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Program Recertification Costs: Evidence from SNAP]

By TATIANA HOMONOFF AND JASON SOMERVILLE

Participants in means-tested programs must periodically document
eligibility through a recertification process. If all cases that fail recer-
tification are ineligible, the exact timing of this process should be irrel-
evant. We find that later recertification interview assignments for the
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), which leave less
time to reschedule missed interviews, decrease recertification success
by 22 percent. The consequences of not recertifying due to later inter-
views are highly skewed: most cases quickly reenroll, while one-quar-
ter remain off SNAP for over a year. The marginal disenrolled case is
as needy as the average participant, suggesting inefficient screening
from late interviews. (JEL H51, H75, 112, 118, 138)

esearchers have documented incomplete take-up across a wide variety of
social programs, often citing lack of information about program availability,
unfamiliarity with eligibility rules, or other application costs as barriers to take-up
(Madrian and Shea 2001; Currie 2006; Chetty, Friedman, and Saez 2013; Bhargava
and Manoli 2015; Finkelstein and Notowidigdo 2019).1 In addition to overcoming
barriers associated with initial enrollment, recipients of means-tested program ben-
efits must document continued eligibility through a periodic recertification process.
For example, the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) requires that
recipients submit income verification and complete a caseworker interview at least
once per year to maintain program access.
This paper examines the effect of one of the components of the SNAP recertifi-
cation process—the timing of the recertification interview—to determine its effect
on recertification and subsequent program participation. A substantial fraction of
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! A related literature in the field of public administration demonstrates several instances in which administrative
burden, conceptualized as a combination of learning, psychological, and compliance costs associated with interac-
tions with government programs, impacts program participation (Heinrich 2016, Herd and Moynihan 2019).
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cases fail to recertify for SNAP. In San Francisco, for example, over half of active
cases fail recertification. One possible explanation for this finding is that the major-
ity of cases are no longer eligible, underlining the importance of the recertification
process in ensuring program integrity. If all cases that do not recertify are ineligible
for the program, the timing of the interview assignment should have no impact on
recertification.

To successfully recertify for SNAP, recipients must complete a recertification
interview by the end of the calendar month in which their certification period ends.’
In San Francisco, program administrators assign each case an initial interview date
that is included in an appointment letter in their recertification packet. Specifically,
these initial interview dates are randomly assigned across cases and staggered
throughout the month to smooth caseworker workloads. Recipients may reschedule
their interview for any point during the month, however, all recipients must complete
the recertification process by the end of the calendar month regardless of the timing
of the initial interview assignment. This means that recipients who are assigned an
initial interview date at the start of the calendar month have more than four weeks
to complete their recertification requirements post-interview assignment (such as
rescheduling a missed interview or compiling income documentation), while others
have as little as a few days.

To estimate the effect of interview date assignment on SNAP participation,
we analyze administrative data from the San Francisco Human Services Agency
(SF-HSA) on the universe of the county’s roughly 40,000 SNAP recertification
cases from November 2014 to November 2016. The data contain information on
recertification date, both initial and rescheduled interviews, recertification outcome,
and subsequent reapplications for cases that fail to recertify. These data allow us to
examine how the timing of the administrative process affects both recertification
and subsequent participation by comparing outcomes for those who were randomly
assigned to early versus late initial interview dates.

We find that initial interview assignment has a large and significant impact on
recertification. Cases assigned to interviews at the end of the recertification month
are 10 percentage points less likely to recertify than cases assigned to an interview
at the start of the month, a 22 percent decrease. This suggests that the recertification
process is an imperfect screening device for program eligibility—if eligibility was
the sole determinant of recertification success, the date of the interview assignment
would be irrelevant. Interview timing not only affects recertification success, but
longer-term program participation as well: cases with interview assignments at the
end of the month are over 2 percentage points less likely to ever participate in SNAP
in the year following recertification. The marginal case that fails recertification due
to later interview assignment is as needy as the average case, implying that interview
timing does not improve targeting efficiency.

The financial consequences of not recertifying due to later interview assignments
are large: the marginal disenrolled case loses an average of $550 in SNAP benefits

2Separately, cases must provide documentation of income eligibility—the interview itself does not include
a determination of eligibility meaning that interview completion is necessary but not sufficient to complete
recertification.
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in the year following recertification. However, estimates of average benefit losses
mask substantial heterogeneity across these marginal recertification failures: roughly
one-quarter of cases that fail recertification due to later interview assignment remain
off the program for at least one full year post-recertification, while the remaining
three-quarters of cases reenter the program within weeks of being discontinued. This
suggests that while the majority of cases may miss as little as a week of benefits, a
quarter of these marginal failures lose over a year of benefits (up to roughly $2,000 per
person). Additionally, program churn—recertification failure followed by subsequent
reenrollment—is not without its own costs: administrative expenses associated with
cases that churn are up to twice as large as for cases that successfully recertify (Mills
et al. 2014). This highlights important differences in the distribution of costs associ-
ated with recertification failure depending on the post-recertification outcome. Cases
that remain off the program long-term suffer large private costs in the form of missed
benefits, but create no additional costs to program administrators. In contrast, cases
that churn experience smaller private costs, but generate large administrative costs.

We provide evidence to suggest that inattention or lack of awareness, coupled
with difficulty in rescheduling missed appointments, may explain a substantial
portion of the relationship between interview assignment and recertification. We
find that cases with later interview assignments, which have less time to reschedule
a missed appointment before the recertification deadline, are 7 percentage points
less likely to complete an interview. However, we find no relationship between the
initial interview assignment date and completion of this first interview, suggesting
that some cases may have forgotten about or have been unaware of their interview
assignment. Consistent with this interpretation, we find evidence that additional
early alerts (such as missed interview voicemails or text communications) may
partially mitigate the negative effects of late interviews. These results suggest that
improved communication strategies on the part of program administrators may pre-
vent eligible cases from losing program access. These findings also rationalize the
inefficiency of targeting based on interview date, since inattention does not correlate
with ineligibility.

Our results contribute to a growing literature detailing various barriers to initial
program enrollment in three ways. First, several recent interventions demonstrate
that informing likely eligible individuals about program availability leads to sig-
nificant increases in enrollment (Armour 2018, Barr and Turner 2018, Bhargava
and Manoli 2015). Other work shows that automatic enrollment, pre-population of
application forms, and other types of application assistance lead to higher enroll-
ment across a variety of programs (Madrian and Shea 2001, Bettinger et al. 2012,
Finkelstein and Notowidigdo 2019). Conversely, increased application costs asso-
ciated with local program office closures lead to significant decreases in program
applications (Rossin-Slater 2013, Deshpande and Li 2019).

Second, studying recertification offers a unique opportunity to isolate the role
of hassle costs as a barrier to program participation. It is often difficult to disentan-
gle the various causes of incomplete program enrollment: factors such as stigma,
lack of information, or transaction costs can interact—for example, stigma or hassle
costs may impact whether an individual seeks program information. Recertification
differs from initial enrollment in that current participants are already fully informed
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of the program and have chosen to participate in the program in spite of any asso-
ciated stigma. Our findings contribute to a small but growing literature on program
recertification that shows that reminders (Castleman and Page 2016) and flexibility
in the recertification process, such as phone interviews or online case management
(Ganong and Liebman 2018, Gray 2019), can lead to higher rates of participation.’

Third, our results also contribute to a literature examining the relationship
between hassle costs associated with program participation and targeting efficiency.
While standard models suggest that application costs improve targeting efficiency
(Nichols and Zeckhauser 1982), alternative models suggest that these costs can
worsen targeting efficiency (Deshpande and Li 2019). We find that the marginal
disenrolled case is no more needy in terms of benefit level than the average partic-
ipant, suggesting inefficient screening from late interviews. These findings are in
line with some prior empirical findings on heterogeneity in response to barriers to
program take-up (Currie and Grogger 2001, Bhargava and Manoli 2015, Deshpande
and Li 2019), while standing in contrast to others (Alatas et al. 2016, Finkelstein
and Notowidigdo 2019). Our conclusion that recertification is an inefficient sorting
device is consistent with our results that suggest that inattention is the key driver of
the relationship between interview timing and recertification—unless inattention is
correlated with eligibility or need, we would not expect that later interviews should
improve efficiency.

This paper is organized as follows. Section I reviews the institutional background
on SNAP recertification. Section II describes the recertification and interview
assignment process. Section III describes the data sources used in the empirical
analysis. Section IV presents descriptive statistics. Section V estimates of the effect
of interview timing on recertification and program participation. Section VI exam-
ines the effect of interview timing on program efficiency. Section VII discusses pos-
sible mechanisms. Section VIII concludes.

I. Institutional Background

The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) is the largest nutrition
assistance program in the United States, serving over 42 million individuals at an
annual cost of $69 billion (CBO 2018). The program provides monthly food vouch-
ers to low-income households via Electronic Benefits Transfer (EBT) cards with
an average monthly benefit of $126 per person. The program is federally funded
but administered by the states who are responsible for determining eligibility and
distributing benefits.

SNAP is a means-tested program, meaning that all recipients are subject to
income eligibility requirements determined by the state.” To ensure that individuals

3 A related literature shows that shorter certification periods are associated with lower SNAP enrollment (Currie
and Grogger 2001; Kabbani and Wilde 2003; Ribar, Edelhoch, and Liu 2008; Ganong and Liebman 2018). In a
slightly different context, Hastings and Shapiro (2018) use these certification periods as an exogenous source of
variation in timing of exit from the SNAP program.

#In California, for example, eligibility requirements are based on two income tests: gross household income
must be below 200 percent of the federal poverty line (FPL) and net income must be below 100 percent FPL.
However, many households are only subject to the gross income test including those with only 1-2 members
(85 percent of our sample) or recipients of other means-tested programs such as Temporary Assistance for Needy
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receiving SNAP are eligible for program benefits, recipients must complete a recer-
tification process at the end of each certification period. Certification periods are
typically between six and twelve months long, though the exact length varies by
state and household composition.

To successfully recertify, cases must complete the following three steps in any
order by the end of the certification period. First, cases must fill out and submit a
recertification application. This form elicits detailed information on household com-
position, income, and expenses to determine eligibility and benefit amount. Second,
cases must submit documents (e.g., pay stubs) to verify income and other household
circumstances described in the recertification application. Finally, cases must com-
plete a scheduled interview with a SNAP caseworker, either in person or over the
phone. These interviews do not entail a determination of eligibility, but rather are
intended to assist the recipient with the recertification process, for example, by clari-
fying documents required for income verification or helping to complete the recerti-
fication forms. At the same time, completion of a caseworker interview at least once
every 12 months is a federal requirement for SNAP recertification—eligible cases
that do not complete the interview cannot successfully recertify.

Cases that fail recertification, either due to ineligibility or by not completing one
of the steps of the recertification process, are terminated from the program at the
end of the certification period. Discontinued cases may reapply for the program
by initiating a new application (rather than the streamlined recertification process).
Importantly, enrollment is not retroactive for these cases: benefits are prorated from
the time the case is discontinued until the date that the new application is success-
fully processed and may be received with a delay. This suggests that even short exit
spells could result in substantial benefit losses; for example, a household of four
could lose up to $150 in benefits in just one week.

II. CalFresh Recertification and Interview Assignment Process

CalFresh, California’s SNAP program, served over 2 million households at an
annual cost of $7 billion in 2016. California has one of the lowest SNAP take-up
rates in the country at 72 percent (Cunnyngham 2019) while at the same time,
California is the second-most administratively costly SNAP agency in the country.
Annual certification-related state administrative expenses, which account for 76 per-
cent of all expenses nationally, are over $600 per case in California, more than twice
the national average (Geller et al. 2019).

Families (TANF). Additionally, individuals between the ages of 18 and 49 who are unemployed but not disabled
and who do not have any dependent children (Able-Bodied Adults Without Dependents or ABAWDs) are limited
to 3 months of eligibility in any given 36-month period or subject to work requirements. Importantly for this paper,
all counties in California operated under a waiver of the ABAWD work requirements for the duration of our study
period.

3 For example, households in which all residents are either elderly or disabled may receive a longer certification
period of up to 24 months, though the state agency must have contact with the household at least once every 12
months. Conversely, households determined to be likely to become ineligible in the near future may be assigned to
certification periods as short as one month.
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The majority of CalFresh recipients must recertify for the program every twelve
months.{ To understand the timing of the recertification process, consider a case in
which the certification period ends in June 2016. All certification periods end on the
last day of the calendar month, so in our example, recertification must be completed
by June 30, 2016. The recertification process begins with a Notice of Expiration of
Certification, which is generated and sent to all cases 45 days before the end of the
certification period, on May 15, 2016 in our example. This notice alerts cases that
the end of their certification period is approaching, briefly details the recertifica-
tion process, and informs them that they will be receiving a detailed recertification
packet and interview assignment in the mail (see online Appendix Figure 1 for an
example of this form and other forms used in the recertification process). Cases that
have opted in to receive text updates, roughly one-quarter of all cases in our sample,
also receive a communication within the next few days informing them that their
certification period is ending.

Case workers then assign each case an initial interview date to take place within
the first four weeks of June. Around the third week of May, case workers send out
the Recertification, Reauthorization, and Renewal (RRR) packets.’ These packets
contain the recertification form (CF-37), an interview appointment letter, and sev-
eral other unrelated forms such as voter registration forms. Cases are asked to pro-
vide detailed information on the income and expenses for all household members,
along with income verification, for the calendar month prior to the end of the certi-
fication period (May 2016 in our example).

The appointment letter contains information on the initial interview date assign-
ment and the interview time. Cases that provided a phone number on the initial
application or subsequent case updates are assigned phone interviews; all other
cases are assigned an in-person interview at the local SNAP office.” The letter also
provides information on how to reschedule the interview if the recipient has a con-
flict. Recipients may reschedule their interview or complete an on-demand walk-in
interview at the SNAP offices at any time during the recertification month. If a recip-
ient misses the scheduled interview, the case receives a notice of missed interview
and, if a phone number was provided, a voicemail instructing them to contact a case
worker to reschedule their interview. All cases that place a request to reschedule
before the end of the certification period are granted a new interview, even on the
last day of the recertification month.

In San Francisco, the county in which our study takes place, program admin-
istrators assign interviews throughout the recertification month, staggering them

6 Additionally, most households in California must complete a shorter semiannual report called the SAR-7.
Unlike the annual recertification, this interim reporting requirement does not include a caseworker interview, hence
we focus only on annual recertification cases in this paper.

7The vast majority of packets are sent within the week following the Notice of Expiration of Certification.
While the range of possible send dates is not large, we find that cases with interview assignments in the first half of
the recertification month received their packet an average of 2.5 days earlier than those with later dates (see online
Appendix Figure 2 for a distribution of sent dates for cases with early versus late interviews). We address this in
Section V.

8The San Francisco SNAP office offers interviews in six languages: English, Spanish, Chinese (Cantonese and
Mandarin), Vietnamese, Tagalog, and Russian. Unsupported languages are served by staff without multilingual
skills, using external translation services.
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to smooth caseworker workload. The interview assignment process is as follows.
Caseworkers are given the full list of cases whose certification period ends in the
following month. These cases are grouped by case language and appointment type
(phone or in-person). Cases are sorted within group by case ID number and, sub-
sequently, the list of available interview dates is repeatedly appended to the case
list until all cases are assigned an initial interview date.” For example, if there are
20 possible interview dates for Spanish language phone interviews in the month of
June 2016, cases 1, 21, and 41 would be assigned to the first interview date, cases
2,22, and 42 would be assigned to the second interview date, and so on. As a result,
this assignment process produces as-good-as-random assignment of each case to its
initial interview date conditional on month by case language by interview type (the
“assignment group”).

presents a graph of the distribution of initial interview dates for the
recertification cases in our study population (described in Section III). The distribu-
tion is approximately uniform across the first three weeks of the month with fewer
interviews scheduled after the 23rd of the month. This is largely due to the fact that
interviews were not scheduled after the 24th during the first few months of our study
period, but also partly due to a larger number of holidays falling at the end of the
calendar month.

Regardless of when a case’s initial interview is scheduled, all cases must complete
the recertification process by the last day of the calendar month of their certification
period. While interviews can be rescheduled for any time within the recertification
month, only 6 percent of cases reschedule their interview prior to the randomly
assigned interview date. Therefore, most cases that are assigned an initial interview
date at the beginning of the month have over four weeks post-interview to complete
the process—for example, to reschedule a missed interview, fix errors in the recerti-
fication application, or gather income verification documentation—while cases that
are assigned an interview at the end of the month may only have a few days.

III. Data

Our data contain the universe of SNAP cases in San Francisco County scheduled
for recertification between November 2014 and November 2016 provided by the
San Francisco Human Services Agency (SF-HSA).'Y The data include the case’s
recertification month, the date the recertification packet was sent, and an indicator
for whether the case recertified or was discontinued from the program. We then
combine these data with information on all interviews scheduled with the SNAP
office, including interviews assigned by the SNAP office as well as interviews that
were rescheduled by the program participant. Importantly, the data also include the

9The list of available interview dates excludes weekends, holidays, and the last two days of the calendar month
with fewer interviews scheduled on the first day of the month to address increased call volumes associated with dis-
continuation of benefits. In-person interviews do not meet on Fridays. Lastly, the list adjusts for non-major language
(Vietnamese, Tagalog, and Russian) caseworker availability.

19We focus on cases that are current SNAP recipients but that are not currently receiving TANF, as the recer-
tification interview assignment process differs for those cases in order to better align the recertification process for
the two programs.
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FIGURE 1. DISTRIBUTION OF INITIAL INTERVIEW ASSIGNMENTS

Note: This figure plots the number of recertification cases assigned an initial interview on each calendar day of the
recertification month.

Source: SF-HSA

date on which the appointment was created, allowing us to determine the initially
assigned interview date. The data include the date and time of all scheduled inter-
views and whether the interview was successfully completed. We also obtain data on
all walk-in appointments, as cases can complete an on-demand interview by visiting
a SNAP office. Records on the submission of recertification forms and verification
documents, such as income verification documents, were not available.

We exclude recertification cases that were inconsistent with administrative guide-
lines for scheduling interviews. First, we exclude cases that were sent a recertifica-
tion packet but were not assigned a caseworker interview.'! Next, we drop cases
in which the first interview was assigned in the recertification month or before the
13th of the month prior to the recertification month. Interviews are typically sched-
uled around the 15th of the month prior to recertification and deviations from this
schedule suggest that the interview assignment may not have followed the typical
assignment process. For similar reasons, we also exclude the small number of cases
whose interviews were scheduled to take place less than seven days after the recer-
tification packets were sent and interviews assigned on dates after the 28th day of
the recertification month.

We make two additional sample restrictions. Caseworkers are matched to
recipients based on their ability to conduct interviews in the recipient’s language.

"I The majority of these (roughly 1,800) cases occurred during the first six months of our sample period during
a time when recertification interviews were waived for cases in which all adults are elderly or disabled without
income.
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While the interview assignment process for cases speaking non-major languages
(Russian, Tagalog, and Vietnamese) generally follows the process described in
Section II, assignment is constrained by the availability of staff who speak these
languages. As a result, we drop the roughly 3 percent of cases that were conducted
in one of the three non-major case languages. Finally, conversations with staff sug-
gest that caseworkers experience particularly heavy call volumes on the first day
the calendar month, the day on which benefits to recipients who fail recertification
are discontinued. To avoid potential interactions with increased workload on this
date, we exclude cases assigned to interview dates on the first of the month, though
our results are robust to including these cases. This leaves us with a final sample of
39,360 recertification events across 30,241 unique cases.

To examine the effect of initial interview assignment on post-recertification out-
comes, we merge our sample to data on all subsequent SNAP applications through
October 2017. These data allow us to follow the recertification cases in our sample
for a year after the end of their certification period. From these data, we are able
to determine whether a case that failed recertification rejoined the program within
the following months (i.e., churned), or if the recertification process resulted in a
longer-term discontinuance from the program.

We then link identifiers for all individuals associated with a recertification case to
administrative data from the Employment Development Department (EDD). These
data contain individual wage earnings in each quarter provided by employers for all
individuals associated with a case for a year after the end of the certification period.
While caseworkers have access to this data source, the data are provided with a
lag and so EDD data are not used as part of the recertification process to assess
eligibility.

The data also include detailed demographic information on the case and the
head of household. These data include information that is required as part of the
initial SNAP application process, such as household size and composition, and is
updated through prior recertifications or semiannual reporting. The data also contain
information from administrative sources on each case’s SNAP participation history
including the case’s initial enrollment date and the monthly benefit amount at the
time of recertification. Lastly, the data include information about the head of house-
hold including date of birth, sex, ethnicity, and citizenship status.

Finally, we collected data on receipt of text communications sent to cases that
opted in to this voluntary program. These communications were used throughout
our study period; however, San Francisco only began collecting individual-level
data on receipt of texts for cases due for recertification in October 2015 and after. As
a result, all analyses involving these data are restricted to this time period.

IV. Descriptive Statistics
A. Demographics and Randomization Checks
Table 1|presents summary statistics of the demographic characteristics of SNAP

participants. Since our study focuses on the county of San Francisco—a large, urban
city—we present these summary statistics for a nationally representative sample
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TABLE |—RECERTIFICATION CASE CHARACTERISTICS

QC data QC data Full Early Late
nationwide California sample interview interview Pr>F
() 2 3) 4) ©) (6)
Case characteristics
Household size 1.97 1.85 1.55 1.55 1.55 0.83
Any children (percent) 40.0 40.3 32.1 324 31.8 0.20
Years since first on SNAP — — 4.8 4.8 4.8 0.21
Monthly benefits $241 $249 $229 $230 $228 0.20
Max SNAP benefits (percent) 38.8 56.4 63.3 63.4 63.3 0.86
Quarterly wage income $1,049 $1,270 $1,693 $1,689 $1,698 0.79
No wage income (percent) 71.7 63.8 65.6 65.8 65.3 0.31
Non-English speaking (percent) — 30.7 31.0 304 0.22
Household head demographics
Female (percent) 68.3 64.7 46.3 46.1 46.4 0.45
Age 45.6 43.1 42.6 42.5 42.6 0.54
US citizen (percent) 84.6 60.2 71.0 76.6 71.5 0.03
Non-white (percent) 53.6 70.1 78.8 78.8 78.9 0.80
Total cases 44,494 655 39,360 19,670 19,690

Notes: Table reports means of SNAP case demographic characteristics for a nationally representative sample of
SNAP cases (column 1), for the subset of California SNAP cases (column 2), and for our sample of recertification
cases (column 3). Columns 1 and 2 exclude households participating in TANF for comparability to our sample.
Columns 4 and 5 report means for our population separately for cases assigned to interviews in the first half of the
month (before the 14th) and in the second half of the month. Column 6 presents the p-value associated with a test
for equality of means from columns 4 and 5. Recertification case characteristics include case-level characteristics
(household size, presence of children, years since first SNAP application, prior year monthly SNAP benefit and an
indicator for receiving the maximum SNAP benefit, quarterly wage earnings in the recertification quarter and an
indicator for receiving any wages, and non-English case language), as well as head-of-household characteristics
(sex, age, citizenship, and race). Statistics on race exclude the 5,880 cases in the nationwide data and 3,125 cases
in our sample for which ethnicity is unknown.

Source: USDA’s 2016 SNAP Quality Control System and SF-HSA

of SNAP recipients using data from the USDA’s SNAP Quality Control System
nationwide and for the state of California (columns 1 and 2) as well as for our study
population (column 3). A few characteristics of our sample are worth comparing to
this nationally representative population. First, the average size of the households
in our population is somewhat smaller than the average SNAP household with just
under one-third of households in our sample reporting at least one child compared
to 40 percent of SNAP households nationwide. San Francisco SNAP households
are more likely to receive the maximum SNAP benefit (63 versus 39 percent), more
likely to have wage earnings (34 versus 28 percent), more racially diverse (79 versus
54 percent non-white), less likely to have a female head of household (46 versus 68
percent), and less likely to be headed by a US citizen (77 versus 85 percent) than
SNAP households nationwide.

Columns 4 and 5 present demographic characteristics of our sample separately
for cases with early initial interview dates (before the 14th of the month) versus late
interview dates (between the 14th and 28th of the month). The average demographic
makeup of cases initially assigned to early versus later interview dates are quite
similar. Column 6 presents results from a test for equality of means between these
groups. Differences for most characteristics are small and not statistically signifi-
cant, suggesting that interview date assignment was not correlated with observed
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TABLE 2—SUMMARY STATISTICS OF RECERTIFICATION OUTCOMES

Full sample

Recertification process outcomes

Completed first attempted interview 67.8
Completed any interview 76.2
Recertified 48.3
Post-recertification outcomes

Churned (1-90 days) 23.7
Churned (91-365 days) 5.7
Discontinued (12 months+) 224
Total cases 39,360

Notes: This table reports sample means for each outcome as a percent of the full recertifi-
cation case sample. The table includes completion of recertification process steps as well as
post-recertification outcomes for cases that failed including whether a case churned (i.e., failed
recertification, but successfully reenrolled in SNAP within the following 1-90 or 91-365 days
post-recertification, respectively) or whether the case failed recertification and remained off the
program for at least one full year.

Source: SF-HSA

case demographics. We do observe a small but statistically significant difference in
citizenship for those assigned early versus late interviews. We explore the sensitivity
of our results to the inclusion of these controls in the following section.

B. Recertification Outcomes

presents summary statistics on various outcomes related to the recer-
tification process. Just over three-quarters of our sample completed a caseworker
interview. For the majority of cases, the interview was completed on the first
attempt—that is, the initially assigned interview or, for the small fraction of cases
that reschedule in advance of the initially assigned date, the reassigned interview
date. It is important to note that interview completion does not include a determina-
tion of eligibility; interview completion is necessary to complete recertification, but
it is not sufficient. Overall, we find that 48 percent of cases successfully recertified.

The fact that over half of all cases fail recertification highlights the potential
importance of the recertification process itself: if many SNAP recipients have not
maintained eligibility for the program over time, periodic eligibility verification
ensures program integrity and contains the costs of the program. However, a few
descriptive statistics suggest that many discontinued cases failed recertification in
spite of maintaining eligibility.

First, over half of cases that fail recertification successfully reapply for SNAP
within the subsequent months, yielding a 90-day churn rate of 46 percent. In other
words, roughly one-quarter of the cases in our sample failed recertification and
were discontinued from the program, but were deemed eligible within the fol-
lowing months, many within weeks.'? While it is possible that short-term income

120nline Appendix Figure 3 shows that 78 percent of cases that churn within 90 days of recertification do so
within the first month.
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TABLE 3—EARNINGS BY RECERTIFICATION OUTCOME

Churned Churned Discontinued
Full sample ~ Recertified ~ (1-90days)  (91-365days) (12 months+)
(1) 2 ©) ) )

Earnings < 200 percent FPL 94.0 97.5 96.3 88.9 85.3
No wage earnings 65.6 68.7 68.1 58.9 57.9
Total cases 39,360 18,996 9,315 2,231 8,818

Notes: This table reports the fraction of cases that had wage earnings below 200 percent FPL (the California gross
income limit for SNAP eligibility) or no wage earnings at all, respectively, in the quarter of recertification for
the following samples: all recertification cases (column 1), cases that successfully recertified (column 2), cases
that failed recertification but reenrolled in SNAP within 90 days (column 3), cases that failed recertification but
reenrolled in SNAP within 91 to 365 days post-recertification failure (column 4), and cases that failed recertifica-
tion and remained off SNAP for at least one full year (column 5).

Source: EDD quarterly wage earnings data

fluctuations could generate this month-to-month pattern of SNAP eligibility, this
would imply that a substantial fraction of cases were ineligible at the time of recer-
tification but became eligible almost immediately after.

Second, we use quarterly administrative wage earnings data to directly estimate
the eligibility of recertification cases in our sample. [Table 3|presents the fraction
of recertification cases with wage earnings below the gross income limit for SNAP
eligibility in California (200 percent FPL) as well as the proportion of cases with
no wage earnings at all. We provide these estimates for the full sample as well as
by post-recertification outcome: those that recertified, churned (both before and
after 90 days), and those that remained off the program for at least 12 months
after failing recertification. plots the average quarterly earnings in the
recertification quarter and the four quarters pre- and post-recertification for the
same groups.

We find that estimated eligibility for cases that recertified and those that churned
within 90 days are very similar: nearly 100 percent of cases in both groups have aver-
age monthly wage earnings below the gross income limit during the recertification
quarter and over two-thirds have no wage earnings at all. Average quarterly earnings
estimates at recertification are roughly twice as high for longer-term discontinued
cases than for cases that recertify; nonetheless, 85 percent of cases that remain off
the program for a full year have average quarterly wage earnings below the SNAP
gross income limit during the recertification quarter and 58 percent have no wage
earnings at all. For the six percent of cases that churn after 90 days but before the
end of the year, we find that average earnings decrease in the post-recertification
year, suggesting that these cases may have failed recertification due to ineligibility
but successfully reapplied once their earnings fell. However, as with the long-term
discontinued cases, the level of earnings in the recertification quarter suggests that
many of these cases may have been discontinued in spite of maintained eligibility
as well.

Determining eligibility for cases that do not complete the recertification process is
challenging, even with third-party administrative wage data. One notable limitation
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FIGURE 2. EARNINGS BY RECERTIFICATION OUTCOME

Notes: This figure plots quarterly average wage earnings for the recertification quarter and the four quarters before
and after recertification for four groups: cases that successfully recertified; cases that failed recertification but
reenrolled in SNAP, i.e., churned within 90 days; cases that failed recertification but reenrolled in SNAP within 90
to 365 days post-recertification failure; and cases that failed recertification and remained off SNAP for at least one
full year.

Source: EDD quarterly wage data

is that our data excludes nonwage income, such as social security or self-employment
income./? However, our estimates of eligibility are consistent with others found in
the literature: for example, Gray (2019) estimates that roughly half of SNAP cases
that exit the program for over a month are still eligible for the program.

V. Effects of Interview Assignment

The descriptive statistics in the prior section suggest that at least a portion of
cases that fail recertification may have maintained eligibility for the program. One
possible explanation is that eligible participants fail recertification because elements
of the administrative process may be difficult to complete. This section looks at the
effect of one of the components of the recertification process—the timing of the
initially assigned interview date—to determine its effect on recertification and sub-
sequent program participation.

13Note that even if a case had a substantial amount of unearned income, it would require a change in that
unearned income since the last certification to disqualify a case, which may be unlikely for the case of social
security. We do not have data on self-employment income for our sample, however, San Francisco estimates that
only 3 percent of SNAP recipients report self-employment income. Additionally, calculations from the California
Department of Social Services (CDSS) show that only 2 percent of cases that exit SNAP in San Francisco in a
recertification month appear on SNAP in a different county the following month, suggesting that intercounty moves
are unlikely to be a large contributor to our estimates.
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We use the following econometric model to estimate the impact of initial inter-
view day assignment on recertification and post-recertification outcomes:

(1) Y, = a+ ~InterviewDay;, + [AssignmentGroup;, + nx;, + €,

where Y;, is an indicator for whether case i successfully recertified in month ¢,
InterviewDay;, is the calendar day of the assigned interview, AssignmentGroup; is
a vector of characteristics used in the interview assignment process (recertification
month by case language by interview type), and x;, is a set of case characteristics.'

A. Recertification

Panel A of estimates the effect of interview assignment on recertification
success. Column 1 presents the simplest specification, controlling only for the inter-
view assignment group. This model estimates that a one-day delay in the initially
assigned interview reduces the likelihood of recertifying by 0.38 percentage points
(95 percent CI: —0.44, —0.31). This implies that a case assigned to the last inter-
view assignment of the month is 10.6 percentage points less likely to recertify than
a case assigned an interview on the first of the month—a 22 percent decline in the
recertification rate off the mean. Importantly, these findings soundly reject a model
in which all cases that fail recertification are ineligible—if this were the case, inter-
view date should be irrelevant.

We perform several robustness checks. First, the inclusion of the additional case
demographic controls does not impact our estimate (column 2). Second, the char-
acterization of the interview assignment process as as-good-as-random relies on the
sorting process described in Section II. Alternative sorting processes or implemen-
tation errors may have resulted in a correlation between case ID and the assigned
interview date. While we do not have access to case ID, we do have data on the year
in which a case joined the program—the only economically meaningful information
contained in the case ID itself. To ensure that accidental deviations from the sort
process we describe are not driving our results, column 3, our preferred specifica-
tion, includes fixed effects for the initial application year. We find that the inclusion
of these controls yields a very similar estimate of the effect of interview day assign-
ment on recertification.

As mentioned in Section II, we observe a correlation between interview assign-
ment and the recertification packet sent date: on average, cases with assigned inter-
views in the first half of the recertification month receive their recertification packets
two to three days earlier than those with interview dates assigned in the second half
of the month. Column 4 controls for the day on which the recertification packet
was sent to the case and shows only a small decrease in the effect of interview
assignment.'>

4Demographic controls include case-level characteristics (household size, presence of children, and prior year
benefit amount), as well as head-of-household characteristics including sex, age, race, and citizenship.

15 Sent date is not separately randomly assigned from the interview date; therefore, to the extent that receiving
arecertification packet earlier increases recertification, our estimates should be interpreted as the effect of receiving
an earlier interview date combined with receiving a recertification packet a few days earlier on average.
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TABLE 4—EFFECT OF INTERVIEW ASSIGNMENT ON RECERTIFICATION AND SNAP PARTICIPATION

(1) 2 3) (4) (5)
Panel A. Recertified
Interview day —-0.377 —0.384 —0.372 —0.330
(0.034) (0.033) (0.033) (0.040)
Interview week 2 —1.63
(0.64)
Interview week 3 —4.18
(0.65)
Interview week 4 —7.62
(0.74)
Panel B. Ever on SNAP in year post-recertification
Interview day —0.098 —0.107 —0.083 —0.083
(0.029) (0.028) (0.028) (0.035)
Interview week 2 —0.08
(0.54)
Interview week 3 —1.62
(0.56)
Interview week 4 —1.17
(0.63)
Interview assignment group X X X X X
Demographics X X X X
Initial year X X
Sent day X
Total cases 39,360 39,360 39,360 39,360 39,360

Notes: Standard errors clustered at the case level in parentheses. All regressions are linear probability models that
regress initial caseworker interview assignment, either a linear term for calendar day or interview week dummies,
on an indicator for successful recertification (panel A) or an indicator for whether the case ever participated in
SNAP in the post-recertification year (panel B). Units are in percentage points (0-100). Interview assignment group
controls include recertification month by case language by interview type (phone versus in-person) fixed effects.
Demographic controls include household size fixed effects, an indicator for any children, prior year benefit amount,
as well as controls for the sex, age, race, and citizenship of the head of household. Initial year controls are fixed
effects for the year in which the case first enrolled in the program. Sent day is a linear control for the date the case-
worker sent a case’s recertification packet.

Source: SF-HSA

Lastly, to account for potential nonlinearities in the effect of interview day on
recertification success, column 5 replaces the linear term for interview day with
interview week dummies. The results confirm that the likelihood of recertifying
monotonically decreases with interview date assignment. Cases with initial inter-
views in the second, third, and fourth weeks of the month are 1.6, 4.2, and 7.6 per-
centage points less likely to recertify relative to cases with initial interviews in the
first week of the month. These estimates are not only statistically significantly dif-
ferent from the recertification rate of those with initial interviews in the first week,
but they are also significantly different from each other at the 1 percent level.'S
Panel A of complements this analysis by plotting the recertification rate by

16 Additionally, specifications that add a linear term for interview day to this model no longer yield statistically
significant estimates on any week dummy. As a result, we are unable to reject a linear model for the relationship
between interview assignment date and recertification success.
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FIGURE 3. RECERTIFICATION RATE BY INTERVIEW ASSIGNMENT

Notes: This figure presents the recertification rate by initial interview assignment day where the recertification rate
is demeaned by interview assignment group (month by case language by interview type) and case characteristics
(household size, presence of children, prior year benefit amount, initial benefit year fixed effects, and sex, age, race,
and citizenship of the head of household). The size of each circle indicates the relative number of observations per
calendar day. The solid line is a linear best fit from regressing an indicator for recertification success on the assigned
interview day controlling for assignment group and case characteristics.

Source: SF-HSA

initial interview date assignment. The figure confirms that there is an approximately
linear downward trend in the probability of recertifying.

B. Program Participation

The costs of recertification failure induced by interview date assignment depend
on if and when the cases that failed recertification rejoin the program. This sec-
tion uses data on reapplications to SNAP in the year following recertification to
determine the effect of interview date assignment on post-recertification program
participation. As is the case with recertification, if all disenrolled cases that remain
off the program are ineligible for benefits, we would not expect interview date
assignment to have an impact on longer-term participation. However, if eligible
cases that fail recertification due to later interview assignments do not subsequently
reapply for the program, for example, due to costs associated with the reapplica-
tion process or confusion about their eligibility, interview assignment may influence
longer-term participation as well."”

Panel B of Table 4 repeats the analyses in panel A, but considers the effect of
interview date assignment on the likelihood of ever being on SNAP in the year fol-
lowing recertification. Specifically, the outcome variable is an indicator that equals
one if the case either recertified or if the case failed recertification, but successfully

7 For example, Gray (2019) finds that the introduction of an online SNAP case management system, which pro-
vided a consolidated location for participants to access materials related to recertification and tools to assess their
eligibility, led to a significant decrease in long-term exits following recertification. Similarly, Ganong and Liebman
(2018) find that states that allow for recertification interviews to be held over the phone (reducing application costs
relative to the traditional face-to-face interviews) have higher SNAP enrollments.
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TABLE 5—EFFECT OF RECERTIFICATION FAILURE ON POST-RECERTIFICATION SNAP

PARTICIPATION
Outcome: Post-recertification participation SNAP benefits ($)
(1) (2
Failed recertification 224 —558
(6.9) (199)
Outcome mean 77.6 2,103
Total cases 39,360 39,360

Notes: Standard errors clustered at the case level are in parentheses. Analyses use an instru-
mental variables regression to estimate the effect of recertification failure on post-recertification
SNAP receipt using interview assignment calendar day as an instrument for recertification fail-
ure. Outcomes are an indicator for ever participating in SNAP in the post-recertification year
(column 1) and the SNAP benefits dollars received in the post-recertification year (column 2).
Estimates of monthly benefit receipt are based on the benefit level in the recertification quarter;
column 2 excludes the three cases that are missing this information. Units in column 1 are in per-
centage points (0-100). All regressions include controls for interview assignment group (month
by case language by interview type fixed effects) and case characteristics (household size, pres-
ence of children, prior year benefit amount, initial benefit year fixed effects, and sex, age, race,
and citizenship of the head of household).

Source: SF-HSA

reapplied for the program at any point in the following year. We find evidence that
interview timing not only decreases recertification success, but longer-term program
participation as well. Our preferred specification, column 3, shows that a one-day
delay in the assigned interview date leads to a 0.08 percentage point decrease
(95 percent CI: —0.14, —0.03) in the likelihood of receiving SNAP at any point in
the year following recertification. This estimate implies that a case assigned to an
interview date on the first of the month versus the end of the month is 2.3 percentage
points less likely to remain off the program for at least a year post-recertification off
a base of 22 percent. Panel B of Figure 3 presents the fraction of cases ever on SNAP
in the post-recertification year by initial interview date assignment.

presents an alternative specification in which we estimate the effect of
recertification failure on SNAP receipt in the post-recertification year using the
assigned interview date as an instrument for recertification failure. If the exclusion
restriction holds, in that interview date assignment only affects SNAP participation
through its effect on recertification success, this analysis can be interpreted as the
effect of exogenously decertifying a case on future benefit receipt. The estimating
equations take the following form where Y is a measure of post-recertification ben-
efit receipt, FailRecert is an indicator for failing recertification, and x is the set of
control variables used in column 3 of Table 4:

(2) Yy, = By + BiFailRecerty + B3, x; + €,
(3) FailRecert;, = «g+ o InterviewDay;, + i, xj; + €.
In column 1, our outcome of interest is the same as in panel B of Table 4, an indi-

cator for ever having participated in SNAP in the year following recertification. If all
cases that fail recertification due to later interview assignment churn back onto the



288 AMERICAN ECONOMIC JOURNAL: ECONOMIC POLICY NOVEMBER 2021

program within the following year, we should observe a coefficient of zero; alter-
natively, if these cases do not reenter the program after failing recertification, we
should observe a coefficient of —100 percentage points. We find that the marginal
case that fails recertification solely due to receiving a later interview assignment
is 22.4 percentage points (95 percent CI: —35.9, —8.9) less likely to participate in
SNAP at any point during the year post-recertification than a case that did not fail
recertification. In other words, roughly one-quarter of these marginal cases remain
off SNAP long term, while the remaining three-quarters reenter the program at some
point during the post-recertification year.

To investigate the time it takes for these marginal cases to reenter the program,
Figure 4|repeats the analysis in column 2 of Table 4 separately for each week in the
year following recertification. Specifically, each point in the figure represents the
coefficient on InterviewDay in equation (1) in which the outcome is an indicator for
participating in SNAP in the given post-recertification week.' We find a large effect
of interview date assignment on participation in the first week post-recertification.
This estimate shrinks to roughly one-third of the size in the following weeks, level-
ing off at around one-quarter of the initial size for most of the rest of the year. This
suggests that the marginal cases that churn back onto the program do so very shortly
after failing recertification.'”

VI. Interview Assignment and Program Efficiency
A. Welfare Implications

Recertification failure induced by later interview assignment is associated with
several costs including lost benefits for participants and additional administrative
costs for program offices. This section estimates several of these costs to assess the
welfare consequences of the timing of interview assignments.

To measure the cost of lost benefits to cases that failed recertification, column 2
of Table 5 uses our instrumental variables approach to estimate the effect of recer-
tification failure on benefit receipt in dollars in the post-recertification year. We
estimate significant losses in benefit dollars: recertification failure induced by later
interview assignment leads to an average loss in annual benefits of $558 (95 percent
CI: 169, 948). However, the financial costs of recertification failure for individual
cases differ substantially depending on the post-recertification outcome. The prior
section found that one-quarter of cases that fail recertification due to later interview
dates remain off SNAP for at least a full year while the remaining three-quarters
churn back onto the program, often within the first weeks. While this latter group
eventually reenters the program, enrollment is not retroactive. This means that

18 Our data include information on all reapplications to the program, but does not include information on sub-
sequent decertifications that occur at times other than the annual recertification. As a result, a case that recertified
or successfully reapplied post-failure but was discontinued midyear would be classified as participating for the full
year. However, since interview date assignment should not impact future decertifications, this data limitation should
not bias our estimates.

9Online Appendix Figure 4 plots the raw post-recertification weekly participation rate by early versus late
interview date assignment.
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FIGURE 4. EFFECT OF INTERVIEW ASSIGNMENT ON SNAP PARTICIPATION BY WEEK

Notes: This figure presents regression estimates from a linear probability model that regresses initial case-
worker interview assignment day on an indicator for participating in SNAP in a given week for each week in the
post-recertification year. Cases are assumed to participate in each week following successful recertification or reap-
plication. All regressions include controls for interview assignment group (month by case language by interview
type fixed effects) and demographic characteristics (household size, presence of children, and sex, age, race, and
citizenship of the head of household). Units are in percentage points (0—100) and the average recertification rate in
the sample is 48.3 percent. Bars represent the 95 percent confidence interval.

Source: SF-HSA

cases that are discontinued from the program because they miss the recertification
deadline receive prorated benefits even when they successfully reapply shortly after.

repeats the analysis in Table 5, column 2, separately for each week in the
post-recertification year.”) We find that the effect of recertification failure on benefit
receipt in the first week post-recertification is $35.?" This suggests that the effects of
recertification failure are highly skewed: cases that churn back on the program may
lose as little as $35, while cases that remain off the program for a full year could lose
up to $2,300 for a single-person household or $7,700 for a family of four.

It is important to note that while the losses to cases that churn may be small in
financial terms, they are not without costs to the individual. Qualitative interviews
with SNAP recipients demonstrate that benefit loss associated with recertification
failure creates considerable stress regardless of subsequent reapplication success
(Edin et al. 2013). Research on the intramonth SNAP benefit cycle suggests that
recipients experience nutrition-related health shocks and decreases in caloric intake
at the end of the monthly benefit cycle when many households have exhausted their

290Online Appendix Figure 5 plots the raw difference in weekly benefit receipt between the post-recertification
week and the week prior to recertification by early versus late interview date assignment.

21 This amount is roughly equivalent to half of the average weekly benefit in our sample. This suggests that a
subset of cases reentered the program in less than one week or, alternatively, that the marginal case that fails recer-
tification due to interview assignment receives a lower-than-average monthly benefit (an issue that we explore later
in this section).
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FIGURE 5. EFFECT OF RECERTIFICATION FAILURE ON SNAP BENEFIT RECEIPT

Notes: This figure presents regression estimates from an instrumental variables regression that estimates the effect
of recertification failure, using interview assignment calendar day as an instrument, on SNAP benefit dollars
received in each week of the post-recertification year. The average weekly benefit amount prior to recertification is
$53. Cases are assumed to participate in each week following successful recertification or reapplication. Estimates
of monthly benefit receipt are based on the benefit level in the recertification quarter. All regressions include con-
trols for interview assignment group (month by case language by interview type fixed effects) and demographic
characteristics (household size, presence of children, and sex, age, race, and citizenship of the head of household).
Bars represent the 95 percent confidence interval.

Source: SF-HSA

monthly benefits (Shapiro 2005, Seligman et al. 2014). This suggests that even
short-term benefit gaps may generate substantial externalities for SNAP recipients
and their communities.*

Additionally, cases that fail recertification but reapply shortly after create addi-
tional administrative costs associated with processing new applications that are
more in-depth than those in the recertification process. Mills et al. (2014) estimates
that the administrative costs associated with cases that churn are twice as large as
those for cases that successfully recertify. Using data from six states, they estimate
that each case that churns costs program administrators an additional $80; however,
the average certification-related costs in California are over $600 per case, roughly
three times as high as those in the states studied in Mills et al. (2014), suggesting
that the costs associated with churn are likely even higher in our context.*

This highlights an interesting difference in the distribution of costs for the two
groups of cases that fail recertification—cases that remain off SNAP long term and
cases that churn. Eligible cases that fail recertification and remain off the program

22For example, this intramonth cyclicality in benefit receipt is also associated with increases in crime and dis-
ciplinary infractions (Carr and Packham 2019, Gennetian et al. 2016).

23 California has the highest certification-related state administrative expenses in the country, while the states
considered in Mills et al. (2014) (Florida, Idaho, Illinois, Maryland, Texas, and Virginia) include several of the
lowest.
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incur substantial private costs in the form of missed benefits, however, they do not
generate any additional processing costs for program administrators. In contrast,
cases that churn suffer smaller losses in benefit receipt but generate larger costs for
program administrators.

B. Targeting Efficiency

In Section V, we show that the recertification process is an imperfect screening
tool for ineligibility and that many cases that are disenrolled as a result of receiving
later interview assignments suffer large losses in benefits. Nevertheless, later inter-
view assignments may improve program efficiency if the cases that are screened
out have a lower marginal utility from program benefits, for example, if the hassle
costs associated with recertification disproportionately discourage individuals with
a higher opportunity cost of time (Nichols and Zeckhauser 1982). However, if appli-
cation costs are related to cognitive costs, rather than time costs, then hassle costs
can worsen targeting efficiency (Deshpande and Li 2019).*

Previous research on targeting efficiency estimates how the effect of applica-
tion costs on program participation differs by observable characteristics that are
plausibly correlated with marginal utility from program benefits.* follows
this approach and estimates heterogeneity in the effect of interview date assign-
ment on recertification success and subsequent program participation by interact-
ing InterviewDay from equation (1) with case characteristics plausibly associated
with marginal utility from program participation. Specifically, we focus on hetero-
geneity by the case’s prior year SNAP benefit level. We consider two measures of
benefit receipt: the benefit amount itself (which is a function of household size and
income) and, separately, an indicator for receiving the maximum benefit amount.

Columns 1 and 2 present the results by benefit level for recertification success
and program participation in the post-recertification year, respectively. We find that
the effects of interview date assignment on recertification success are significantly
larger for cases receiving higher benefit amounts. However, we find no difference in
the effect of interview assignment on longer-term SNAP participation. Columns 3
and 4 repeat these analyses using an indicator for whether a case received the max-
imum benefit amount (roughly two-thirds of our sample). Here we find no evidence
of heterogeneity in the effect of interview assignment on recertification success.
Taken together, these findings suggest that cases that do not recertify as a result of
receiving a later interview assignment are no less needy than the average SNAP
recipient, which suggests inefficient screening from late interviews.

24This model is consistent with findings from Bertrand, Mullainathan, and Shafir (2004), which suggest that
administrative hassles worsen targeting efficiency since poverty may exacerbate various behavioral biases, such as
present bias or attention.

25For example, Finkelstein and Notowidigdo (2019) find that lowering SNAP application costs by providing
information about application assistance increased take-up, but reduced targeting efficiency: marginal enrollees
were more likely to receive lower monthly benefits and be in better health. In contrast, Currie and Grogger (2001)
find that single-parent households are disproportionately affected by shorter SNAP recertification periods, Bhargava
and Manoli (2015) show that simplifying EITC notices increase take-up among the very poor, and Deshpande
and Li (2019) show that program office closures lead to disproportionately large decreases in applications for dis-
ability insurance from low-education applicants.
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TABLE 6—EFFECT OF INTERVIEW ASSIGNMENT BY SNAP BENEFIT

NOVEMBER 2021

Post-recert.

Post-recert.

Outcome: Recertified participation Recertified participation
(1) 2 ©) 4)
Interview day —0.238 —0.074 —0.411 —0.032
(0.067) (0.057) (0.054) (0.044)
Benefit amount 4.571 5.073
(0.452) (0.368)
Interview day x benefit amount —0.058 —0.004
(0.026) (0.019)
Max benefit —2.746 0.761
(1.128) (0.941)
Interview day x max benefit 0.063 —0.082
(0.066) (0.056)
Outcome mean 483 71.6 48.3 71.6
Total cases 39,360 39,360 39,360 39,360

Notes: Standard errors clustered at the case level are in parentheses. All regressions are linear probability mod-
els that regress initial caseworker interview assignment day, a measure of prior year SNAP benefit receipt (either
monthly benefit amount in hundreds of dollars or an indicator for receiving the maximum benefit amount), and their
interaction on an indicator for recertification success (columns 1 and 3) or an indicator for ever receiving SNAP in
the post-recertification year (columns 2 and 4). Units are in percentage points (0-100). All regressions include con-
trols for interview assignment group (month by case language by interview type fixed effects) and case characteris-
tics (household size, presence of children, prior year benefit amount, initial benefit year fixed effects, and sex, age,
race, and citizenship of the head of household).

Source: SF-HSA

C. Fiscal Externalities

Prior literature highlights fiscal externalities generated by labor supply responses
to the program. For example, Hoynes and Schanzenbach (2012) find that the initial
roll-out of SNAP led to decreases in employment and number of hours worked.
Using our administrative wage data, we estimate the effect of recertification failure
on wage earnings in the year following recertification, instrumenting for failure with
interview date assignment. does not find that failing recertification due to
later interview assignments translates to significant changes in wage earnings in
the year post-recertification (column 1) nor the likelihood of receiving any wage
earnings in the post-recertification year (column 2), though the estimates are quite
imprecise.

VII. Mechanisms

This section investigates possible mechanisms by which interview assignment
impacts recertification. One potential pathway is through interview completion—a
necessary step in the recertification process. Table 2 shows that 11 percent of
cases that completed an interview had missed their first attempted interview, but
successfully rescheduled and completed a later interview. This suggests that the
ability to reschedule missed interviews may be particularly important in determin-
ing recertification success. Cases with earlier interview assignments that miss their
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TABLE 7—EFFECT OF RECERTIFICATION FAILURE ON POST-RECERTIFICATION EARNINGS

Outcome: Annual earnings ($) Any earnings (%)
() )
Failed recertification —1,021 0.56
(2,341) (8.49)
Outcome mean 7,612 44.1
Total cases 39,360 39,360

Notes: Standard errors clustered at the case level are in parentheses. Analyses use an instru-
mental variables regression to estimate the effect of recertification failure on post-recertification
wage earnings using interview assignment calendar day as an instrument for recertification fail-
ure. Outcomes are annual wage earnings in the post-recertification year winsorized at the first
and ninety-ninth percentile (column 1) and an indicator for receiving any wage earnings in the
post-recertification year (column 2). Units in column 2 are in percentage points (0-100). All
regressions include controls for interview assignment group (month by case language by inter-
view type fixed effects) and case characteristics (household size, presence of children, prior year
benefit amount, initial benefit year fixed effects, and sex, age, race, and citizenship of the head
of household).

Sources: SF-HSA and EDD quarterly wage earnings data

initial interview appointment have more time to reschedule before the end of the
certification period, while cases with later assignments may be unable to find an
alternative interview date before the recertification deadline. The implication of this
relationship for recertification success depends on the degree to which recipients are
forward-looking: if recipients anticipate the difficulty of rescheduling an interview
later in the month, the likelihood of completing the first interview attempt should
increase if the interview date is closer to the end of the month, potentially mitigating
the effect of later assignments on interview completion and, in turn, recertification.’

estimates the effect of initial interview assignment on the likelihood of
completing the first attempted interview and any interview (assigned or resched-
uled), respectively. Column 1 shows that the effect of interview assignment on
completion of the first interview attempt is near zero and not statistically signifi-
cant using a linear specification (95 perent CI: —0.06, 0.05). Column 2 repeats this
analysis using interview week dummies and demonstrates that the linear specifica-
tion is not masking a spike in completion among cases with very late assignments.
Column 3 shows that cases assigned to interviews at the beginning of the month are
7 percentage points more likely to complete interview by the recertification deadline
than cases assigned to the last interview date (a 0.25 percentage point decrease per
day; 95 percent CI: —0.30, —0.21); column 4 confirms that the relationship between
interview assignment and completion increases monotonically by week.

These results suggest that time to reschedule a missed appointment may play
a significant role in recertification success: cases assigned to later interviews are
less likely to complete an interview by the recertification deadline. However, cases

26For example, a case with an unanticipated conflict on the day of the assigned interview may strategically
choose to miss the interview and reschedule later in the month if the assigned date is at the beginning of the month;
however, if the interview is at the end of the month, the case may prioritize completing the scheduled interview in
spite of the conflict.
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TABLE 8—EFFECT OF INTERVIEW ASSIGNMENT ON INTERVIEW COMPLETION

Outcome: Complete first Complete first Complete any Complete any
(1 2 3) 4)
Interview day —0.006 —0.252
(0.027) (0.023)
Interview week 2 —-0.72 —1.32
(0.51) (0.43)
Interview week 3 —0.03 —-291
(0.52) (0.45)
Interview week 4 0.22 —4.67
(0.60) (0.52)
Outcome mean 67.8 67.8 76.2 76.2
Total cases 39,360 39,360 39,360 39,360

Notes: Standard errors clustered at the case level are in parentheses. All regressions are linear probability models
that regress initial caseworker interview assignment, either a linear term for calendar day or interview week dum-
mies, on an indicator for completion of the first attempted caseworker interview (columns 1 and 2) or any case-
worker interview (columns 3 and 4). Units are in percentage points (0-100). All regressions include controls for
interview assignment group (month by case language by interview type fixed effects) and case characteristics
(household size, presence of children, prior year benefit amount, initial benefit year fixed effects, and sex, age, race,
and citizenship of the head of household).

Source: SF-HSA

do not appear to anticipate the relationship between assigned interview date and
interview completion. This result is consistent with planning errors (Milkman et al.
2011), a lack of awareness about the application process (Bhargava and Manoli
2015; Finkelstein and Notowidigdo 2019), or forgetting (Heffetz, O’Donoghue,
and Schneider 2016; Karlan et al. 2016).

We find further evidence that forgetfulness or lack of awareness of the recertifi-
cation process altogether may be driving our results; specifically, we find evidence
that additional alerts early in the certification month increase recertification success.
First, while all cases that miss an interview receive a notice in the mail, cases that
are assigned to a phone interview (81 percent of cases) also receive a voicemail
asking the individual to call and reschedule the appointment. These voicemails may
be a key alternative communication tool to inform cases that the recertification pro-
cess has begun.”’ If so, earlier appointments, which allow for more time to com-
plete the recertification steps after the alert, would be particularly helpful for phone
interviews. By the same logic, cases that receive additional early communications
about the recertification process may be less affected by initial interview timing.
In our sample, just under one-quarter of cases signed up to receive optional text
communications from the program office about their case status. These communica-
tions included a reminder about the recertification process that notifies cases when
the recertification packet has been sent to the case’s address. If cases with early
interview dates are more likely to recertify because they are reminded about the
process earlier, then text reminders should moderate the influence of interview day

27For example, this may be particularly important for cases that have moved or cases that use a PO Box as their
primary address as they may be less likely to have received the mailed communications.
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TABLE 9—EFFECT OF INTERVIEW ASSIGNMENT BY COMMUNICATION ALERT

Phone Text
(1) @)
Interview day —0.156 —0.432
(0.068) (0.048)
Interview day x phone —0.264
(0.077)
Interview day x text 0.167
(0.098)
Dependent variable mean 483 49.0
Total cases 39,360 22,404

Notes: Standard errors clustered at the case level are in parentheses. All regressions are linear
probability models that regress initial caseworker interview assignment day, an indicator for
receiving a phone interview (column 1) or an indicator for enrolling to receive case status text
communications (column 2), and their interaction on an indicator for recertification success.
Units are in percentage points (0-100). All regressions include controls for interview assignment
group (month by case language by interview type fixed effects) and case characteristics (house-
hold size, presence of children, prior year benefit amount, initial benefit year fixed effects, and
sex, age, race, and citizenship of the head of household). Data on whether a case was enrolled in
the text messaging program were available for cases with a certification period ending in October
2015 or after.

Source: SF-HSA

assignment on recertification success by providing the same information through an
alternative channel.

estimates the effect of interview assignment on recertification success
for phone versus in-person interviews (column 1) and for cases that enrolled in the
text messaging program versus those that did not (column 2). Column 1 shows that
while earlier interview assignments lead to higher rates of recertification success for
in-person interviews, the effects are more than twice as large for phone interviews.
Column 2 shows that interview date assignment has a smaller impact on cases that
receive text messages, a difference that is marginally statistically significant. It is
important to note that assignment to a phone interview is not random and participa-
tion in the text program is voluntary with far from universal take-up, so these results
should be viewed as merely suggestive.

Overall, our results imply that early interviews are particularly helpful for
cases that miss their initial interview date. Moreover, receiving missed interview
voicemails and text message alerts may partially mitigate the negative effects of
late interviews. This highlights the potential importance of reminders during the
recertification process and points to inattention as a possible mechanism driving our
results.

VIII. Conclusion
We find evidence that hassle costs associated with the SNAP recertification pro-

cess in the form of later interview assignments lead to decreases in recertifications
and program participation. Cases that are assigned to initial interview dates at the
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beginning of the recertification month are over 20 percent more likely to recertify
than cases assigned to interviews at the end of the month. Additionally, cases that
fail recertification due to later interview assignments are at least as needy as the
average participant. Taken together, these findings suggest that the recertification
process does not perfectly screen for eligibility nor do later interviews improve tar-
geting efficiency. These inefficiencies create substantial costs for participants: the
marginal disenrolled case loses an average of over $500 in benefits in the following
year. These costs are highly skewed, with some cases losing only a week of benefits
while others remain off the program for over a year.

Extrapolating the economic implications of our findings to different policy con-
texts yields more or less extreme consequences depending on the flexibility of
the policy’s reapplication process. For example, while SNAP recipients who fail
recertification may reapply for the program at any time, students who miss the Free
Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) renewal deadline are ineligible for
financial aid until the following year. Recipients of Unemployment Insurance must
file weekly claims to receive benefits following a strict timetable—Ilate submissions
result in the loss of that week’s benefits, while repeated missed deadlines lead to
case closure. In contrast, while Medicaid recipients must complete a periodic recer-
tification process, the program provides retroactive enrollment allowing eligible
individuals to reenroll at the time they are receiving medical care (Pei 2017). Our
results suggest that incorporating flexibility or minimizing reapplication hurdles
may decrease costs associated with program integrity policies for both participants
and program administrators.

We find that cases are unaware of or inattentive to the timing of interviews—or
potentially to the recertification process as a whole. This suggests that improving
communication strategies that alert cases to key deadlines in the recertification pro-
cess may significantly increase participation and reduce administrative costs associ-
ated with processing cases that churn. For example, Castleman and Page (2016) find
that text communications significantly increase FAFSA renewals. In a similar spirit,
USDA-FNS, the agency that funds SNAP, recommends a strategy in which case-
workers “cold call” SNAP cases to improve interview completion rates (FNS 2018).

Our results also provide direct implications for the design of the SNAP interview
assignment process. Current federal law requires that SNAP recipients must complete
a caseworker interview to recertify, but the scheduling and timing of these interviews
is not federally regulated, allowing considerable flexibility for SNAP administrators.
One simple policy implication is to schedule caseworker interviews earlier in the
recertification process; if our estimates hold out of sample to the month prior, this sug-
gests that a one-week shift in the recertification process would lead to a 3 percentage
point increase in recertification success. Alternatively, if staffing availability allowed,
scheduling all initial interviews to be conducted on the first day of the recertification
month would lead to a 5 percentage point increase in the recertification rate.
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