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Student Article:  
SNAP Challenge: Challenges faced by prospective dietitians on a 
limited food budget

alence rate of 15.7% has been found among 
households with children.1 In addition, some 
food insecure individuals live in food deserts 
where they have very limited or no access to 
nutritious and affordable foods.

The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Pro-
gram (SNAP) is an entitlement program ad-
ministered by the Food and Nutrition Ser-
vice under the United States Department 
of Agriculture (USDA).1 SNAP is the largest 
food support program in the country which 
serves to provide financial assistance to low-
income individuals as a way to lessen food 
insecurity and improve nutrition among 
this population. SNAP, formerly known as 
the Food Stamp Program, was established 
in 2008 by the Food and Nutrition Act. Ap-
proximately 44.2 million people, or one in 
seven Americans, currently participate in 
SNAP.1,2 In order to qualify for SNAP, house-
holds must meet gross income, net income, 
asset, and employment requirements. Spe-
cifically, households must have a monthly 
gross income (before taxes) that is less than 
130% of the federal poverty guidelines as 
well as a net monthly income that is below 
the poverty line. In addition, able-bodied 
households and households with individu-
als under the age of 60 must have less than 
$2,000 in assets. Last, able-bodied adults 
between 18-50 years of age and without 
dependents must fulfill employment re-
quirements. 

On average, a SNAP recipient receives 
$128.21 in benefits per month which is 
equivalent to about $1.40 per person per 
meal.2 Congress recently passed the 2019 
Farm Bill. Originally, the House’s version of 
the Farm Bill had planned to reduce SNAP 
benefits by more than twenty billion dol-
lars over the next ten years.3 The proposed 

bill specifically aimed to toughen SNAP re-
quirements by obliging work requirements 
of parents with children aged 6 to 12 and 
preventing families whose gross income is 
only slightly above the poverty line from 
qualifying for benefits.3 These cuts would 
increase hardships for families who rely 
on food assistance programs. The Senate 
Farm Bill took a different approach from 
the House bill and did not propose cuts. 
Instead, the Senate bill acknowledged the 
value that SNAP provides to families living 
in poverty by proposing to minimize pa-
perwork for households with elderly or dis-
abled people.4 

Proposed cuts to the Farm Bill raise con-
cerns because research has found that SNAP 
recipients consume foods of lower dietary 
quality compared to non-participants.5 The 
lower quality of SNAP recipients’ diets is 
related to purchasing less expensive foods 
as a consequence of having limited funds.6 
Higher consumption of processed meats, 
sugary beverages, sweets, and potatoes 
with lower consumption of nutrient-dense 
foods such as fruits, vegetables, whole 
grains, and lean meats have been observed 
among SNAP recipients.5 Greater consump-
tion of low-nutrient, calorie-dense food 
increases individual risk for developing el-
evated low-density lipoprotein cholesterol, 
triglycerides, and fasting glucose which are 
risk factors for obesity and cardiovascular 
disease.5 Elevated cardiovascular risk indi-
cators place individuals at risk for develop-
ing metabolic syndrome.5 In addition, the 
financial stress associated with being at risk 
for food insecurity may impose psychologi-
cal distress on parents, further increasing 
the risk for metabolic syndrome.7 Parental 
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ABSTRACT 

Objective: To evaluate the dietary intake 
of undergraduate nutrition students and 
their professor who participated in the 
SNAP Challenge.

Methods: Eleven individuals with a nutri-
tion background participated in the seven 
day challenge. Participants received a $25 
gift card from a grocery store to purchase 
their food. Paired t-tests assessed differenc-
es between daily target averages and daily 
consumption averages generated by the 
USDA SuperTracker.

Results: Participants exceeded levels of vi-
tamin B12 and protein and consumed fewer 
than the recommended empty calories. How-
ever, participants fell short of recommended 
daily target averages for eight of the 17 items 
measured, in addition to total calories.

Conclusions: Nutrition knowledge as-
sisted participants in making healthy food 
choices; yet, they were unable to meet all 
the dietary recommendations for particular 
minerals, vitamins, and all food groups us-
ing the limited budget.

Keywords: Farm Bill, Food Insecurity, Food 
Stamps, Nutrition, Poverty, SNAP-ED

Individuals who experience food insecu-
rity have difficulty obtaining an adequate 
amount of food because of a lack of resourc-
es such as money, transportation, or avail-
ability.1 In 2017, it was reported that about 
11.8% of households in the United States 
were food insecure. However, a greater prev-
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food for the week using only the gift card. 
Participants pre-planned their spending 
and meals for the week before shopping. 
During the grocery-shopping phase, a Reg-
istered Dietitian was available to assist all 
students with selecting low-cost healthier 
food options. 

Participants used the USDA SuperTracker 
website to generate the data for the study.20 
The USDA Supertracker was a nutrition as-
sessment tool that was available online 
from 2011 to 2018. Each participant en-
tered demographic (age in years; sex), level 
of physical activity (less than 30 minutes, 
30-60 minutes, or more than 60 minutes 
of daily moderate activity), and anthropo-
metric (height in feet and inches; weight in 
pounds) information into the SuperTracker. 
Food consumed throughout the week was 
categorized under breakfast, lunch, dinner, 
and snacks and recorded in the SuperTrack-
er. At the end of the week, each participant 
downloaded a 1) food groups and calories 
report and a 2) nutrients report generated 
by the SuperTracker. The SuperTracker pro-
vided the daily target and daily consump-
tion averages for each participant (see Table 
2 for specific details). 

A third-party member assigned each par-
ticipant an identification number. The third-
party member compiled the individual 
data from each participant onto one Excel 
spreadsheet. Averages for each of the items 
in the five groups noted above were calcu-
lated.  A paired sample t-test was used to 
assess differences between daily target av-
erages and daily consumption averages.

RESULTS

A total of nine females and two males par-
ticipated in this study (Table 1). On average, 
participants were 25 years of age (SD = 8.41) 
[Range: 20 – 46] and diverse (i.e. five Hispan-
ic, three White, two Asian, and one Black). 

On average, the study participants exceed-
ed their vitamin B12 intake and consumed 
fewer empty calories (Table 2). Yet, partici-
pants consumed less than the daily target 
averages for calcium, potassium, vitamin 
D, grains, vegetables, fruits, dairy, and oils. 
Participants also consumed fewer total 
calories. Females were significantly low in 
iron and vitamin C; however, they exceeded 
their required protein intake.

DISCUSSION

Despite nutrition knowledge, SNAP Chal-
lenge participants were not able to meet all 
the dietary recommendations for particu-

stress may consequently lead to poor fam-
ily interactions, causing the children under 
their care to experience negative health ef-
fects.8-11 Food insecurity and the issues that 
stem from it place children and adolescents 
at risk for experiencing academic and be-
havioral problems.12-15 Thus, cuts to SNAP 
and previous cuts to the SNAP Education 
program, which informs individuals how 
to make healthy meals on a limited bud-
get,16 could place families’ nutrition, physi-
cal and mental health, and development at 
increased risk.

An emerging body of literature suggests 
that U.S. college students are at an in-
creased risk for experiencing food insecuri-
ty due to various financial circumstances.17,18 
Research also suggests that food insecure 
college students may have lower overall 
self-rated health and academic perfor-
mance compared to food secure college 
students.18,19 The question remains whether 
an academic background in nutrition can 
buffer college students from experiencing 
the negative dietary consequences of living 
on a limited budget. The SNAP Challenge 
was an exercise in food shopping by each 
study participant to eat all meals from a lim-
ited food budget, i.e. $25.00 for one week, 
which is comparable to a SNAP budget. The 
overarching goal of the SNAP Challenge 
was to increase awareness of the decisions, 
emotions, and well-being of low-income in-
dividuals. The purpose of this study was to 
evaluate the average daily dietary intake of 
a class of undergraduate students and their 
professor from a large southern university 
who participated in the SNAP Challenge. 
All participants in the challenge had a back-
ground in nutrition or were currently ma-
joring/minoring in nutrition. The hypoth-
esis was that a class of students and their 
professor could meet average daily dietary 
recommendations based on their nutrition 
knowledge despite the limited budget. The 
study has implications for health behavior 
and policies designed to address the health 
of low-income families.

METHODS

A total of ten undergraduate students en-
rolled in a nutrition policy course and their 
professor participated in the SNAP Chal-
lenge for seven days during the spring 2014 
semester. Prior to the start of the SNAP 
Challenge, the Institutional Review Board 
approved the study. Each participant re-
ceived a $25 grocery gift card from a local 
grocery store a week before the challenge. 
All students were required to purchase their 

lar minerals, vitamins, and all food groups 
especially dairy, fruits, and vegetables. The 
low intake of fruits and vegetables is simi-
lar to a typical college student’s diet.19,21,22 
If study participants were to maintain a 
SNAP Challenge diet, they would be at in-
creased risk for osteopenia, osteoporosis, 
or bone fractures (calcium and vitamin D 
deficiency), muscle weakness (potassium 
deficiency), anemia (iron deficiency), and 
fatigue and connective tissue defects (e.g., 
gingivitis, impaired wound healing related 
to vitamin C deficiency).23-26 Such dietary 
patterns are of utmost concern during the 
college years where these patterns may 
continue into middle and late adulthood, 
ultimately leading to diet-related chronic 
diseases.22 Increased consumption of grains, 
vegetables, fruits, and dairy could assist 
with preventing the mineral and vitamin 
deficiencies observed. 

SNAP Challenge participants were likely 
unable to meet mineral, vitamin, and food 
group recommendations due to their low 
average total caloric intake (1286 kcal), 
which was only 58% of the target value 
(2200 kcal). As a consequence of eating on 
a limited budget, SNAP Challenge partici-
pants may have reduced their daily caloric 
intake in an effort to sustain enough food to 
last through the entire week. This situation 
mirrors the consumption behaviors of SNAP 
recipients towards the end of the month as 
their SNAP allotment diminishes.27 Although 
low-income SNAP recipients may consume 
fewer calories than recommended, research 
has shown that a big portion of these calo-
ries come from energy-dense foods which 
contain solid fats and added sugars which 
are typically less expensive and more readi-
ly available compared to nutritionally dense 
foods.5 Similarly, college students’ diets are 
shown to commonly be high in saturated 

(Continued on page 15)

Table 1. Demographics of SNAP Challenge 
Participants (N = 11)

Mean (SD) 
[Range] or 

Percentage

Age 25.00 (8.41) [20-46]
Gender (Female) 82%
Race

White 27%
Hispanic 45%
Black 9%
Asian 18%
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consuming home cooked dried beans 
rather than canned beans (data not shown). 
The use of dried beans could be related to 
nutrition-related knowledge of low-sodium 
choices, as well as cultural preferences since 
the demographic of study participants was 
noted to be close to 50% Hispanic.28 This 
is in contrast to prior research suggesting 
there is a high level of sodium intake among 
SNAP recipients5 and college students.22

Advantages that the SNAP Challenge partic-
ipants had over some SNAP recipients and 
college students were access to a car and a 
grocery store chain that carried a wide as-
sortment of healthful foods. In light of the 
increased risk of food insecurity among 
U.S. college students,17,18 greater access and 
availability of healthful foods are needed. 

fat and carbonated sodas.21,22 Contrary to 
SNAP recipients and college students, the 
SNAP Challenge participants did not ex-
ceed in empty calories or saturated fat and 
did not consume carbonated beverages 
(data not shown); this may have been due 
to the participants’ nutrition background 
and strong efforts to eat healthfully on a 
limited budget. 

SNAP Challenge participants exceeded the 
average daily recommended intake for vita-
min B12 and protein, met the average daily 
recommended intake for vitamins B6 and 
folate, and did not exceed the average rec-
ommended amount of sodium. The large 
intake of vitamin B12 is likely directly related 
to the high protein intake. The low intake 
of sodium was likely related to participants 

The use of on-campus food pantries, “meal 
swipes” (i.e. donated meal passes at dining 
halls), and food scholarships are current in-
novative approaches that are being used to 
make food available to college students.29-31 

Future research is necessary to evaluate the 
efficacy of these implementation programs 
on reducing food insecurity among college 
students. 

In summary, the limited budget associated 
with the SNAP Challenge may have prevent-
ed students from meeting all minerals, vita-
mins, and food groups. However their nutri-
tion knowledge appeared to assist them in 
making healthy food choices, which result-
ed in lower consumption of empty calories 
and sodium intake and higher consump-
tion of vitamin B12 and protein. Limitations 
of the study were the small sample size and 
a lack of a control group (i.e. dietary data 
from individuals with similar characteris-
tics not on a limited budget). Further, study 
participants had seemingly greater nutri-
tion knowledge than the average SNAP 
recipient or average college student. This 
was demonstrated as the participants ben-
efited from their course content knowledge 
and assistance from a Registered Dietitian 
who was available to assist the students in 
selecting lower cost foods that were also 
nutrient dense. While this option is avail-
able to all customers at the grocery store 
where the students shopped, this service 
is not highly utilized. Thus, pre- and post-
test information on participants’ nutrition 
knowledge could provide a greater under-
standing of how nutrition knowledge could 
potentially impact food selection. The find-
ings of the current study suggest that nutri-
tion education is a key influence in making 
healthy food choices on a limited budget. 
This echoes previous research where a 
general nutrition course was found to be 
effective in increasing fruit and vegetable 
consumption and decreasing consumption 
of French fries among college students.1 
Future research on program development 
may consider training college students to 
become community nutrition educators as 
part of the university core curriculum. Such 
training may be a way to impart nutrition 
knowledge to college students. Further, the 
authors envision college students trained as 
community nutrition educators could pro-
vide important health knowledge through 
food demonstrations, recipe sharing, and 
distribution of nutrition educational pam-
phlets to low-income individuals who ac-

(Continued on page 16)

Table 2. Daily Dietary Recommended Target and Consumption Averages

Daily Target 
Average

Mean (SD)

Daily 
Consumption 

Average
Mean (SD)

Dietary Recommendations for Females and Males (N = 11)
Minerals

Calcium (mg) 1000 (0.00) 582.09 (243.34)***
Potassium (mg) 4700 (0.00) 2191.55 (659.17)***
Sodium (mg)  < 2300 (0.00) 2067.55 (659.03)

Vitamins
B6 (mg) 1.3 (0.00) 1.55 (0.42)
B12 (µg) 2.4 (0.00) 3.33 (1.30)*
D (µg) 15 (0.00) 4.09 (1.92)***
Folate (µg) 400 (0.00) 442.91 (179.96)

Limits
Total Calories (kcal) 2200 (322.49) 1286.36 (305.09)***
Empty Calories from Total Calories (kcal) 282.73 (73.24) 169.27 (50.23)***
Saturated Fat from Total Calories (%) < 10 (0.00) 9.18 (5.58)
Cholesterol (mg) < 300 (0.00) 350.09 (140.84)

Food Groups
Grains (oz) 7.00 (1.26) 5.27 (2.33)*
Vegetables (cups) 2.86 (0.45) 1.86 (1.34)*
Fruits (cups) 2.00 (0.22) 0.88 (0.56)***
Dairy (cups) 3.00 (0.00) 0.93 (0.66)***
Oils (tsp) 6.45 (1.29) 2.09 (1.51)***

Dietary Recommendations Specific to Females (n = 9)
Iron (mg) 18.00 (0.00) 11.33 (4.24)**
Vitamin C (mg) 75.00 (0.00) 37.89 (24.52)**
Fiber (g) 25.00 (0.00) 22.22 (6.30)
Protein (g) 46.00 (0.00) 60.67 (8.31)***

Dietary Recommendations Specific to Males (n = 2)a

Iron (mg) 8.00 (0.00) 14.5 (3.54)
Vitamin C (mg) 90.00 (0.00) 131.5 (127.99)
Fiber (g) 38.00 (0.00) 30.5 (13.44)
Protein (g) 56.00 (0.00) 84.5 (10.61)

aDue to the small sample size mean differences were not calculated.
***p < .001; **p < .01; *p < .05
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cess the food pantries at community cen-
ters. It would be imperative to assess the 
relationship of food insecurity and nutri-
tion knowledge before and after program 
implementation. Although SNAP recipients 
fall short on consumption of various min-
erals, vitamins, and food groups, based on 
the current findings, nutrition education 
may assist consumers make healthier food 
choices on a limited food budget.
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