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Too many older adults in New Jersey lack consistent access to enough food for healthy, active lives. Older
adults living on fixed incomes, while facing rising costs for food, medicine, medical care, and housing, are forced
to make difficult tradeoffs. As a result, some households may reduce the quality or variety of their diets, cut meal

sizes, or skip meals altogether.

From 2021to 2023 in New Jersey, 9 percent of the more than 340,000 households experiencing food insecurity
included an older adult age 60 and older, highlighting the significant number of older adults at risk of hunger in

the state .2

Older adults struggling with food insecurity may experience a number of challenges:

m food running out

B skipping meals B postponing medical care

B choosing between food and medicine

B poor health outcomes
B higher health care use and costs?®

Older Adults Struggling With Food Insecurity May Experience a Number of Challenges
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The Power of SNAP medication. Research shows that SNAP participation

The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)
is the nation’s first line of defense against hunger. SNAP
provides eligible New Jersey households with monthly
benefits of at least $95 to spend at over 5,700 grocery
stores, farmers’ markets, and other retail outlets.*5¢

m SNAP serves over 300,000 households in New Jersey.
m 44 percent of SNAP households in New Jersey have
an older adult”

SNAP’s support reduces the difficult choices older adults
might have to make, such as skipping meals to afford
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among older adults is linked to improved nutrition,
better health, and medication adherence, lower health
care costs, and reduced hospital and nursing home
admissions.®

In addition to improving the food security, health, and
well-being of older adults, SNAP dollars stimulate New
Jersey’s local economies by providing direct assistance
for food purchases, generating $1.50-$1.80 in economic
activity for every $1in benefits spent at one of New
Jersey’s over 5,700 retailers during an economic
downturn.®° Too many older adults miss out on SNAP.
Nationally, only 55 percent (one in two) eligible older
adults participate in SNAP, much lower than the national
average for all individuals, 88 percent; this is known as
the “SNAP gap”™ (In SNAP, those 60+ are considered
older adults).

Eligible older adults are far less likely to participate in
the program than most other demographic groups for a
variety of reasons, including barriers related to mobility,
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technology use, stigma, and widespread mistaken
beliefs, such as how the program works, who can qualify,
and benefit levels.?

How SNAP Supports Older Adults

SNAP offers special rules and support for households
with older adults to get and keep benefits:

B Medical deduction: Households with out-of-pocket
medical expenses over $35 per month can deduct
their medical expenses, ensuring they get the most
accurate benefit to which they are entitled.

B Longer certification period and application: Once
determined eligible, households with older adults
remain eligible for two years before needing to
recertify.

B For some, no time limit:

® Older adults ages 65 years and older are exempt
from the SNAP three-month time limits.>'

® Previously, older adults ages 60 to 65 were also
exempt from SNAP time limits. However, under
H.R. 1, the budget reconciliation law supported by
President Trump and most Republicans, this age
group is no longer automatically exempt. Older
adults 60 to 65 — even if retired — must now
demonstrate 20 hours of work per week or will
only receive SNAP benefits for three months within
a three-year period. Some may still qualify for
exemptions, such as physical or mental barriers to
work, but for many, this represents the first time in
history people in this age bracket face SNAP time
limits.51®

B No gross income limit: Older adults are not subject
to a gross income test. Eligibility determinations
are based on net income, accounting for various
deductions in gross income for child care, medical,
and shelter costs of the households.

B Heat and eat:

® The New Jersey SNAP-Utility Program (SNAP-UP)
allows certain SNAP households with older adults
or persons with disabilities to automatically qualify
for $21 toward energy expenses.

® This “heat and eat” program allows SNAP
households to also claim a higher utility allowance,
which results in a lower net income and higher
monthly SNAP benefit, allowing households to
use more of their income on essential needs like
utilities.”*®
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Best Practices for Connecting Older Adults to SNAP

Leveraging partnerships and collaboration:

M Building strong partnerships with organizations
focused on older adults, like senior centers, Council
on Aging, Meals on Wheels, faith-based groups, and
housing providers, can significantly expand SNAP
outreach and enroliment.

B These trusted groups can share accurate and
accessible information and connect clients to SNAP
application assistance.

M Training staff and volunteers to communicate the
benefits of SNAP and collaborating on outreach can
help close the participation gap.

Reduce barriers to application completion to close the
participation gap:

For many older adults, the SNAP application process

can seem overwhelming and confusing due to the
application’s length and the documentation requirements.
Program staff and outreach communications should
inform older adults about the application process and
encourage them to submit their application. Applicants
are only required to submit their name, contact
information, and a signature for their application to be
processed.®

SNAP application assistants can help address barriers by
assisting clients in-person, online, or by phone with tasks
such as gathering client information and completing the
SNAP application for the client to sign and submit. SNAP
application assistants should be knowledgeable about
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SNAP’s eligibility rules, including what out-of-pocket
costs, such as excess medical expenses, can be claimed
to ensure that older adults receive an accurate SNAP
benefit amount.

Connecting older adults to SNAP in health care
settings:

B Food as medicine efforts encourage health providers
to screen patients for food insecurity at annual
physicals, sick visits, and new patient visits.?° Using
screeners like Hunger Vital Signs, a validated two-
question screening tool commonly used
by health care providers, can identify patients
experiencing food insecurity quickly and connect
them with resources, like SNAP.2' Advocates should
develop partnerships with health care providers to
support this.

B After establishing that an older adult patient is at
nutritional risk, providers can refer them to a social
worker, provide information to help them apply for
SNAP, and offer emergency food resources, such as
a list of local food banks or food pantries.? New Jersey Food Security Initiative grantee

RWJBarnabas utilizes a diverse team of SNAP

application assistants known as SNAP navigators to

support patients in connecting with SNAP in their

12 acute care hospitals.

SNAP is a lifeline for many older adults to maintain
their nutrition and health, yet too many in New Jersey
are missing out on the program. Through outreach,
advocacy, and supportive policies, we can ensure no
older adult has to make difficult decisions to put food
on the table.

Supplemental
Nutrition
Assistance
Program
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