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Gap in the Evidence for Benefits Cliffs

IS IT ACTUALLY 
HAPPENING?

1

Are Utahns who participate in 
government assistance 

programs changing their 
economic behavior in response 
to benefits cliffs, and if so, what 

actions are they taking regarding 
work/earned income? 

UNDER WHICH 
PROGRAMS?

2

Which government assistance 
programs are these Utahns most 
concerned with losing? In other 
words, which benefits are they 

trying to preserve?

ARE THEY AWARE OF 
ALTERNATIVES?

3

What is the level of awareness of 
alternatives to government 

assistance programs in the event 
of a program participant losing a 

given benefit? 



Unique Value-Add of Utah Benefit Cliff Survey

Statewide statistically 
significant data on 
actual decision-making  
of social safety net 
families

Specific economic 
behaviors identified

Specific safety net 
programs  identified

Better understanding 
of potential impact 
of policy 
interventions



Methodology

SUTHERLAND & LIGHTHOUSE RESEARCH

Mixed mode telephone and online survey of adult residents of Utah

DATA COLLECTION

480 surveys completed between July 11 and July 22, 2024 with a margin of error of +/-4.42%

RESPONDENT SCREENING

Respondents screened for participation in the following programs between 2017 and 2024: Medicaid, SNAP, 
HEAT, CHIP, Housing, WIC, TANF, child care, unemployment insurance*



Key Findings - General Sentiment
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Key Findings - Intentional Earnings Reduction

43% said they had 
taken at least one of 

these actions



Key Findings - Programs Most Commonly Cited



Key Findings - Safety Net Recidivism



Key Findings - Safety Net Recidivism



Key Findings - Awareness of Alternatives



Key Findings - Awareness of Subsidized Health Insurance



Key Findings - Attitude toward Subsidized Health Insurance



Takeaways from Survey Findings

IS IT ACTUALLY 
HAPPENING?

1

Yes - almost half (43%) of 
respondents have changed their 

economic behavior by 
intentionally limiting their 

earned income to avoid 
triggering a benefit cliff.

UNDER WHICH 
PROGRAMS?

2

Medicaid and SNAP are the 
programs most commonly cited 
by respondents worried about 

triggering a benefit cliff.

ARE THEY AWARE OF 
ALTERNATIVES?

3

Overall, respondents have a 
poor awareness of alternatives 

and are relatively split on 
attitudes toward subsidized 

health coverage on the federal 
exchange.



Talking Points for Reform Effort

1 Lead with the families’ desire to work and escape poverty (not the policy complexities)

2 Describe benefit cliffs as barriers standing in the way of families trying to participate in free enterprise

3 Champion reform as simply an effort to clear their path
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Full paper and more analysis from Sutherland’s Work & 
Opportunity Initiative available here: 

https://sutherlandinstitute.org/work-and-opportunity/
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