent of 

respondents did not receive benefits until a month after applying. Federal law requires state 

and/or counties to make SNAP determinations within 30 days, so in 6 percent of the 

respondent cases, the states/counties are likely to have violated the federal requirement. 

¶ 7 percent of survey respondents who applied for SNAP more than a month ago have not yet 

heard back from the state/county. This is also a violation of federal requirements. 

¶ Of those survey respondents that were found eligible for UI, more than two-thirds (70 

percent) of respondents waited more than one week after applying to receive their benefits. 

17 percent of respondents did not receive benefits until a month after applying. 

 

 

 
2 This is only inclusive of responses from Hunger Associates who positively indicated that they could access all stages of the application 

process online, which for all states identified was by using the website for both SNAP and UI. Where the Hunger Associates indicated 

that they were unable to access a stage of the application process online, or it was unknown, then it was considered that the 

application process was unable to be completed online end-to-end in those states.  
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Key Conclusions 

¶ The economic crisis triggered by the Covid-19 pandemic has created a surge in applications for 

SNAP and UI, which has overwhelmed the existing systems and prevented millions of 

Americans from accessing the support they need. 

¶ Programs designed to support struggling families and individuals during Covid-19, such as the 

one-off boost to Unemployment payments, had unintentional negative impacts on many 

people since the increase in benefits meant they became ineligible for SNAP benefits. If the 

programs were better connected, this could be avoided in the future. 

¶ The process for applying for SNAP and UI is very similar, and there is a large overlap in the 

people who require support from both programs. Creating a more streamlined application 

process would remove many of the barriers people experience when trying to access these 

supports.  

¶ The technology used for SNAP and UI is inadequate, outdated, and inconsistent. Failures in 

technology have left many American families destitute, unable to access food during the 

Covid-19 pandemic.  

¶ The state helplines for SNAP and UI were quickly overwhelmed during Covid-19. To prevent 

future backlogs, it is important that support is available using a variety of technological 

platforms.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



6 

 

 

 

 

Context of the Hunger Crisis 

Overview  

Even when the overall economy is strong, tens of millions of Americans who are eligible for federal 

nutrition safety net assistance fail to receive the help for which they are legally eligible3. The 

administrative burdens of accessing SNAP, UI, and other programs using outdated systems, act as 

barriers to eligible Americans receiving these critical benefits. While the most effective actions to end 

U.S. hunger are to create jobs and raise wages, safety net programs are vital for people and 

households for whom wages are not enough, as well as for people with disabilities, children, and 

retired people who may not be able to work; safety net benefits dwarf the dollar amount of food 

provided by charities. Thus, making safety net programs difficult to access increases U.S. hunger.  

 

²ƘƛƭŜ ƛǘΩǎ ǘǊǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ǎŀŦŜǘȅ ƴŜǘ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳǎ ƘŜƭǇ ǘŜƴǎ ƻŦ Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴǎ ŀǾƻƛŘ 

starvation, homelessness, and other outcomes even more dreadful than everyday poverty, it is also 

ǘǊǳŜ ǘƘŀǘΣ ŜǾŜƴ ƛƴ άƴƻǊƳŀƭ ǘƛƳŜǎΣέ government anti-poverty aid is generally a major hassle to obtain 

and to keep. Congress, which writes the laws governing the programs, and most states and localities, 

which implement those laws, purposely make it difficult to advertise these programs and enable 

ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ǘƻ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƘŜƳΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘȅ Ƴŀƴȅ ƭƻǿ-income people are actually unaware of all the 

government benefits for which they are eligible, reducing the amount of help going to Americans in 

ƴŜŜŘ ōȅ ǘŜƴǎ ƻŦ ōƛƭƭƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŘƻƭƭŀǊǎ ŜǾŜǊȅ ȅŜŀǊΦ LǘΩǎ ŀǎ ƛŦ ȅƻǳǊ ǎǇƻǳǎŜ Ƙŀǎ ȅƻǳǊ ƳƻƴŜȅ ǎǘŀǎƘŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ǎŜŎǊŜǘ 

place and you might not even know you had money at all.   

 

Even if struggling families do know about available aid, the journey to receive it is usually long, 

onerous, and time-consuming. Put yourself in their places for a moment. You will need to go to one 

government office to apply for SNAP, a different government office to apply for housing assistance, a 

separate WIC clinic to obtain WIC benefits,  and a variety of other government offices to apply for 

other types of helpτsometimes traveling long distances by public transportation or on foot to get 

thereτŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ƻƴŎŜ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ǿŀƭƪŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƻǊΣ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ forced to wait for hours at each 

office to be served. Even if you initially apply for benefits online, you often have to make a separate 

physical trip to one or more government offices to follow up, bring documents, or participate in 

lengthy interviews. You will need to bring huge piles of paperwork to each office, usually a slightly 

ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŎƻƳōƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǊŜŎƻǊŘǎ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǘƛƳŜΦ !ƴŘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŦƻǊƎŜǘΣ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ŎƻǇƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǇŜǊǿƻǊƪ 

before you arrive also takes time (and money), so plan accordingly. The lines in these offices can 

ǎŜŜƳ ŜƴŘƭŜǎǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ǿŀƛǘ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ŦƻǊ ƘƻǳǊǎΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊǎǘ ƪƛƴŘǎ ƻŦ ǿŜŀǘƘŜǊΦ !ǘ 

a social services office in Chicago, the lines start forming long before the 8:30 a.m. opening time; if 

 

 
3 Hunger Free America 2019 

https://www.hungerfreeamerica.org/blog/book-review-food-bank-nations-poverty-corporate-charity-and-right-food-graham-riches
https://www.hungerfreeamerica.org/blog/book-review-food-bank-nations-poverty-corporate-charity-and-right-food-graham-riches
https://www.hungerfreeamerica.org/blog/book-review-food-bank-nations-poverty-corporate-charity-and-right-food-graham-riches
https://www.hungerfreeamerica.org/blog/book-review-food-bank-nations-poverty-corporate-charity-and-right-food-graham-riches
https://www.hungerfreeamerica.org/blog/book-review-food-bank-nations-poverty-corporate-charity-and-right-food-graham-riches
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clients arrive at 8:00 a.m.τmerely a half hour before the office is scheduled to openτthey are told 

ǘƻ ŎƻƳŜ ōŀŎƪ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ŘŀȅΦ  LƳŀƎƛƴŜ ǘƘŀǘΦ ¸ƻǳΩŘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǎǘŀǊǘ ŀƭƭ ƻǾŜǊ ŀƎŀƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ƳƻǊƴƛƴƎΣ 

assuming you can get off work at the last minute and keep your job. 

 

aŀƴȅ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǿŜŜƪŜƴŘ ƻǊ ƴƛƎƘǘ ƘƻǳǊǎΣ ǎƻ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ǿƻǊƪΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ȅƻǳ Ƴƻǎǘ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ŘƻΣ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ 

ƭƻǎŜ ǿŀƎŜǎ ōȅ ŀǇǇƭȅƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ƘŜƭǇΣ ǎƛƴŎŜ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƻŦŦ ǿƻǊƪΦ ¸ƻǳ 

ŎƻǳƭŘ ǘǊȅ ŎŀƭƭƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƘƻƴŜΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ ǊŀǊŜ ŦƻǊ ŀ ƘǳƳŀƴ ǘƻ ŀƴǎǿŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ Ŏŀǎeworker voice 

ƳŀƛƭōƻȄŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŦǳƭƭΣ ǎƻ ȅƻǳ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƭŜŀǾŜ ŀ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜ ŀƴȅǿŀȅΦ 

 

And when a bureaucrat finally sees you at their office, they will usually ask you many of the same 

intrusive, detailed, lengthy questions about your finances and your intimate, personal situations as 

ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ŘƛŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǎΦ LǘΩǎ ŀǎ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴ ǘƻ мн ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ 

cousins at six different family get-togethers why your marriage fell apart and why you need to sleep 

on each of their couches for a nightτwhile also having to hand over to each of them your complete 

tax records to prove why you are too broke to pay rent to them for that night of couch-surfing. In 

most places, if you have children, you must fill out additional forms, which your kids must bring to 

school, to qualify for free or reduced-price school meals.  

 

To be sure, these government benefits provide a critical lifelineτand they often are the difference 

between a family eating and not eating, and between having a home or being homeless. But just 

ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳǎ ŀǊŜ Ǿƛǘŀƭ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƳŜŀƴ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǇŜǊŦŜŎǘΦ .ŜǎƛŘŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǿŜŀƭǘƘȅ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ŦƻǊŎŜŘ 

to jump through nearly as many hoops when they obtain far more expensive government aid, like 

farm subsidies or tax deductions for their vacation homes. 

 

And since many government and nonprofit programs require frequent re-applications and re-

certifications, you will often be required to jump through all these hoops every few months. Being 

poor can be a full-time job in and of itself. 

 



8 

 

 
   

If you are poor in a rural area, lost time accessing basic services can take even longer, and cost even 

ƳƻǊŜ ƳƻƴŜȅΦ CƻǊ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƳŀƭƭ ǘƻǿƴ ƻŦ tŀƴƻƭŀΣ !ƭŀōŀƳŀΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƭƻǎŜǎǘ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ŀ ŘǊƛǾŜǊΩǎ 

license is an hour-and-ten-minute drive away. Even if yƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƻǿƴ ŀ ŎŀǊΣ ȅƻǳ ǿƛƭƭ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƴŜŜŘ ŀ 

ŘǊƛǾŜǊΩǎ ƭƛŎŜƴǎŜ ƻǊ ŀ ƴƻƴ-driver ID from the Department of Motor Vehicles to show when you apply 

for benefits or conduct business in modern life, so you might need to pay a neighbor $50 to drive you 

to the license office.  You pay it forward, backward, sideways, just about every direction except into 

your savings account, if you even have one. 

 

²ƘŜƴ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǇƻƭƛŎȅΣ ƛǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǳǎŜŦǳƭ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ άƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ŎƻǎǘǎΣέ 

which refers to the time that people spend on one task is time not available to perform other, 

potentially more valuable tasks4.  Opportunity costs are often considered when developing policy for 

high- and middle-income people but are rarely applied to policies and programs targeted towards 

 

 
4 Berg 2016 
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low-income people5. This implies that low-ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǘƛƳŜ ƛǎ ǿƻǊǘƘƭŜǎǎΣ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ 

suggests that low-income people are more time-poor than middle- and high-income people6.  

 

By not considering ς even before the pandemic ς the opportunity costs of programs targeted towards 

low-income families, important programs (such as SNAP and UI) that are crucial to helping tens of 

millions of Americans to avoid starvation and homelessness can become so time-consuming and 

difficult to access that many eligible Americans are unable to receive the support they desperately 

need.  Given the pandemic, the need to rectify this problem is greater than ever. 

 

The economic, health, and social crises triggered by the Covid-19 pandemic demonstrate the fragility 

of the important social safety nets upon which millions of Americans rely. The U.S. is facing one of the 

greatest hunger crises in modern times as food insecurity rises exponentially, and unemployment 

reaches unprecedented levels across the U.S. A recent study by Hunger Free America found that 37 

percent of parents nationwide are cutting the size of meals or skipping meals for their children 

because they did not have enough money for food7. Many more Americans are attempting to access 

additional support through SNAP and UI programs; however, the SNAP and UI application systems 

have struggled under this increased pressure, and in some cases, failed to meet the demand, leaving 

many American families without enough food to eat.  

 

While the demand for SNAP and UI has continued to rise, there has been a heated battle between 

Congressional Democrats and President Trump and Congressional Republicans over whether a new 

federal relief bill should include a 20-cent-per-meal increase in funding for SNAP, as well as whether 

ǘƘŜ ōƛƭƭ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōƭƻŎƪ ǘƘŜ ¢ǊǳƳǇ !ŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘǎ ǘƻ slash the program8. However, a recent 

Hunger Free America study found that 12 times as many people want to boost SNAP as those who 

want to cut it9. This is further supported by the findings from the nationwide survey and Hunger 

Associate research presented by this report. 

 

This report demonstrates that the current systems and processes to apply for SNAP and UI are 

hindering people from accessing the financial and nutritional supports they need and must be 

improved to ensure that all American families have enough food to eat. Both in this time of crisis and 

the long-term, it is vital for such benefits to be easy for eligible Americans to obtain, sizeable enough 

to meet basic needs, and more convenient to utilize. Hunger Free America proposes that the HOPE 

Act would provide meaningful change to how we approach, apply for, and distribute benefits to 

eligible Americans, during a time when they are needed the most.   

 

 

 
5 Berg 2016 
6 Berg 2016 
7 Hunger Free America 2020 
8 Hunger Free America 2020 
9 Hunger Free America 2020 
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Impact of Covid-19 

The pandemic ς ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŦŜŘŜǊŀƭ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ōƻǘŎƘŜŘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ƛǘ ς resulted in a loss of jobs 
and/or a reductions in incomes for tens of millions of workers, and a shuttering of school meals 
programs that fed 29 million school children per day with federally subsidized meals. 
 
As of July 2020, the United States was facing the gravest hunger crisis in modern times, with more 
than one in three children missing meals or suffering from reduced portion sizes because their 
ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ƳƻƴŜȅ ŦƻǊ ŦƻƻŘΦ Child hunger was five times the rate before the crisis and 
adult hunger was 2.5 times the rate before the crisis. 
 
All types of low and moderate-income Americans suffered, but people of color suffered the most. 
From April 23ςJune 23, 2020, пмΦм ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘ ƻŦ .ƭŀŎƪ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ ŦƻƻŘ 
insecurity in the prior week, as did осΦф ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘ ƻŦ IƛǎǇŀƴƛŎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘǎ ŀƴŘ ноΦн 
percent of White households. 
 
IǳƴƎŜǊ CǊŜŜ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΩǎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ŘƛǎŀǎǘŜǊ response work over the last few decades 

convinces us that ramping-up participation in federally funded safety net programs such as UI and 

SNAP is by far the best way to get the most assistance to the largest number of Americans in need. As 

just one example, during the last national economic collapse, SNAP participation increased from 26 

million people in 2006 to  a peak of 48 million in 2015, dwarfing the increase in charitable food 

donations in that time period.  Such government programs also keep workers at grocery stores, 

farmers markets and food processing plants employed, while ensuring vital income for farmers and 

truckers. 

 

From March to July 2020, 51 million Americans collected joblessness benefits. Media reports ς 

reinforced by the findings of this study ςindicate that millions have faced unreasonably long wait 

times, misinformation regarding eligibility, dropped calls, and even the inability to start applications. 

SNAP applications have also skyrocketed, and many states and counties are now struggling with 

significant backlogs. For instance, in New York City, there was a 120,762 person (8 percent) increase 

in New York City SNAP participation from March-May 2020. Despite this recent increase in SNAP 

participation, many more New Yorkers remain eligible but are not yet receiving benefits. These are 

programs that Americans need most right now, and yet many are being delayed weeks or even 

turned away. 

 

Food insecurity and unemployment are impacting those most vulnerable to Covid-19 more than 

other members of the community. Older people, Black, Indigenous, and Latinx communities are at 

greater risk of contracting and dying from Covid-19 and are also at increased risk of experiencing food 

insecurity and unemployment10. This is due to social structures and systems that must be addressed 

to ensure that all Americans have access to the support they are entitled to.  

 

 

 
10 Glenza 2020, Hunger Free America 2019, CDC 2020, USDA 2019 

https://www.hungerfreeamerica.org/blog/child-hunger-soars-across-usa-national-poll-finds-nearly-4-10-parents-reducing-food-children
https://www.hungerfreeamerica.org/blog/child-hunger-soars-across-usa-national-poll-finds-nearly-4-10-parents-reducing-food-children
https://www.ipr.northwestern.edu/news/2020/food-insecurity-by-race-ethnicity.html
https://www.ipr.northwestern.edu/news/2020/food-insecurity-by-race-ethnicity.html
https://www.ipr.northwestern.edu/news/2020/food-insecurity-by-race-ethnicity.html
https://www.fns.usda.gov/pd/supplemental-nutrition-assistance-program-snap
https://www.fns.usda.gov/pd/supplemental-nutrition-assistance-program-snap
https://www.voanews.com/usa/another-13-million-us-workers-file-jobless-benefits-0
https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/hra/downloads/pdf/facts/hra_facts/2020/hra_facts_2020_05.pdf
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When children are hungry, they are less able to learn. When adults are hungry, they are less able to 

gain and keep employment. Furthermore, malnourished older adults are more likely to require 

institutionalization, which further increases their odds of contracting and spreading Covid-19. A large 

body of scientific evidence has shown the connection between malnourishment and compromised 

immunity. The World Health Organization (2010) acknowledges άǘƘŜ ŎƻƳōƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀōƭŜ 

diseases and malnutrition (as) a major public health problem, particularly among infants and 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΧ .ƻǘƘ ǳƴŘŜǊƴǳǘǊƛǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƳƛŎǊƻƴǳǘǊƛŜƴǘ ŘŜŦƛŎƛŜƴŎƛŜǎ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊōƛŘƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǊǘŀƭƛǘȅ 

from communicable diseases... The relationship is synergistic; malnutrition compromises natural 

immunity leading to increased susceptibility to infection and more frequent and severe episodes of 

ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀōƭŜ ŘƛǎŜŀǎŜǎΦέ 

 

9ǾŜƴ ƛƴ άƴƻǊƳŀƭέ ǘƛƳŜǎΣ ƘǳƴƎŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƻōŜǎƛǘȅ ŀǊŜ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ. Healthy food is often more costly and less 

readily available in low-income neighborhoods. Heavily processed food, which tends to have more 

sugar and sodium, is cheaper and easier to ship and store in this crisis. Therefore, impoverished 

Americans who increasingly rely on these foods also face a greater likelihood of developing diabetes 

and heart disease, adding to their risk of dying from Covid-19. 

 

Programs designed to provide support to American families during Covid-19 are not as effective as 

they could be if there were a greater connection between the different benefits and programs. For 

instance, in some states, large numbers of people became ineligible for SNAP because they were 

provided with boosted unemployment payments from the Covid-19 stimulus package, which 

inadvertently boosted their income above the threshold to qualify for SNAP11. Combined with long 

waits to access other benefits, this has left many people across the country desperate and hungry.   

 

About the HOPE Act 

In January 2020, U.S. Representative Joe Morelle. U.S. Representative Jim McGovern, and U.S. 

Senator Kirsten Gillibrand introduced the HOPE Act, which would revolutionize the way low-income 

Americans are able to apply for and access public benefits. It would authorize $35 million per year for 

state, city, county, and tribal pilot projects to most efficiently utilize updated technology to apply for 

multiple benefits at once, saving them time in addition to providing better coordination between 

government agencies and nonprofit organizations assisting applicants. Hunger Free America proposes 

that the provisions in the HOPE Act are included in upcoming legislation to address the Covid-19 crisis 

and its economic fallout to bring our social safety net into the digital age.  

 

Specifically, the Act would: 

1. Authorize three federal agenciesτHUD, USDA, and HHSτto enable select state, county, city, 

and tribal governments to create pilot programs in economically distressed rural, urban, and 

suburban areas as well as state-wide.  

 

 
11 Karlin 2020 

https://www.hungerfreeamerica.org/blog/how-hunger-crisis-worsens-health-crisis
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2. Leverage client-facing technology to coordinate access to multiple government agencies that 

work on anti-poverty, health care, nutrition, housing, work support programs, and nonprofit 

aid for low-income Americans.  

3. Establish voluntary accounts that empower low-income families to easily access and 

monitorτwithin one central online accountτthe status, summary, and recertification 

deadlines for all their benefits and savings.  

4. Establish a merit-based competition to award HOPE Technology Innovation Contracts that 

help ensure client-facing technology apps, widgets, and templates are created for pilot 

entities to use to create meaningful HOPE Accounts. 

 

The nationwide survey included in this report shows that the majority of Americans (72 percent) 

agree that the government should make it easier for Americans to apply for more than one benefit at 

once, either by phone, computer, or tablet. Of those who had applied for either UI or SNAP (and have 

thus had to use the systems themselves), 82 percent agreed that the government should make it 

easier for Americans to apply for more than one benefit at once, with only 1 percent disagreeing. The 

remaining 17 percent neither agreed nor disagreed. 

 

SNAP and Unemployment Insurance Application Processes 

Figure 1 provides a general overview of the application process for both programs. Figures 2 and 3 

provide a general overview of the documentation required to apply for SNAP and UI. While there are 

some differences between states, the general application process, including required documentation, 

are similar for both programs across the country. Figures 1-3 are intended to provide a general 

overview of the process and documentation required for both programs, and are not intended to 

reflect any detailed nuances between states. 

 

Many people need support from both SNAP and UI. Currently, they must navigate several different 

websites and systems to apply for both programs. The confusing, time-consuming, and repetitive 

SNAP and UI application processes can act as a barrier for them accessing the support they need. 

Accessibility could be greatly improved if people could access information and apply for both 

programs in one central place that was supported by modern technology. 
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Figure 1: Overview of the general process for applying for SNAP and Unemployment Insurance 

 

 

Submit application for recertification

SNAP 
People need to recertify their eligibility each month.

UI 
People need to recertify their eligibility each week.

Submit documentation

SNAP
People need to provide a large amount of documentation to support 

their application and it can take time to collect. Documents may 
need to be submitted multiple times as some documents may 

become out-of-date by the time they are processed.

UI
People need to support their application with appropriate 

documentation. This is much more streamlined than SNAP, but 
similar issues with regard to documents becoming out-of-date 

can arise. 

Check case status

SNAP
People need to keep themselves informed on the progress of 
their application. Their documents may get lost, or they may 

have missed something, and so they may need to resubmit their 
application several times. 

UI 
People need to keep themselves informed on the progress of 
their application. Their documents may get lost, or they may 

have missed something, and so they may need to resubmit their 
application several times. 

Submit an application

SNAP 
People need to provide a lot of personal information and 

documentation and complete a phone interview,which is only 
available in English. People may not know all of the information 

they need to apply before they start the application process.

UI 
People need to provide some personal information and 

documentation and complete a phone interview,which is only 
available in English. People may not know all of the information 

they need to apply before they start the application process.

Pre-screen for eligibility

SNAP 
As there are many different variables that determine eligibility 

people must complete an online form to determine eligibility for 
each different program. This may not tell them how much 

assistance they are eligible for.

UI
As there are many different variables that determine eligibility 

people must complete an online form to determine eligibility for 
each different program. This may not tell them how much 

assistance they are eligible for. 

Access general information

SNAP
Many people are unaware of the different programs they are eligible 
for. They must spend time researching information, inclusing looking 

at several state websites, accessing support services through not-
for-profit and state agencies, and calling helplines.

UI
Many people are unaware of the different programs they are eligible 
for. They must spend time researching information, inclusing looking 

at several state websites, accessing support services through not-
for-profit and state agencies, and calling helplines.
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Figure 2:  Overview of the general documentation required to apply for SNAP 

 

 

 
Figure 3:  Overview of the general information and documentation required to apply for UI 
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Methodology  

Data Collection Method 

Nationwide Survey 

Hunger Free America commissioned Kupersmit Research, a Colorado-based strategic research firm, to 

conduct an in-depth nationwide survey of 1,638 American adults living in the United States to identify 

a large sample of those who had applied for unemployment benefits and/or applied for SNAP 

benefits or re-certified their existing SNAP benefits anytime in March-June of 2020 (Appendix I). All 

respondents were U.S. residents aged 18 or over, with quotas set to ensure geographic and 

demographic representation. 

 

Hunger Associate Research 

IǳƴƎŜǊ CǊŜŜ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΩǎ Hunger Associates ς including paid staff and skill-based volunteers ς collected 

primary and secondary qualitative and quantitative data to inform the report. The Associates were 

allocated a set of states that they investigated to:  

¶ better understand the experience of people trying to access and use the SNAP and UI 

online systems, and 

¶ identify what online systems are in place throughout the process and what platforms you 

can access them from. 

 

To gather this information, the Hunger Associates used the online systems available in each state as 

they would if they were going to apply for SNAP and UI, going through each step of the application 

process for each program and seeking assistance from state helplines for the two programs.  They 

also researched the various platforms available for obtaining general program information as well as 

information on the various ways of applying for each. The Hunger Associates recorded their 

experiences using a standard data collection tool, which is included in Appendix II. Importantly, the 

Hunger Associates did not submit applications when going through the process to ensure that the 

data collection did not interfere with genuine applicants.  

 

The Hunger Associates also collected secondary data sources, such as news articles and second-hand 

accounts from people using these programs, for each state they were allocated using the data 

collection tool in Appendix II.  

 

Data Statement 

The data analyzed in this report is inclusive of the District of Columbia unless otherwise stated. 

 

Data from the nationwide survey was collected between June 21st, 2020 and July 1st, 2020. The survey 

had 1,638 respondents. 518 of those respondents (32 percent) had applied for either SNAP or UI in 

the past four months (March through June). 
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Data from the Hunger Associate research was collected between June 13th, 2020 and July 3rd, 2020 by 

27 Hunger Associates.  

 

The report will refer to data from the nationwide survey as ǘƘŜ άƴŀǘƛƻƴǿƛŘŜ ǎǳǊǾŜȅέ ƻǊ άǎǳǊǾŜȅέ, and 

ǿƛƭƭ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ άǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎέ ǿƘŜƴ ǊŜǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴǿƛŘŜ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ 

participants.  

 

The report will refer to primary data from the research conducted by Hunger Associates ŀǎ άIǳƴƎŜǊ 

Associate ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘέΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƛƭƭ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Řŀǘŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƻǊǎ ŀǎ άǳǎŜǊǎέ ƻǊ άǇŜƻǇƭŜέ ǿƘŜƴ ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

account of their reported experiences using and accessing SNAP and UI systems.  

 

The report includes any relevant notes about the data and sources for secondary data as footnotes.  

 

Limitations and Validity 

The data set has some limitations that must be considered. The analysis presented in this report has 

been completed in consideration of the data limitations to increase validity and reliability.  

 

Limitations of Data Collected in the Nationwide Survey 

This analysis includes incomplete responses (97 total) from our national survey. While the rate of 

incompletion is only at 6 percent, it is still worth noting. Additionally, the inclusion of quotes from 

respondents is not intended to be representative of the full breadth of opinions, but rather a 

snapshot of how respondents felt the SNAP and UI application systems could improve. 

 

Limitations of Data Collected in the Hunger Associate Research 

The Hunger Associate research data presented in this report, including the qualitative data from the 

news and media stories, is not intended to be representative. Rather, it presents an analysis of the 

experiences reported by the data collectors and a snapshot of the news and media stories reported 

during the data collection period.  

 

The Hunger Associate research data was collected by 27 Hunger Associates using the same data 

collection tool (Appendix II). Some of the questions included in the instrument were open to 

interpretation and required the Hunger Associates to make an assessment on aspects of the system 

without an established criterion. This created an opportunity for discrepancies in the data, as each 

Hunger Associate may classify each aspect differently. To minimize the impact of any potential 

discrepancies, the data where the Hunger Associates made an assessment based on their experience 

using the SNAP and UI systems are presented as their experience and not a uniform experience of all 

people accessing these programs. Any data that required the Hunger Associates to make an 

assessment based on an assumption, rather than their experience, is not included in the report.  
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The data collected by the Hunger Associates was collated by one person and required some 

interpretation of data collected to create a completed dataset that was uniform and consistent. 

²ƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ Řŀǘŀ ǿŀǎ ǳƴŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŜŘ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴǘƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ Řŀǘŀ ǿŀǎ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ ΨǳƴƪƴƻǿƴΩ ǘƻ 

maintain a valid and reliable data set.  

 

Some of the information outlined in the data collection instrument was unable to be collected in 

some states because the information was not available or able to be accessed by the Hunger 

Associate. This is noted in the data analysis included in the report to ensure that an accurate and 

holistic presentation of the systems and processes is depicted.  
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Section One: Experiences of People 

Trying to Access SNAP and 

Unemployment Insurance Benefits 
 

Overall Experience 

As the demand for SNAP and UI has increased exponentially across 

the country, with some states reporting that the demand for UI 

has increased by more than 3000 percent during two weeks in 

March12 , many people have been unable to access the financial 

and nutritional support they need. There were media reports 

across most of the country of systems crashing, locking millions of 

people out of applications. Media reports also showed that 

helplines were being overwhelmed leaving many people unable to 

access the technical support needed to access benefits, and 

existing analog services (such as requirements to provide 

documents in person) moving online as they were no longer viable 

during Covid-19. This resulted in millions of Americans 

experiencing delays accessing the support they needed during the 

pandemic.    

 

Experiences from the Nationwide Survey 

Overview of Experience of SNAP and 

Unemployment Insurance Applicants 

The survey captured 378 respondents who had applied for 

unemployment benefits and 317 who had applied for SNAP 

benefits or re-certified their existing SNAP benefits. Out of those 

518 distinct respondents, 177 (34 percent) applied for both 

unemployment benefits and SNAP benefits and/or re-certified 

their existing SNAP benefits. That means that more than one-third 

of the people that applied for benefits had to go through an 

entirely different application ς often providing duplicate 

information ς just to receive both benefits.  

 

42 percent of respondents ǎŀƛŘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ άǘƛƳŜ-consuming and/or 

ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǘƻ ŀǇǇƭȅέ for UI. For SNAP it was 24 percent of 

respondents. Respondents reported that the online systems are 

 

 
12 Bridges 2020 

It was identified in the Hunger 

Associate research that non-English 

speakers experience additional 

barriers and challenges when trying 

to access benefits they are eligible 

for in many states. One example is 

provided below. 

 

A person in Ohio who works with 

refugees primarily from Democratic 

Republic of Congo, Afghanistan, 

Ukraine, and Nepal, has shared that 

unless you speak English or Spanish, 

applying for Unemployment 

Insurance is impossible without 

assistance. 

  

ά¢ƘƻǳƎƘ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜǎ ŀǊŜ 

supported through translation 

services, applicants must navigate 

through English or Spanish to even 

find the information about 

ǊŜǉǳŜǎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎέΦ  

 

Documentation was identified as 

one of the biggest barriers for 

applicants whose first language is 

not English or Spanish. 

 

They reported that anecdotally, 

άƘŜƭǇƭƛƴŜ ǎǘŀŦŦΩǎ ǊŜŀŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ 

demeanor change as soon as they 

hear an accent. I have had clients 

get hung up on even while I was 

ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ Ŏŀƭƭ ƻƴ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƭƛƴŜέΦ 

 

 

EXPERIENCE OF PEOPLE 
WHO DO NOT SPEAK 

ENGLISH 
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άǾŜǊȅ ƻǳǘŘŀǘŜŘέΣ άǾŜǊȅ ǇƻƻǊέ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ǳǎŜǊ-friendly, and shared that many of the questions seem 

άǳƴƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅέ13.  

 

Figure 4 provides an overview of the experiences of respondents provided in the national survey.  

 

 
Figure 4: Overview of the reported experience of accessing SNAP and UI in the national survey  

 

Applying for SNAP and Unemployment Insurance Benefits 

Many respondents who had completed an application for SNAP and/or UI reported that the application 

process for these benefits is time-consuming and difficult. Figure 5 provides an overview of the length 

of time it took for respondents to submit a full application (including any required documentation) for 

SNAP and UI benefits. 

 

 

 
13 Summary of open-ended responses in the nationwide survey 
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Figure 5: Percentage of survey respondents on how long it took them to submit applications for the 

SNAP and/or UI programs 

 

Receiving SNAP and Unemployment Insurance Benefits 

12 percent of respondents who applied for SNAP said they were denied SNAP or told they were 

ineligible. One out of every twenty-five applicants (4 percent) said they were denied SNAP benefits 

because they did not have the required interview with a government social services employee. 

 

18 percent of respondents who applied for UI said they were denied UI or told they were ineligible.  

 

Respondents reported a range of experiences of receiving SNAP and UI benefits. Figure 6 provides an 

overview of the time it took for those respondents who were found eligible for SNAP and UI to 

receive their benefits. As Figure 6 demonstrates, respondents reported longer wait periods to receive 

UI benefits than SNAP benefits.  
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Figure 6: Percentage of survey respondents who were eligible for SNAP and/or UI benefits on how 

long it took them to receive their benefits after submitting their application14 

 

It is important to note that federal law requires state and/or counties to make SNAP determinations 

within 30 days. Figure 6 demonstrates that in more than one-in-twenty (6 percent) of the 

ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎΩ SNAP applications, the state/counties likely violated the federal requirement.  

 

Furthermore, in 7 percent of cases, respondents said they applied for SNAP more than a month ago 

but had not yet heard back from the state/county. This is also a violation of federal requirements. 

 

Experiences from the Hunger Associate Research 

Snapshot of Experience by State 

Figures 7-9 provide a snapshot of the experiences that users reported when attempting to access 

SNAP and UI across different states15. Figures 7-9 provide case study examples of a state that 

represents a good experience, poor experience, and common experience, as reported by users. 

Figures 7-9 demonstrate the inconsistencies of experiences and accessibility across the different 

states and how relatively minor changes to technology can dramatically increase experience and 

accessibility, making it easier for eligible people to access the support they need.  

 

 

 

 
14 Percentage data is rounded to the nearest whole number 
15 In Figures 7-9, the percent of food insecure individuals in the state is from Hunger Free America 2019 Hunger Atlas Report, which 

includes data from 2016-2018, and unemployment rate is from US Bureau of Labor Statistics June 19 2020 report  
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Figure 7: Overview of the experience of accessing UI and SNAP in Missouri, which is an example of a 

good experience as reported by users  

 

As an example of a good experience, as reported by users, people accessing SNAP and UI in Missouri 

will be able to complete their full application using digital technology. People applying for SNAP may 

find the online system difficult and confusing, but find the UI online system intuitive, easy, and 

pleasant to use. 
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Figure 8: Overview of the experience of accessing UI and SNAP in Montana, which is an example of a 

poor experience as reported by users 

 

As an example of a poor experience, as reported by users, people accessing SNAP and UI in Montana 

will be able to complete their full application using the online system through the website. However, 

the SNAP and UI application systems are confusing, frustrating, and difficult to use. Users reported 

that they were unable to access technical support through the SNAP and UI helplines as their calls 

were unable to get through or were disconnected.  
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Figure 9: Overview of the experience of accessing UI and SNAP in Virginia, which is an example of a 

common experience as reported by users 

 

As an example of a common experience, as reported by users, people accessing SNAP and UI in 

Virginia will be able to complete their full application using the online system on the website. People 

applying for SNAP may find the online system difficult and confusing, but find the UI online system 

intuitive, easy, and pleasant to use. 

 

Experience Using the SNAP and Unemployment Insurance Online 

Systems by State 

Figures 10 and 11 demonstrate the reported experiences of users trying to apply for SNAP and UI 

using the online systems available. The experience of users was determined by taking the average of 

their responses for whether the online system for SNAP and UI was intuitive, frustrating, and 

confusing to use in each state16.  

 

Figures 10 and 11 show that the experience of using SNAP and UI online systems differ in each state, 

with users generally reporting a slightly more positive experience of using SNAP online systems than 

 

 
16 Where users could not access the online system and/or did not provide information for that part of the data collection tool, it was 
treated as a negative experience 



 

 

25 

 

UI online systems. Users reported that the UI online systems in 16 states were confusing, difficult to 

use, and frustrating, while for the SNAP online system, this experience was reported in 12 states. 

Users in almost half of the states reported that the UI and SNAP online systems were difficult to use.  

 

Figure 12 depicts the food insecurity by state, as reported in the Hunger Free America 2019 United 

States Hunger Atlas. Covid-19 has dramatically impacted the food insecurity, unemployment, and 

poverty rates across the US. It is important to consider the changing influence the pandemic is having, 

and how states are equipped to prepare for increasing demand for SNAP and UI programs now and in 

the future.  

 

 
 

Figure 10: ¦ǎŜǊǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǳǎƛƴƎ {b!t ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ōȅ ǎǘŀǘŜ17 

Figure 11: ¦ǎŜǊǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǳsing Unemployment Insurance online systems by state  

Figure 12: Percent of food insecurity by state, from the Hunger Free America 2019 United States 

Hunger Atlas18 

 

 
17 The state average is used for Nevada and Idaho as some of the experience data was not available for these states 
18 Hunger Free America 2019 






















































