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ISSUE 11: LATINO PARTICIPATION IN THE SUPPLEMENTAL 
NUTRITION ASSISTANCE PROGRAM*

The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) is an important resource for low-income Latino† families struggling with food 
insecurity. SNAP provides resources for families to purchase food, with the goal of enhancing nutritional outcomes by improving 
the quantity and quality of food that families buy. While the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) has increased its outreach to 
Latinos, barriers remain that prevent millions of eligible Latinos—particularly children in mixed-immigration-status households—from 
participating in the program. 

*	 This profile was authored by Minerva Delgado, Consultant to the Health Policy Project in NCLR’s Office of Research, Advocacy, and Legislation (ORAL), with 
substantive input and oversight from Samantha Vargas Poppe, Associate Director, Policy Analysis Center, and Steven Lopez, Manager, Health Policy Project. It is an 
update of a document originally released in 2010 and authored by Kara D. Ryan. NCLR is the largest national Hispanic civil rights and advocacy organization in the 
United States. This brief was funded by the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation. The findings and conclusions presented are those of the author and NCLR alone 
and do not necessarily reflect the opinions of our funders. Permission to copy, disseminate, or otherwise use information from this paper is granted, provided that 
appropriate credit is given to NCLR.

†	 The terms “Hispanic” and “Latino” are used interchangeably by the U.S. Census Bureau and throughout this document to refer to persons of Mexican, Puerto Rican, 
Cuban, Central and South American, Dominican, Spanish, and other Hispanic descent; they may be of any race.  Furthermore, unless otherwise noted, estimates 
in this document do not include the 3.7 million residents of Puerto Rico.  Comparison data for non-Hispanic Whites and non-Hispanic Blacks will be identified 
respectively as “Whites” and “Blacks.”

The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program

SNAP—formerly known as the Food Stamp Program—combats food insecurity by providing low-income individuals and families 
with a debit card to purchase eligible food items from participating stores, farmers’ markets, and other retailers. The program is 
administered by the USDA’s Food and Nutrition Service and has served 46.5 million people, with an average benefit of $125 per 
person per month in 2014. The federal criteria for a household to qualify for SNAP are:

•	 Gross monthly income must be at or below 130% of the federal poverty level ($2,144 per month for a family of three in 
2015). This limit does not apply to, and other guidelines are in place for, households with an elderly or disabled member.

•	 Net monthly income—income after deductions for items such as high housing costs and child care—must be less than or 
equal to the federal poverty level ($19,800 per year for a family of three in 2015).

•	 Assets must fall below $2,250 for most households and $3,250 for those with an elderly or disabled member in 2015.
•	 Some categories of people are not eligible for SNAP regardless of income, such as employed persons on strike and most 

college students. Undocumented immigrants are not eligible for SNAP, although they may apply on behalf of their eligible 
family members and children.

Sources: USDA, “Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program Participation and Costs (Data as of March 6, 2015),” www.fns.usda.gov/sites/default/files/pd/
SNAPsummary.pdf (accessed March 2015); and Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, “Policy Basics: Introduction to the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program (SNAP),” www.cbpp.org/research/policy-basics-introduction-to-the-supplemental-nutrition-assistance-program-snap (accessed May 2015). 

SNAP serves millions of low-income Latino 
families and children each year; however, many 
eligible Latinos do not receive SNAP assistance.

•	 SNAP participation peaked in 2013 at over 47.6 million 
people. This level represented an 82% increase from 2007, 
just prior to the Great Recession. Enrollment has declined 
as the economy has begun to improve.1

•	 SNAP participation rates continue to improve, reaching 
more eligible participants. According to the Center 
on Budget and Policy Priorities, 75% of all eligible 
individuals received SNAP benefits in a typical month in 
2010, compared to 54% in 2002.2 However, Latinos are 
overrepresented among eligible nonparticipants.3

•	 In 2013, almost 7.6 million Hispanics took part in SNAP, 
making up nearly one in six (16.1%) of all participants. The 
proportion of Latino participants has remained roughly 
between 14% and 16% since 2007.4

Eligible Latino children living with immigrant 
family members have an increased risk of 
nonparticipation in SNAP.

•	 Immigrant and “mixed-status” families (where U.S. citizens 
and noncitizens live in the same household) may be 
deterred from applying on behalf of eligible children due to 
concerns or confusion about SNAP eligibility restrictions.5 
This is particularly important for Latino families, as more 
than half (53%) of Latino children in the United States are 
U.S. citizens living with at least one noncitizen parent.6  

http://www.fns.usda.gov/sites/default/files/pd/SNAPsummary.pdf
http://www.fns.usda.gov/sites/default/files/pd/SNAPsummary.pdf
http://www.commonwealthfund.org/usr_doc/betancourt_culturalcompetence_576.pdf
www.cbpp.org/research/policy-basics-introduction-to-the-supplemental-nutrition-assistance-program-snap
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•	 The percentage of citizen children living with noncitizen adults 

participating in SNAP has increased from 7.2% in 2007 to 8.8% 
in 2013.7 Despite continued progress, the SNAP participation 
of eligible children in mixed-status families (75%) falls short of 
the overall participation rate of eligible children (83%).8  

•	 Confusion about complex restrictions or concerns about 
immigration consequences may be driving eligible 
individuals to not enroll. In one study, nearly one-quarter 
(24.2%) of Hispanic families receiving emergency food 
assistance through the national Feeding America program 
reported that they did not apply for SNAP benefits due to 
concerns about ineligibility due to citizenship status.9 

SNAP is associated with children’s increased 
food security, reduced hunger, and improved 
nutritional intake.

•	 The Urban Institute found that in low-income households, 
participation in SNAP reduced the likelihood of being food 

insecure by about 31% and decreased the odds of being 
very food insecure (i.e., hungry) by 20%.10

•	 A Mathematica Policy Research study found that after 
households participated in SNAP for at least six months, their 
likelihood of food insecurity decreased by 10.6%.11

•	 A national study found that among food-insecure youth (one-
third were Mexican American), SNAP participation did not 
affect a child’s likelihood of being overweight or obese.12

•	 SNAP enables families to purchase more nutritious foods. 
Fruits and vegetables, grain products, meats, and dairy 
products comprise almost 90% of the food purchased by 
SNAP participants.13 

SNAP assistance provides millions of Latino children with a greater 
chance of living in food-secure homes and consuming nutrients 
that are important for healthy growth. Improved outreach efforts 
could result in more eligible Hispanic families participating. 
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