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Many families lose their food benefits, even while still eligible to receive them, 
because of missing reporting requirements. Redesigned forms can help them 
maintain their benefits while reducing administrative costs of the program.

Summary              
Across the State of California, an average of more than 1,974,00 
households received over $500 million dollars in CalFresh food 
benefits (federally known as the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program, or SNAP benefits) each month in the 2017-2018 state fiscal 
year.1 More than half of recipients are children. Nationally, SNAP reduces 
child poverty by 2.7 percentage points,2 and research also indicates that 
children who receive food assistance are healthier as adults.3 Clearly, 
this program positively impacts millions of lives, with benefits for years 
to come.

But many people lose out on the CalFresh benefits they are eligible for. 
Under simplified reporting rules, a review of most CalFresh household’s 
circumstances is required semi-annually and annually. Occasionally, an 
eligible household may lose CalFresh benefits, for example due to a missed 
reporting requirement, and may reapply for benefits shortly thereafter. This 
loss of CalFresh benefits and quick return to CalFresh indicates there was likely no loss of eligibility. 

Caseload churn is the cycling of CalFresh households on and off the program when benefit eligibility was 
likely never lost. In 2017, roughly 23% of new CalFresh applications each month were from households 
that received benefits within the last 90 days, indicating that administrative barriers are keeping at least 
some households who otherwise want and are eligible for benefits from receiving them.4

Churn is bad for everybody—households lose out on the food assistance they rely on and are eligible for, 
and counties use administrative resources to unnecessarily process new applications. If we can reduce 
churn in the CalFresh program, we can help more people buy nutritious foods for their families and spend 
less time on unnecessary administrative tasks.

1 California Department of Social Services, “DFA 256—Food Stamp Program Participation and Benefit Issuance Report, Fiscal Year 2017-2018 .
2 CEA, “Long Term Benefits of the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program.” (CEA Report, 2015).
3 H. Hoynes, D. Schanzenbach, & D. Almond, “Long Run Impacts of Childhood Access to the Safety Net,” AER,106 (2016)
4 California Department of Social Services, “CalFresh Data Dashboard” (Updated 9/14/18).
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Redesigning the form          
To make the CalFresh semi-annual reporting process easier, ideas42 partnered with the California 
Department of Social Services (CDSS), counties from across the state and stakeholders to develop a new, 
behaviorally informed version of California’s semi-annual reporting form: the SAR-7. We also redesigned 
sections of the form that help assess eligibility for CalWORKs—the State of California’s Temporary 
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program.

In order to learn which challenges prevented people from completing the original form on-time and 
accurately, we interviewed more than 24 CalFresh eligibility workers (EWs) in Monterey, Riverside, and 
San Diego counties. The EWs, the front-line staff who assist clients with applications and process ongoing 
cases, had detailed insights into parts of the form that were confusing, and behavioral obstacles that 
prevent their clients from completing the process. For instance, EWs pointed to jargon on the form that 
clients were frequently confused by. We then participated in a work group with CDSS, counties and 
stakeholders to redesign the form and introduce behaviorally informed elements including simplified 
language, more salient emphasis of deadlines, and personalized elements.5,6 Finally, we user-tested a 
version of this new form with 13 SNAP clients in Santa Clara County and used their feedback to improve 
the wording and order of questions.

Rolling out the new form          
The state of California is on-track to implement this behavioral version of the form, pending final approvals 
and automation. When the state rolls it out, all CalFresh households will use the form to complete their 
semi-annual report—meaning it has the potential to positively impact a truly sizeable group of people. 

Supporting clients with behaviorally informed materials can help more people complete the required 
steps to maintain benefits that many families rely on and to achieve administrative efficiencies. Many 
of the insights that drove the redesign of the form are likely applicable to SNAP forms in other states, 
representing an opportunity to touch a lot of lives across the country in a cost-effective way.

5 Dechausay, Nadine, Caitlin Anzelone, Leigh Reardon (2015). The Power of Prompts: Using Behavioral Insights to Encourage People to Participate. 
OPRE Report 2015-75. Washington, DC: Office of Planning, Research and Evaluation, Administration for Children and Families, U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services.
6 Internal Revenue Services, Behavioral Insights Toolkit, 2016 
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Appendix 1: Original SAR-7 Form:
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Appendix 2: Proposed Redesign of SAR-7 Form:
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Tips to address 
common errors
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