


How States Can Take Steps to
Reduce SNAP Payment Errors and
Improve Operational Discipline

By Dan Lilly, Shivani Bhat, and Martha Donnelly

ith the passage of H.R. 1,

the Supplemental Nutrition

Assistance Program (SNAP)
is entering a new era of operational disci-
pline. For the first time in the program’s
60-year history, states will share the
costs of SNAP benefits based on payment
accuracy.

Beginning in FY 2027, the federal
government will cover a lower share
of SNAP administrative costs, from 50
percent to 25 percent, and phase in a
requirement to share the cost of SNAP
benefits based on states’ payment error
rate (PER).! To avoid new liabilities and
protect operating budgets, states will
need to lower their PER.

Reducing SNAP error rates will require
more thorough interviews, fewer transac-
tions through simplified reporting and
longer certification, automated veri-
fication processes, continuous quality
assurance, high-leverage partnerships,
and tailored training. Executed together,
these actions can help reduce the error
rate while supporting clients and sus-
taining SNAP’s economic benefits in
communities across the country.?

Program directors can take the fol-
lowing steps to address the key drivers of
SNAP payment errors.

1. Interview quality and time
pressure. Interviews are a critical
component of the SNAP application
and reapplication processes. The quality
of these interviews directly impacts the
accuracy of eligibility determinations
and benefit calculations. Identifying
specific areas where errors are most
likely to occur, such as income verifi-
cation and household composition, is
essential.

Enhanced training for interviewers
can improve their understanding of these
areas and help develop strategies for miti-
gating errors. Standardized interview
scripts and decision trees with required
open-ended prompts for income, house-
hold composition, and deductions can
help; for example, “Walk me through all
jobs in the last 30 days” and “Who shares
food and expenses?” Getting the correct
information from the beginning improves
the likelihood of success throughout the
lifecycle of a case.

A major contributor to case and applica-
tion closures is the missed interview. It
can be difficult for clients to attend sched-
uled interviews due to work or child care
responsibilities. OnDemand waivers allow
clients to call in and be interviewed at a
convenient time. Fewer closed cases mean
fewer reapplications that will need to be
processed, providing workers with more
time to complete thorough interviews.
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Even experienced interviewers
can miss information that warrants
follow-up and miss documenting
what they uncovered in case notes.
Building prompts into the system,
such as “case readers” that flag
inconsistencies (e.g., unemployment
wages present but no earned income),
require a disposition note, and guide
verifications can keep things on track
and reduce error findings.

2. Churn. Eligible households
cycling off and quickly back on account
for 17 to 28 percent of the monthly
caseload in studied states and create
new touchpoints where data can
be carried forward inaccurately or
missed, such as rushed re-entries,
backlogs, and re-keying. Fewer recerti-
fications and clearer forms help reduce
churn, decrease opportunities for
error, and lessen staff stress.®
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Periodic report and recertifica-
tion packets can be simplified and
redesigned for plain language, multi-
language, and mobile upload readiness,
and tested with real recipients. No one
wants to provide incomplete or inac-
curate information. Understanding
what is being requested, when it is
needed, and why it is being requested
empowers SNAP clients to provide
more timely and accurate information
to their caseworker.

Automated reminders (SMS/IVR/
email), aligned with important dates
and missing items, plus “receipt
received” confirmations, can help
build trust and reduce helpline calls.
Missed dates mean lost benefits for
clients. And lost benefits prompt
frantic calls that need immediate
attention. SNAP clients often manage
services with several different depart-
ments, along with work and family
obligations. Providing reminders
increases the likelihood that deadlines
will be met, maintaining benefits, less-
ening calls, and giving workers more
time to process cases.

3. Verification and data matching.
Automated verification through the
Income and Eligibility Verification
System (IEVS), the Social Security
Administration State Verification and
Exchange System (SVES), State Data
Exchange (SDX)/Beneficiary and
Earnings Data Exchange (BENDEX),
Unemployment Insurance, and cross-
program matches can materially
improve accuracy while lowering
clients’ burden and workers’ pro-
cessing time. The Food and Nutrition
Service’s 2025 data-sharing guidance,
along with longstanding IEVS regula-
tions, explicitly support expanded,
secure data use.*

Program directors should prioritize
timely and automated queries for
SVES/SDX/BENDEX, act on “verified
upon receipt” items per policy, and log
case-level dispositions. Automating
these queries and actions can make
the process more efficient and less
prone to human error. Automated
systems enable protocols to be con-
sistently followed and the necessary
information to be gathered and acted
upon promptly, reducing the likeli-
hood of mistakes that can occur with
manual handling.

Cross-program matching with
Medicaid, Unemployment Insurance,
and other programs can identify
income and household changes,
helping to minimize the potential risk
of errors by providing a more compre-
hensive and accurate picture of the
recipient’s information. Confirming
details during interviews reduces the
chances of discrepancies, confirms
information is up to date and accurate,
and reduces the need for redundant
document requests.

4. Feedback loops and the QC/
QA gap. By the time Quality Control
(QQ) identifies error patterns, thou-
sands of cases may be processed in
error. Building a separate quality
assurance (QA) function to run con-
tinuous, targeted “case reads” (with
dashboards and quick coaching) shifts
discovery earlier in the process and
lessens the chance that systemic issues
get sampled later.”

To close the QC/QA loop, program
directors should consider adopting the
following:

Have a standing QA team read a

statistically meaningful, targeted

sample of cases weekly (for example,
recertifications with earnings,
student rules, variable income, and
shelter deductions), with 48-hour
feedback to staff and supervisors.

Schedule monthly root-cause

huddles, with policy/training/

systems to review QA analysis and
decide on 30-day fixes such as micro
trainings, system prompts, and
one-page job aids.

Publish a “keys to accuracy” dash-

board that includes information

like top error codes, where in the

flow they occur, and turnaround

times to build shared accountability
and address current caseload error
trends.®

5. Outreach partnerships.
Community providers play a crucial role
by offering outreach and application
assistance to families with low incomes.
These partners are trusted within the
communities they serve and can help
states reduce error rates. Families
often don’t understand what is being
requested or struggle to obtain the
documentation required. Outreach pro-
viders bridge this gap by offering more
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personalized support and guidance and
by reviewing the documents to confirm
they are up to date before submission.
This support helps prevent common
errors that occur when documents are
missing or incomplete. State SNAP
outreach providers also help improve
payment accuracy by explaining to
applicants the eligibility criteria,
required documentation, and reporting
responsibilities. This helps reduce errors
that may arise from misunderstandings.
Outreach contracts can be retooled
for better accuracy outcomes by:
Tying payment to completeness
by requiring outreach partners to
submit complete verification packets
and tracking “clean case” rates.
Funding not only first-touch
application assistance, but also
retention tasks such as recertifica-
tion reminders, periodic report help,
and language access.
Using partner dashboards for secure
document upload and status checks
to help prevent losses and re-scans.”

6. Complexity of reporting/certifi-
cation. Each time a client must provide
information or complete an interview
there is the potential for documentation
to be missed, information to be entered
incorrectly, or other mistakes to occur
and be carried forward in the case.
Simplified reporting with longer certi-
fication periods reduces transactional
burden for recipients and error risk for
state agencies while still maintaining
program integrity through interim
reports and required change reporting.
For elderly/disabled households, cer-
tification can extend up to 24 months
(36 months for Elderly Simplified
Application Program waivers); for
others, the longest appropriate period
improves stability while meeting time-
liness or verification requirements.®

7. Training gaps. Regularly
reviewing training for relevancy is
critical to providing the information
that workers need to keep error rates
in check. Training should be reviewed
to confirm it meets the needs of eligi-
bility workers and should be tailored
according to tenure. Training for new,
mid-career, and seasoned workers
should provide each career level with
the information they need to succeed. A
“one-size-fits-all” approach to training

risks not providing sufficient infor-
mation for new workers to gain real
understanding or providing training
that is too basic for more seasoned staff.
On-demand training should be devel-
oped for high-error issues to give staff
the confidence and support they need
to address new or complex situations.

As states prepare for the new era of
SNAP administration mandated by
H.R. 1, the focus on payment accuracy
and operational discipline will only
intensify. The financial implications of
increased state responsibility for both
administrative and benefit costs make
reducing payment errors a top priority.
States that act quickly to innovate and
modernize processes, invest in staff
training, leverage technology, and
build strong community partnerships
will be more effectively positioned to
navigate these changes.

The urgency to act was reinforced
during the recent federal govern-
ment shutdown, when state agencies
faced, head-on, the challenge of pro-
viding benefits to tens of millions of
eligible recipients. It is likely that U.S.
Department of Agriculture guidance
will continue to evolve as H.R. 1 PER
mandates are shared with states, so
it is essential they continue to work
collaboratively with one another. As
states collectively respond to ongoing
federal guidance, SNAP agencies will
position themselves to administer
critical SNAP benefits as efficiently
and accurately as possible. ¥
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