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Lessons from P-EBT to increase access to 
SNAP
A survey of public-school parents in targeted Mass. districts 



Survey Background
• Survey of over 10,000 K-12 parents in selected Mass. school 

districts.
– Piloted in Chelsea, then expanded to 13 other districts.

• Conducted April 9 – May 30, 2021 via text and email to web 
survey.
– Email or text invitations were sent with links to the survey by each 

participating district to K-12 parents. 

– Participants had the option of English, Spanish, Portuguese, Cape 
Verdean, Haitian Creole, two types of Chinese (simplified characters 
and traditional), and Arabic.

• This project was sponsored by The Shah Family Foundation.
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Key findings 
• Food insecurity levels reached very high during the 

pandemic, with half or more in some districts reporting 
food insecurity during the pandemic. 

• Between demographic groups, there were major variations 
in the prevalence of food insecurity.

• Despite this, many who clearly would have benefitted from 
food assistance did not apply for SNAP.

• SNAP is broadly familiar to parents, though not quite to the 
level of P-EBT. Familiarity and satisfaction with P-EBT were 
very broad across districts. 
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Key findings 
• Key hesitations among those who needed SNAP were 

perceived complexity and concerns over immigration status.

• Lower-income Latino and Asian parents were particularly 
likely to express concerns about immigration status impacts.

• There is considerable misunderstanding about the details of 
SNAP; more say they would have applied if they had known 
about recent changes to the program.

• Increasing SNAP use will require a 4-part strategy:
– Target communications

– Reduce perceived complexity

– Address misunderstandings 

– Address immigration concerns 
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District overview
• The survey was sent to 14 districts. In Community Eligibility 

Provision (CEP) districts, all families got P-EBT, regardless 
of need. 
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District Status Responses

Lawrence CEP 2,695

Chelsea (pilot) CEP 1,537

Fall River CEP 1,175

Malden CEP 1,033

Chicopee CEP 851

Pittsfield CEP 380

Everett CEP 196

North Adams CEP 168

Brockton CEP 92

Framingham Mixed 825

Greenfield Mixed 238

Methuen Non-CEP 721

Attleboro Non-CEP 556

Dartmouth Non-CEP 183



Demographics: age and race
<18 – 29 12%

30 – 34 18%

35 – 39 24%

40 – 44 22%

45+ 24%

Prefer not to say 1%

Hispanic / Latino 47%

White 41%

African American / Black 5%

Asian or Pacific Islander 4%

Middle Eastern / Arab American 4%

Native American or Alaskan Native 1%

Some other race 1%

Prefer not to say 1%
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• Nearly a quarter of 
respondents are 35-
39

• Almost half of 
respondents identify 
as Hispanic / Latino, 
41% as white  



Demographics: education and income
<$15k 15%

$15-25k 18%

$25-50k 23%

$50-75k 12%

$75-100k 7%

$100k+ 11%

Prefer not to say 14%

11th grade or less 14%

High school graduate 27%

Some college - less than two years of 
college

17%

Some college - two years or more / 
associate degree

13%

College graduate / bachelors degree 14%

Postgrad courses / advanced degree 11%

Prefer not to say 5% 7

• Over half of 
respondents have an 
income under $50k

• Over 40% of 
respondents have a 
high education or 
less, and another 30% 
have less than a BA



Measuring food insecurity 
• Food insecurity was measured with questions from USDA 

U.S. Household Food Security Six-Item Short Form:
– IN LAST 12 MONTHS: The food that we bought just didn’t last, and 

we didn’t have money to get more

– IN LAST 12 MONTHS: We couldn’t afford to eat balanced meals

– In the last 12 months, since last April, did you or others in your 
household ever cut the size of your meals or skip meals because 
there wasn't enough money for food? 
• IF YES: How often did this happen—almost every month, some months but not 

every month, or in only 1 or 2 months?

– In the last 12 months, did people in your household ever eat less 
than you felt you should because there wasn't enough money for 
food? 

– In the last 12 months, were people in your household very hungry 
but didn't eat because there wasn't enough money for food? 
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Source: USDA food insecurity questionnaire https://www.ers.usda.gov/media/8282/short2012.pdf

https://www.ers.usda.gov/media/8282/short2012.pdf


Prevalence of food insecurity 
• Nearly half (47%) of parents in the survey report experiencing 

food insecurity during the pandemic. 

9

41%

12%

32%

15%

0: High food
security

1: Marginal food
security

2-4: Low food
security

5-6: Very low
food security

Majority of parents surveyed report marginal or low food security
% of  respondents with each score on a USDA battery of food security questions



Food insecurity by district 
• Zooming in on the low / 

very low food security 
groups shows wide 
differences in food 
insecurity levels between  
district. 

• In Chelsea and Lawrence, 
the large majority of 
parents have been food 
insecure in the last year. 
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22%

25%

26%

28%

30%

36%

36%

37%

37%

39%

42%

44%

63%

67%

Dartmouth

Greenfield

Attleboro

Brockton

Framingham

North Adams

Chicopee

Pittsfield

Methuen

Malden

Fall River

Everett

Lawrence

Chelsea

Food insecurity varies widely by district
% in each district who fall into the low or very low 
food security category



Food insecurity by demographics 

• Younger parents, people of 
color, lower income 
households, and non-
English speakers are far 
more likely to have been 
food insecure in the last 
year. 

• In some groups, well over 
half fall into the low / very 
low food security 
categories. 
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The shape of food insecurity 
% in each group who fall into the low or very low 
food security category

35%
35%

42%
72%

39%
46%
46%

53%
57%

31%
38%

46%
62%

9%
24%

40%
54%

62%
69%

English
Portuguese

Chinese
Spanish

45+
40-44
35-39
30-34

<18-29

White
Asian
Black

Latino

$100k +
$75-100k

$50-75k
$25-50k
$15-25k

< $15k



Familiarity with P-EBT and SNAP
• While most are familiar with both SNAP and P-EBT, slightly 

more (25%) are not familiar with SNAP. 

• Familiarity with both is higher in CEP districts than others.
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Broad awareness of SNAP and P-EBT, though somewhat less for SNAP
% of respondents familiar with P-EBT and SNAP benefits

Q: How familiar are you with P-EBT (Pandemic EBT), which provides money for families and caregivers to buy food 

while schools are closed due to COVID-19?

Q: How familiar are you with SNAP (the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, formerly called food stamps)? 

45%

29%

15%
10%

2%

50%

33%

9%
6%

2%

Very… Somewhat… Not very… Not at all… Unsure

SNAP P-EBT



P-EBT card distribution
• Nearly all respondents in CEP districts were aware they had 

received P-EBT benefits, and most said they were mailed.  
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57% 61%
45% 49%

26%
31%

13%
18%

14%
5%

38%
31%

Overall CEP Dist. Mixed Non-CEP

Yes,  in the mail Yes,  on my DTA EBT card No, I never got P-EBT Unsure

Mailed cards were the most common way to receive benefits
% of respondents who received P-EBT benefits and how they got them

Q: P-EBT provides money to students who qualify for free or reduced-price meals at school  P-EBT helps pay for 
food while schools are closed due to COVID  P-EBT funds come either on a P-EBT card, or an existing DTA EBT 
card. Did you get P-EBT?



Those who got P-EBT appreciated it
• Among those who reported receiving P-EBT, nearly all used it and 

found it to be “very helpful” to their household during the pandemic. 
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Used P-EBT 
to buy food

Found it 
"very helpful" 

Attleboro 97% 89%

Brockton 98% 89%

Chelsea 99% 96%

Chicopee 99% 94%

Dartmouth 99% 94%

Everett 99% 95%

Fall River 99% 93%

Framingham 95% 93%

Greenfield 95% 93%

Lawrence 99% 96%

Malden 97% 89%

Methuen 97% 93%

North Adams 96% 87%

Pittsfield 97% 94%

Q: Have you used your P-EBT to buy food?
Q: Overall, how helpful was P-EBT in buying food for your household during the pandemic? 

Parents who received P-EBT used it and found it very helpful
% of P-EBT recipients who said they used P-EBT benefits and found them “very helpful” 



Neutral descriptions of SNAP
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Q: When you think of SNAP (food stamps), what are the first words that come to mind? 

• "Having the ability to 
buy my family 
healthy food and 
support for low income 
households.“

• "Grateful for help, 
feeding my family, 
nutrition."



How many accessed SNAP? 
• Overall, about 1 in 3 parents 

in these districts say they 
received SNAP benefits 
during the pandemic.

• Even among people 
experiencing food insecurity 
and those with very low 
incomes, SNAP access was 
under half during the 
pandemic. 

• Those who used SNAP report 
high levels of satisfaction.
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Overall 32%

< $15k 43%

$15k to < $25k 44%

$25k to < $50k 39%

$50k to < $75k 26%

$75k to < $100k 14%

$100k + 7%

High food security 22%

Marginal food security 30%

Low food security 40%

Very low food security 40%

Despite high levels of food insecurity, many did 
not receive SNAP benefits during the pandemic
% who say they received SNAP benefits during the pandemic 

Q: Have you ever received SNAP?



Reasons parents didn’t apply for SNAP
• The most common reason to not apply for SNAP was the perception they 

did not need it or would not be eligible, followed by the complexity of the 
process. 
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Perceived need, and complexity, were top reasons people avoided SNAP
% who didn’t apply for SNAP who said each reason applied to them strongly or somewhat 

3%

4%

3%

7%

6%

6%

6%

7%

13%

32%

43%

4%

4%

5%

3%

6%

7%

8%

12%

13%

16%

15%

I’ve heard SNAP is too hard to use

I was getting unemployment, so I thought I couldn’t get SNAP

I didn't want to share information about people I live with

I was afraid SNAP would impact my immigration status

The amount I would get from SNAP is too low to be worth…

I didn't want to share personal information like my Social…

Applying for SNAP was too complicated

I don’t want to receive a handout from the government

I didn’t know how to apply

My family doesn’t need SNAP

I think I make too much money to get SNAP

Applies to me strongly

Applies to me somewhat

Q: How much does each of the following apply to you?
Note: Chelsea parents were asked a different version of this question and are excluded from 
the numbers above.



SNAP in lower-income households
• Those in lower-income households cite a very different set of reasons, 

focusing on complexity and immigration status. 
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Overall < $15k $15-25k $25-50k $50-75k $75-100k $100k +
I didn’t know how to apply 26% 53% 43% 36% 28% 21% 12%
I was afraid SNAP would impact my 
immigration status

10% 38% 32% 15% 6% 3% 1%

Applying for SNAP was too complicated 13% 30% 33% 22% 16% 8% 2%
I don’t want to receive a handout from 
the government

19% 18% 21% 17% 21% 20% 19%

I’ve heard SNAP is too hard to use 8% 18% 21% 11% 6% 4% 1%
I didn't want to share personal 
information like my Social Security 
Number or contact info.

13% 16% 24% 16% 13% 13% 7%

I didn't want to share information about 
people I live with

8% 16% 15% 11% 8% 5% 3%

The amount I would get from SNAP is 
too low to be worth applying for

12% 14% 19% 16% 15% 10% 7%

I was getting unemployment, so I 
thought I couldn’t get SNAP

8% 12% 15% 11% 11% 8% 2%

I think I make too much money to get 
SNAP

58% 11% 22% 42% 67% 77% 82%

My family doesn’t need SNAP 48% 14% 19% 22% 45% 57% 79%
Q: How much does each of the following apply to you?
Note: Chelsea parents were asked a different version of this question and are excluded from the 
numbers above.

Lower income households identified different reasons for not applying for SNAP 
% who didn’t apply for SNAP who said each reason applied to them either strongly or somewhat 



Immigration status and income
• Among lower income 

parents, immigration status 
is of particular concern. 

• This applies particularly 
strongly to Latino and 
Asian parents.

• Immigration was also the 
top concern among Chelsea 
parents who had not 
applied for SNAP
– 38% called it a major concern

– 8% called it a minor concern

190%
2%
3%

6%
23%

28%

2%
11%

14%
17%

37%
41%

6%
29%
30%

9%
18%

39%

10%

$100k +
$75-100k

$50-75k
$25-50k
$15-25k

< $15k

$100k +
$75-100k

$50-75k
$25-50k
$15-25k

< $15k

$50k+
$25-50k

< $25k

$50k+
$25-50k

< $25k

Overall

Asian

Black

Latino

White

Immigration status as a SNAP concern 
% in each group who say immigration concerns apply to them 
strongly or somewhat 



Most were unaware of recent SNAP changes
• When shown changes to SNAP benefits, eligibility, and application 

during COVID, 59% of all parents said they were not aware of them.
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Most parents didn’t know that SNAP rules changed during COVID
% of all respondents who said ________ to whether they knew SNAP had changed during COVID

Q: During COVID-19, many SNAP rules have changed: All eligible households will get the maximum amount of 

SNAP dollars. The extra $300 per week in unemployment that started in January 2021 does NOT count for 

SNAP eligibility. It is easier to apply for SNAP now. Did you know SNAP had changed in any of these ways 

during COVID? 

27%

59%

14%

Yes No Unsure



Many unaware would have applied
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Many more food insecure people say they would have applied if they knew about 
the changes to SNAP
% of SNAP non-applicants unaware of changes who would have applied if they had known

Q: Given these changes to SNAP during COVID, would you have applied for SNAP during the 
pandemic?

• Among those who did not know about the SNAP changes, 
many say they would have applied if they had known. 

34%

22%

41%
48%

55%

28%

40%
46%

29%

Overall High Marginal Low Very low White Latino Black AAPI



P-EBT and SNAP benefits 
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48%

20% 17% 17%
12%

I didn't know I could
also get SNAP

With the P-EBT
money, I didn't think

we needed SNAP

I didn't know how to
apply for SNAP

Some other reason Prefer not to say

Q: Many families who get P-EBT may also be eligible for SNAP. Why didn’t you apply for SNAP? Select all 
that apply.

• Nearly half of P-EBT recipients who hadn’t applied for SNAP didn’t 
know they could get both benefits at the same time.

Many P-EBT recipients who didn’t apply for SNAP did not know they could have both
% of P-EBT receiving non-SNAP applicants citing each as a reason for not applying



Many surprised by SNAP details
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• When shown a table of SNAP eligibility cut-offs and benefit amounts for various 
household sizes, most say they were either higher than they thought or were 
unsure of the cutoffs, highlighting a communications opportunity. 

Most parents underestimated or were unsure about SNAP cut-offs, benefit amounts
% who thought each item shown was _____ than they thought previously 

28%

14%

26%

32%
29%

11%

26%

33%

Higher than
you thought

Lower than
you thought

About what
you expected

Unsure

Income cutoff Benefit amount



Awareness of how to apply for SNAP
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Parents lack awareness of details about SNAP application details
% who say you can apply for SNAP in each of the following ways (select all that apply)

• Few parents knew one can apply for SNAP in various ways including 
online, via phone and in person. 

• Given that difficulties applying were a reason many did not apply, this 
suggests another opportunity for communication.

61%

45%

33%

22%

Online By calling DTA In person in your
community

Unsure

Q: To the best of your knowledge, how can people apply for SNAP? Select all that 
apply



Awareness by district
• Focusing on differences between districts will enable geographic 

targeting of communications directed at increasing access to SNAP. 
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Awareness of SNAP details varies widely between school districts 
% of all respondents within each district who are aware of each element  

Note: these questions were changed / added after the Chelsea pilot.

Does not affect 
immig. status

DTA won’t share 
immig. status

Pandemic 
SNAP changes

Benefits can be 
used online

Average % 
awareness

Lawrence 58% 52% 35% 34% 45%
North Adams 48% 44% 36% 45% 43%
Fall River 49% 44% 33% 42% 42%
Chicopee 44% 40% 30% 38% 38%
Brockton 45% 42% 21% 33% 35%
Greenfield 38% 30% 32% 39% 35%
Everett 44% 36% 21% 34% 34%
Methuen 44% 38% 23% 28% 33%
Pittsfield 39% 34% 28% 30% 33%
Malden 40% 33% 19% 30% 31%
Dartmouth 37% 29% 24% 28% 30%
Attleboro 35% 28% 20% 27% 27%
Framingham 31% 28% 14% 20% 23%
Total 46% 41% 27% 31% 36%
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