
Executive Summary 

Poverty can force individuals and families to make 
difficult choices between food and other survival 
needs. The resulting food insecurity leads to poor 
health outcomes and increased medical expenses, 
which further restrict households’ ability to purchase 
nutritious food, generating a negative cycle. The 
federally funded Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program (SNAP)—often called food stamps—was 
developed by the U.S. government to address this 
problem. Yet, despite SNAP’s important health and 
developmental benefits for low-income families, 
and its role in mitigating food insecurity and related 
health-care costs for the communities in which they 
live, a significant number of adults and children are 
unable to access SNAP due to their immigration sta-
tus. Since 1996, federal law has limited certain non-
citizens’ access to government funded public ben-
efits, including SNAP. These restrictions, including 
a five-year waiting period before lawful permanent 
residents (also known as green-card holders) can 
access benefits, vary not only by immigration status 
but also by benefit program. Unauthorized immi-
grants remain ineligible for federally funded food 
assistance, as they were before the 1996 law. 

SNAP is a household-level program. Whether a fam-
ily can access the program and the level of benefits 
they receive depends on the household’s income, 

size, and the immigration status of each household 
member. This issue brief explores the number and 
characteristics of individuals living in different types 
of poor households: households with all U.S.-born 
members and three types of households with one or 
more immigrant member (those where all nonciti-
zens have an immigration status that makes them el-
igible for SNAP, those where all members have ineli-
gible immigration statuses, and mixed-status house-
holds where some members are eligible and others 
are ineligible). Based on the Census Bureau data 
available, this analysis looks at poor households, de-
fined as those with family incomes below the federal 
poverty level (FPL). Given the federal rules for SNAP 
require participants to have an income below 130 
percent of the FPL, the population examined in this 
brief was likely in need of, and income eligible for, 
federal food assistance. 

Despite SNAP’s important health 
and developmental benefits for 
low-income families, and its role in 
mitigating food insecurity and related 
health-care costs for the communities 
in which they live, a significant 
number of adults and children are 
unable to access SNAP due to their 
immigration status.
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Based on this analysis, 30.8 million individuals lived 
in poor all-U.S.-born households in 2019 and 13.0 
million individuals lived in poor immigrant house-
holds (where at least one member was foreign born). 
Of those in immigrant households, a little more than 
half (6.6 million) were in households where all mem-
bers were eligible for SNAP, meaning all noncitizens 
held an eligible immigration status. A much smaller 
number, 1.2 million, were immigrants in households 
where all members were excluded from SNAP ben-
efits based on their immigration status. As many 
as 5.2 million people lived in households where at 
least one member was immigration-status eligible 
for SNAP and another was not. In these mixed-eligi-
bility households, the government adjusts benefit 
amounts to the number of immigration-status eligi-
ble household members, meaning that these house-
holds receive a lower per capita amount of SNAP 
benefits than those where all members are eligible.

The long-term consequences of poverty and food 
insecurity for children’s physical and mental devel-
opment explain why federal assistance programs 
tend to focus on young children. This analysis found 
that 5.0 million children, including both U.S.-born 
and immigrant children, lived in poor immigrant 
households, and that the majority were Latino. Of 
the 5.0 million children, about half (2.5 million) lived 
in mixed-eligibility households, 2.4 million in all-el-
igible households, and approximately 125,000 in 
households where all members were ineligible for 
SNAP due to their immigration status. 

Compared to individuals living in poor all-U.S.-born 
households, 50 percent of which received SNAP ben-
efits in 2019, that share was slightly lower for indi-
viduals in all-eligible and mixed-eligibility immigrant 
households (47 percent and 46 percent, respective-
ly). Looking just at households with children, SNAP 
participation varied more widely between house-
hold types. An estimated 62 percent of individuals in 
all-U.S.-born poor households with children partic-
ipated in SNAP, compared to 51 percent of those in 

poor immigrant households with children where all 
members were eligible and 47 percent in those with 
mixed eligibility.

This pattern held true among individuals of the 
same racial or ethnic group. For example, 63 percent 
of Latinos in all-U.S.-born households with children 
participated in SNAP, compared to 52 percent and 49 
percent of Latinos in all-eligible and mixed-eligibility 
immigrant households with children. Further, across 
poor U.S.-born and immigrant households with chil-
dren, participation in SNAP was the highest among 
Black people (as high as 73 percent for those living 
in all-U.S.-born households), while Asian and Pacific 
Islander children, whether U.S. born or immigrant, 
were much less likely to receive SNAP. 

The largest number of people living in poor immi-
grant households in 2019 were in states that also 
have among the largest overall foreign-born popu-
lations: California, Texas, and New York. Nationwide, 
California was the only state where the number of 
people living in poor immigrant households (3.1 
million) exceeded the number in poor all-U.S.-born 
households (2.4 million). SNAP eligibility and partic-
ipation rates varied from state to state. For example, 
people in all-eligible immigrant households made 
up between 35 percent and 70 percent of all people 
in poor immigrant households (in Wyoming and 
Maine, respectively). And while 59 percent of people 
in all-eligible households in Oregon participated in 
SNAP, a much smaller 27 percent did so in Mississip-
pi. 

To estimate the impact of federal restrictions on 
immigrants’ eligibility for federally funded SNAP, 
MPI simulated the restoration of benefits eligibil-
ity to the level in place prior to the 1996 change 
in law, when all lawfully present noncitizens were 
eligible. This exercise found that restoration to pre-
1996 standards would mean that about 1.2 million 
more people in poor immigrant households would 
be in households where all members are immigra-
tion-status eligible for federally funded SNAP. In 
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total, 7.8 million people overall would have been 
in all-eligible immigrant households in 2019 under 
those pre-1996 standards, up from the estimated 6.6 
million under federal restrictions (and not account-
ing for state-funded programs that extend eligibility 
for some noncitizens). This includes an estimated 
800,000 adults ages 18 to 59 years old, 282,000 chil-
dren, and 76,000 older adults (ages 60 and older), 
all of whom lived in households where all members 
held lawful immigration statuses but either some or 
all were considered ineligible under current federal 
rules (e.g., green-card holders with fewer than five 
years in that status). Were the current restrictions on 
lawfully present noncitizens’ eligibility to be lifted, as 
some in Congress have proposed, this would mean 
that these households could access SNAP benefits 
either for the first time or at a higher level, support-
ing them in becoming more food secure. 

1 Introduction 

When an individual or a family cannot regularly 
afford enough nutritious food, the resulting food 
insecurity1 perpetuates a cycle of negative conse-
quences for both children and adults.2 Among other 
things, hunger and poor nutrition can contribute to 
early onset learning deficits for children, declining 
mental health for adolescents, and long-term chron-
ic physical health conditions for adults.3 Because 
food insecurity is linked to many health issues and 
chronic diseases, it also leads to higher health-
care utilization and costs and to poorer health and 
well-being for society at large.4  In 2021, 13,500,000 
households—or 10.2 percent of all households in 
the United States—were experiencing food insecu-
rity, in part a reflection of the increase in economic 
hardship brought on by the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Among households with children under 18 years 
old, the percentage experiencing food insecurity 
was even higher, at 12.5 percent.5

For populations already experiencing systemic bar-
riers to meeting basic needs, the likelihood of being 

food insecure is even higher. For instance, research 
shows that Black, Latino, and immigrant households 
were more likely to be food insecure both prior to 
and during the pandemic.6 Moreover, mixed-status 
families in which parents are noncitizens and chil-
dren are U.S. born have significantly higher rates of 
food insecurity than families in which all members 
are U.S. born.7

Participating in a nutrition program that reduces 
food insecurity can have long-term positive impacts 
throughout an individual’s life. The Supplemen-
tal Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), formerly 
known as the Food Stamp Program, is one of the 
largest federal safety net programs in the United 
States and aims to mitigate food insecurity and 
reduce hunger. Program participation for children 
between birth and the age of 5 is associated with a 
decreased likelihood of having chronic metabolic 
conditions such as diabetes and high blood pressure 
as adults.8 Other studies have shown that SNAP par-
ticipation strongly correlates with developmental 
benefits among youth, including higher academic 
test scores and decreased likelihood to repeat a 
grade.9 Among adults and those over age 65, studies 
have shown that SNAP participation can reduce the 
risk of premature mortality and prevent unhealthy 
weight and depression, and their negative impacts.10

Notwithstanding SNAP’s health and nutritional 
benefits, not all U.S. residents facing food insecurity 
can access the program. Since 1996, federal law has 
barred some immigrant families with incomes low 
enough to meet SNAP requirements, including many 
individuals with a lawful immigration status, from 
participating in the program. These exclusions affect 
both adults and children, have a particularly heavy 
impact on racial and ethnic groups that already ex-
perience disproportionate socioeconomic challeng-
es, and touch thousands of households made up of 
individuals with different immigration statuses. 

This issue brief examines the size and characteristics 
of the population of immigrants who have incomes 
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low enough to qualify for SNAP and their eligibility 
for benefits, as determined by their immigration 
status. The brief begins with a description of the 
federal program, its benefits and requirements, and 
the state-funded food assistance programs avail-
able to certain groups of immigrants. Next, the brief 
presents national and state-level estimates of the 
number of foreign-born people who are eligible 
and ineligible for SNAP. It then takes a closer look at 
children’s access to SNAP and their participation by 
eligibility status and race and ethnicity, highlighting 
the disproportionate impact of federal exclusions on 
immigrant children. The brief concludes with an ex-
ploration of the effect of current federal restrictions 
on lawfully present immigrants’ SNAP eligibility and 
the potential impact of legislative proposals to re-
move these restrictions. 

2 Restrictions on 
Immigrants’ SNAP 
Eligibility and 
Participation

Until 1996, noncitizens lawfully residing in the Unit-
ed States generally were eligible for means-test-
ed public benefits such as SNAP under the same 
terms as U.S. citizens, with limited exceptions. That 

changed when Congress enacted the Personal Re-
sponsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation 
Act (PRWORA),11 which barred noncitizens from re-
ceiving government-funded public benefits—such 
as SNAP, Temporary Assistance for Needy Families 
(TANF), Medicaid, the Children’s Health Insurance 
Program (CHIP), and Supplemental Security Income 
(SSI)—unless they are in a qualified immigration sta-
tus and meet other conditions that vary by benefit 
program. Broadly, PRWORA’s definition of “qualified 
immigrants” includes lawful permanent residents 
(LPRs, also known as green-card holders), refugees, 
asylees, and certain other noncitizens in special cir-
cumstances.12 

PRWORA also made LPRs ineligible for SNAP (at the 
time still called the Food Stamp Program) until they 
either became naturalized citizens or had 40 quar-
ters (i.e., ten years) of qualifying work in the United 
States. Eligibility for federally funded SNAP was 
incrementally restored for some immigrant popu-
lations by the 1998 Agricultural Research, Extension, 
and Education Reform Act (AREERA) and the 2002 
Farm Security and Rural Investment Act (also called 
the 2002 farm bill).13 AREERA expanded eligibility to 
immigrant children, elderly adults, and disabled in-
dividuals in a qualified status if they were present in 
the United States prior to August 22, 1996, the date 
PRWORA was passed.14 The 2002 farm bill expanded 
eligibility to certain qualified immigrants, most nota-
bly LPRs who have lived in the United States for five 
years and LPRs who are disabled or children, regard-
less of their length of residency.15 This expansion of 
eligibility to qualified noncitizen children is particu-
larly significant since, in many mixed-status families, 
parents or other adults may not be eligible for SNAP 
but children may be, since those in a qualified sta-
tus are not subject to the five-year waiting period.16 
Unauthorized immigrants are ineligible for federally 
funded food assistance, and were so both before 
and after the passage of PRWORA.17 Table 1 offers a 
full rundown of immigrants’ eligibility for SNAP, as it 
now stands.

BOX 1
Learn More about Immigrants’ Public Benefits 
Access and Participation 

The Migration Policy Institute has published similar 
analyses of immigrants’ eligibility for and participa-
tion in other major federal programs:

 ► Immigrant adults and Medicaid

 ► Immigrant children, Medicaid, and the 
Children’s Health Insurance Program

https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/medicaid-immigrant-adults
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/immigrant-children-medicaid-chip
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/immigrant-children-medicaid-chip
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TABLE 1
Noncitizen Eligibility for Federally Funded SNAP 

Eligible 
without a 
Five-Year Bar

• Noncitizen children under age 18 with a qualified immigration status, as defined by the 1996 Personal 
Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA)

• Refugees and holders of derivative visas* 
• Asylees and holders of derivative visas*
• Immigrants whose deportation is withheld**
• Cuban/Haitian entrants 
• Amerasians
• Victim of trafficking 
• Iraqi and Afghan Special Immigrant Visa (SIV) holders 
• Recipients of federal assistance for a disability, per Supplemental Security Income (SSI) standards, or 

blindness
• Immigrants born on or before August 22, 1931, and lawfully residing in the United States on or before 

August 22, 1996
• Members of a Hmong or Laotian tribe during the Vietnam era (August 5, 1964–May 7, 1975), when 

these tribes assisted the U.S. military, and their spouse or unremarried surviving spouse and unmarried 
dependent children

• Certain Native Americans born abroad
• Afghans granted humanitarian parole between July 31, 2021, and September 30, 2022, and their 

spouse or children
• Ukrainians granted parole between February 24, 2022, and September 30, 2023, and their spouse, 

children, parents, and some relatives, even if granted parole after September 30, 2023
• Veterans, active duty military members, and their spouse, unremarried widow, and children

Eligible but 
Subject to 
Five-Year Bar

• Lawful permanent residents (LPRs), except those who fall into one of the categories above
• Parolees if paroled into the United States for one year or more, other than the Afghans and Ukrainians 

above
• Certain domestic violence survivors, including Violence Against Women Act (VAWA) self-petitioners***

Ineligible 
Immigrants

• Unauthorized immigrants
• Temporary Protected Status (TPS) beneficiaries, unless they also hold a qualifying status
• Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) beneficiaries
• People with pending asylum claims
• Citizens of Palau, Micronesia, and the Marshall Islands who lawfully reside in the United States under 

the Compacts of Free Association (COFA)****
• Lawfully present noncitizens without a qualified status (such as nonimmigrant visa holders, including 

most U-visa holders*****)

* These immigrants’ spouse or minor unmarried children (younger than age 21) may apply for derivative status.
** Those whose deportation is being withheld under §243(h) of the Immigration and Nationality Act (INA) as in effect before April 1, 
1997, or whose removal is withheld under §241(b)(3) of the INA.
*** Depending on the circumstances, this can include a battered noncitizen spouse or child, noncitizen parent of a battered child, or a 
noncitizen child of a battered parent with a petition pending.
**** Individuals admitted under COFA are permitted to study, reside, and work in the United States indefinitely, but are not lawful 
permanent residents.
***** The U nonimmigrant status (U visa) is for victims of certain crimes who are helpful to law enforcement or government officials in 
the investigation or prosecution of criminal activity.
Sources: U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), Food and Nutrition Service, Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program: Guidance 
on Non-Citizen Eligibility (Alexandria, VA: USDA Food and Nutrition Service, 2011); U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS), 
“Derivative Refugee/Asylum Status for Your Children,” updated July 9, 2020; USCIS, “Victims of Criminal Activity: U Nonimmigrant 
Status,” updated February 28, 2022; Emily McCabe and Leslye E. Orloff, “Comparison Chart of VAWA and U Visa Immigrant Relief” (chart, 
National Immigrant Women’s Advocacy Project, American University, Washington College of Law, June 20, 2014); Office of Refugee 
Resettlement, “Benefits for Afghan Humanitarian Parolees” (fact sheet, October 2021); USDA, Food and Nutrition Service, “SNAP 
Provisions in the Additional Ukraine Supplemental Appropriations Act, 2022” (memorandum to All SNAP State Agencies, All Regions, 
June 7, 2022).

https://www.nilc.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/Non-Citizen_Guidance_063011.pdf
https://www.nilc.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/Non-Citizen_Guidance_063011.pdf
https://www.uscis.gov/forms/explore-my-options/derivative-refugeeasylum-status-for-your-children
https://www.uscis.gov/humanitarian/victims-of-human-trafficking-and-other-crimes/victims-of-criminal-activity-u-nonimmigrant-status
https://www.uscis.gov/humanitarian/victims-of-human-trafficking-and-other-crimes/victims-of-criminal-activity-u-nonimmigrant-status
https://pennstatelaw.psu.edu/sites/default/files/documents/pdfs/McCabe et al - Comparison Chart of VAWA and U Visa Immigrant Relief (NIWAP June 2014).pdf
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/documents/orr/Benefits-for-Afghan-Humanitarian-Parolees.pdf
https://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/additional-ukraine-supplemental-appropriations-act-2022
https://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/additional-ukraine-supplemental-appropriations-act-2022
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3 Income Eligibility Rules 
and SNAP Benefits 

The Food Stamp Program was renamed the Supple-
mental Nutrition Assistance Program in 2008, and 
it goes by other names in some states.18 SNAP is a 
household benefit program. It defines “household” 
as people who purchase and prepare meals togeth-
er, regardless of age or family connection.19 The 
program operates as a public-private partnership, 
with participants issued benefits on Electronic Ben-
efit Transfer (EBT) cards to use for food purchases at 
authorized retailers, which range from supermarkets 
and independent grocers to corner stores, farmers 
markets, and online food retailers.

A household must meet certain income require-
ments to qualify for SNAP. Depending on the state 
in which the household is located and that state’s 
choice among different federal options, gross in-
come limits are between 130 percent and 200 per-
cent of the federal poverty level (FPL); the overall 
net income limit, across all states, is 100 percent of 
the FPL.20 A household’s net income is determined 
by removing allowable deductions from its gross 
monthly income. As of fiscal year (FY) 2023, allow-
able deductions include a standard deduction rang-
ing from $193–$258 per household, depending on 
the number of household members; a 20 percent 
deduction from earned income; and deductions 
for certain expenses, such as excess shelter costs, 
dependent care, and, for some households, medical 
costs.21 Households with elderly or disabled mem-
bers are not required to meet the gross income limit 
but must meet the net income limit.22

Most states have eliminated asset tests for the pro-
gram (such tests can lead to applicants being denied 
access to SNAP if their assets exceed a set amount).23 
In the minority of states that still use asset tests, the 
FY 2023 limits are set by the federal government at 

$2,750 (or $4,250 for households with a disabled 
member or a member over the age of 60).24 Assets 
include resources that could support the purchase 
of food, including investments or banked resources. 
Personal property, homes, and retirement savings 
are generally not counted as assets. Vehicles can be 
counted; however, all states have opted to relax ve-
hicle asset rules, thereby reducing how much vehi-
cles count towards maximum asset limits.25

The dollar amount participants receive from SNAP 
varies depending on their household size and in-
come. As of FY 2023, the maximum monthly benefit 
varied from $281 for a single-person household to 
$1,691 for an eight-member household, and then 
$211 more per additional household member.26 
While the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), 
which runs the program, periodically revises its ben-
efits guidelines, some research suggests that cur-
rent benefit amounts reflect outdated assumptions 
about food needs.27

Benefit amounts are adjusted 
to match the number of eligible 
household members, which effectively 
reduces the per capita amount of 
SNAP benefits for households in which 
some members are eligible and others 
are not.

In the case of mixed-eligibility families, individuals 
with an ineligible immigration status are treated 
as non-applicants, allowing those with an eligible 
status to still apply for benefits.28 However, benefit 
amounts are adjusted to match the number of eligi-
ble household members, which effectively reduces 
the per capita amount of SNAP benefits for house-
holds in which some members are eligible and oth-
ers are not. 
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State Discretion: Flexible 
Requirements and State-Funded 
Programs for Federally Ineligible 
Immigrants

States have discretion over some aspects of SNAP 
eligibility rules, which introduces variations in in-
come-eligible immigrants’ program access and par-
ticipation across the country.

Work Requirements

To maintain eligibility, many SNAP participants must 
meet work requirements, which include registering 
for work, not voluntarily quitting a job or reducing 
hours, taking a job if offered employment, and par-
ticipating in state-assigned employment and train-
ing programs.29 Able-bodied adults ages 18 to 49 
who do not have dependents may also be limited to 
receiving benefits for only three months every three 
years, unless they can document that they are work-
ing 80 hours per month or engaging in other qual-
ifying activities. Studies suggest that time limits on 
SNAP eligibility lead to decreases in overall program 
participation.30

An individual can be exempt from general work 
requirements if they meet any of the following qual-
ifications: working at least 30 hours per week; meet-
ing work requirements for another federal benefit 
program; caring for an incapacitated adult or a child 
under age 6; being unable to work due to physical or 
mental limitation; participating in a substance treat-
ment program; being pregnant; or being enrolled 
half time in school or a training program.31 

Additionally, during periods of high unemployment, 
some work requirements may be waived. For exam-
ple, many states applied for such waivers during the 
Great Recession that began in late 2007 and when 
the COVID-19 pandemic began in 2020. The Families 
First Coronavirus Response Act, passed in March 2020, 

paused SNAP work requirements nationwide until 
the month after the U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services lifts the public-health emergency 
declaration.32

State-Funded Replacement Programs

Under PRWORA, states are allowed to extend SNAP 
eligibility to federally ineligible noncitizens by using 
state funding without a federal match.33 Thus, some 
people who are ineligible for the federally funded 
program may still qualify for food assistance if their 
state’s government has opted to fund a program 
that provides benefits to certain groups of federally 
ineligible immigrants.34 

Six states have expanded food assistance eligibility 
to some federally ineligible noncitizens,35 prioritiz-
ing those who would have been eligible prior to the 
passage of PRWORA:

 ► California, starting in 2023, became the first 
state in the nation to provide food assistance 
for all residents ages 55 and older, regardless 
of immigration status.36 Prior to this change, 
the state program included lawful temporary 
residents (noncitizens in a lawful status who 
were ineligible for federal SNAP benefits 
based solely on their immigration status 
under PRWORA) and U-visa applicants and 
holders.

 ► Connecticut’s program makes certain 
federally ineligible immigrant groups eligible 
to receive benefits at 75 percent of the 
standard federal amount; this includes groups 
made ineligible by PRWORA, Violence Against 
Women Act (VAWA) self-petitioners with 
prima facie determinations, T-visa applicants 
with bona fide determinations, and Special 
Immigrant Juvenile (SIJ) status and U-visa 
grantees who have adjusted to LPR status but 
not yet met the standard five-year residency 
requirement. If those noncitizens entered 
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the United States on or after April 1, 1998, 
Connecticut requires them to have lived in 
the state for at least six months. 

 ► In Illinois, the state program is open to 
individuals preparing to file or awaiting a 
pending application for a T visa, U visa, or 
asylum.

 ► Maine’s state-funded program includes 
immigrant groups made ineligible by 
PRWORA, as long as individuals meet a 
certain measure of hardship. There are, 
however, exceptions to the hardship 
assessment for immigrants who are elderly, 
disabled, domestic violence survivors, 
awaiting work authorization, and those 
granted work authorization and seeking 
employment. 

 ► Minnesota’s Food Assistance Program 
considers noncitizens eligible if they are 
lawfully present in the United States and over 
age 50.37

 ► In Washington State, the program includes 
immigrants in lawful immigration statuses 

(those who would be considered “qualified” 
under PRWORA but for their age, number 
of quarters of qualifying work, or the five-
year residence bar); those considered to be 
Permanently Residing under Color of Law, or 
PRUCOL (i.e., their state of residence considers 
them to be legally in the United States, 
but they do not have an official status as a 
qualified immigrant with U.S. Citizenship and 
Immigration Services); survivors of trafficking 
or other serious crimes; and those who have 
filed or are preparing to file applications for a 
T or U visa or asylum.

The level of food assistance benefits offered varies 
across these six states, as does the language used 
to categorize eligible noncitizen populations. Some 
states, such as Washington, expand eligibility to 
noncitizens considered to be PRUCOL, but the defi-
nition of PRUCOL is different from state to state. 
Moreover, immigrants’ eligibility for the programs in 
California, Minnesota, and Washington State may be 
affected by requirements that add the income and/
or resources of an immigrant’s sponsor to the immi-
grant’s own when determining eligibility.38

BOX 2
How Are SNAP Participants and Immigration-Status Eligibility Defined in This Analysis? 

This analysis looks at the population of adults and children in poor households, defined as those with household 
incomes below 100 percent of the federal poverty level (FPL), as indicated in the U.S. Census Bureau’s 2015–19 
American Community Survey (ACS). While the nature of SNAP’s monthly income requirements and ACS data on 
annual income differ somewhat, this analysis assumes that households recorded in the ACS as living in poverty 
have incomes low enough to qualify for SNAP, given the program sets a maximum income threshold for partici-
pation that is higher (130 to 200 percent of the FPL, depending on state). 

In the ACS, SNAP is a household variable with a 12-month reference period, meaning that if one person in a 
household received SNAP at any point in the year preceding the survey, all members of the household are 
marked as SNAP participants. This means that while it is not possible to ascertain whether a particular individu-
al was a SNAP participant, it is possible to look at participating households and then examine the immigration 
status and characteristics of individuals in these households. To model households’ SNAP eligibility, the analysis 
considers the eligibility of each household member based on immigration status under federal law (see Table 1); 
noncitizens’ eligibility for state-funded SNAP-replacement programs in California and Washington State, which in 
the period during which the data were collected covered all immigrants with lawful status; and noncitizens’ eligi-
bility for Minnesota’s program, which covers lawful immigrants ages 50 and older (see Section 3 for a discussion 
of state discretion). Because the data available were gathered before 2023, this analysis does not account for 
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BOX 2 (cont.)
How Are SNAP Participants and Immigration-Status Eligibility Defined in This Analysis? 

California’s recent extension of benefits to residents ages 55 and older, regardless of immigration status. Smaller 
immigrant groups covered by the state programs in Connecticut, Illinois, and Maine could not be identified in the 
ACS data.   

To impute immigration status and determine immigrants’ eligibility or ineligibility under PRWORA, the Migration 
Policy Institute (MPI) methodology applied in this analysis uses data from the 2015–19 ACS, pooled, and the 2008 
Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP). Estimates could not be produced for certain smaller immi-
grant groups covered by federal law or state-funded replacement programs, such as parolees if paroled into the 
United States for one year or more, individuals with a deportation order withheld, T-visa applicants with bona fide 
determinations, and Special Immigrant Juvenile (SIJ) status grantees. While these populations are relatively small 
(given the particularity of their circumstances), these data limitations have likely resulted in an undercount of the 
total immigrant population eligible for SNAP based on immigration status.

In this brief, “immigrant households” are those with at least one foreign-born member. This includes households 
comprising a single person with no dependents, if that individual is foreign born. The brief discusses four types of 
income-eligible households: 

 ► Immigrant Household: All Members Eligible. All immigrant members of the household are either 
naturalized U.S. citizens, LPR adults with more than five years in that status, LPR children, disabled recipients 
of Supplemental Security Income (SSI), or holders of a humanitarian status (refugees, asylees, Cuban/
Haitian entrants, or Afghan/Iraqi SIV holders).

 ► Immigrant Household: All Members Ineligible. All members of the household are immigrants and are 
either adult LPRs with fewer than five years in that status, nonimmigrants (such as visitors, students, or 
temporary workers), or unauthorized immigrants. 

 ► Immigrant Household: Mixed Eligibility of Members. At least one household member is eligible and at 
least one other is ineligible due to immigration status. Based on data from this analysis, MPI estimates that 
85 percent of income-eligible households with mixed eligibility on the basis of immigration status included 
a U.S.-born member.

 ► U.S.-Born Households: All Members Eligible. All individuals are U.S. born and thus eligible for SNAP. 

Because all of the populations discussed in this brief are people living in poverty, “eligible” is used to refer to 
people who meet both income and immigration-status requirements, either under federal law or under a state 
replacement program, not to income eligibility alone. “Ineligible” refers to income-eligible people who hold an 
immigration status that makes them ineligible for both federal and state-funded SNAP.

Using ACS data on self-reported SNAP participation, and limiting the analysis to those who live in poverty, leads 
to estimated participation rates that are lower than the official SNAP participation rates produced by Mathemat-
ica, which combine modeling techniques to identify the SNAP eligible population and include SNAP administra-
tive data from the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) along with large public-use datasets. MPI’s approach al-
lows this study to explore how individuals’ immigration status, and that of household members, affects the SNAP 
participation of people living in poverty.

Sources: For details on MPI’s methodology to assign legal status to noncitizens in U.S. Census Bureau data, see MPI, “MPI Methodology 
for Assigning Legal Status to Noncitizen Respondents in U.S. Census Bureau Survey Data,” accessed February 9, 2023. For details 
on Mathematica’s methodology to calculate official SNAP participation rates, see Alma Vigil, Trends in USDA Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program Participation Rates: Fiscal Year 2016 to Fiscal Year 2019 (Alexandria, VA: USDA Food and Nutrition Service, 2022).

https://www.migrationpolicy.org/about/mpi-methodology-assigning-legal-status-noncitizens-census-data
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/about/mpi-methodology-assigning-legal-status-noncitizens-census-data
https://fns-prod.azureedge.us/sites/default/files/resource-files/Trends2016-2019.pdf
https://fns-prod.azureedge.us/sites/default/files/resource-files/Trends2016-2019.pdf
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4 Poor Immigrant 
Households’ Eligibility 
and Participation

According to a Migration Policy Institute (MPI) anal-
ysis of data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s American 
Community Survey (ACS), close to 43.9 million peo-
ple in the United States were living in poverty in 
2019, meaning they had a family income below 100 
percent of the FPL (equivalent to $25,750 for a fam-
ily of four in 2019). This total included 30.8 million 
individuals living in households where all members 
were U.S. born, and 13.0 million individuals living in 
immigrant households where at least one member 
was foreign born. Based on SNAP’s requirement 
that participants have an income that is at most 130 

to 200 percent of the FPL, depending on the state, 
these individuals were likely in need of, and income 
eligible for, federal assistance to meet their nutri-
tional needs.

Taking into account federal SNAP rules and the re-
quirements of state replacement programs in Cali-
fornia, Minnesota, and Washington State, which cov-
er certain lawfully present immigrants not covered 
under federal law, MPI estimates that half of people 
living in poor immigrant households—6.6 million 
individuals—were immigration-status eligible for 
SNAP and lived with others who were all also eligible 
(see Figure 1). On the other hand, 1.2 million immi-
grants lived in households where all members were 
ineligible for SNAP benefits due to their immigration 
status.

FIGURE 1
Estimated Number of People in Poor Immigrant Households, by Age Group and Household Members’ 
Immigration-Status Eligibility for SNAP, United States, 2019

2,399,000 

125,000 

2,491,000 

2,956,000 

1,021,000 

2,542,000 

1,240,000 

84,000 185,000 

Members of Immigrant Households:
All Eligible

Members of Immigrant Households:
All Ineligible

Members of Immigrant Households:
Mixed Eligibility

Children Adults (ages 18 to 59) Seniors (ages 60 and older)

Total: 6,595,000

Total: 1,230,000

Total: 5,217,000

Notes: In this analysis, “immigrant households” are those that include at least one foreign-born individual. Immigration-status 
eligibility was assessed based on federal SNAP rules and state program requirements in California and Washington State (which cover 
all immigrants with lawful status) and in Minnesota (which covers lawful immigrants ages 50 and older). See Box 2 for definitions of 
income and immigration-status eligibility. 
Source: These 2019 estimates result from Migration Policy Institute (MPI) analysis of data from the 2015–19 American Community 
Survey (ACS), pooled, and the 2008 Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP), weighted to 2019 unauthorized immigrant 
population estimates provided by Jennifer Van Hook at The Pennsylvania State University.
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TABLE 2
Estimated Number of People in Poor Households, by U.S. State and Household Members’ Immigration-
Status Eligibility for SNAP, 2019

Number of People 
in Poor Households 

with All U.S.-Born 
Members

Number of 
People in Poor 

Immigrant 
Households

Of Those in Poor Immigrant Households, Share 
in Each Type of Household:

All Members 
Eligible

All Members 
Status Ineligible

Mixed 
Eligibility

United States  30,813,000  13,042,000 51% 9% 40%
Alabama  737,000  79,000 41% 11% 49%
Alaska  66,000  10,000 - - -
Arizona  684,000  397,000 50% 8% 41%
Arkansas  451,000  62,000 40% 10% 50%
California  2,364,000  3,148,000 50% 7% 43%
Colorado  427,000  153,000 48% 9% 43%
Connecticut  248,000  101,000 50% 16% 34%
Delaware  90,000  26,000 45% 12% 43%
District of Columbia  85,000  19,000 57% 18% 25%
Florida  1,825,000  1,136,000 60% 11% 30%
Georgia  1,231,000  352,000 43% 9% 48%
Hawaii  84,000  49,000 61% 10% 30%
Idaho  187,000  34,000 51% 11% 39%
Illinois  1,143,000  457,000 51% 9% 40%
Indiana  766,000  128,000 43% 16% 41%

Approximately 5.2 million people, representing 40 
percent of all those living in poor immigrant house-
holds, were part of households where, based on im-
migration status, at least one member was eligible 
for SNAP and another was ineligible. In the majority 
of these mixed-eligibility households, at least one 
member was born in the United States and thus a 
U.S. citizen by birth (4.5 million people lived in this 
type of household in 2019).39 Of the 5.2 million peo-
ple in mixed-eligibility households, an estimated 2.5 
million were children.

A. State-by-State Estimates of 
Poor Immigrant Households’ 
SNAP Eligibility

The states of California, Texas, and New York had the 
largest populations of people living in poor immi-
grant households in 2019 (see Table 2). California 
was also the only state where the number of people 
living in poor immigrant households exceeded the 

number living in poor households where all mem-
bers were U.S. born (3.1 million vs. 2.4 million).

People in households comprised of all eligible mem-
bers, all ineligible members, or members with mixed 
eligibility based on immigration status made up 
different shares of the total population of people in 
poor immigrant households from state to state. The 
states with the highest shares of people in all-eli-
gible households in 2019 were Maine, Minnesota, 
Hawaii, Rhode Island, Michigan, and Florida, with 
shares between 70 percent and 60 percent). In con-
trast, New Hampshire, the District of Columbia, Mas-
sachusetts, Iowa, Connecticut, Indiana, and Louisi-
ana had the highest shares of people living in house-
holds where all members were ineligible for SNAP 
due to their immigration status (from 18 percent to 
16 percent of all people in poor immigrant house-
holds). People living in households whose members 
had mixed eligibility based on immigration status 
represented the largest shares—about half—of all 
those in poor immigrant households in Arkansas, 
North Carolina, Tennessee, and Alabama. 
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Number of People 
in Poor Households 

with All U.S.-Born 
Members

Number of 
People in Poor 

Immigrant 
Households

Of Those in Poor Immigrant Households, Share 
in Each Type of Household:

All Members 
Eligible

All Members 
Status Ineligible

Mixed 
Eligibility

Iowa  297,000  53,000 45% 17% 38%
Kansas  282,000  68,000 42% 13% 45%
Kentucky  686,000  68,000 45% 13% 43%
Louisiana  810,000  73,000 42% 16% 42%
Maine  140,000  12,000 70% - -
Maryland  409,000  157,000 44% 15% 41%
Massachusetts  448,000  236,000 54% 17% 29%
Michigan  1,201,000  196,000 60% 9% 31%
Minnesota  379,000  142,000 69% 7% 24%
Mississippi  559,000  27,000 42% 11% 47%
Missouri  727,000  75,000 50% 15% 35%
Montana  126,000  5,000 - - -
Nebraska  163,000  54,000 48% 10% 43%
Nevada  251,000  171,000 50% 9% 41%
New Hampshire  85,000  11,000 58% 18% 25%
New Jersey  483,000  421,000 51% 12% 37%
New Mexico  304,000  104,000 53% 5% 42%
New York State  1,561,000  1,164,000 59% 9% 32%
North Carolina  1,204,000  337,000 40% 9% 50%
North Dakota  70,000  8,000 46% - 36%
Ohio  1,435,000  155,000 55% 14% 31%
Oklahoma  517,000  94,000 42% 10% 48%
Oregon  405,000  130,000 48% 9% 44%
Pennsylvania  1,315,000  226,000 55% 12% 32%
Rhode Island  86,000  39,000 60% 9% 31%
South Carolina  658,000  93,000 41% 13% 47%
South Dakota  96,000  6,000 39% - 30%
Tennessee  879,000  145,000 42% 9% 49%
Texas  2,411,000  1,976,000 45% 9% 46%
Utah  227,000  83,000 43% 11% 46%
Vermont  58,000  4,000 - - -
Virginia  699,000  195,000 47% 14% 39%
Washington State  553,000  263,000 52% 10% 38%
West Virginia  303,000  9,000 52% - 31%
Wisconsin  538,000  86,000 55% 12% 33%
Wyoming  57,000  6,000 35% - 48%

Notes: In this analysis, “immigrant households” are those that include at least one foreign-born individual. Immigration-status 
eligibility was assessed based on federal SNAP rules and state program requirements in California and Washington State (which cover 
all immigrants with lawful status) and in Minnesota (which covers lawful immigrants ages 50 and older). See Box 2 for definitions of 
income and immigration-status eligibility. Numbers may not add up to the total due to rounding. Categories marked “-” have a sample 
size too small to generate statistically meaningful results.
Sources: These 2019 estimates result from MPI analysis of data from the 2015–19 ACS, pooled, and the 2008 SIPP, weighted to 2019 
unauthorized immigrant population estimates provided by Van Hook. 

TABLE 2 (cont.)
Estimated Number of People in Poor Households, by U.S. State and Household Members’ Immigration-
Status Eligibility for SNAP, 2019
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FIGURE 2
Estimated SNAP Participation Rates of People in Poor Households, by Household Members’ 
Immigration-Status Eligibility for the Program, United States, 2019 

50%
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62%

51%
47%

38%
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Members of All-U.S.-Born Households Members of Immigrant Households:
All Eligible

Members of Immigrant Households:
Mixed Eligibility

All Poor Households At Least One Child Present At Least One Older Adult (age 60 or older) Present

Notes: In this analysis, “immigrant households” are those that include at least one foreign-born individual. Immigration-status 
eligibility was assessed based on federal SNAP rules and state program requirements in California and Washington State (which cover 
all immigrants with lawful status) and in Minnesota (which covers lawful immigrants ages 50 and older). See Box 2 for definitions of 
income and immigration-status eligibility. For each household type, the participation rate is calculated by dividing the number of self-
reported SNAP participants in the ACS by the number of individuals living in poverty.
Source: These 2019 estimates result from MPI analysis of data from the 2015–19 ACS, pooled, and the 2008 SIPP, weighted to 2019 
unauthorized immigrant population estimates provided by Van Hook.

B. SNAP Participation of Poor 
Immigrant Households

To understand the reach of SNAP, the next step is 
to consider whether poor immigrant households 
with an eligible member participate in the program. 
Because SNAP receipt occurs at the household lev-
el—either the household receives SNAP or it does 
not—this brief examines participation at the house-
hold level and then at the immigration status(es) of 
household members, rather than looking at the par-
ticipation of people who are themselves eligible for 
SNAP. As discussed in earlier sections, in mixed-sta-
tus households where some members are SNAP eli-

gible and others are ineligible, the dollar amount of 
benefits per household member is reduced.

This analysis finds that the share of the eligible 
population participating in SNAP in 2019—defined 
as the number of people who reported that their 
household received SNAP out of those living under 
100 percent of the FPL—was only slightly higher for 
households where all members were U.S. born com-
pared to immigrant households. While 50 percent of 
poor U.S.-born households received SNAP, the share 
was 47 percent for all-eligible immigrant households 
and 46 percent for those with mixed eligibility (see 
Figure 2).40
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Participation trends for people in households with 
vulnerable members, such as children and older 
adults (ages 60 and older), differ from these overall 
rates (see Figure 2). For poor households where at 
least one child is present, the native–immigrant gap 
in SNAP participation is markedly greater—11 per-
centage points between U.S.-born and all-eligible 
immigrant households, and 15 percentage points 
between U.S.-born and mixed-eligibility immigrant 
households. The opposite is true when an older 
adult is present in the household. Although poor 
older immigrants represent a relatively small pop-
ulation (see Figure 1), among people living in poor 
households where an older adult is present, the 
share receiving SNAP is slightly higher in immigrant 
households than in those where all members are 
U.S. born. 

C. State-by-State Participation 
Rates

A state-by-state analysis reveals that SNAP participa-
tion rates among poor households varied consider-
ably across the country in 2019 (see Appendix Table 
A–1). Broadly, among the states with sample sizes 
large enough to generate statistically meaningful 
results, three states—Rhode Island, New Mexico, and 
Oregon—had SNAP participation rates of more than 
50 percent for all three studied groups (individuals 
in households composed entirely of U.S.-born mem-
bers, those in immigrant households where all mem-
bers are eligible, and those in immigrant households 
with mixed eligibility). Conversely, SNAP participa-
tion rates were lower for all three groups in Colorado 
and Utah.

A closer look at state-level SNAP participation rates 
for U.S.-born and immigrant households indicates 
that:

 ► Among households with all U.S.-born 
members, SNAP participation rates ranged 
from a low of 28 percent in Wyoming to a 
high of 60 percent in the District of Columbia. 

 ► For people in all-eligible immigrant 
households, SNAP participation rates ranged 
from 27 percent in Mississippi to 59 percent in 
Oregon. 

 → Other high-ranked states were 
Minnesota, Rhode Island, Alaska, and 
Washington (see Figure 3). 

 → In addition to Mississippi, SNAP 
participation rates for individuals in 
these households were relatively low 
in West Virginia, Arkansas, Colorado, 
Virginia, and Louisiana.

 ► Individuals in mixed-eligibility households 
had state-level participation rates ranging 
from 20 percent in Utah to 60 percent in 
Oregon.

 → Participation rates were also high in 
Rhode Island, New Mexico, Hawaii, 
and Wisconsin (see Figure 3). 

 → After Utah, other low-ranked states 
included Kansas, Arkansas, Louisiana, 
and Oklahoma.
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5 Profile and SNAP 
Participation of 
Children in Poor 
Households

Given the negative impact food insecurity has on 
children’s physical and mental development, this 
analysis takes a closer look at the characteristics and 
SNAP participation of the population under 18 years 
old. Nationwide, most children in poor households, 
9.4 million as of 2019, lived in households where all 
members were U.S. born. Another 5.0 million chil-
dren lived in poor immigrant households. Of these 
children in poor immigrant households, 2.5 million 
were in households with mixed eligibility for SNAP, 
2.4 million lived in all-eligible immigrant house-
holds, and close to 125,000 were in households 
where all members were ineligible for SNAP due to 
their immigration status (see Figure 1).

A. National and State Trends 

As noted in Section 4.B., the differences in SNAP 
participation rates between households where all 
members are U.S. born and immigrant households 
are greater when focusing on households where 
children are present. Among poor households with 
children, 62 percent of individuals in U.S.-born 
households participated in SNAP in 2019, compared 
to 51 percent in immigrant households where all 
members were eligible and 47 percent in immigrant 
households with mixed eligibility (see Figure 2). 
These 11- to 15-percentage-point gaps support two 
important findings: 

 ► U.S.-born and immigrant children who lived 
in poor immigrant households either with 
members who were all SNAP eligible or 
who had mixed eligibility—households in 
which the great majority of children held an 
immigration status that made them eligible 

FIGURE 3
Top Five States with the Highest Estimated SNAP Participation Rates for People in Poor Households, by 
Household Members’ Immigration-Status Eligibility for the Program, 2019
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Notes: In this analysis, “immigrant households” are those that include at least one foreign-born individual. Immigration-status 
eligibility was assessed based on federal SNAP rules and state program requirements in California and Washington State (which cover 
all immigrants with lawful status) and in Minnesota (which covers lawful immigrants ages 50 and older). See Box 2 for definitions of 
income and immigration-status eligibility. For each household type, the participation rate is calculated by dividing the number of self-
reported SNAP participants in the ACS by the number of individuals living in poverty. 
Source: These 2019 estimates result from MPI analysis of data from the 2015–19 ACS, pooled, and the 2008 SIPP, weighted to 2019 
unauthorized immigrant population estimates provided by Van Hook.
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for SNAP—were significantly less likely to 
participate in the program compared to 
children in poor U.S.-born households.

 ► The fact that children’s SNAP participation in 
mixed-eligibility households is significantly 
lower than that of children in U.S.-born 
households suggests that the presence of 
an ineligible household member (in many 
cases, the parent of a U.S.-born child) has 
a significant negative impact on children’s 
participation.

Across the states for which data could be analyzed, 
SNAP participation rates in poor, all-eligible immi-
grant households with children ranged from 36 per-

cent in Arkansas to as high as 65 percent in Iowa in 
2019 (see Figure 4). For individuals in mixed-eligibili-
ty households with children, the lowest participation 
rate was in Utah (23 percent) and the highest was in 
Oregon (62 percent) (see Appendix Table A–2 for a 
full state-by-state breakdown). 

B. SNAP Participation by  
Race and Ethnicity

Consistent with general U.S.-born and immigrant 
population trends, the racial and ethnic makeup of 
children in poor U.S.-born and immigrant house-
holds is quite different. In poor households where 
all members are U.S. born, the largest racial and 

FIGURE 4 

Estimated SNAP Participation Rates of People in Poor, All-Eligible Immigrant Households with Children, 
by U.S. State, 2019 
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Notes: In this analysis, “immigrant households” are those that include at least one foreign-born individual. Immigration-status 
eligibility was assessed based on federal SNAP rules and state program requirements in California and Washington State (which cover 
all immigrants with lawful status) and in Minnesota (which covers lawful immigrants ages 50 and older). See Box 2 for definitions of 
income and immigration-status eligibility. For each household type, the participation rate is calculated by dividing the number of self-
reported SNAP participants in the ACS by the number of individuals living in poverty. States in gray were excluded due to having a 
sample size too small to generate statistically meaningful results.
Source: These 2019 estimates result from MPI analysis of data from the 2015–19 ACS, pooled, and the 2008 SIPP, weighted to 2019 
unauthorized immigrant population estimates provided by Van Hook.
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ethnic group among children in 2019 was White (42 
percent). In contrast, among the 5.0 million children 
in poor immigrant households, Latino children were 
the overwhelming majority (3.7 million). They made 
up 64 percent of children in all-eligible immigrant 
households, 75 percent of those in all-ineligible 
households, and 85 percent of those in mixed-eligi-
bility households. White children were the second 
largest racial/ethnic group (410,000), and their share 
of all children in poor immigrant households varied 
between 5 percent and 12 percent, depending on 
household SNAP eligibility.  

Black children and Asian and Pacific Islander children 
were the next largest racial/ethnic groups among 
children living in poor immigrant households 
(387,000 and 367,000 children, respectively). While 

Black children represented the second largest group 
among children in poor U.S.-born households, with 
a share of 30 percent, they made up just 5 percent to 
11 percent of those in poor immigrant households, 
depending on household SNAP eligibility. Asian and 
Pacific Islander children, who represented less than 
1 percent of children in poor U.S.-born households, 
made up between 5 percent and 10 percent of those 
in poor immigrant households. 

Within all racial and ethnic categories, individuals in 
poor U.S.-born households with children participat-
ed in SNAP at higher rates in 2019 than those of the 
same race/ethnicity in poor immigrant households 
with children (see Figure 5). The largest native–im-
migrant gaps were between people in households 
with children who identified as Black, as multiracial 

FIGURE 5
Estimated SNAP Participation Rates of People in Poor Households with Children, by Race and Ethnicity 
and Immigration-Status Eligibility for the Program, United States, 2019 
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Notes: In this analysis, “immigrant households” are those that include at least one foreign-born individual. Immigration-status 
eligibility was assessed based on federal SNAP rules and state program requirements in California and Washington State (which cover 
all immigrants with lawful status) and in Minnesota (which covers lawful immigrants ages 50 and older). See Box 2 for definitions of 
income and immigration-status eligibility. For each household type, the participation rate is calculated by dividing the number of self-
reported SNAP participants in the ACS by the number of individuals living in poverty. In this figure, all racial and ethnic categories are 
exclusive, and all Latinos are included in that category regardless of their race. 
Source: These 2019 estimates result from MPI analysis of data from the 2015–19 ACS, pooled, and the 2008 SIPP, weighted to 2019 
unauthorized immigrant population estimates provided by Van Hook.
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or another race, or as Latino. For instance, while 63 
percent of Latinos in all-U.S.-born households with 
children were SNAP participants, that share was 52 
percent and 49 percent for Latinos in all-eligible 
and mixed-eligibility immigrant households with 
children. And, as in this example, individuals in all-el-
igible immigrant households with children were 
more likely than those of the same race/ethnicity in 
mixed-eligibility immigrant households with chil-
dren to participate in SNAP.

Across households with all U.S.-born members and 
both all-eligible and mixed-eligibility immigrant 
households, Black individuals in households with 
children participated in SNAP at relatively high rates 
in 2019 (73 percent, 58 percent, and 51 percent, re-
spectively). By contrast, participation rates of Asian 
or Pacific Islander individuals in households with 
children were the lowest for all three household 
types (45 percent, 42 percent, and 28 percent, re-
spectively). 

6 Gauging the Impact of 
Federal Restrictions 
on Lawfully Present 
Immigrants’ SNAP 
Eligibility

Since the introduction of federal restrictions on law-
fully present immigrants’ access to public benefits in 
1996, a number of legislators have suggested they 
be lifted, either partially or completely, because of 
the harms of limiting safety nets for low-income 
families.41 One such congressional proposal is the 
Lifting Immigrant Families Through Benefits Access 
Restoration Act of 2021, or LIFT the BAR Act, which 
was introduced by U.S. Representative Pramila 
Jayapal (D-WA) and, as of February 2023, had 100 
Democratic co-sponsors.42 Under this proposed bill, 
immigrants holding a legal status would have access 

to public benefits, including SNAP, without a five-
year waiting period, provided they meet other pro-
gram-specific requirements. 

Using a similar methodology to the one described in 
Box 2, MPI researchers were able to simulate immi-
grants’ eligibility for federally funded SNAP, should 
benefits eligibility be restored to all immigrants in 
lawfully present statuses, as it was prior to PRWORA. 
To illustrate the full reach of federal restrictions, the 
estimates in this section of the eligible population 
do not take into account individuals who are ineligi-
ble for federally funded SNAP but qualify for a state 
replacement program. While based on population 
estimates from 2019, this exercise provides insight 
into how the current federal restrictions affect immi-
grant households’ SNAP eligibility and how such a 
legislative change could reshape it. Were restrictions 
on lawfully present immigrants’ eligibility to be lift-
ed, this simulation finds: 

The number of people living in poor immigrant 
households where all members are immigra-
tion-status eligible for federally funded SNAP 
would have been greater in 2019, at 7,753,000, 
instead of the estimated 6,595,000 under PRWO-
RA restrictions. This increase of 1,158,000 people 
(equivalent to 18 percent) would have included:

 ► 641,000 people in households with mixed 
SNAP eligibility under PRWORA restrictions. 
While some individuals within these 
households were already eligible for benefits 
(including U.S.-born and naturalized citizens, 
LPRs with more than five years of U.S. 
residence), the removal of federal restrictions 
would mean that household members 
with other lawful immigration status would 
become eligible (e.g., LPRs with fewer than 
five years of U.S. residence, temporary 
workers). This would increase the SNAP 
benefit amount available to these household. 
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 ► 516,000 immigrants from households where 
all members were ineligible for SNAP due to 
their immigration status; these immigrants 
were lawfully present in the United States 
but were excluded from SNAP benefits under 
PRWORA.  

 ► In terms of immigration status, an estimate 
of 427,000 LPRs (the majority, 374,000, with 
less than five years in that status) would 
transition from mixed-eligibility or ineligible 
immigrant households to all-eligible 
households. Moreover, 250,000 U.S.-born 
citizens and 68,000 naturalized citizens would 
transition from mixed-eligibility to all-eligible 
households. 

 ► In terms of age, the people who would 
transition from mixed-eligibility or ineligible 
immigrant households to all-eligible 
households would include 800,000 adults 
ages 18 to 59 years old, 282,000 children, and 
76,000 older adults (ages 60 and older). 

As 282,000 children transition into households 
where all members are eligible for federally 
funded SNAP, this would increase their chances 
of becoming more food secure. The great major-
ity (269,000) would come from households whose 
members currently have mixed eligibility. By re-
moving restrictions on lawfully present noncitizens’ 
eligibility that currently mean some mixed-eligibility 
household members are considered non-applicants, 
the dollar amount of benefits transferred to these 
children’s households, should they participate in the 
program, would increase.

The racial and ethnic groups most likely to gain 
from a change in legislation are Asian and Pacific 

Islanders, followed by Latinos. Of the 1,158,000 
people who would have been in all-eligible immi-
grant households, if not for PRWORA restrictions, 
432,000 would have been Asian or Pacific Islander. 
This would represent a gain of 43 percent compared 
to the Asian and Pacific Islander population living 
in this type of household under federal legislation, 
ignoring state replacement programs. Many Asian 
and Pacific Islander immigrants are green-card hold-
ers with fewer than five years in that status, making 
them ineligible for SNAP.

 ► The second largest group that would benefit 
from this change in legislation is Latinos 
(324,000). Relative to the population federally 
eligible under PRWORA restrictions, this 
would represent a gain of 9 percent, the 
smallest percentage change of all racial and 
ethnic groups. One explanation is that, should 
restrictions on those in lawfully present 
statuses be lifted, unauthorized immigrants 
(roughly three-fourths of whom come from 
Mexico, Central America, or South America43) 
would continue to be excluded from public 
benefits.

 ► The number of White (242,000) and Black 
(122,000) individuals transitioning to all-
eligible immigrant households would 
represent gains of 23 percent and 18 percent, 
respectively, relative to the numbers eligible 
under PRWORA federal restrictions. 

States with large immigrant populations would 
see the highest number of people in immigrant 
households transition to households where 
all members are eligible for federally funded 
SNAP. These states are: California (211,000), Texas 
(121,000), Florida (102,000), and New York (120,000).
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7 Conclusion 

Poverty forces households to choose between food 
and other vital survival needs, such as medical care. 
Food insecurity can, in turn, lead to significant and 
long-term consequences for physical and mental 
health as well as the ability to learn, work, and even 
sleep. These challenges affect the individuals who 
experience them, but also the broader society that 
is likely to incur higher health-care expenditure and 
become less healthy and productive. Yet because of 
federal restrictions on lawfully present noncitizens’ 
access to SNAP, immigrant households are less likely 
to be eligible to participate in the program than U.S.-
born families in the same income range. And among 
those who are eligible, take-up rates are lower for 
immigrant households than U.S.-born households. 

This native–immigrant gap in SNAP participation is 
even greater among households with children. 

Households with mixed SNAP eligibility represent an 
important segment of poor immigrant households. 
Of the 13.0 million individuals in poor immigrant 
households in 2019, an estimated 5.2 million (or 40 
percent) lived in households where some members 
were eligible for SNAP and others were not. This 
population included 2.5 million children—a figure 
higher than the number of children living in immi-
grant households where all members were either 
immigration-status eligible (2.4 million) or ineli-
gible (125,000) for the program. Many children in 
mixed-eligibility households are U.S.-born citizens, 
but due to a parent or other household member 
having an immigration status that makes them in-
eligible for SNAP, the benefit amount such families 

FIGURE 6 
Estimated Change in the Number of People in Federally Funded SNAP Eligible, Ineligible, and Mixed-
Eligibility Immigrant Households Should Federal Restrictions on Lawfully Present Noncitizens’ 
Eligibility Be Removed, United States, 2019 

6,595,000 

1,273,000 

5,174,000 

7,753,000 

757,000 

4,533,000 

All Household Members Eligible All Household Members Ineligible Mixed Eligibility in Household

Scenario 1 : PRWORA Restrictions Scenario 2: All Lawfully Present Immigrants Are Eligible

Increase by 
18%

Decrease by 
41%

Decrease by 
12%

 
Notes: In this analysis, “immigrant households” are those that include at least one foreign-born individual. Immigration-status eligibility 
was assessed in Scenario 1 based on federal SNAP rules only, omitting those who are eligible for state replacement programs that cover 
some immigrants with lawful status who are ineligible for federal support; doing so makes it possible to see clearly the effect of federal 
restrictions nationwide, even though current state efforts counterbalance some of this impact. For Scenario 2, eligibility was assessed 
based on all lawfully present immigrants being eligible without a five-year waiting period; unauthorized immigrants continue to be 
ineligible in this scenario. See Box 2 for definitions of income and immigration-status eligibility.
Source: These 2019 estimates result from MPI analysis of data from the 2015–19 ACS, pooled, and the 2008 SIPP, weighted to 2019 
unauthorized immigrant population estimates provided by Van Hook.
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receive if they participate in the program is pro-rat-
ed downwards and these children receive a lower 
per-person amount.

The racial and ethnic composition of people in poor 
U.S.-born and immigrant households with children 
also differs. While White and Black children repre-
sented the largest shares of children in poor house-
holds with all U.S.-born members, Latinos made up 
the majority of children in poor immigrant house-
holds. Looking at participation in households with 
children, the analysis shows that within all racial and 
ethnic categories, individuals in U.S.-born house-
holds have higher participant rates than those of the 
same race/ethnicity in poor immigrant households.

States varied widely in their immigrant households’ 
eligibility for and take-up of SNAP. The states with 
the highest shares of people in immigrant house-
holds living in households where all members were 
immigration-status eligible in 2019 were: Maine, 
Minnesota, Hawaii, Rhode Island, Michigan, and Flor-
ida. For people living in all-eligible immigrant house-
holds, SNAP participation rates were highest in 
Oregon, Minnesota, Rhode Island, Alaska, and Wash-
ington State, and lowest in Mississippi, West Virginia, 
Arkansas, Colorado, Virginia, and Louisiana. To date, 
six states (California, Connecticut, Illinois, Maine, 
Minnesota, and Washington) provide state-funded 
food assistance to certain groups of immigrants who 
do not qualify for federally funded SNAP. 

If federal legislation were to revert to the pre-PROW-
RA norm, as some in Congress have proposed, 
lawfully present immigrants would become eli-

gible for public benefits and thousands living in 
poverty would have greater access to nutritional 
supports. Looking solely at federally funded SNAP 
(not state-funded programs), this analysis suggests 
that 641,000 individuals who in 2019 were in im-
migrant households with mixed SNAP eligibility 
would instead have been in households where all 
members were eligible. Another 516,000 immigrants 
in households where all members had an ineligible 
(albeit lawful) immigration status would also instead 
have been in all-eligible immigrant households. An 
estimated 374,000 of the total 1,158,000 people who 
would transition to all-eligible immigrant house-
holds would be green-card holders currently ineli-
gible because they have not yet held that status for 
five years. 

Restoring benefits eligibility to lawfully present 
immigrants would constitute a major step in sup-
porting the nutritional needs of the nation’s fami-
lies experiencing poverty. At the same time, more 
than 1.0 million unauthorized immigrants in poor 
households—who were never eligible for these 
benefits—would remain ineligible. California’s newly 
approved initiative to provide food assistance to all 
state residents ages 55 and older, including unau-
thorized immigrants, presents a new experiment in 
extending immigrant eligibility even beyond what 
existed before PRWORA, with likely benefits for the 
well-being of immigrant seniors in the state. Careful 
observation of state programs such as this one that 
extend food assistance to different populations, as 
well as thorough analysis of nationwide trends such 
as those presented in this brief, can help inform poli-
cy discussions at the national level.
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Appendix. Additional State-Level Data

TABLE A–1
Estimated SNAP Participation Rates of People in Poor Households, by U.S. State and Household 
Members’ Immigration-Status Eligibility for the Program, 2019

Households with All U.S.-
Born Members

Immigrant Households
All Members Eligible Mixed Eligibility

United States 50% 47% 46%
Alabama 53% 48% 53%
Alaska 48% 57% -
Arizona 45% 53% 50%
Arkansas 48% 34% 30%
California 38% 40% 45%
Colorado 35% 36% 33%
Connecticut 55% 44% 38%
Delaware 46% 37% 45%
District of Columbia 60% 38% -
Florida 49% 53% 49%
Georgia 53% 41% 39%
Hawaii 48% 46% 55%
Idaho 39% 46% 37%
Illinois 55% 48% 49%
Indiana 46% 39% 38%
Iowa 46% 53% 44%
Kansas 39% 38% 26%
Kentucky 54% 51% 45%
Louisiana 54% 36% 31%
Maine 52% 54% -
Maryland 51% 38% 34%
Massachusetts 51% 55% 38%
Michigan 54% 54% 40%
Minnesota 36% 58% 42%
Mississippi 55% 27% 38%
Missouri 50% 43% 38%
Montana 42% - -
Nebraska 40% 55% 50%
Nevada 46% 42% 47%
New Hampshire 39% 49% -
New Jersey 44% 43% 43%
New Mexico 56% 54% 58%
New York State 55% 53% 46%
North Carolina 52% 42% 48%
North Dakota 31% - -
Ohio 56% 50% 38%
Oklahoma 52% 41% 32%
Oregon 54% 59% 60%
Pennsylvania 55% 52% 44%
Rhode Island 58% 58% 58%
South Carolina 52% 41% 39%
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Households with All U.S.-
Born Members

Immigrant Households
All Members Eligible Mixed Eligibility

South Dakota 49% - -
Tennessee 55% 47% 44%
Texas 48% 50% 52%
Utah 36% 38% 20%
Vermont 42% - -
Virginia 46% 36% 40%
Washington State 49% 57% 53%
West Virginia 60% 28% -
Wisconsin 47% 50% 54%
Wyoming 28% - -

Notes: In this analysis, “immigrant households” are those that include at least one foreign-born individual. Immigration-status 
eligibility was assessed based on federal SNAP rules and state program requirements in California and Washington State (which cover 
all immigrants with lawful status) and in Minnesota (which covers lawful immigrants ages 50 and older). See Box 2 for definitions of 
income and immigration-status eligibility. For each household type, the participation rate is calculated by dividing the number of self-
reported SNAP participants in the ACS by the number of individuals living in poverty. Categories marked “-” have a sample size too 
small to generate statistically meaningful results. 
Source: These 2019 estimates result from MPI analysis of data from the 2015–19 ACS, pooled, and the 2008 SIPP, weighted to 2019 
unauthorized immigrant population estimates provided by Van Hook.

TABLE A–2
Estimated SNAP Participation Rates of People in Poor Households with Children, by U.S. State and 
Household Members’ Immigration-Status Eligibility for the Program, 2019

Households with All U.S.-
Born Members

Immigrant Households
All Members Eligible Mixed Eligibility

United States 62% 51% 47%
Alabama 67% 54% 54%
Alaska 61% - -
Arizona 59% 55% 49%
Arkansas 58% 36% 30%
California 54% 49% 48%
Colorado 51% 38% 36%
Connecticut 65% 46% 41%
Delaware 62% - -
District of Columbia 80% - -
Florida 64% 58% 50%
Georgia 65% 43% 38%
Hawaii 60% 57% -
Idaho 55% 52% -
Illinois 68% 51% 50%
Indiana 58% 42% 41%
Iowa 63% 65% 46%
Kansas 51% 42% 26%
Kentucky 66% 56% 44%
Louisiana 63% 41% 30%
Maine 66% - -

TABLE A–1 (cont.)
Estimated SNAP Participation Rates of People in Poor Households, by U.S. State and Household 
Members’ Immigration-Status Eligibility for the Program, 2019
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Households with All U.S.-
Born Members

Immigrant Households
All Members Eligible Mixed Eligibility

Maryland 66% 40% 33%
Massachusetts 65% 57% 43%
Michigan 65% 60% 43%
Minnesota 49% 58% 42%
Mississippi 65% - -
Missouri 63% 50% 38%
Montana 57% - -
Nebraska 55% 54% 48%
Nevada 55% 45% 49%
New Hampshire 54% - -
New Jersey 53% 45% 43%
New Mexico 69% 56% 56%
New York State 52% 52% 46%
North Carolina 66% 43% 47%
North Dakota 43% - -
Ohio 67% 57% 43%
Oklahoma 64% 43% 31%
Oregon 67% 62% 62%
Pennsylvania 67% 57% 46%
Rhode Island 72% 58% 58%
South Carolina 67% 46% 38%
South Dakota 64% - -
Tennessee 67% 52% 43%
Texas 60% 53% 51%
Utah 49% 44% 23%
Vermont 59% - -
Virginia 62% 40% 39%
Washington State 58% 60% 54%
West Virginia 73% - -
Wisconsin 63% 62% 56%
Wyoming 41% - -

Notes: In this analysis, “immigrant households” are those that include at least one foreign-born individual. Immigration-status 
eligibility was assessed based on federal SNAP rules and state program requirements in California and Washington State (which cover 
all immigrants with lawful status) and in Minnesota (which covers lawful immigrants ages 50 and older). See Box 2 for definitions of 
income and immigration-status eligibility. For each household type, the participation rate is calculated by dividing the number of self-
reported SNAP participants in the ACS by the number of individuals living in poverty. Categories marked “-” have a sample size too 
small to generate statistically meaningful results. 
Source: These 2019 estimates result from MPI analysis of data from the 2015–19 ACS, pooled, and the 2008 SIPP, weighted to 2019 
unauthorized immigrant population estimates provided by Van Hook.

TABLE A–2 (cont.)
Estimated SNAP Participation Rates of People in Poor Households with Children, by U.S. State and 
Household Members’ Immigration-Status Eligibility for the Program, 2019
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