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Introduction

Immigration is rapidly changing the face of young 
America. More than one child in four aged 18 years 
old or younger was either born abroad or lived with a 
foreign-born parent in 2009 and this ratio is expected 
to rise to one in three by the year 2020.1 The number 
of children in immigrant families nearly doubled 
between 1990 and 2007 compared to growth of only 
three percent in the number of children living with 
native-born parents.2 

Immigrant families in the United States tend to be 
stable and hardworking. A higher percentage of 
immigrant-family children lives in two-parent fami-
lies and a higher percentage lives with a parent who 
works full-time, compared to native-family children.3 
Children of immigrants are more likely to be born 
healthier than children of native-born parents and 
are more likely to live in an extended family that can 
provide childcare and other household support. At 
least through middle school, children of immigrants 
tend to have higher educational aspirations, to spend 
more time working on homework and to perform 
better in school than those with native-born parents. 4 

At the same time, immigrant-family children are 
much more likely to experience economic depriva-
tion than native-family children. In 2009, some 24 
percent of children in immigrant families lived below 
the official poverty line and 51 percent below double 
the poverty line; the respective figures for children 
in native families were 18 and 38 percent. Although 
labor force participation and employment rates are 
very high among immigrant fathers, many work in 
low-wage jobs.5 Among immigrants, about 29 percent 
of children lived in a low-income working family in 
2009 compared to 17 percent of native-family chil-
dren. Research shows that the immigrant-family child 
poverty rate is negatively associated with parental 
education, English proficiency, length of U.S. resi-
dence, and citizenship status.6 In 2009, almost one-
quarter of all children in immigrant families lived in 
“linguistically isolated” families in which no house-
hold member over age 14 speaks the English language 
very well. Moreover, 53 percent of immigrant-family 
children lived with at least one parent who had not 
graduated from high school, compared to 44 percent 
of native-family children. 
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Growing up under economic deprivation is associ-
ated with a host of negative outcomes for children in 
the United States. Children raised in poor families 
are more likely than other children to lack health 
insurance; suffer from chronic health problems, such 
as asthma and vision, hearing and speech problems; 
have higher incidences of depression, anxiety, and 
aggressive behavior; underperform on cognitive tests 
and in the classroom and achieve much lower rates of 
high school graduation and college attendance; and to 
remain poor as adults, often starting a new generation 
of poor families.7 

For poor and low-income families with children in 
the United States, the social safety net of income and 
work supports provided by the federal, state and local 
governments offers critical assistance in meeting basic 
needs. But research shows that immigrant families 
eligible for some important benefits – such as housing 
assistance and the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program (SNAP; formerly known as the food stamp 
program) – tend to access them at significantly lower 
rates than do native families.8 A wide range of hypoth-
eses have been advanced to explain this relatively 
lower “take-up rate,” including a lack of knowledge 
about the programs and their eligibility criteria, 
burdensome program enrollment and compliance 
requirements (high “transactions costs”), social stigma 
and cultural resistance, fear of government among 
both legal and undocumented immigrants, and fear of 
jeopardizing the family’s residential status or eligibility 
for citizenship in the United States.9 The Personal 
Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation 
Act of 1996 (PRWORA) sharply curtailed legal 
immigrants’ eligibility for several important benefit 
programs, including SNAP, and although eligibility 
standards were subsequently liberalized for certain 
categories of immigrants, they remain complicated 
and not easily understood. 

This descriptive report identifies traits among low-
income, immigrant families that may bear on SNAP 
participation rates and suggests ways in which state 
program administrators can improve their outreach 
and other administrative procedures to better reach 
these needy families. Drawing on household data 
from the 2009 American Community Survey and 
administrative data from the SNAP program, the 
analysis compares selected demographic and socio-
economic characteristics of immigrant families 
participating and not participating in the SNAP 
program with those of native families. The report 
examines federal and state efforts to improve take-up 
and concludes with policy recommendations for state 
program administrators to raise program participa-
tion among immigrant families with children. 
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The SNAP Program

SNAP benefits are an important component of the 
social safety net in the United States, not least because 
they are available to most households meeting program 
income and asset eligibility requirements, unlike 
other programs that are primarily intended to benefit 
families of specific composition, such as a single parent 
with minor children. Under SNAP, beneficiary house-
holds receive a monthly award of dollars (recorded on 
an Electronic Benefit Transfer [EBT] debit card) that 
can only be used to purchase a broad range of foods. 
The benefit amount is based on the U.S. Department 
of Agriculture’s (USDA) Thrifty Food Plan and 
adjusted for the number of qualifying beneficiaries in 
the household. Program rules are primarily set by the 
federal government and provide some national consis-
tency not found in other programs, such as Temporary 
Assistance to Needy Families (TANF), where states 
have much more input.10 The federal government pays 
the full benefit cost and about half of the administra-
tive cost of state SNAP programs. 

SNAP national program participation rates correlate 
closely with national poverty rates. Between fiscal 
years 2001 and 2008, participation rates (the share of 
the eligible population that enrolls in the program) 
rose quite substantially for all individuals (from 54 to 
67 percent) and for children (from 70 to 86 percent), 
according to a USDA-sponsored study (see Figure 1).11 
This study attributes the growth in participation to 
both increased program outreach and an increase in 

poverty during this period. Remarkably, the number 
of persons receiving SNAP benefits has risen by 
almost one third since fiscal year 2005. Moreover, the 
SNAP program has proven to be a vital and effective 
social support in the course of the Great Recession, 
enrolling more than five million additional persons 
– a 19 percent increase in caseload – between fiscal 
years 2008 and 2009. Program participation rose 
in every state in the nation during that year except 
Louisiana.12 More than 40 million persons – about 
13 percent of the U.S. population – received SNAP 
benefits on an average month in fiscal year 2010.13 

The research literature shows that the SNAP program 
provides a number of important benefits for low-
income families and children. For households that 
struggle to meet their basic nutritional needs, SNAP 
benefits can relieve hunger and food insecurity.15 
For those low-income households already meeting 
their food needs, the program frees scarce dollars 
spent on food for other purposes. Research shows 
that SNAP participants gain access to more essential 
nutrients in their home food supply compared to 
eligible non-participants.16 Program participation is 
especially strong among children, and research shows 
child SNAP participation is associated with a number 
of positive outcomes, including better academic 
learning.17 For households experiencing food inse-
curity, participation in the SNAP program improves 
health and hospitalization outcomes for children.18 

Figure 1. SNAP Participation Rates and Poverty Rates, 2001–200814

NCCP-calculated correlation coefficients are: 
(1) SNAP participation rate, all households/poverty rate all persons: .66
(2) SNAP participation rate, all children/poverty rate under 18 years: .73
(3) SNAP participation rate citizen children with noncitizen adults/poverty rate 
     under 18 years: .67 
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The Take-up of SNAP Benefits Among Immigrant Families

A substantial research literature explores the “take-
up” of SNAP and other social benefits, seeking to 
explain why some eligible individuals and families 
fail to enroll in benefit programs. Nationally, only 
67 percent of eligible households participated in the 
SNAP program in fiscal year 2008, and participa-
tion rates varied substantially by state and by family 
demographic and socioeconomic characteristics, such 
as age, race/ethnicity, income, and participation in 
other public benefit programs. Children participate 
at a much higher rate of 86 percent.19 The compara-
tively high child participation rate in part reflects 
the fact that a disproportionate number of eligible 
children live in very low income (and often single-
parent) families that tend to participate in the SNAP 
program at higher rates than higher-income, eligible 
households. A disproportionate number of eligible 
children also live in households receiving TANF or 
Supplemental Security Income (SSI) cash benefits and 
are categorically eligible for the SNAP program. 

In a review article, Janet Currie identifies three 
leading hypotheses to explain the selective take-up of 
social benefits in the United States (and the United 
Kingdom) among the pool of eligibles: a lack of 
information about the program and its eligibility 
criteria, the social stigma associated with receiving 
means-based public benefits, and the transaction costs 
of enrolling and remaining in the program.20 Currie 
concludes from the available evidence that transaction 
costs – the time, labor and privacy burden associated 
with completing an application, gathering supporting 
documentation, submitting to an interview with a 
caseworker, complying with regular recertification 
requirements, and so on – are likely to substantially 
outweigh stigma or lack of program information as 
a factor reducing the take-up of large and compara-
tively well-known programs such as SNAP. Currie and 
Grogger find that shortening SNAP recertification 
intervals has a negative effect on program participa-
tion, supporting the transaction cost hypothesis.21 
Similarly, Ratcliffe, McKernan and Finegold find that 
longer recertification periods and other state-level 
SNAP administrative policies reducing transaction 
costs increase food stamp receipt.22 

Nevertheless, there is some evidence that lack of infor-
mation about the program and stigma may also reduce 
SNAP take-up.23 A USDA-sponsored, survey-based 
study found over half of apparently eligible nonpartici-
pant households (who knew about the SNAP program) 
either believed they were ineligible or were uncertain of 
their eligibility for SNAP benefits.24 Moreover, almost 
one third of non-participant households reported they 
would not apply for SNAP benefits even if they knew 
they were eligible for them, citing a “desire for personal 
independence” and the perceived costs of applying. This 
study also found that “many potentially eligible house-
holds are tripped up by administrative requirements” 
such as verifying income and other household condi-
tions and frequent recertification requirements. Hence, 
lack of program information, stigma, and transactions 
costs all seem to play a role in discouraging SNAP 
program participation, according to this research. 

The SNAP benefit take-up story is complicated for 
immigrants in the United States. The research litera-
ture shows that, all else equal, eligible immigrants are 
less likely to take up means-tested social benefits than 
natives, but that the immigrant take-up rate rises with 
length of residence in the United States.25 Bollinger 
and Hagstrom model SNAP program participation 
with Current Population Survey March files for the 
years 1994 through 2001 and find eligible, non-
refugee immigrants are less likely to participate than 
natives, all else equal.26 As observed in the present 
report and confirmed by the research literature, 
eligible United States citizen children with immigrant 
parents also participate in SNAP and other means-
tested social programs at much lower rates than 
children of citizen parents.27 

Citizen children in immigrant families have always 
been eligible for SNAP benefits irrespective of their 
parents’ legal immigration and citizenship status, 
provided household income, assets, and other 
program eligibility criteria are met. However, in 1996, 
the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity 
Reconciliation Act revoked eligibility for most (legal) 
noncitizen adult and child immigrants. As would 
be expected, passage of PRWORA was followed by 
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a sharp decline in SNAP benefit recipiency among 
the foreign born. The number of noncitizens eligible 
for the program fell by more than half – about 1.7 
million individuals – between the years 1994 to 
2000, while the number of participating noncitizens 
declined by 67 percent.28 The strong economy and 
declining poverty rates of the late 1990s are believed 
to have contributed substantially to the declines in 
these numbers by lifting family income and assets 
above program limits. But sharp declines in program 
participation rates for low-income noncitizens who 
remained eligible for SNAP benefits under PRWORA 
and for eligible, citizen children living with noncitizen 
adults suggest the law sowed confusion about program 
eligibility and/or fear about participating.29 A USDA-
sponsored study estimated that the program participa-
tion rate for these citizen children fell precipitously 
from 80.5 percent in 1994 to 38.1 percent in 2000, 
resulting in 949,000 fewer child participants even as 
the number of eligible citizen children living with 
non-citizen adults rose slightly during the period.30 

Immigrant SNAP eligibility standards were subse-
quently liberalized significantly by legislation passed in 
1998 and 2002. SNAP participation rebounded strongly 
for both noncitizens and citizen children living with 
noncitizen adults during the 2001 to 2008 period as 

the Farm Security and Rural Investment Act of 2002 
restored SNAP eligibility for many legal permanent 
residents and a slowing economy and rising poverty 
rates increased program demand.31 Under current law, 
all legal permanent resident (LPR) children and LPR 
disabled adults are immediately eligible for SNAP bene-
fits. Nondisabled adults are eligible for benefits after 
having attained LPR or other “qualified” immigration 
status for five years or – if an LPR – after having worked 
for 40 quarters, even before attaining LPR status.32 
 
Although households with citizen children and non-
citizen parents participate in SNAP at substantially 
lower rates than households with citizen parents, 
as demonstrated below, the program still serves a 
significant number of these mixed-immigrant fami-
lies. SNAP administrative data show that eight percent 
of all program participants and 17 percent of child 
participants in fiscal year 2009 were citizen children 
living with noncitizen adults. More than two-thirds of 
these 2.6 million children lived in six large, immigrant 
gateway states: Arizona, California, Florida, Illinois, 
New York, and Texas.33 The SNAP participation rate 
for children living with noncitizen adults was esti-
mated at 55 percent in fiscal year 2008 – a substantial 
share, although far below the 86 percent participation 
rate for all eligible children.34 

Comparing mixed-Immigrant and Citizen Family SNAP Participation 

Why do some mixed-immigrant families (those with 
at least one citizen child and at least one noncitizen 
parent) that are income-eligible for SNAP benefits 
participate in this important program while others 
do not? While much research has been conducted on 
factors contributing to the take-up of social benefits 
generally (as noted above), the literature on immi-
grant take-up in the United States is comparatively 
scanty and is sparser still with respect to the SNAP 
program in particular. This descriptive report iden-
tifies traits among low-income, mixed-immigrant 
families that may bear on SNAP participation rates 
and suggests ways in which state program administra-
tors can improve their outreach and other administra-
tive procedures to better reach these needy families. 
Drawing on household data from the 2009 American 

Community Survey and administrative data from the 
SNAP program, the analysis compares selected demo-
graphic and socioeconomic characteristics of SNAP 
participants and non-participants in mixed-families 
and citizen families, defined as having two U.S. citizen 
parents (or one citizen parent in the case of single-
parent families).35 

The data show that a much larger share of mixed-
immigrant families is poor compared to citizen 
families. About 39 percent of the first group receive 
household income equal to or below the SNAP gross 
income limit compared to 22 percent of native fami-
lies.36 Comparing families at or below this income 
eligibility level shows a number of striking differences 
between the two groups, as summarized in Table 1. 
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Table 1. Characteristics of Mixed-Immigrant and Citizen Families Meeting SNAP Gross Household Income Eligibility Standards 
for FY 2009 

Mixed-Immigrant Families
(% unless otherwise indicated)

Citizen Families
(% unless otherwise indicated)

Household Characteristics

SNAP Benefits 44.4 65.5

Mean Household Size 5.2 persons 4.5 persons

Mean Annual Household Income $19,509.61 $16,117.49

Mean Per Capita Annual Household Income $3,751.84 $3,581.66

Parent Characteristics

Married, Spouse Present 65.2 32.0

Single Mother 30.0 63.2

Worked Full-Time, Full-Yeari 47.0 29.5

Mother’s Mean Age 34.3 years 34.1 years

Father’s Mean Age 37.1 years 37.3 years

Mother High School Grad or Less 83.8 58.2

Father High School Grad or Less 84.9 65.1

Mother < High School Grad 59.8 23.5

Father < High School Grad 61.9 26.1

Child Characteristics

Mean Age 6.7 years 7.8 years

Hispanic 84.1 15.5

Black Non-Hispanic 4.7 32.6

Asian Non-Hispanic 4.6 0.3

White Non-Hispanic 5.3 45.5

Other Race/More than One Race 1.3 6.2

Regionii 

South 38.7 45.1

West 40.5 16.2

Northeast 10.3 12.8

Midwest 10.4 25.8

Non-Metropolitan Area 8.4 23.8

i. This is defined as at least one parent usually worked 35 hours or more per week for 50 to 52 weeks during the last 12 months.

ii. Census Bureau Regions are defined as follows:  Northeast: ME, NH, VT, NY, PA, NJ, MA, CT, RI; South: DE, MD, WV, VA, KY, TN, NC SC, GA, AL, MS, FL, AR, 
LA, OK, TX; Midwest: MI, OH, IN, WI, IL, MN, IA, MO, ND, SD, NE, KS; West: MT, WY, CO, NM, ID, UT, AZ, NV, WA, OR, CA, AK, HI.

Source: NCCP tabulations of American Community Survey, Public Use Microdata Sample, 2009.
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Child demographics also vary substantially between 
the two groups of families. Mixed-immigrant chil-
dren at this household income level are almost a year 
younger on average than children in citizen families. 
As expected, given the preponderance of immigrants 
from Mexico and other Latin American countries 
among the nation’s low-income, foreign-born popu-
lation, more than four-fifths of children in mixed-
immigrant families are reported in the survey as 
Hispanic compared to 15.5 percent of citizen-family 
children. Among racial/ethnic categories, citizen-
family children are much more likely to be identified 
as non-Hispanic white or black. 
 
Finally, the regional distribution of mixed-immigrant 
and citizen families meeting SNAP gross house-
hold income eligibility standards is quite different. 
Low-income, mixed-immigrant families are heavily 
concentrated in the Census Regions defined as 
west and south (the last including Texas), reflecting 
traditional areas of settlement for immigrants from 
Mexico. While low-income citizen families are even 
more concentrated in the south than the mixed-
immigrant group, they are much less likely to live in 
the west and much more likely to live in the midwest 
(defined as 12 north-central states). Equally strikingly, 
almost one in four citizen families lives outside of a 
metropolitan area compared to only 8.4 percent of 
mixed-immigrant families. 
 
These household, parent, child, and regional differ-
ences between eligible, low-income, mixed-immigrant 
and citizen families are largely replicated for SNAP 
recipients, as shown in Table 2.38 It is evident, though, 
that SNAP benefits reach comparatively vulner-
able and disadvantaged families in both the mixed-
immigrant and citizen low-income populations. 
Comparing Table 2 to Table 1 shows that, for both 
mixed-immigrant and citizen families, those partici-
pating in the SNAP program are poorer, less educated, 
more likely to be headed by a single mother, and less 
likely to include a parent who worked full time during 
the previous full year. Among citizen families, those 
receiving SNAP benefits include a larger share of black 
children and a smaller share of non-Hispanic white 
children. 

The mixed-immigrant and citizen family patterns 
identified in the American Community Survey data 
and shown in Table 2 are generally verified by an 
analysis of the SNAP Quality Control Data File (QC) 
for fiscal year 2008.39 The QC analysis compares 
households with at least one child and no noncitizens 
in the SNAP unit to households with at least one child 
and at least one noncitizen in the SNAP unit. Because 
the ACS and QC comparison groups are not identical, 
the consistent findings between the two data sets 
strengthen confidence in the overall identification of 
important differences in the characteristics of immi-
grant-family and citizen-family SNAP participants. 

The QC data show that SNAP households including 
one or more noncitizens are much more likely than 
all-citizen households to be characterized as “working 
poor” (defined in the QC data as households with “at 
least two indicators of earnings,” such as wage and 
salary income and self-employment income) and 
much less likely to be headed by a single mother. The 
working-poor shares for the respective comparison 
groups were 61 percent and 46 percent, and the 
single-mother shares 40 percent and 60 percent. At 
$761.42, monthly earned income countable under 
the SNAP program was 62 percent higher for SNAP 
households including a noncitizen compared to 
all-citizen households, although the difference is 
reduced to 39 percent after adjusting for the larger 
average size of noncitizen SNAP units. Similarly, the 
average ratio of gross household income to poverty 
threshold income is higher for noncitizen units than 
for all-citizen units, at 63 percent and 54 percent, 
respectively. 

The regional and urban/rural distributions of SNAP 
households in the QC data also largely mirror those 
observed in the ACS data. All-citizen households 
with one or more child are concentrated in the south 
and secondarily in the midwest, while households 
with one or more child and one or more noncitizen 
are concentrated in the west and the south. Finally, 
a higher proportion of households in the last group 
(94 percent) live in “metropolitan” areas compared 
to all-citizen households (79 percent), which are 
comparatively more dispersed in “micropolitan” and 
rural areas.40 
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Table 2. Characteristics of Gross-Income-Eligible, Mixed-Immigrant and Citizen Families Receiving SNAP Benefits, 2008-2009

Mixed-Immigrant Families
(% unless otherwise indicated)

Citizen Families
(% unless otherwise indicated)

Household Characteristics

Mean Household Size 5.4 persons 4.6 persons

Mean Annual Household Income $17,862.48 $14,756.82

Mean Per Capita Annual Household Income $3,307.87 $3,208.00

Parent Characteristics

Married, Spouse Present 57.0 25.1

Single Mother 38.4 70.1

Worked Full-Time, Full-Yeari 37.2 21.9

Mother’s Mean Age 34.1 32.8

Father’s Mean Age 35.4 35.8

Mother High School Grad or Less 85.4 61.6

Father High School Grad or Less 86.8 71.5

Mother < High School Grad 62.4 25.8

Father < High School Grad 64.7 30.4

Child Characteristics

Mean Age 6.7 years 7.5 years

Hispanic 84.7 15.8

Black Non-Hispanic 4.9 37.3

Asian Non-Hispanic 4.0 0.16

White Non-Hispanic 5.1 39.7

Other Race/More than One Race 1.3 7.0

Regionii

South 36.7 45.9

West 39.8 14.8

Northeast 11.4 12.7

Midwest 12.1 26.6

Non-Metropolitan Area 8.5 23.8

i. Defined in Table 1.

ii. Defined in Table 1.

Source: NCCP tabulations of American Community Survey, Public Use Microdata Sample, 2009.
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Table 3. Characteristics of Gross-Income-Eligible, Mixed-Immigrant Families Participating and Not Participating in the SNAP 
Program, 2008-2009

SNAP Participants
(% unless otherwise indicated)

SNAP Non-Participants
(% unless otherwise indicated)

Household Characteristics

Mean Household Size 5.4 persons 5.0 persons

Mean Annual Household Income $17,862.48 $20,826.60

Mean Per Capita Annual Household Income $3,307.87 $4,165.32

Linguistic Isolationi 43.7 45.9

Parent Characteristics

Married, Spouse Present 57.0 71.2

Single Mother 38.4 23.0

Worked Full-Time, Full-Yearii 37.2 55.0

Mother’s Mean Age 34.1 years 34.4 years

Father’s Mean Age 35.4 years 37.0 years

Mother High School Grad or Less 85.4 81.3

Father High School Grad or Less 86.8 82.5

Mother < High School Grad 62.4 56.6

Father < High School Grad 64.7 60.1

Mother Not a Citizen 87.3 88.2

Father Not a Citizen 87.2 84.4

Neither Parent Citizen 63.7 65.0

Mother Recent Immigrantiii 28.2 32.1

Father Recent Immigrant 27.0 24.0

Mother Mexican Origin 66.6 65.0

Father Mexican Origin 71.7 67.0

Child Characteristics

Mean Age 6.7 years 6.7 years

Hispanic 84.7 83.7

Black Non-Hispanic 4.9 4.6

Asian Non-Hispanic 4.0 5.1

White Non-Hispanic 5.1 5.4

Other Race/More than One Race 1.3 1.3

Regioniv

South 36.7 39.4

West 39.8 41.0

Northeast 11.4 9.1

Midwest 12.1 10.5

Non-Metropolitan Area 8.5 8.3

i. Linguistically isolated households are defined as those in which no household member over age 14 speaks the English language very well.

ii. Defined in Table 1.

iii. A “recent immigrant” is defined as one who entered the United States between the years 2000 to 2009. 

iv. Defined in Table 1. 

Source: NCCP tabulations of American Community Survey, Public Use Microdata Sample, 2009
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How do gross-income-eligible, mixed-immigrant 
families that take up SNAP benefits differ from those 
that do not? Table 3 compares the two groups by 
important characteristics. 

Consistent with results reported earlier, mixed-immi-
grant families participating in the SNAP program are 
poorer (especially per capita), more poorly educated, 
much more likely to be headed by a single mother, 
and much less likely to include a parent who worked 
full-time during the previous full year. Interestingly, 
the two groups are otherwise quite similar. Most 
strikingly, the percentages of parents who are recent 
immigrants (having arrived since the year 2000) 
and the percentages of households that are linguisti-
cally isolated (those in which no household member 

over age 14 speaks the English language very well) 
are approximately similar. Rates of parental non-
citizenship, including the share of two-parent families 
in which both parents are non-citizens, are also quite 
similar. 

These results suggest that the SNAP program is 
successfully reaching a modest proportion of the need-
iest and most vulnerable immigrant families. Contrary 
to what might be expected, recent immigrants and 
families with two non-citizen parents do not appear 
to have been especially deterred from taking up SNAP 
benefits. The question remains why the SNAP take-up 
rate is so low generally among mixed-immigrant 
families – especially two-parent, working families – 
and what can be done to improve it. 

Federal and State efforts to Strengthen SNAP Program Participation

The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
is a vital part of the social safety net in the United 
States. The strong correlations between poverty rates 
and SNAP program participation rates and the large 
increase in the number of participants over the course 
of the Great Recession indicate the program succeeds 
in reaching many people in need. But it is also clear 
that large numbers of eligible, immigrant families 
with children are not receiving this important benefit. 
 
Federal and state SNAP program administrators are 
well aware of the problem and have made substantial 
efforts in recent years to increase program partici-
pation, both for immigrants and other groups of 
potential beneficiaries. The Farm Security and Rural 
Investment Act of 2002 restored SNAP eligibility for 
many legal permanent residents and also gave state 
administrators significant new flexibility to simplify 
program application and reporting requirements 
and liberalize eligibility standards for participants. 
President Obama’s proposed Fiscal 2011 Budget 
(still unapproved by Congress as of early 2011) 
would substantially raise the SNAP asset ceiling for 
working-age, non-disabled individuals, potentially 
allowing many more working families to participate 
in the program. Virtually all SNAP offices servicing 
communities with significant numbers of non-English 

speakers provide program information and applica-
tion materials in multiple languages and have transla-
tion services available.41

Federal SNAP administrators and some states have 
also undertaken important outreach efforts to inform 
potential beneficiaries about the program in recent 
years. The federal government spent almost $18 
million in matching funds to support state outreach 
efforts in fiscal year 2009.42 Among other measures, 
the USDA’s Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) has 
launched a targeted outreach initiative to the Hispanic 
community in the United States (though not specifi-
cally to immigrants) that includes a national media 
campaign to inform Spanish speakers about the SNAP 
program; a toll-free, Spanish-language telephone 
number providing program information; a web-
based pre-screening tool in Spanish; and educational 
posters and flyers in Spanish for use in local outreach 
campaigns. Radio advertising in 2010 included 
Spanish-language stations serving large immigrant 
communities in California, Florida, Texas, and 
Colorado. The SNAP home page on the USDA web 
site has an Outreach link that includes downloadable 
informational materials, suggested outreach plans and 
best practices, and federal and state agency outreach 
contacts.43 
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The Food and Nutrition Service has also organized 
a SNAP Outreach Coalition of FNS representa-
tives, state and local social services agencies, food 
security advocates and others to share ideas on 
effective outreach strategies to low-income popula-
tions, including Hispanics. In addition, FNS awards 
Participation Grants to help states partner with non-
profits to improve program access and outreach and 
Outreach Grants to help community-based organiza-
tions inform their communities about the program. In 
fiscal year 2009, FNS funded 14 Outreach Grants in 
11 states averaging about $75,000; nine of these grants 
targeted Hispanics.44 Finally, USDA is partnering 
with the Mexican government to help inform eligible 
Mexican nationals living in the United States about 
nutritional assistance programs. Mexico has agreed to 
distribute program information through its embassy 
and consular offices nationwide.45 

States also support SNAP outreach initiatives with 
their own funds, although the scope and scale of state 
efforts vary substantially. In addition to outreach 
efforts, most states have taken advantage of liberalized 
federal rules and made substantial efforts in recent 
years to simplify the process of getting SNAP benefits 
and staying enrolled in the program. Such reforms 
can substantially ease the burden of SNAP program 
participation for families with working parents, 
who comprise a comparatively large share of low-
income, mixed-immigrant families, as shown above. 
Important reforms include:
♦ Lengthening certification periods. Certifying 

household eligibility for SNAP benefits for longer 
periods lightens the reporting burden for families. 
The mean certification period for working poor 
households is 8.5 months. A number of states have 
opted to extend the certification periods for certain 
households to 12 months, with an interim report at 
six months. 

♦ Excluding the value of all family vehicles from the 
SNAP program resource test. Two-parent, working 
families frequently require two vehicles to meet 
their work and family obligations. 

♦ Expanding categorical eligibility. Broad-based 
categorical eligibility makes more families eligible 
for SNAP by exempting them from the program 
resource test and raising the allowable household 

gross income limit to up to 200 percent of the 
federal poverty guideline. Households may qualify 
for expanded categorical eligibility if they receive 
or are authorized to receive a non-cash benefit that 
is funded at least in part by Temporary Assistance 
to Needy Families or TANF Maintenance of Effort 
monies.46 The benefit may be as basic as receiving 
an informational brochure or an 800 number to 
call to locate TANF-funded services. States set 
different gross income limits (up to a maximum of 
200 percent of the federal poverty guideline) for 
eligibility to receive these TANF/MOE non-cash 
benefits. 

♦ Permitting electronic SNAP application filing. 
This option can make SNAP application signifi-
cantly more convenient for working families with 
children. 

♦ Waiving the face-to-face interview for recertifica-
tion. By conducting recertification interviews by 
telephone, states also lower transaction costs for 
program participants. 

Research confirms that longer certification periods, 
expanded categorical eligibility, and liberalized vehicle 
exemption rules can all increase SNAP program 
participation.47 Table 4 shows the status of the eight 
states that are home to more than three-quarters of 
the nation’s citizen children living with one or more 
noncitizen parent with respect to these and other 
reforms. The table also shows the states’ estimated 
SNAP participation rates for all eligible persons, for 
working poor persons (defined as persons who are 
eligible for SNAP benefits and live in households in 
which someone earns income from a job), and for 
citizen children with at least one noncitizen parent. 
For comparison purposes, national estimates are also 
provided. 

Table 4 shows a mixed performance among these 
states in adopting administrative options to ease 
SNAP program participation among potential 
eligibles, particularly working families. Apart from 
California and Washington, mean certification 
periods for working families are below the national 
average. Texas does not exclude any vehicles from the 
SNAP resource test (although the state does exempt a 
larger amount than the SNAP program’s standard auto 
exemption), which may be a significant disincentive 
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for working families in a state where transportation 
by private vehicle is often essential to reaching jobs. 
Performance is generally strong with respect to the 
three remaining indicators. Seven of the eight states 
have adopted electronic application filing and all 
have waived the face-to-face recertification interview. 
Moreover, all eight states have adopted broad-based 
categorical eligibility, although Texas retains an asset 
limit of $5,000 and the states vary considerably in 
their gross income limits and hence inclusiveness. 

State spending on outreach efforts to promote the 
SNAP program varies greatly among the eight states. In 
fiscal year 2010, five western and southern states – each 

with participation rates below the national average – 
spent far below the national average (for those states 
with any outreach spending) on outreach initiatives, 
calculated on a per-capita basis for eligible non-
participants. On the other hand, Illinois, New York and 
especially Washington spent well above the national 
average. Moreover, spending shows little year-to-
year consistency in most states, suggesting that many 
outreach initiatives choose a time-limited campaign 
approach over a sustained presence in targeted commu-
nities, which may be more effective. Looking beyond 
the eight states with the largest numbers of mixed-
immigrant families, fully 16 states reported spending 
no funds on outreach in fiscal year 2009.49 

Table 4. SNAP Administrative Options, Outreach Spending and Program Participation Rates in States with Large Mixed-Immigrant 
Family Populations48

 Arizona California Florida Illinois New 
York

North 
Carolina

Texas Washington United  
Statesi

State SNAP Administrative Options 

Certification Periodii 6.0 11.9 6.0 6.9 8.3 6.0 7.3 11.5 8.5

Vehicle Exclusion All  
vehicles

All vehicles All  
vehicles

All  
vehicles

1or more All  
vehicles

No All  
vehicles

All  
vehicles

Broad-Based 
Categorical Eligibility 

Yes Yes; HH  
w/children

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes; asset 
limit

Yes Yes

Gross Income Limit 
for Broad-Based 
Categorical Eligibilityiii 

185 130 200 130 130 200 165 200 130

Electronic Application 
Filing

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes N.A.iv 

Waiver of Face-to-Face 
Recertification Interview

Yes Yes; selected 
regions

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

State Outreach Spending ($ Per Eligible Non-Participant)v

FY 2009 0.08 0.55 0.015 1.62 2.46 0 0.45 13.32 1.12

FY 2010 0.31 0.13 0.08 2.27 2.44 0.52 0.60 21.43 1.27

Participation Rates (%)

All Persons 61 48 57 83 61 63 55 76 66

Working Poor 53 33 48 71 48 57 47 61 56

Citizen Children with 
1+ Non-Citizen Parent

49 42 38 44 54 39 47 57 44

i. Mean or mode, depending on the variable. 

ii. Mean certification periods for working poor households estimated by NCCP from the Fiscal Year 2008 SNAP Quality Control Data Base. 

iii. Expressed as percentage of the federal poverty guidelines. The SNAP gross income limit for those without categorical eligibility is 130% of the federal  
poverty guidelines.  

iv. States are evenly split, with 25 permitting electronic application filing.  

v. The number of eligible SNAP non-participants for states is based on 2007 estimates from Cunnyngham and Castner, 2009. The outreach spending figures  
include state monies that are obligated but not yet spent. 
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Except for Illinois, Washington, and North Carolina, 
SNAP program participation rates for all eligibles and 
for the working poor lag behind the national rates, 
especially in California. Participation rates for citizen 
children with noncitizen parents, on the other hand, 
are higher than the national rate in half of the eight 
states: Arizona, New York, Texas and Washington. 

Nevertheless, in six of the eight states, fewer than half 
of mixed-immigrant families that meet the SNAP 
gross income eligibility limit receive program benefits. 
The 42 percent participation rate in California is espe-
cially troubling since this state is home to more than 
one-quarter of the citizen children living in mixed-
immigrant families. 

Conclusion and Policy recommendations

The findings in this report suggest that states with 
significant numbers of immigrant resident families with 
children might strengthen SNAP participation among 
these families by adopting the following policies: 

Significantly increase outreach efforts to immigrant 
communities. 

In general, state-funded outreach efforts—where they 
exist at all--are modest, given the 1.8 million poten-
tially eligible citizen children in mixed-immigrant 
families who are not participating in the program.50 
Moreover, data are not available from the SNAP 
national outreach office to determine the share of 
this outreach spending that is specifically targeted to 
immigrant communities. 

Given the considerable fear and distrust of government 
among many immigrants (especially the undocu-
mented), effective outreach must be carefully designed 
to identify families in need and win their confidence. 
Experienced social service providers report that even 
immigrants who know about the SNAP program often 
harbor many misconceptions about it.51 Some think 
of SNAP as “welfare,” rather than a work support, and 
some believe benefits must be paid back at a later time. 
Parents often do not know that their children may 
qualify for benefits even if they themselves do not. 
The undocumented fear a visit to the SNAP office may 
reveal their status and launch deportation proceedings. 
Some legal immigrants erroneously believe that partic-
ipating in SNAP creates a “public charge” under immi-
gration law and jeopardizes their chance of obtaining 
permanent residence in the United States. The rapid 
increase in legislation restricting immigrants’ rights 
in many states and localities in recent years is likely to 

make it more difficult to reach low-income immigrants 
and win their trust.52

While mass media campaigns may raise program 
awareness, experience with outreach initiatives 
suggests that overcoming distrust and actually getting 
immigrant families to apply for benefits often requires 
a direct personal approach from a credible outreach 
worker and follow-up contact.45 To be sure, this 
approach is labor-intensive and expensive if using 
paid staff. Some successful local outreach initiatives 
have featured the following practices: 
♦ Training peer educator/advocates. Often called 

promotoras(es) when engaged in outreach to 
Hispanic communities, these community members 
can help identify neighborhoods and populations 
in need and then win trust and communicate 
program information very effectively. 

♦ Enlisting trusted community institutions and 
leaders, such as churches, mutual aid societies, 
community centers, pastors, teachers and social 
advocates in the outreach endeavor. Outreach 
activities with these partners may be organized at 
their own institutions and at other locations such 
as fairs, food pantries, Head Start centers, super-
markets, low-income housing projects, and busi-
nesses serving immigrants. 

♦ Promoting SNAP as a benefit for working families. 
This can help assuage eligible families disinclined 
to participate in “welfare” programs. It is instructive 
that immigrant take-up of the Special Supplemental 
Nutrition Program for Women, Infants and 
Children (WIC) is substantially higher than that 
of SNAP. The fact that families apply for WIC at 
health clinics may encourage the perception that the 
program is a health benefit rather than “welfare.”54 
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Improve program access for working parents. 

By design, the SNAP program is an effective work 
support, providing benefits that diminish by only 24 
to 36 cents for each additional dollar of earnings.55 
As this report shows, a high percentage of the income-
eligible, mixed-immigrant families that do not partici-
pate in the SNAP program is headed by working 
parents who are likely to find it difficult to visit SNAP 
offices during normal business hours. Many poorly-
educated and low-income recent immigrants work 
jobs that do not provide for any paid leave, meaning 
that when they miss work they miss pay. 

Judging from the research on SNAP administrative 
measures that have been shown to encourage program 
participation, states should adopt the following 
procedures: 
♦ Keep SNAP offices open on at least some weekday 

evenings and for some hours on Saturday;
♦ Extend certification periods for most working 

families to 12 months; 
♦ Permit electronic application filing; 
♦ Exclude all vehicles from the program resource 

test; 
♦ Adopt broad-based categorical eligibility with a 

gross income limit of 200% of the federal poverty 
guideline; and 

♦ Waive the face-to-face recertification interview. 

Ensure that SNAP offices are adequately staffed with 
bilingual caseworkers and provide linguistically 
and culturally appropriate program informational 
resources and application materials. 

Nearly half of mixed-immigrant non-participating 
households are linguistically isolated, in that no 
household member above age 14 speaks the English 
language very well. All else equal, linguistic isolation 
may be expected to reduce SNAP program participa-
tion by making it more difficult (raising the transac-
tion cost) for parents to obtain information about the 
program and pursue applying for benefits. It is critical 
that SNAP offices serving immigrant communities 
be adequately staffed with caseworkers who speak 
the native language of these communities and have 

the cultural knowledge to build trust through their 
interactions with the client. Using translators to assist 
the caseworker is a second-best option, but certainly 
indispensable should jurisdictions have difficulty 
hiring sufficient numbers of caseworkers with the 
desired linguistic and cultural skills. 

SNAP offices should also ensure that their program 
informational resources and application materials 
are readily comprehensible to potential immigrant 
participants. Documents prepared in immigrants’ 
native languages should also be as clear and straight-
forward as possible, considering the low levels of 
formal education among many mixed-immigrant 
family parents. 

Provide clear and consistent guidance to 
caseworkers and other SNAP office staff regarding 
federal and state program policy with respect to 
immigrant applicants. 

Parents who are undocumented may be expected to 
be cautious about possibly drawing attention to their 
status by participating in the SNAP program. Even 
program-eligible, legal permanent residents may 
believe that government benefit program participation 
undermines their prospects of attaining U.S. citizen-
ship.56 Some of the fears immigrants harbor about 
participating in the program noted above—such 
as having their immigration status reported to U.S. 
Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) and 
creating a public charge that jeopardizes permanent 
residence and could lead to deportation – have a basis 
in experience with other means-tested programs and 
the law.57 To gain the trust of immigrant parents and 
ensure that SNAP benefits reach their eligible chil-
dren, state program administrators must rigorously 
ensure that caseworkers give applicants consistent 
and accurate information on these matters of grave 
importance to immigrants. Specifically, immigrant 
applicants need to know early in the application 
process that:
♦ Household members whose immigration status 

is undocumented are not eligible to participate 
in the program but other household members 
(such as their citizen children) may still be eligible. 
Undocumented household members are not 
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required to disclose their status. Those declining to 
reveal their status are treated as “non-applicants” 
and are ineligible for SNAP benefits, although their 
income and resources are still counted in assessing 
program eligibility for other household members. 
Benefits cannot be denied to eligible household 
members because other members decline to 
disclose their immigration status.58 

♦ Applicants who do disclose their undocumented 
status will not be reported to the immigration 
authorities. Although the law requires that the state 
agency report persons “known” to be present ille-
gally in the United States, the FNS interprets such 
knowledge as that resulting from a formal agency 
administrative review supported by an ICE status 
determination, such as a deportation order. An 
applicant who merely affirms that s/he doesn’t have 
“papers” is not known to be present illegally in the 
country under these guidelines.59 

♦ Receiving SNAP benefits will not create a “public 
charge” and affect participants’ immigration 
status.60 Only cash benefit programs (such as 
TANF and Supplemental Security Income) and 
public programs supporting persons institutional-
ized for long term care may incur a public charge 
finding under immigration law.61 

Several of the state administrative reforms recom-
mended in this report may save states money by 
reducing administrative costs per beneficiary in 
the near or medium-term. Such initiatives might 
include extending certification periods, permitting 
electronic application filing, and waiving the face-
to-face recertification interview. Excluding vehicles 
from the resource test and adopting broad-based 
categorical eligibility may raise costs only to the 
extent that they succeed in the policy goal of encour-
aging greater program participation. Indeed, the 
FNS expects expanded categorical eligibility to both 
increase participation and reduce state SNAP program 
administrative burdens by simplifying verification 
requirements.62 One potentially very important initia-
tive – ensuring immigrant applicants receive accu-
rate information from SNAP office personnel about 
program policy toward immigrants – is likely to cost 
relatively little. 

But three additional measures – keeping SNAP 
offices open beyond standard business hours, adding 
bilingual and culturally competent caseworkers, and 
increasing effective outreach efforts to immigrant 
communities – may require significant state resources, 
even with the federal government defraying half of 
SNAP program administrative costs. States and locali-
ties are under great fiscal strain in the aftermath of 
the Great Recession and confront many competing 
demands for social safety net funding. The evidence 
in this report makes a strong case that a comparatively 
modest state investment to help raise SNAP program 
participation among eligible immigrant families can 
substantially ease material hardship and help ensure 
productive and healthy futures for working parents 
and their children. 
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