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WHAT IS THE DEFINITION OF ABAWD?
An Able-Bodied Adults Without Dependents, or ABAWD, is
defined by Federal and State SNAP Regulations as:
•

A person between the ages of 18 and 49

•

No dependents

•

No disability

fns.usda.gov/SNAP/ABAWD

THE ABAWD TIME LIMIT AND WORK REQUIREMENT

The Work Requirement
•

Must work, or participate in a qualifying work / training
activity, for at least 80 hours a month.

The Time-Limit
•

Those failing to meet the work requirement are limited to only
3 months of SNAP in a 36-month period (“3 in 36 rule”).

HISTORY OF THE TIME LIMIT
Time Limit and Work
Requirements were part of
so-called “welfare reform” in
1996.
Predicated on racist
assumptions about benefit
recipients and “welfare queen”
mythology.

HISTORY OF THE TIME LIMIT: WAIVERS
•

States could request
waivers of the ABAWD
time limit and work
requirements, especially in
times of recession or
economic downturn.

•

“Blue” and “Red” states
have used waivers.

•

49 states had a waiver in
part of the state during the
height of the Great
Recession.

HISTORY OF THE TIME LIMIT: WAIVERS
• As economy recovered,
fewer states requested or
qualified for waivers.

• In 2009, waivers covered
88.6% of population

• In 2017, waivers covered
36.4% of population

HISTORY OF THE TIME LIMIT: ILLINOIS
Illinois has had a waiver in at least part of the state since
1998.
•

Statewide waiver in 2005 and from 2009 – 2018.

•

Cook County has been waived from 2003 – 2007 and 2009 – 2019.

•

DuPage County implemented in 2018. First Illinois county with a time
limit in 9 years.

CHANGES TO WAIVER ELIGIBILITY IN 2020
Under current waiver eligibility standards:
• 100 counties qualify for a waiver
• NOT DuPage or Cook
• Roughly 50,000 ABAWDs impacted
Under upcoming waiver eligibility standards:
• Estimated 8-10 counties may qualify for a waiver
• Well over 100,000 ABAWDs impacted

SEVERITY OF IMPACT – KANSAS & OKLAHOMA

Kansas and Oklahoma implemented time limit in October 2013.
First ABAWDs would lose eligibility in January 2014.
In January SNAP participation dropped in both states
• Kansas – 15,000
• Oklahoma – 40,000

SEVERITY OF IMPACT – DUPAGE COUNTY
UNCONFIRMED:
Estimate that around 2000 ABAWDs
in DuPage County lost benefits in
2018.
•

45% - 51% of ABAWDs in the County

Last month of benefits (from
DuPage FCRC)
•April - 1302
•May - 197
•Jun - 153
•July - 70
•Aug – 89

ABAWDS FACE BARRIERS TO STABLE EMPLOYMENT
Based on a study of ABAWDs by the Ohio Association of Food Banks:
• 1 in 3 reported struggling with a physical or mental disability that limited their ability to
perform daily activities.
• 1 in 4 were receiving care for conditions like depression, anxiety, PTSD,
schizophrenia, diabetes, heart disease, etc.
• 1 in 3 did not have a high school diploma or GED.
• 1 in 3 had a felony conviction.
• 6 in 10 did not have a valid driver’s license or an email address.
Same study found that average income was very low – 22% FPL ($2,747 a year).

STATE CHALLENGES IN IMPLEMENTATION
Severe impacts also attributable to difficulty in administering time
limit:
•

Screening for exemptions is challenging

•

Rule is new to clients and caseworkers, and is confusing

•

Circumstances of ABAWDs change quickly

•

Interfacing with DHS is particularly difficult for ABAWDs given barriers

•

E&T slots are inadequate

WORK REQUIREMENTS ARE BAD POLICY
The large majority of individuals terminated by work requirements remained in
poverty, and some were plunged into deep poverty.
Employment increases among recipients subject to work requirements were
modest and faded over time.
Stable employment among recipients subject to work requirements proved the
exception, not the norm.
Over the long term, the most successful programs supported efforts to boost the
education and skills of those subject to work requirements, rather than simply
requiring participation.

HOW DOES TIME LIMIT RELATE TO SNAP EMPLOYMENT
& TRAINING?
Previously, some counties – including Cook – had a mandatory SNAP
Employment & Training Program.
• SNAP Work Registrants would get called in to participate.
• “Work Registrants” are a broader group than ABAWDs (16-59, no
children under 6)
• Failure to comply lead to a sanction
NOW: SNAP Employment & Training is voluntary for Work Registrants,
but can be used as a complying activity for ABAWDs who must meet
the separate work requirement tied to the time limit.

HOW CAN ABAWDS COMPLY?
Able-bodied SNAP recipients ages 18 - 49 who do not have dependent
children (ABAWDs), can meet the work requirement if they:
• work 80 hours per month; or
• participate in a qualifying education or training activity, including certain SNAP
Employment and Training programs for 80 hours a month; or
• take part in an approved workfare program of a local governmental unit for 80 hours a
month; or
• do community service at agencies, churches, or organizations in your community for
80 hours a month (verify with DHS Form 3675); or
• **You may do a combination of any of the above for a total of 80 hours a month (e.g.
40 hours work + 40 hours community service in a month).

WHICH ABAWDS MAY BE EXEMPT?
You may be exempt from the ABAWD work requirement if you are:
• unable to work 80 hours a month due to a physical or mental condition or
• living in a SNAP household with children under age 18; or
• enrolled in a school of higher education or training program at least half-time (must meet student
eligibility); or
• pregnant; or
• experiencing chronic homelessness or lacking a stable nighttime residence; or
• a victim of domestic violence; or
• unable to work 80 hours a month because you are a care giver (even if the person you care for
does not live with you); or
• participating in an alcohol or drug treatment program; or
• Earning gross wages at least equal to the Federal minimum wage x 30 hours ($217.50 a week);
or meeting work requirements for another program (such as TANF); or
• receiving unemployment compensation or have applied for unemployment compensation.

STUDENTS ENROLLED IN SCHOOL OF HIGHER
EDUCATION OR TRAINING PROGRAM
Generally, college students are ineligible for SNAP unless they meet student
eligibility requirements. DHS MR #18.06: Clarifying Student of Higher Education
Eligibility Requirements for SNAP
Some community college students are eligible for SNAP if they are:
• Attending community college at least half-time; and
•
•

Enrolled in an employment and training program through the Perkins Career and
Technical Education Improvement Program OR
Enrolled in a program limited to remedial courses, basic adult education, literacy, or
ESL

Note: Students 18 or enrolled full-time in high school are complying

UNFIT TO WORK DUE TO MENTAL OR PHYSICAL
LIMITATION
“Fitness” to work is a determination that allows DHS to consider a multitude of
factors:
• Individual is medically certified as physically or mentally unfit for
employment. 7 CFR 273.24(c)(2)
• Chronic Homelessness. Federal Guidance 11/19/15
• Drug and Alcohol Addiction
• Experiencing of Escaping Domestic Violence. DHS Policy Memo 11/30/17
Verification Form - DHS Form 2340

MEDICALLY CERTIFIED AS PHYSICALLY OR MENTALLY
UNFIT
7 CFR 273.24(c)(2) - Individual is medically certified as physically or mentally unfit for employment
if he or she:
• Is receiving temporary or permanent disability benefits issued by governmental or private sources;
•

•

Is obviously mentally or physically unfit for employment as determined by the State agency; or
•

•

Does not require verification
Does not require verification. Federal Guidance 11/19/15

If the unfitness is not obvious, provides a statement from a physician, physician's assistant, nurse,
nurse practitioner, designated representative of the physician's office, a licensed or certified
psychologist, a social worker, or any other medical personnel the State agency determines
appropriate, that he or she is physically or mentally unfit for employment.
•

DHS Form 2340 – “This form is optional. A customer is not required to use this form to verify their inability to
work.” DHS Policy Memo 11/30/17

If the unfitness is not obvious and verification from a medical professional is unavailable, States
should make every attempt to verify the unfitness using an acceptable collateral contact (e.g.,
medical personnel or social worker). Federal Guidance 11/19/15

CHRONIC HOMELESSNESS
7 USC § 2012(l) “Homeless individual" means:
• (1) an individual who lacks a fixed and regular nighttime residence; or
• (2) an individual who has a primary nighttime residence that is—
•
•
•
•

(A) a supervised publicly or privately-operated shelter (including a welfare hotel or congregate shelter) designed
to provide temporary living accommodations;
(B) an institution that provides a temporary residence for individuals intended to be institutionalized;
(C) a temporary accommodation for not more than 90 days in the residence of another individual; or
(D) a public or private place not designed for, or ordinarily used as, a regular sleeping accommodation for
human beings.

Doubling up – According to a report by Chicago Coalition for the Homeless, in 2015, 82% of people
experiencing homelessness in Chicago were living doubled-up. 67,582 people.
• Not on the lease
• Living with family – shorter than 90 days – can be a factor for an exemption.
Verification – Form 2340 – Homeless Status Certification Letter
• “Verification may be accepted from . . . a social worker; a counselor or staff person at a drug and
alcohol program, or a social worker or staff person at a homeless or domestic violence services
provider or shelter.” Policy Memo 11/30/17

DRUG AND ALCOHOL ADDICTION
The following persons are exempt from SNAP work requirements: (vi) A regular
participant in a drug addiction or alcoholic treatment and rehabilitation
program. 7 CFR 273.7(b)(1)(vi)
• A counselor at a rehab program could use Form 2340 to verify on someone’s
behalf.
• Participation on its own is an exemption. No guidance on “regular”
Some state advocates assert that addiction – regardless of participation in
treatment – should be a factor in the fitness determination. See. CA – ABAWD
Outreach Handbook pg. 14

EXPERIENCING OR ESCAPING DOMESTIC VIOLENCE
DHS internal policy alludes to current experience with domestic violence as a
potential factor in the fitness determination. DHS Policy Memo 11/30/17
Form 2340 has space for staff/social worker at a Domestic Violence Services
Provider or Shelter to verify reduced ability to work 80 hours a month.
Illinois has Family Violence Exclusions for TANF work requirements, which may
provide a legal basis to allow exemption from SNAP work requirements for
people experiencing domestic violence. See. 7 CFR §273.7(b)(1)(ii)

HOW CAN ORGANIZATIONS HELP ABAWDS WHO
SHOULD BE EXEMPT?
Screen for SNAP participation & participants who might be impacted.
Notify & Educate:
•
•

Community materials are being developed
Facilitate connection to DHS - DHS.FCS.ABAWDs@illinois.gov

Attest to exemption, or provide verifications:
•
•
•

Form 2340 – Medical / Service Provider Unfit to Work Determination
Form 2341 – Request for Exemption
Proof of participation in services provided by your organization.

Connect to other services in your community that can provide exemptions.

ADMINISTRATIVE APPEALS
If clients have been terminated as a result of the time limit – or have
incorrectly been charged one of their countable months – they may
be able to file an administrative appeal.
For free legal services in Cook County contact Legal Aid Chicago
Appeals can sometimes be avoided through direct advocacy with
local office leadership - DHS.FCS.ABAWDs@illinois.gov
• Recommendation: Pursue parallel to appeal.

HAVE A QUESTION?
•

Nolan Downey, Shriver Center on Poverty Law,
nolandowney@povertylaw.org

•

Amy Marinacci, Legal Aid Chicago,
amarinacci@legalaidchicago.org

•

HelpHub - http://helphub.povertylaw.org/

IDEAS?

We want to hear from the group regarding:
• Outreach / Education Strategies – targeted
outreach to specific entities or existing spaces,
methods of engagement, etc.
• Better ways to connect childless adults – who
often have severe barriers – to job services and
complying activities.

