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Overview   
With 11.3 million open jobs as of early 2022—a near-record high—businesses are in desperate 
need of workers.1 However, there are still nearly three million missing workers since the start of the 
pandemic.2 

Thankfully, states have a powerful but often underutilized tool at their disposal.3 Through the 
general work requirement in the food stamp program, states may assign able-bodied adults ages 
18 to 59 without small children to employment and training (E&T) programs.4 These programs offer 
a wide array of services and opportunities for Americans to search for work, pursue educational 
opportunities, improve their skill sets, and much more.5 

Fortunately, not only do most Americans live in areas with E&T programs, but many states are now 
offering virtual programs to reach even more participants. Additionally, because there are so many 
different options for participants to choose from to satisfy the E&T requirement—from job search 
training to internships—the opportunities are truly endless, even in rural communities. 

BUSINESSES ARE IN DESPERATE NEED OF  
WORKERS, WITH 11.3 MILLION OPEN JOBS AS  

OF EARLY 2022—A NEAR-RECORD HIGH.

Individuals have numerous E&T options at their 
disposal 
Work requirements in welfare programs are generally consistent: Able-bodied adults have to work, 
train, or volunteer at least part-time to continue receiving benefits.6 These work requirements 
have worked in other welfare programs, but the temporary federal suspension of the work 
requirement in food stamps has left a huge gap—one that assigning able-bodied adults to E&T 
programs would fill.7-9 

One of the major benefits of E&T programs is their flexibility. Individuals have countless options to 
satisfy employment and training requirements, which allow them to meet this work requirement 
even in rural areas. Depending on the state, these options may include: 

Supervised job search: Participants apply for jobs, build connections, and attend hiring 
fairs or other networking events.10

Job search training: Enrollees receive instruction and mentoring for job search 
activities, helping them to find work.11

Workfare: Recipients work at a non-profit agency, helping them find work and 
contributing to the community.12
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Self-employment training: Enrollees receive training and assistance in setting up and 
running a small business or self-employment venture.13

Job retention: For participants who have found employment through another E&T 
option, job retention helps individuals retain their employment, perform well at their 
job, and increase their earnings over time.14

Basic/foundational skills instruction: Recipients can receive instruction for basic 
education skills below the college level, including basic literacy, adult-basic education, 
and high school equivalency programs.15

Career and/or technical education programs or other vocational training: These 
activities offer enrollees the technical skills and know-how to prepare them for future 
employment opportunities, such as through trade certificates or associate programs.16 

English language acquisition: Participants for whom English is not their primary 
language can receive assistance in reading, writing, speaking, and comprehension.17

Integrated education training/bridge programs: Recipients receive adult education 
and literacy instruction that runs concurrently with workforce training and preparation 
activities.18 

Work activity: A training program that offers individuals the knowledge and skills to 
find employment, with clear goals to increase employability.19

Work readiness training: A set of intensive programs that provide educational 
remedial services and skills assessments to prepare individuals for the workforce.20

On-the-job training: A contract that reimburses an employer or apprenticeship 
provider in exchange for offering on-the-job training to participants.21

Pre-apprenticeship/apprenticeship: An option that combines on-the-job training with 
related instruction to give enrollees industry-specific knowledge that can help them 
carry out highly skilled work.22

Internship: Recipients can participate in planned and structured learning in the 
workplace.23

Transitional jobs: Participants receive work experience for a limited period of time, 
with the goal of achieving unsubsidized long-term employment.24

 

Additionally, mandatorily assigned enrollees are also required to participate in other essential E&T 
options, such as program orientation and an employability assessment.25 

Of the 10 most rural states in the nation, every single one has more than one of the E&T 
options listed above, typically averaging four to six options per state.26 Most of these rural states 
offer at least one option across the entire state.27 
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Put simply, E&T is more than “work”—it includes a broad range of programs that allow individuals to 
find or retain a job, build their skill set, practice job searching, learn a trade, expand their education, 
and much more. Even in rural areas where there may not be plentiful “jobs” in the traditional sense, 
a wide array of E&T options are regularly available either statewide or in central locations. The 
broad scope of E&T options makes the program accessible to countless Americans, from urban 
areas to rural regions. 

Most rural Americans live in areas with E&T 
opportunities 
Not only are there several different types of E&T options that exist across the nation, but these 
opportunities are also widespread within rural states. 

In many cases, states have designated E&T centers in high-population areas, or have third-party 
contractors and other partners that provide services to a broad region, such as community colleges, 
American Job Centers, Goodwill, and more.28 

Equally important, in most rural states, there are E&T providers in most of the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture designated commuting zones (which are areas designated to identify local economies).29 
As a result, these opportunities are widespread and easy to access. 

PERCENTAGE OF FOOD STAMP RECIPIENTS LIVING IN  
A COMMUTING ZONE WITH AN E&T PROVIDER 

Source: U.S. Department of Agriculture

99%
UTAH

98.6%
MISSOURI

91.3%
IOWA

 

Even in the rare areas of the country currently without widespread E&T providers, there are plans to 
scale up E&T programs. For example, Montana currently has providers in three different commuting 
zones, covering roughly 40 percent of Montanans on food stamps.30 However, by the end of the 
fiscal year, the state is expected to more than double the number of counties that have an E&T 
provider to eight—vastly increasing the percentage of Montanans on food stamps with easy access 
to an E&T provider.31 And in just a matter of years, the program will be statewide.32 
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States also reimburse some participant expenses—such as travel-related costs—for certain E&T 
options, further helping enrollees fulfill E&T requirements.33 

Just as there are a wide array of E&T options, there are also countless providers across the country—
including in the most rural areas. 

States are using virtual programs to reach even 
more Americans 
Even in the absence of on-the-ground locations, more and more states are utilizing virtual options 
to engage with food stamp recipients who are assigned to E&T programs. During the initial stages 
of the COVID-19 pandemic, several state agencies and partner organizations shifted their programs 
to make them accessible virtually—from Oregon to Massachusetts.34 

And in some states, the program is administered almost entirely online. For example, in Utah, the 
state’s entire E&T program is virtual—however, 30 in-person locations exist to assist those in need 
of hands-on support.35 Idaho also contracts with a third party to administer the supervised job 
search option of its E&T program so individuals in all counties can participate.36 

Potential participants have easy access to these virtual options. For example, an estimated 97 
percent of Americans own cell phones, including 85 percent who own smart phones that enable 
them to access virtual E&T programs easily.37 Public libraries and other resources also provide a 
means for individuals to access the Internet. 

Bottom line: States should utilize E&T programs. 
E&T programs may be underutilized, but that is not because they are inaccessible. It is because 
states simply are not assigning individuals to them. 

Potential program participants have access to a wide array of E&T options that could cover their 
individual needs, as well as physical locations in commuting zones of even the most rural states. 
Additionally, virtual options for E&T are becoming more and more widespread, opening up E&T 
opportunities to even more Americans. 

E&T opportunities are out there. To bolster their workforce, states need to start assigning individuals 
to them. 

E&T programs may be underutilized, but that is not 
because they are inaccessible. It is because states 

simply are not assigning individuals to them.
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