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Does SNAP cause obesity?

	The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), or Food Stamps as it was known for many years, has recently been under attack for allowing its participants to purchase junk food and soda. The obesity epidemic has only brought more attention to this issue, since the odds of obesity in SNAP participants is 58% higher than in non-participants (Leung, Willett & Ding 2012). I believe that before we can say that the availability of junk food to SNAP participants is causing higher rates of obesity, there must be an understanding of what is driving the consumption of these foods in the first place. Instead of criticizing the choices that participants make, maybe we should try to understand why they are driven to these choices and change the underlying causes.
	The initial goal of SNAP was to prevent food insecurity by providing commodity foods at reduced prices. Although, the program has evolved with the times, the goal has remained the same.  However, with the recent rise in food prices, SNAP dollars do not go as far as they used to, and increasingly people have to worry about where their next meal is coming from, or what it will be. Food insecurity is a risk factor for obesity, especially in women. Women are more likely to skip meals or go without eating for an entire day to be able to feed their children or when they can no longer afford to eat (Maxwell 1996, Pan 2012). And when they can afford to eat regular meals again, they often overcompensate for the calories they lost and end up gaining weight. Being hungry is no fun, and those with food insecurity are disproportionately affected by stress and depression. Inevitably, people will choose to fill up on junk food and soda rather than feel hungry (Pan 2012). 
Because salaries and SNAP benefits have remained relatively stagnant, food pantries and other food assistance programs have been left to fill in the gaps. Food pantries and soup kitchens are often mentioned as safety nets for individuals who run out of food before the end of the month. However, they are meant to act as “emergency food assistance” rather than a regular supply of food (Walker 2012). You might think that food pantries are a better option than junk food from the corner store, but there is no guarantee that food donations from pantries will be nutritious. In fact, they often provide high fat, high sugar foods as well as non-perishable groceries (Walker 2012). I would argue if SNAP participants are consistently visiting the food pantry and using all of their benefits each month, they are likely not receiving enough of a benefit. If SNAP only provides enough funds for a family to live off of junk food and soda, when do we decide to support our families more and allow them to purchase the foods they need to live healthy lives.
	Adult women participating in SNAP who received more benefits per household member had a lower BMI, compared to those who received benefits below the median amount per household member (Jilcott 2011). This suggests that SNAP participants would make healthy choices and maintain their weight more effectively if they had the funds to do so.
We can agree that food insecurity is related to obesity, and SNAP was meant to alleviate food insecurity, but how do we explain the fact that obesity is occurring disproportionately in SNAP participants? Could it be because we are not providing adequate benefits and fueling the cycle of food insecurity rather than preventing it? 
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