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Congress directed an update of the Thrifty Food Plan, which estimates the cost of a healthy diet 

for families on a limited budget and is used to calculate SNAP benefits. The update, the first 

meaningful update since 1975, increased purchasing power for SNAP participants.1 

 

• Previous updates to the Thrifty Food Plan (TFP) adjusted it for inflation, but failed to 

meaningfully account for changes in the way working families buy, eat, and prepare foods.2  

• To address this longstanding problem, Congress, in the bipartisan 2018 Farm Bill, directed the 

United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) to re-evaluate the TFP every five years to 

consider “current food prices, food composition data, consumption patterns, and dietary 

guidance.”3 The first update took effect in October 2021. 

 

USDA’s update was reasonable and necessary to align the real value of the Thrifty Food Plan 

with the current cost of a healthful and practical diet. 

 

• The update recognized that people need access to food that is both healthful and convenient. 

Previous TFP versions assumed family members spent two hours each day preparing meals—

making pasta sauce from scratch or cooking dried beans, for example.4 In reality, the average 

adult spends only 35 minutes per day on food preparation.5 

• The 2021 update—which increased the average SNAP benefit by $1.19 per person per day—

helps SNAP recipients access enough of a variety of foods to build a healthy diet.6 Prior to the 

update, 88% of SNAP recipients faced challenges accessing a healthy diet.7  

• The update reflects updates to the Dietary Guidelines for Americans, including supporting 

cultural food patterns. As illustrated below, the largest changes occurred to allow for 

purchases of whole grains, dairy products, and lean proteins like poultry and seafood.8 
 

 

Comparing Previous and 2021 Updated Thrifty Food Plan Weekly Amounts 

 

 

 

 

 
Source: N.Y. Times9 

 

 

 

 
 

Benefit amounts lifted nearly 2.3 million people out of poverty in the first year after the TFP 
was adjusted.10 Regular updates to the TFP will allow for increased clarity and predictability.  

 

• Childhood poverty fell by 8.6% and overall poverty fell by 4.7% in the first year after the TFP 

benefits were updated.11  

• Regular updates to the Thrifty Food Plan will enable USDA to improve its process12 and 

ensure greater transparency and cost clarity.13 
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