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SUMMARY STATEMENT: 
The Society of Behavioral Medicine supports legislation 
that would repeal the lifetime ban on receiving 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) 
and Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) 
benefits for individuals convicted of a drug felony.
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Pass the RESTORE Act (Re-Entry Support Through 
Opportunities for Resources and Essentials Act)

THE PROBLEM
Under the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity 
Reconciliation Act (PRWORA), current federal policy 
mandates a lifetime ban for individuals with a past 
felony drug conviction from receiving SNAP and TANF 
benefits. Nearly half of all prisoners incarcerated in federal 
correctional facilities were convicted of drug-related 
crimes [1], and thus are prohibited from accessing SNAP and 
TANF upon release. This is particularly concerning given that 
formerly incarcerated individuals are more than twice as 
likely to experience food insecurity [2].

This outdated federal policy disproportionately affects 
marginalized populations. Black and Hispanic individuals 
have a higher representation in the US prison population 
[3, 4] and withholding nutritional and financial assistance 
from these individuals is a discriminatory practice that 
perpetuates existing structural racial inequities. Providing 
access to SNAP and TANF benefits to all income-eligible 
individuals will begin to address the generational health 
disparities experienced by marginalized families in the 
United States. 

This policy also has horrific consequences for already 
vulnerable populations. For example, over 60% of the 
incarcerated US population is diagnosed with substance 
use disorder [5, 6], and food insecurity and financial stress 
can interfere with addiction recovery [7-10]. Children are 
also suffering from the consequences of the SNAP and 
TANF bans. More than half of parents incarcerated in state 
penitentiaries throughout the 2000s were jailed due to 
drug-related charges [11] and the average age of a child 
affected by incarceration is 9 years old [12]. This means that 
young families are left to navigate food access and hunger 
without access to nutritional and financial support. Without 

sufficient nutrition, children may experience delayed 
physical and cognitive development, display behavioral 
problems, and be at risk for life-long chronic illnesses [13].  

SNAP and TANF were designed to be open and accessible 
to all income-eligible individuals, including those recently 
released from prison [14]. Denying nutritional and financial 
assistance to individuals with a past felony conviction will 
continue to widen existing structural health inequities. 
Furthermore, denying SNAP and TANF benefits will 
undoubtedly set back individuals’ successful re-entry into 
society and contribute to recidivism and poorer health 
outcomes among individuals and their families [7-10, 13-15].

CURRENT POLICY
A lifetime ban for individuals with a past felony drug 
conviction from receiving SNAP and TANF has been 
imposed since the passage of the PRWORA Act in 1996. 
Although there is a provision that enables states to opt-
out, only 22 states have fully opted out and 26 states have 
modified the policy to expand SNAP and TANF access 
under certain circumstances (e.g., following successful 
completion of drug education or treatment programs). 
U.S. Sens. Cory Booker and Raphael Warnock, along with 
U.S. Rep. Steve Cohen, recently introduced the RESTORE 
(Re-Entry Support Through Opportunities for Resources 
and Essentials) Act. This important legislation would end 
the lifetime ban on SNAP and TANF for all individuals 
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convicted of a drug felony. Moreover, the RESTORE Act 
would eliminate the ability for states to impose conditions 
on eligibility for SNAP based on an individual having a past 
felony drug-related conviction.

RECOMMENDATIONS
Recommendation #1: Federal legislators must support 
passage of the RESTORE Act, which would repeal the 
lifetime ban on individuals convicted of a drug felony from 
accessing SNAP and TANF.

Recommendation #2: Until the RESTORE Act is passed, 
officials in individual states should fully opt out of the SNAP 
and TANF ban by imposing no conditions on eligibility for 
these benefits for income-eligible individuals with a past 
felony drug conviction.
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