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Incentives Impact Study Policy Brief FAQ 
 
What does the study show and why does it matter? 
Healthy food incentives support grocers, farmers and the local economy generally – in addition 
to helping families directly purchase more food. This study shows that a greater investment by 
policymakers into expanding incentive programs statewide would have a significant return on 
investment in terms of revenue and jobs, in addition to the positive health impact (which has 
been demonstrated by other published research).  
 
What do the numbers represent?  
 

Families:  The estimated amount of money families participating in the SNAP program 
would redeem in incentives in one year at grocery stores, corner stores, and farmers’ 
markets combined. 
 
Economic Contribution: This is the broadest measure of economic activity that would 
be generated by the infusion of incentives into the economy in one year.  It reflects, for 
each geography (state or national), how much economic activity would happen within 
that geography from the three rounds of effects after the infusion (the direct, indirect, and 
induced effects of new money flowing through the economy).  Technically, IMPLAN 
calls this “Output” (and that is how it is labeled in the full report) and it is the value of all 
industry production (sales plus net inventory change). 
 
Economic Multiplier: 
The topline figure is the estimated total annual economic contribution of expanded 
incentive spending in the state economy (“Output” in CSU’s IMPLAN modeling), 
divided by the total annual amount of incentives spent in that geography.  Some state 
policy briefs have sub-multipliers to highlight that the multiplier is even higher with 
farm-direct sales.   
 
Jobs: 
The topline figure is the estimated total number of jobs across the state economy that are 
supported by expanded annual incentive spending in that state. “Employment is a job, 
that job can either be a full-time or a part-time job and a person can hold more than one 
job, so the job count and number of persons employed is not necessarily the same.”1 As a 
result, jobs here are not the same as full-time equivalents (FTE). 
   
Labor Income: 
The topline figure is the estimated total value of labor income across the state economy 
that is supported by expanded annual incentive spending in that state. Some state policy 
briefs also include the estimated total value of labor income specifically in agriculture 
and retail sectors. 
 

 
1 See full report, section “IMPLAN data and creating a new local food sector” 
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“Labor income includes employee compensation and proprietor income. Employee 
compensation includes wages, salaries, benefits, and payroll taxes. Proprietor income is 
current production income of sole proprietors, partnerships and tax-exempt cooperatives 
and excluded dividends, monetary interest received by nonfinancial business and rental 
income received if not primarily in the real estate business.”2 

 
The study talks about economic contribution rather than economic impact.  What’s the 
difference? 
 

An economic contribution study looks at the “gross change in economic activity 
associated with an industry, event, or policy in an existing regional economy”3.  In short, 
this type of analysis answers the question: what would happen if $X more money was 
spent on something from direct purchases, indirect purchases, and induced purchases.  It 
does not take into account the changes to the economy as a whole based on where the 
new money is coming from. 
 
An economic impact study, in contrast, looks at the net change. In this type of analysis, 
the economic repercussions of shifting money from one place to another in the context of 
the state economy are taken into account. For the purposes of our study, the new money 
for expanding incentives could come from private sources, a state government, or the 
federal government (or a combination of all of them), and could be a shift within an 
existing budget or based on new revenue.  Because the source of future funding is 
variable and unknown – and because that has such an influence on an impact analysis – 
we instead chose to do a contribution analysis.  

 
Other important notes about study assumptions methodology: 
Generally speaking, these are all conservative estimates. 
 
Like any modeling study, the estimates are based on scenarios that require making a number of 
assumptions about the future.   
 
Assumptions for all policy briefs: 
 

Incentive-to-SNAP ratio 
To estimate how many incentive dollars would flow through different retail channels, 
CSU calculated an incentive-to-SNAP ratio (e.g. for every $100 of SNAP a grocery store 
received from customers, it would also see $2.10 of incentives redeemed by customers).  
CSU created the ratios below by averaging historical data from 2018 and 2019 that was 
provided by advisory committee members to CSU.  As such, these ratios represent a 
national average based on the data provided.  These ratios were used in all the modeling 
scenarios. 
 
 

 
2 Same as note 1 
3 Watson, Philip & Thilmany, Dawn & Wilson, Josh & Winter, Susam. “Determining Economic Contributions and 
Impacts: What is the difference and why do we care?” Journal of Regional Analysis and Policy. 37:140-146. (2007). 
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 Grocery store 

ratio 
Corner stores 
ratio 

Farmers’ markets 
ratio 

Incentive to SNAP 
ratio 

2.1% 3.1% 82.9% 

 
Assumptions of all low-bound and high-bound scenarios  

 
 Low Bound 

Scenario 
 

High Bound 
Scenario 

Number of people 
receiving SNAP 

Same as FY 
2019 

Same as FY 
2013 

Grocery Store 
Participation4  

60% 90% 

Corner Store 
Participation 

10% 25% 

Farmers’ Market 
Participation 

80% 100% 

 
What does it mean for the analysis to take into account a “local component”? 
Many, but not all, incentive programs have as part of their program design something that 
requires either individual shoppers or retailers (grocery stores, corner stores, or famers’ markets) 
to purchase locally grown fruits and vegetables to participate in the program.  When modeling 
the impact of this local component on statewide expansion of incentives, CSU modified the 
IMPLAN assumptions by boosting the “Regional Purchasing Coefficient” by 20% above its 
existing baseline.  Given that some project partners and states have programs that never intend to 
have a program design with a local component while others always intend to have a local 
component (and California and Washington’s project partners encompass both), whether a policy 
brief reflects modeling with or without a local component was dependent on the project partners 
in that state.  See the table below for details on when local components were included in the low 
and high bounds for each state’s policy brief.  Data for all scenarios is in the full report.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
4 These numbers for grocery store, corner store, and farmers’ market participation are a percent of those retail outlets 
that already accept SNAP  
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Geography Low Bound High Bound 
California No Local Local 
Colorado Local Local 
Hawaii Local Local 
Iowa Local Local 
Michigan Local Local 
New York Local Local 
North Carolina No Local No Local 
Texas Local Local 
Washington No Local Local 
National No Local Local 

 
 
Q: Why, in many states, are their multipliers higher than the general SNAP multiplier 
(estimated using different methodologies ranging from 1.5 - 1.79)? 
Our study assumes that incentives increase purchases of produce at grocery stores and farmers' 
markets (and with the substitution effect, also leads to increased spending throughout the 
economy as people re-allocate their budgets).  The fruit and vegetable sectors of the economy are 
particularly labor intensive (meaning much of the cost of producing fruits and vegetables is paid 
to people as wages as opposed to paying for equipment, capital, material inputs or investor 
returns that commonly flow out of the community/region).  When a state has a large produce 
sector – or when we assume a local component to the program – the model shows more money 
going to produce growers in that state, who pay wages to workers in the state.  
 
Money that goes to wages has less leakage within a given geography (in this case, within the 
US), which means that it recirculates more, which results in a higher multiplier.    
 
And, on top of that, CSU customized the IMPLAN model to reflect higher multipliers within 
farm-direct transactions, which shows up in the farmers' market numbers.   
 
Q: Why, in some states, are multipliers (especially those in the full report) sometimes lower 
than the general SNAP multiplier? 
For states that don’t produce much fruit or vegetables, much of the money from incentives 
“leaks” out of the state to produce growers elsewhere, reducing the multiplier relative to other 
states in the study.  When there’s a “local component”, the model assumes more incentives 
dollars used to purchase produce stay circulating within the state.     
 
Q: What is the substitution effect? 
When a person receives incentives, their purchasing power increases (referred to below as "new 
money"). While incentives can only be used to purchase fresh fruits and vegetables, participants 
are not prohibited from using other funds they intended to use for food purchases on nonfood 
items (i.e., a substitution effect). A study by USDA ERS on the economic impacts of SNAP5 

 
5 Canning, Patrick and Brian Stacy. The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) and the Economy: 
New Estimates of the SNAP Multiplier, ERR-265, U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service, 
July 2019. Available at: https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/publications/93529/err-265.pdf?v=1289.2 
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shows that when SNAP recipients' purchasing power increases, they put 30% of their new money 
toward "food at home" (i.e., groceries). The remaining 70% of the new money goes toward other 
expenses such as prepared food, transportation, housing, utilities, clothes, and everything else 
that people spend money on in the economy.  To reflect that the infusion of new money from 
incentives ends up circulating throughout the entire economy (and not just within the food 
retail/ag industries), our fact sheets highlight the total economic contribution across the entire 
state.  

 
Q: If I’m having a conversation about how much money I need for my program, do I use 
the “families” number?  Do the numbers here represent the full cost of an expanded 
incentive program? 
The families number represents estimates of how much a program would need to cover the costs 
of incentives redeemed by individuals and families if they were scaled in your state (or 
nationally).  Other program costs (outreach, technical assistance, marketing, administration) are 
not included in that figure – so you may want to add whatever your estimate is for 
implementation costs to the “families” figure when discussing the full program costs.  
 
Q: How did you choose baseline years for SNAP enrollment 
Looking in the past 10 years, FY 2013 was the peak of SNAP enrollment and FY 2019 was the 
lowest participation year. We chose FY 2019 as the low bound because, given the onset of the 
COVID-induced recession, we felt it was safe to assume that SNAP participation would not drop 
below FY 2019 rates for some time. We chose FY 2013 as the high bound because it represents a 
historically high SNAP participation rate, but one that could be reached again depending on how 
the pandemic plays out.       
 
Q: Do the estimates here account for increased SNAP enrollment due to COVID? 
The high bound estimate is based off of SNAP participation rates in federal FY 2013. At the time 
we were doing the estimates (summer 2020, a few months into the COVID pandemic), SNAP 
enrollment was still below what it was in FY 2013.   If your state’s current SNAP enrollment is 
higher than what it was in 2013 because of COVID, then you can safely assume that real results 
would be higher than those presented as the high bound in the report and fact sheets. (See this 
USDA page for enrollment data) 
 
Q: How did you determine percent participation for outlets? 
The project leads picked the percents based on input from project partners and our best estimate 
for what would be reasonable for low and high bounds for each type of retail outlet.  
 
Q: What should we know about who did the research? 
The research was conducted by a team of agricultural economists at Colorado State University 
(all of whom are listed on the cover of the study).  We chose to partner with this team because 
they are well-respected economists who have been at the forefront of developing models that 
analyze local/regional food systems.  
 
Q: How can I use this fact sheet if I think it underestimates my program’s potential 
impact?  
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When sharing the fact sheet, you can note that it is based on conservative estimates and also the 
reasons you believe that if your program was scaled, the impacts would be larger.  
 
Q: How does this study define “locally-grown” produce 
Grown within that state 
 
Q: I’ve still got questions – to whom should I direct them? 
Eli (ezigas@spur.org) and Holly (hparker@FairFoodNetwork.org) 
 
 


