
Fair Food Network works at the intersection of food systems, sustainability, and social equity to develop 
solutions that support farmers, strengthen local economies, and increase access to healthy food –especially 
in our most underserved communities. Fair Food Network’s Double Up Food Bucks program provides SNAP 
program participants with matching dollars to buy additional produce when they spend their federal nutrition 
benefits on locally grown fruits and vegetables. The Double Up program began in five farmers markets in 
2009 and has since expanded to more than 150 sites across the state including farmers markets, mobile 
markets, food share programs, and grocery stores. These field reports look at program evaluation data 
through a variety of lenses and discuss their policy implications.

Reports from the Council of Economic Advisors (CEA) and the National Commission on Hunger confirm 
that the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP, formerly known as food stamps) does an 
excellent job of averting deep and widespread hunger  but also that it cannot ensure participants’ optimal 
nutrition.1 2 

Fair Food Network’s Double Up Food Bucks healthy food incentive program provides low-income     
shoppers an additional $20 per day incentive to buy produce when they use their SNAP benefits on 
locally grown fruits and vegetables at participating farmers markets and grocery stores. At the most basic 
level such healthy food incentive efforts are anti-hunger programs because they increase the food buying 
power of low-income individuals who might otherwise be hungry. 

Preliminary results from a study analyzing transaction data of Double Up participants in Detroit in 2012 and 
2013 found that the program reached the poorest SNAP shoppers.3 We believe that this is a crucial finding 
as we understand more about the connection between hunger and diet-related illness and the destructive 
cycles of hunger and poor health that can trap people in poverty. 

Many factors influence food consumption decisions, but Fair Food Network’s experience with the            
Double Up Food Bucks healthy food incentive program and similar efforts around the country indicate that                 
produce incentives can successfully enhance the benefit of the SNAP program by reducing hunger while 
also improving nutrition.4
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THE ECONOMICS OF WHY HUNGER MATTERS

The challenges of hunger and food insecurity are complicated in the United States with             
the  seeming paradox of millions of families that are overfed but undernourished. Even as the 
country pulls out of the Great Recession, more than 45 million people depended on monthly 
SNAP benefits in 2015. To provide some context, that is more than the entire population of 
California and about equal to the number of people who live in Georgia, Illinois, Michigan, and             
Pennsylvania combined. Less visible are the almost seven million Americans who do not have 
enough of any kind of food to eat. There are as many hungry people in the United States as the 
total population of Washington State.5

Poverty forces individuals to make tough choices that can have long-term effects on their           
individual futures and on our collective economic potential. Rates of chronic diseases associated 
with diet are exploding in the United States and the incidence of these are highest among poor 
Americans. According to Bread for the World, the immediate health-related cost of hunger and 
food insecurity in the United States exceeded $160 billion in 2014.6

A key problem for low-income families is that even with SNAP benefits they do not always have 
enough money to buy food for the whole month. The average American spends about $50 a 
week on food while the average SNAP benefit for an individual is $29 a week.7 This leaves a $20 
per week food spending gap, which helps explain why roughly 80 percent of SNAP benefits are 
redeemed within two weeks of receiving them. Research shows that SNAP recipients consume 
between 10 to 25 percent fewer calories as the month progresses.8 In one California study, 
insufficient money to buy food was associated with a 27 percent increase in hospital admissions 
for low blood sugar among low-income adults.9

When families run out of food they turn to food pantries. According to a 2013 Feeding America 
survey, 84 percent of the low-income households with children that they served reported that they 
purchased junk food even though they knew it was not nutritious but because they had to provide 
enough calories to make their children feel full.10 Hungry and undernourished children do not 
learn, are more likely to get in trouble in school, and to develop diet-related diseases.11 This is a 
cause for deep concern at a time when almost half of SNAP participants are children under the 
age of 18.12

Double Up produce incentives can help by filling SNAP families’ “hunger gap” while                    
simultaneously increasing the consumption of nutritious produce and stimulating local economies 
by sparking demand for fruits and vegetables.

THE DOUBLE UP STORY IN DETROIT

University of Michigan researchers have been analyzing transaction data for almost 12,000 
SNAP shoppers—almost five percent of all SNAP households in the region—who used          
Double Up Food Bucks at eight Detroit farmers markets in 2012 and 2013. The researchers led 
by Dr.  Alicia Cohen also conducted seven focus groups with SNAP shoppers who had used 
the program with the goal to understand the challenges participants faced accessing food, the  
strategies they adopted to achieve the best nutrition with limited means, how they felt about the 
Double Up program, and what they thought could be done to improve it.13

Preliminary data show that 90 percent of Double Up participants in Detroit had annual household 
income of less than 100 percent of the Federal Poverty Level (FPL) and were poorer than the 
area’s SNAP population as a whole. Among focus group participants, almost 40 percent usually 
or always worried about having enough money to buy food. Thirty percent reported that they 
were in fair or poor health, 41 percent were overweight, 27 percent had diabetes, and 27 percent 

“(Double Up Food Bucks) 
just stretches my food 
budget so much more. 
I find myself eating a lot 
more fruits and vegetables 
than I might have…” 

– Double Up Focus Group 
Participant, Detroit

“I didn’t know what bok choy 
was…but once I started I got 
hooked.”

– Double Up Focus Group 
Participant, Detroit



had hypertension.14 These SNAP shoppers reported regularly having to make trade-offs between 
more expensive healthier foods and having enough to eat at all. They stretched their limited food 
dollars by shopping at sales, using coupons, buying in bulk, and preserving food. 

These consumers were worried about their health and worked hard to ensure that their diets 
were as nutritious as possible. More than half had shopped at a participating farmers market six 
or more times during the season, which was impressive considering the transportation barriers 
some faced.

Studies consistently show that shoppers of all income levels are motivated by the same things: 
price, taste, quality, selection, environment, and convenience with low-income shoppers much 
more sensitive to price. Double Up program participants in Detroit talked about the importance 
of having additional food dollars to spend and also emphasized the benefits the farmers markets 
provided including high-quality fruits and vegetables, wide product selection that allowed them to 
try new foods, and a positive environment and shopping experience. They liked participating in 
market activities, sometimes with their children, and the opportunities to forge relationships with 
the vendors. They also talked about feeling good that the money they spent helped support the 
farmers and stayed in the local economy.

THE FOOD INSECURITY NUTRITION INCENTIVE GRANTS PROGRAM

Based on the positive results of pilot SNAP produce incentive programs around the country, the 
2014 Farm Bill established the Food Insecurity Nutrition Incentive (FINI) program at the USDA.15 
This competitive grants program provides supports projects that incentivize SNAP shoppers to 
purchase fruits and vegetables. The goal is to allow existing projects to reach scale and to seed 
new work. The program allows practitioners to test different approaches to incentive delivery, to 
experiment with new technologies, to replicate proven models, and to study the impact incentives 
have on SNAP participants’ consumption of healthy produce.

In April 2015, Fair Food Network received a five million dollar grant, which was matched with 
private funding. Fair Food Network used the feedback from the Detroit focus groups and years of 
participant surveys to guide the organization’s plans for the $10 million investment in Double Up 
in Michigan. 

The funds will be used to better serve SNAP participants by expanding the program to more 
farmers markets and grocery store locations across Michigan so it’s easier to use, and supporting 
new technology and other innovations.

In participating grocery stores, shoppers earn Double Up dollars when they use their SNAP    
benefits to purchase Michigan-grown fresh fruits and vegetables. The incentive dollars can be 
used for any kind of fresh produce. Requiring the initial SNAP purchase be used on Michigan 
produce maintains Double Up’s strong connection to local agriculture and extending the program 
benefits year round as shoppers use their incentive dollars to purchase any fresh produce in the 
store. 

Fair Food Network is testing various transaction technologies to ensure program integrity and 
minimize any stigma customers might feel using Double Up. The goal is to find approaches that 
are cost effective, secure, user-friendly for vendors and customers, and that can capture the 
information necessary to assess the program’s impact on shopping behavior.

“Where I work, it’s 15 miles 
away and it takes about two and 
a half hours to get there on the 
bus and two and a half hours 
to get back on the bus… So I’m 
not only working my five or six 
hour shift but it literally takes 
five or six hours and by that 
time I’m ready to go to bed.” 

– Double Up Focus Group 
Participant, Detroit



CONCLUSION

Reports from the Council of Economic Advisors and the National Hunger Commission reaffirm 
that the SNAP program is a strong and crucially important food safety net. They highlight the 
connections between poverty, hunger, and good nutrition, and encourage careful experimentation 
with new ideas to enhance its efficacy. 

Fair Food Network’s experience and careful external research indicates that the Double Up   
Food Bucks’ approach incentivizing nutritious produce purchases among SNAP participants       
is an effective way to both reduce hunger and support healthy diets. 

Low-income American families should not have to choose between being hungry and                
being healthy. Implemented well, SNAP local produce incentive programs are an effective        
way to ensure families do not have to make that choice. Creating a market connection between       
farmers to consumers deepens the impact by injecting food dollars into the local farm economy 
and fostering a strong and resilient local civic culture.
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