
 
 
 
 

Veteran Food Assistance Awareness Survey Experiment 
 

Overview 
 

The transition from active-duty service to civilian life is often a point of increased hardship for 
service members. Military personnel and their families face significant challenges as they 
transition to civilian life, including increased risk of food insecurity. Food insecurity was present 
among 11.8% of working-age (18-64) veteran households, with 5.3% living in households with 
very low food insecurity in 2015-2019 (Rabbitt and Smith, 2021). SNAP remains one of the most 
effective federal programs addressing food insecurity; however, many eligible veterans and 
their families are not taking advantage of the program. Barriers, such as lack of information on 
SNAP, application challenges, and social stigma, impede access to the program. 

 
The Department of Labor, the Department of Defense, and the Veterans Administration have 
partnered to create the Transitional Assistance Program (TAP) to provide service members with 
job counseling and information about services and programs for which they might be eligible 
(Heflin et al., 2016). In recent years, TAP directly provides information to service members on 
food and nutritional assistance to support them during this transitional period. The two-page 
handout contains helpful information on programs that can support members during this 
period (see Appendix A). However, research literature suggests potential behavioral 
interventions that might be embedded in the document to increase uptake of food assistance 
program among eligible veteran households. 

 
Drawing from behavioral science principles, we created a research design aimed to potentially 
improve the salience and clarity of communication of food assistance programs to transitioning 
service members. We evaluated the effectiveness of concepts such as simplification, social 
norming, and loss aversion to increase comprehension of available food assistance programs 
and the likelihood of applying to the programs. 

 
Methods 

 
Survey Design 
To empirically assess if these changes could improve veterans’ understanding of SNAP after 
reading the flyer, we conducted a series of four randomized survey experiments. To conduct 
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these survey experiments we contracted with Lucid, a survey platform vendor that has a 
consumer network available for digital based survey research, to provide us with a web-based 
sample. We limited our sample frame in each round to US-based veterans, caregivers, and 
people living below the federal poverty level to represent the characteristics of transitioning 
service members. There were no repeat participants in any of the four rounds. 

 
We ran a series of A/B tests to evaluate possible variations of the original food assistance flyer 
(Appendix A). We addressed several issues using behavioral science interventions. After 
carefully studying the original flyer, our primary concern was that it provides too much 
information, which might overwhelm readers. We also noted that the flyer does not make 
explicit the benefits of SNAP participation. Additionally, the flyer is monochromatic and 
contains a lot of text. We hypothesized that it may not provide recipients with optical anchors 
to quickly draw key information in a short time frame. 

 
In our A/B tests, we compare the original to a series of alternative flyers. The alternatives 
simplified the information provided in the flyer, including graphics (including pictures of 
individuals in uniform) and color to break up the text. These alternatives were designed to 
make clear that the SNAP benefits were earned benefits and would help meet their family’s 
needs. We also highlighted that it is not uncommon for veterans to receive support, minimizing 
the stigma they may feel. In each round of our A/B testing, our control group received the 
original TAP flyer. The treatment group received different designs of the food assistance flyer 
attempting to improve their understanding of the SNAP program relative to the original 
(Appendix B-E). 

 
For the purposes of this brief, we focus on the findings from our most successful flyer 
(Appendix E). For this round, each survey respondent was randomly assigned to receive the 
control (n= 805), or the simplified flyer designed by our team (n=817). The survey was 
administered virtually using Syracuse University’s Qualtrics software. 

 
Survey Questions 
The survey consists of thirteen items across three distinct categories: screener question, 
demographic information, and experimental outcomes. See Appendix F for the complete 
survey. Screening questions ensured all participants were either US-based veterans, caregivers, 
or people living below the federal poverty line. We asked respondents demographic questions, 
including age, sex, race, and education. Participants were then randomly shown the original or 
re-designed food assistance flyer. We provided an explanation of what they were viewing and 
requested that they take time to read the flyer as we would ask them questions about it after. 
Participants were allotted up to 8 minutes to read through the flyer. Following the opportunity 
to view the flyer, participants were asked a series of comprehension questions about SNAP and 
their likelihood of applying to SNAP. 

 
Findings 

 
Demographic Information 
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Our sample includes US-based veterans, caregivers, and people living below the federal poverty 
level to represent the characteristics of transitioning service members. Figure 1 below 
highlights our sample composition, with the majority of our respondents identifying as 
veterans. Figure 2 shows that the majority of respondents identified their race as White (71%). 
The second most selected identity was Black or African American (16%). Most of respondents in 
the survey were between the ages of 25 and 44 (63%) and identified as male (56%). The 
demographic composition was not statistically significantly different across the treatment and 
control groups, demonstrating that our randomization process worked as designed. 

 
Figure 1: Sample Composition 
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Figure 2: Racial Demographics 
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Time Spent on Flyer 
Our results show that people do not spend much time reading any versions of the flyer, 
suggesting that there is extremely limited time to convey essential information. On average, 
respondents spent around 40 seconds on the original flyer. This short window suggests that 
flyers informing transitioning service members of available supports should be short, clear, and 
to the point. Interestingly, as shown in Figure 3, respondents spent about 12 seconds less 
reading the shorter flyer that we designed, which focused exclusively on the SNAP program. 

 

 
Figure 3: Flyer Duration (Seconds) by Treatment Group 
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Comprehension Questions 
We asked a series of comprehension questions on SNAP to evaluate how successful the flyer 
was in informing our sample about available food assistance. Figure 4 demonstrates that the 
group that received the new flyer scored higher on questions designed to identify an accurate 
understanding of which program provides food assistance (about 10 percentage points), where 
they can use the electronic benefit card (8.5 percentage points), the size of average SNAP 
monthly benefit (11 percentage points), and the number of veterans on SNAP in a given year (7 
percentage points). Importantly, we observe this improved comprehension even though the 
respondents spend around 30 percent less time reading the flyer. 
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Figure 4: Comprehension Responses by Question and Treatment Group 
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Thoughts on SNAP 
Respondents who received the new flyer were six percentage points more likely to report that 
they could determine if their family was eligible for SNAP based on the information from the 
flyer. In the final question, we asked about intentions to apply for SNAP, and we found no 
difference between those who received the original and new flyer. 

 
 

Figure 5: Application Responses by Question and Treatment Group 
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Obstacles to Applying to SNAP 
In addition to the comprehension questions, we also asked respondents to choose among 
factors that would stop them from applying to SNAP. Figure 6 reports the frequency of 
responses to this question. The largest category for the respondents were those who reported 
that they would not apply because they were meeting their family’s food needs. Another 25 
percent said that they were not eligible. Interestingly, about half said that either the process 
was too difficult or that they did not know how to apply, suggesting that the VA might improve 
SNAP take-up by providing clear instructions or outreach with counselors to sign up veterans. 

 
 

Figure 6: Obstacles to Applying for SNAP Benefit 
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Discussion 
 

This study aimed to estimate the impact of different food assistance flyer designs on 
respondents’ awareness of available supports and the process for applying to them. We used 
insights from behavioral science to alter the original design. We find that respondents baseline 
levels of time spent reading information flyers is minimal, suggesting that information materials 
need to be clear and concise. Our results also suggest that our simplified flyer that focuses on 
the salience of SNAP and social norming increases respondent’s understanding of SNAP and key 
features of the program. However, the simplified flyer does not change the respondent’s 
reported intention of applying to SNAP. 
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Appendix 
 

Appendix A: Original TAP Flyer 
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Appendix B: Flyer 1 Shortened Version of the Original Flyer 
 

 

Behavioral Intervention: 
The primary intervention with this alternative is simplification. We pared down the 

programs to focus on the SNAP program exclusively. 
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Appendix C: Flyer 2 Simplified Version of the Original Flyer with Veterans Image 
 

 

Behavioral intervention: 
We added a photo of a service member and his child to the previous simplified flyer. The 

photo breaks the blue/white color scheme. In addition, the photo is meant to help readers 
identify with the program and reduce stigma. It shows that this is a program designed to 

help veterans AND their families. 
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Appendix D: Flyer 3 New Design of Food Assistance Flyer Key Information Only 
 

 
 

Behavioral interventions: 
In addition to the simplification and the photo, this flyer incorporates social norming. Notice 
the red banner. First, we used a new color to draw attention to it. The banner incorporates 
social norming: many veterans use the program. This design was included to reduce stigma. 

We also include the average benefit amount ($400) so veterans will understand the 
magnitude of the benefit. We want to the veterans to understand that it is worth the 

administrative burden. We also include some information on eligibility since many believe 
they are ineligible. 
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Appendix E: Flyer 4 New Design of Food Assistance Flyer Highlighting Earned Benefits 
 

 
 

Behavioral interventions: 
This flyer is quite similar to the previous one. We move a few items around. The red banner 
provides a loss frame. Behavioral science literature has repeatedly shown that people are 
more likely to respond to something they believe they have earned rather than something 
they may qualify for. We are attempting to prompt their “loss aversion” with this banner. 
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Intro 
 

My name is Hannah Patnaik, and I am the Managing Director of the Maxwell X Lab at 
Syracuse University. My team and I are conducting a short comprehension survey to see 
whether a food assistance flyer conveys clear information to the reader. The survey 
should last around 15 minutes, and will ask basic demographic questions and 
comprehension questions. We hope to use the data collected from this project to help 
ensure that veterans and their families are receiving the information they need to ease the 
transition back to civilian life. Your individual responses will remain completely 
anonymous. Thank you again; we really appreciate your help! 

 
Screener 

 
Are you a veteran? 

 Yes 
 No 

 
 

Demographic Questions 
 

What is your age? 

 Under 18 

 18 - 24 

 25 - 34 

 35 - 44 

 45 - 54 

 55 - 64 

 65 - 74 

 75 - 84 

 85 or older 
 
 

What is your race? You can select multiple. 

 Hispanic or Latino 
White 
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 Black or African American 

 Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 

 Asian 

 Native American or Alaska Native 

  Other 
 
 

What is your sex? 

 Male 
 Female 
 Intersex 

 Prefer not to say 
 
 

Please check your highest level of education completed. 

 No high school 

 High school diploma 

 Associate degree 
 Bachelor's degree 
 Master's degree 

 Professional degree 

 Doctorate degree 

 
 

Instructions 
 

On the next page, you will see a flyer that provides key information on services available 
to many families. Please read the flyer carefully. You will have up to 8 minutes to read the 
flyer. After completing that task, we will ask you a series of questions about the services. 

 
Flyer 
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Comprehension Questions 
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Which program listed below provides food assistance to veterans who run out of money to 
buy food for their families? 

 VA Move 

 VHA Healthy Teaching Kitchen 

 VHA Whole Health 

 SNAP 

 Don't Know 
 
 

SNAP benefits are provided via an electronic benefit card, like a debit card. Where is the 
most likely place one would use the electronic benefit card? 

 By mail 

 Local food pantry 

 SNAP food distribution center 

 Local grocery store 

 Don't know 
 
 

True or False. Each state has its own eligibility rules for SNAP. 

 True 
 False 

 Don't Know 
 
 

Which number is closest to the average SNAP monthly food benefit? 

 $400 

 $10 

 $125 

 $40 

 Don't Know 
 
 

Each year approximately how many veterans use SNAP? 

 10,000 
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 1 million 

 100,000 

 10 million 

 Don't Know 

 
 

Thoughts on SNAP 
 

Based on the information provided, were you able to determine if your family is eligible for 
SNAP? 

 Yes 
 No 

 
 

Based on the information provided, how likely are you to apply for SNAP? 

 Extremely unlikely 
 Somewhat unlikely 

 Neither likely nor unlikely 

 Somewhat likely 

 Extremely likely 
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