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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to investigate the association between county- and state-level 

immigrant criminalizing and integrating policies and Latino household participation in the 

largest safety net program against food insecurity in the U.S., the Supplemental Nutrition 

Assistance Program (SNAP). Our outcome, county-level proportion of SNAP-participating Latino 

households, and county-level covariates were obtained from the American Community Survey 

1-year county files (N=675 counties) for 13 years (2007–2019). Our exposures were county-level 

presence of sanctuary policies and a state-level immigrant friendliness score, created based 

on 19 immigrant criminalizing and integrating state-level policies obtained from the Urban 

Institute’s State Immigration Policies Resource. We classified every county in the sample as 1) 

sanctuary policy + immigrant friendly state, 2) sanctuary policy + immigrant unfriendly state, 
3) no sanctuary policy + immigrant friendly state, and 4) no sanctuary policy + immigrant 
unfriendly state. Using multivariable generalized linear models that adjusted for poverty levels 

and other social composition characteristics of counties, we found that county-level SNAP 

participation among Latino households was 1.1 percentage-point higher in counties with sanctuary 

policies (B=1.12, 95%CI=0.26–1.98), compared to counties with no sanctuary policies, and 1.6 

percentage-point higher in counties with sanctuary policies in immigrant friendly states (B=1.59, 

95%CI=0.33–2.84), compared to counties with no sanctuary policy in immigrant unfriendly states. 
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Local and state immigration policy, even when unrelated to SNAP eligibility, may influence SNAP 

participation among Latino households. Jurisdictions which lack sanctuary policies or have more 

criminalizing and less integrating policies should consider adopting targeted outreach strategies to 

increase SNAP enrollment among Latino households.
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Introduction

The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) is the largest safety net program 

against food insecurity in the U.S. In 2021, SNAP served more than 41 million low-

income households monthly, providing them with financial assistance for food purchases, 

averaging US$217 per person per month (U.S. Department of Agriculture & Food and 

Nutrition Service, 2022). Research shows that participation in SNAP reduces food insecurity 

(Gundersen et al., 2017; Kreider et al., 2012; Mabli & Ohls, 2015; Ratcliffe et al., 2011) 

and that loss of SNAP benefits is associated with an increase in food insecurity among 

households with children (de Cuba et al., 2019). Beyond benefiting eligible households, 

SNAP participation is also positive for the local economy, as every US$1 increase in 

government spending on SNAP increases economic activity between US$0.80 and US$1.50, 

primarily because recipient households spend additional money on food and durable goods 

(Canning & Morrison, 2019). Decreases in food insecurity prevalence may also result 

in reduced strain on the charitable food system (e.g., food banks), reduced health care 

spending (Berkowitz et al., 2018), and improved social and economic outcomes (e.g., school 

performance, work productivity) (Shepard et al., 2011).

Despite having a higher prevalence of food insecurity (16.2% in 2021), when compared 

to the national average (10.2%) and their non-Latino (NL) White counterparts (7.0%) 

(Coleman-Jensen et al., 2022), only 62% of eligible Latino households participated in SNAP 

in 2018 (Macartney & Ghertner, 2021). Within Latino households, SNAP participation 

is lower for eligible non-US citizens and mixed-status (i.e., with citizen and non-citizen 

members) households, compared to Latino households in which all members are U.S. 

citizens (Bitler et al., 2021; Kaushal et al., 2014).

Immigration status may be a barrier for SNAP participation. Prior to the 1996 passing of 

the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA), most 

documented immigrants were eligible for SNAP (U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2011). 

The passing of PRWORA, however, allowed states to restrict SNAP eligibility for most 

categories of immigrants and, as a consequence, SNAP enrollment among foreign-born 

individuals declined by 21% (Fix & Passel, 1999). SNAP eligibility for some documented 

immigrants was restored by the U.S. Congress in the 2002 Farm Bill, extending SNAP 

eligibility to legal permanent residents and other qualified aliens who have lived in the 

U.S. for at least 5 years, are children <18 years, or are individuals on disability benefits 

(U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2011). While low-income, mixed-status households have 
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always been eligible to participate in SNAP via the citizen household member, confusion 

and misinformation associated with the eligibility of immigrant households have played 

a negative role in participation rates (Pino, 2020). Other barriers for SNAP participation 

among Latino households include language barriers and stigma or fear of discrimination 

(Bleich et al., 2020a; Payan et al., 2021).

In addition to SNAP eligibility rules, wider immigration policies and rhetoric may influence 

SNAP participation. In 2018, the Trump administration proposed to add SNAP to the list of 

programs used in determining whether non-citizens are a “public charge.” A public charge 

determination – which had previously included a narrow set of primarily cash assistance 

programs – prevents non-citizens from obtaining U.S. citizenship due to their likelihood of 

becoming dependent of government subsidies (Batalova et al., 2018). Trump-era proposed 

changes to the public charge determination – as well as public discussions regarding this, 

other anti-immigrant policies, and broader anti-immigrant rhetoric – may have contributed 

to a “chilling effect” on SNAP participation among immigrants and those with immigrants 

in their social networks or communities, including Latino households (Barofsky et al., 2020; 

Batalova et al., 2018; Bernstein et al., 2019; Bleich & Fleischhacker, 2019).

Studies have found associations between state-level immigrant policies and SNAP 

participation (Alsan & Yang, 2019; Skinner, 2012). Skinner (2012) examined the association 

between state-level policies expanding or restricting immigrants’ rights and SNAP 

participation among mixed-status households including a U.S. citizen child, reporting that 

exposure to restrictive immigrant policies was associated with reduced SNAP participation. 

Further, the roll-out of Secure Communities – a federal program that institutionalized 

information sharing between the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), which often runs 

background checks on detainees for local law enforcement, and the U.S. Immigration and 

Customs Enforcement (ICE) – has been linked to reduced SNAP participation among Latino 

households, even Latino U.S. citizen households, who would not be subject to deportation 

by ICE (Alsan & Yang, 2019). Presumably, the chilling effect among citizens is due to fear 

that program enrollment risks revealing family members, friends, or others who are at risk of 

deportation.

More proximal immigration-related policies, such as those occurring at the city or county 

level, have rarely been evaluated in relation to Latino households’ SNAP participation 

(Philbin et al., 2017). In particular, sanctuary policies could buffer the negative effects of 

national- or state-level anti-immigrant policies on SNAP participation. Sanctuary policies 

are pro-immigrant policies which most commonly deal with preventing collaborations 

between law enforcement agencies and ICE, for example, by restricting information sharing 

and agreements between ICE and local enforcement agencies and jails, or by limiting 

fulfillment of detention requests or entering into detention contracts in which ICE pays jails 

to hold immigrants during immigration trials (Immigrant Legal Resource Center, 2018). 

These policies are usually implemented at the local (city or county) level but can also be 

implemented at the state level. Evidence that it is important to assess policies at multiple 

levels is provided by Alsan & Yang (2019), who found that the identified chilling effect of 

the Secure Communities program on Latino SNAP participation was not present for those 

living in so-called “Sanctuary Cities.”
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Conceptual framework

Figure 1 displays our conceptual framework, informed by previous scholarship exploring 

how policy environments impact immigrant households in the U.S. (Wallace et al., 2019; 

Philbin et al., 2018; Young & Wallace, 2019), and how SNAP participation may be 

influenced by policy (Bleich et al., 2020a). Policies at different levels – including at the 

federal, state, and local (city, county) jurisdiction levels – influence the likelihood an 

immigrant household or a household with immigrants within their networks (e.g., Latino 

households) will apply for public benefits, such as SNAP. Integrating policies create 

an inclusive environment that enables immigrant households or those with close ties to 

immigrants to integrate into their local communities. For example, state-level integrating 

policies include those that allow income-eligible immigrant households to apply for public 

benefits. On the other hand, criminalizing policies are those that actively prevent immigrants 

from integrating into their local communities. Prominent examples include policies or 

agreements that enable or mandate local or state law enforcement cooperation with ICE, 

which increases deportation risk for undocumented immigrants and contributes to a culture 

of fear (Berk & Schur, 2011; Salas et al., 2013; Hardy et al., 2012). This culture of fear can 

prevent eligible households from applying for public benefits to avoid exposing themselves 

or people in their networks to this enforcement risk.

An important aspect of the framework is that integrating and criminalizing policies 

encompass a range of domains that can be affected by policies and actions at the 

federal, state, and local levels. For example, criminalizing policies and actions related 

to enforcement risk faced by immigrants can be passed at the federal (e.g., Secure 

Communities, ICE raids), state (e.g., E-verify mandates, agreements between ICE and state 

law enforcement agencies), and local (e.g., ICE agreements with local agencies) levels. 

Furthermore, the collective policy environment can be concordant (e.g., a county can have 

a sanctuary policy in a state that bans use of E-Verify) or discordant (e.g., a county can 

have a sanctuary policy while state police have an agreement with ICE to enforce federal 

immigration laws). Immigrants must navigate these mixed policy environments, making 

decisions regarding whether to participate in public programs or engage in other actions that 

may affect their perceived risk (Wallace et al., 2019; Young & Wallace, 2019).

The objectives of this study were to investigate 1) the independent and combined effect 

of county- and state-level immigration-related policies on county-level SNAP participation 

among Latino households between 2007 and 2019, including exploring whether the 

concordance or discordance of county- and state-level policies had differential impacts on 

SNAP participation, and 2) if state-level SNAP policies – which reflect SNAP accessibility 

for states’ residents based on eligibility criteria, certification and recertification procedures, 

etc. – moderated the association between immigration policies and SNAP participation 

among Latino households. We hypothesized that the proportion of Latino households 

who participate in SNAP would be higher in counties with more county- and state-level 

favorable immigration policies, and that SNAP policies at the state level would moderate this 

association.
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Material and Methods

Study design and data

This ecologic study used the U.S. Census American Community Survey (ACS) 1-year 

county files for 2007 to 2019, as well as policy data at the city, county, and state level from 

other sources. There were 3,221 counties in the U.S. during our study period; of these, 845 

(26%) were in the ACS 1-year file, which is restricted to counties with ≥65,000 people. 

Further, the census suppresses tables if at least one-half of the estimates are not statistically 

different from zero, at a 90% confidence level. Our study excluded counties not represented 

in the policy database (Puerto Rico counties, N=13), who had populations below 65,000 

for at least one year (N=59), and counties without Latino populations (N=98), for a final 

analytic sample size of 675 counties, or 80% of all counties in the ACS file and 21% of all 

U.S. counties.

Outcome variable

Our outcome was the proportion of Latino households participating in SNAP at the county 

level ([Number of Latino households participating in SNAP/all Latino households]*100%) 

for each year between 2007 and 2019, obtained from ACS. The U.S. Census Bureau 

defines “Hispanic or Latino” as a person of Cuban, Mexican, Puerto Rican, South or 

Central American, or other Spanish culture or origin regardless of race (U.S. Census 

Bureau, 2022). A household consists of all the people who occupy a housing unit (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2021). Latino households participating in SNAP is defined as a SNAP 

participating household with at least one Latino/a/e occupant. We were unable to estimate 

the county-level proportion of low-income Latino households participating in SNAP because 

poverty by race/ethnicity is reported for individuals in the ACS 1-year files, whereas SNAP 

participation by race/ethnicity is reported for households (i.e., the unit of the numerator is 

different than the unit of the denominator). Similarly, we were unable to use low-income 

Latino households (i.e., those potentially eligible for SNAP) as the denominator for the 

same reason. We were also unable to identify subgroups of Latino households participating 

in SNAP (e.g., foreign-born vs. U.S. born) as country-of-origin data is available at the 

individual level.

Exposure variables

Exposure variables and their respective operationalization and data sources are summarized 

in Supplementary Table 1. Data on immigrant-integrating or supportive policies enacted 

by towns, cities, counties, or states were obtained from a 2018 legal mapping study 

(Lasch et al., 2018). Lasch et al. (2018) cataloged documents issued between 1979 and 

2017 across the U.S. that related in some way to residents who were foreign-born and/or 

undocumented. Documents ranged from those affirming the human rights of foreign-born 

residents (e.g., in response to the Patriot Act, first passed in 2001) to those that were explicit 

legal guidelines prohibiting local law enforcement from a specific type of activity (e.g., 

against sharing information about undocumented residents with ICE). Based on the language 

used by Lasch et al. (2018) and previous work by others (Ortiz et al., 2021), we refer to 

these policy documents as ‘sanctuary policies,’ even though some of the included policies 

may be broader in scope than some lay uses of the term, particularly those that refer to 

Chaparro et al. Page 5

Soc Sci Med. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2024 September 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



‘sanctuary policies’ narrowly as policies explicitly prohibiting state or local officials from 

cooperating with ICE or otherwise protect immigrants against ICE enforcement. Still, 91% 

of the policies included in Lasch et al. (2018) that were enacted between 2009 and 2017 

– encompassing almost our entire observation period – include explicit language related to 

immigration enforcement (Ortiz et al., 2021).

Once a sanctuary policy was enacted within a year, it was assumed to be active for all 

subsequent years. We aggregated policies at the county level to create a binary county-level 

sanctuary policy exposure variable. For each county-year, this variable was defined as ‘1’ 

if the county had a policy in a prior or current year, and ‘0’ otherwise. We also defined 

counties as ‘1’ if >50% of the county population lived in sub-county jurisdictions (e.g., 

cities) with a sanctuary policy, to reflect a policy that would have affected most county 

residents. For sanctuary policies enacted at the state level, we defined all counties within the 

state as ‘1’.

State-level immigrant-related policies for years 2007–2019 were obtained from the Urban 

Institute’s State Immigration Policies Resource (Bernstein et al., 2022). This database 

groups 24 state policies into three domains which are hypothesized to have significant 

impact on the lives of both documented and undocumented immigrants and their children: 

public benefits (eligibility for food assistance, medical care, etc.), enforcement (deportation 

threats, e-verify mandates, etc.), and integration (funding for education, driver’s license 

regulations, etc.). In previous work, the selected state policies within these three domains 

have been found to affect the material hardship of low-income immigrant households with 

children, using household-level data from the Survey of Income and Program Participation 

2005 and 2010 (Gelatt et al., 2017; Koball et al., 2021).For our analyses, we dropped five 

out of the 24 policies in the State Immigration Policies Resource: the Omnibus Immigration 

policy due to incomplete data in some of the years of study, and the deportation threat 

policies (n=4) to avoid overlap with the county-level sanctuary policies variable included in 

the study (Supplementary Table 2). We standardized the data so that higher values would 

indicate more favorable policies toward immigrants, with policies being coded as present 

(‘+1’ or ‘-1’) vs. not (‘0’). Within the three domains, we grouped policies into sub-categories 

based on similar themes and then averaged the policies within each sub-category. Items were 

not grouped if the correlation between sub-categories was <0.50 (e.g., within the public 

benefits domain, policies for cash/food/Social Security Income assistance were separated 

from health insurance policies because the correlation between these was 0.42). Thus, at the 

end we created a state-level ‘immigrant-friendliness score,’ ranging from −1 to +1.

In addition, we created a 3-level time-varying categorical variable based on the distribution 

of the immigrant friendliness score at baseline (2007), using tertiles. As such, all counties 

in one-third of states were categorized as least immigrant friendly (bottom 33% of the 

immigrant-friendliness score distribution in 2007), less immigrant friendly (33–67% score 

distribution), and most immigrant friendly (top 33% score distribution). The decision of 

using tertiles as opposed to other categorization cut-off point was data-driven, based on our 

sample size and the distribution of the immigrant friendliness score.
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Further, we created a 4-level time-varying categorical variable combining county- and state-

level immigration policies, with each county-year being classified as: 1) sanctuary policy + 
immigrant friendly state, if the county was covered by sanctuary policy and was located in 

a state classified as ‘most immigrant friendly’; 2) sanctuary policy + immigrant unfriendly 
state, , if the county was covered by sanctuary policy and was located in a state classified 

as either ‘least…’ or ‘less immigrant friendly’; 3) no sanctuary policy + immigrant friendly 
state, if the county was not covered by sanctuary policy and was located in a state classified 

as ‘most immigrant friendly’; and 4) no sanctuary policy + immigrant unfriendly state, if the 

county was not covered by sanctuary policy and was located in a state classified as either 

‘least…’ or ‘less immigrant friendly’.

Covariates

We used the following county-level covariates from ACS, all of which were log-transformed 

to approximate a normal distribution: total population, county size (in sq Km), number 

of Latino individuals, number of non-NL White individuals, number of Latino individuals 

living in poverty (<100% federal poverty level), number of NL White individuals living in 

poverty, and number of NL White households participating in SNAP. Also obtained at the 

county-level from ACS but not log-transformed: inflation-adjusted (to 2007 US$) per capita 

income, proportion of individuals aged ≥60, and proportion of 16–64-year-old individuals in 

the labor force who are unemployed. Further, to account for county-level urbanicity, we used 

the USDA Economic Research Services’ rural-urban continuum codes (U.S. Department of 

Agriculture & Economic Research Service, 2020), and recoded them into four categories: 

metro area with population ≥1 million, metro area with population 250,000–1 million, metro 

area with population <250,000, and non-metro area. Finally, to adjust for national economic 

trends, we used the annual seasonally adjusted rate of unemployed males in the civilian 

labor force aged 16–64 years; this measure came from the Current Population Survey (U.S. 

Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2022).

Moderator

SNAP policies at the state level were considered a potential moderator of the relationship 

between county-level SNAP participation among Latino households and county/state 

immigration-related policies. SNAP policies at the state level reflect the level of accessibility 

to SNAP, regulating eligibility criteria, certification and recertification periods, application 

modality (in-person vs. online), among other procedures. We derived a state-level SNAP 

Policy Index from the USDA Economic Research Service’s SNAP Policy Database (U.S. 

Department of Agriculture & Economic Research Service, 2022a), including data from 2007 

until 2015. The SNAP Policy Database includes policies for all 50 states and the District of 

Columbia for each month between 1998 and 2016; we dropped 2016 from our analyses due 

to being incomplete and copied-forward all values from 2015 to 2016–2019. The derived 

SNAP Policy Index adhered to the unweighted policy index designed by Stacy et al. (2018), 

in which items from the SNAP Policy Database were selected based on conceptual and 

empirical rationale. The items fit Currie (2006)’s conceptual framework regarding barriers 

and facilitators of SNAP enrollment (Supplementary Table 3), with the items successfully 

predicting SNAP caseloads in previous research (Klerman & Danielson, 2011). Note that the 

SNAP Policy Database only reflects state-level policies, so it does not capture SNAP policy 
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changes during the study period which were enacted at the federal level (e.g., Keith-Jennings 

& Rosenbaum, 2015; U.S. Department of Agriculture & Food and Nutrition Service, 2019). 

The SNAP Policy Index is a continuous variable ranging from 0 to 9, representing the 

following domains: eligibility (4 items), transaction costs (3 items), and stigma (2 items). 

Since towards the end of the observation period most states converged on the SNAP Policy 

Index score – with 85% of counties having a score ≥8.8 by 2019 (Table 1) – we categorized 

this variable into states having a SNAP Policy Index score <8.8 in 2019 vs. SNAP Policy 

Index score ≥8.8 for moderation analyses.

Statistical analysis

We used graphs and descriptive statistics to describe the characteristics of the sample and 

the prevalence and trends in immigration-related policies at the county- and state-levels. For 

these descriptive analyses, we retained only counties with complete data on all variables of 

interest for the 13-year period (N=343 counties).

To test the primary hypothesis that the county proportion of Latino households participating 

in SNAP would be higher in counties and states with more favorable immigration-related 

policies, we used generalized linear models; a random intercept was included for state, 

which accounted for geographic nesting of counties within states and allowed the counties 

within a state to have their own intercept. After evaluation of fit statistics, we specified the 

variance-covariance matrix as a first-order autoregressive (AR(1)) process to account for the 

correlation between counties over time (where the correlation between residuals declined 

exponentially with each year). We used a mixed-effects repeated measures framework (proc 
mixed) which allowed us to retain N=675 counties (counties present in all years but which 

could have missing values on a given variable for a given year).

We fitted three models with three different predictors; all models had the same outcome 

(county-level % Latino households participating in SNAP) and covariates (all the ones 

listed above): 1) Model 1, with county-level sanctuary policies (yes/no) as a predictor; 2) 

Model 2, with the state-level immigrant-friendliness score (continuous) as a predictor; and 

3) Model 3, using the 4-level categorical variable combining county-level sanctuary policies 

and state-level immigrant friendliness as a predictor. For Model 2, we standardized the 

state-level immigrant friendliness score such that a one-unit increase is equal to an increase 

of one standard deviation (which was 0.2 units in the original −1 to +1 scale based on our 

data). We did this because a one-unit increase in the original scale is extremely large and the 

original units did not have a specific meaning. To test moderation by the state-level SNAP 

policy environment, we ran an additional model (Model 4) with the same predictor as Model 

3 but stratified based on the SNAP Policy Index categorical variable in 2019 (SNAP Policy 

Index <8.8 vs. SNAP Policy Index ≥8.8). All statistical analyses were carried out with SAS 

v9.4 (SAS Institute Inc., Cary, NC, USA).

Results

Table 1 displays the characteristics of the stable sample of counties for 2007, 2013, and 

2019, the first, middle, and last year of our study period, respectively. The proportion of 

Latino individuals in the included counties ranged between 12% and 15% across time, 
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with the corresponding numbers for NL White individuals being 62–69%; the proportion of 

NL White individuals decreased over time. Poverty was higher among Latino households 

compared to NL White households throughout the study period, as was SNAP participation. 

In terms of SNAP participation trends for both Latino and NL White households, there 

was an increase in SNAP participation in 2009, coinciding with the Great Recession, with 

a leveling down towards the end of the observation period (Figure 2). Fifteen percent of 

counties were in the Midwest region, 19% in the Northeast, 39% in the South, and 27% 

in the West; 47% of counties were classified as metro area with ≥1 million inhabitants, 

35% as metro area with 250,000–1 million inhabitants, 16% as metro area with <250,000 

inhabitants, and 2% as non-metro areas (data not shown).

The proportion of counties in which a city-, county-, or state-level sanctuary policy had been 

enacted increased from 17% in 2007 to 51% in 2019 (Table 1). States immigrant friendliness 

scores decreased in 2019, when compared to 2007 and 2013, as did the proportion of 

counties in states classified as ‘most immigrant friendly’ (from 54% in 2007 to 39% in 

2019). When combining county-level sanctuary policies and states’ immigrant friendliness, 

we observed an increase in the proportion of counties that had a sanctuary policy and were 

in an immigrant friendly state, from 13% in 2007 to 36% in 2019 (Table 1 and Figure 3). 

The SNAP Policy Index also increased across time, with about 85% of counties located in a 

state with a SNAP Policy Index ≥8.8 by 2019 (Table 1).

Table 2 displays the results of the fully adjusted generalized linear models predicting 

county-level SNAP participation among Latino households. SNAP participation among 

Latino households was, on average, 1.1 percentage point higher in counties with sanctuary 

policies, compared to counties without sanctuary policies (Model 1). On the other hand, 

the state immigrant friendliness score was not statistically significantly associated with 

county-level SNAP participation among Latino households (Model 2). Looking at county- 

and state-level immigrant friendliness combined, we found that counties with sanctuary 

policies located in an immigrant-friendly state had county-level SNAP participation rates 

among Latino households that were, on average, 1.6 percentage points higher when 

compared to county-level participation rates in counties without sanctuary policies in 

immigrant-unfriendly states (Model 3). While county-level SNAP participation among 

Latino households was 1.1 percentage point higher in counties with sanctuary policies 

in immigrant-unfriendly states, compared to participation in counties without sanctuary 

policies in immigrant-unfriendly states, this association did not reach statistical significance. 

These associations between county/state immigrant friendliness and county-level SNAP 

participation among Latino households remained once the sample was stratified by the 

SNAP Policy Index for counties in states with a SNAP Policy Index ≥8.8 (most favorable, 

Model 4b. For counties in states with a SNAP Policy Index <8.8 (less favorable, Model 

4a), we found a stronger association between SNAP participation among Latino households 

and county/state immigrant friendliness in terms of magnitude (B=4.5), but the degree 

of uncertainty was high (95%CI=−3.53, 12.45) and the association was not statistically 

significant.
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Discussion

In this ecological study using ACS data 2007–2019, we found that county-level SNAP 

participation among Latino households was higher in counties and states with immigrant-

friendly policies. In particular, we found that county-level SNAP participation among 

Latino households was 1) 1-percentage point higher in counties with sanctuary policies, 

compared to counties without sanctuary policies, and 2) 1.6-percentage point higher in 

counties with sanctuary policies in immigrant friendly states, compared to counties without 

sanctuary policies in immigrant unfriendly states. For context, a 2-percentage point increase 

in participation is approximately the SNAP participation increase observed during the 

COVID-19 pandemic (U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service, 2022b).

While the association was only borderline statistically significant, we found that county-

level SNAP participation among Latino households was ~1 percentage-point higher in 

counties with sanctuary policies in immigrant unfriendly states, compared to counties 

without sanctuary policies in immigrant unfriendly states. This finding, along with the lack 

of an association between county-level SNAP participation among Latino households and 

state immigrant friendliness, suggests that the presence of a sanctuary policy may be more 

influential on Latino households’ decision to enroll in SNAP than the presence of other 

state policies. State policies included in the state immigrant friendliness score are related 

to providing financial support to immigrants and making it easier for them to navigate 

the system and access resources. Still, in mixed environments in which both integrating 

and criminalizing policies co-exist, the fear of deportation may trump any state integration 

efforts (Young and Wallace, 2019).

We found some evidence that the SNAP policy environment moderated the association 

between county-level SNAP participation among Latino households and county/state 

immigrant friendliness. There were relatively few counties in states with a SNAP Policy 

Index <8.8 (less favorable SNAP environment) which were also categorized as sanctuary 
policy + immigrant friendly state, therefore, there is a high degree of uncertainty in our 

results related to the SNAP policy environment. Still, the results provide some evidence that 

the combination of sanctuary policies and immigrant-friendly state policies may have an 

important role to play in states with unfavorable SNAP policies, an issue which should be 

further explored in future studies with more adequate data.

Similar to our findings, Alsan & Yang (2019) reported that SNAP participation among 

Latino families was reduced by 2.1 percentage points after the roll-out of Secure 

Communities, a federal program that institutionalized collaborations between the FBI 

and ICE, with stronger effects in counties with higher proportions of non-citizens or 

mixed-status Latino households, and null effects in places with sanctuary policies. Among 

Mexican-origin adolescent mothers, the passage of Arizona’s SB 1070 – allowing the police 

to detain anybody who could not provide proof of U.S. citizenship – was associated with 

a reduction in the use of public assistance (Toomey et al., 2014). Further, a nationally 

representative survey conducted in December 2018 revealed that 21% of nonelderly adults 

living in low-income immigrant families reported that they or a family member did not 

participate in noncash government benefit programs (including SNAP) for fear of risking 
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their future legal residency status; Latino adults living in immigrant families were about 

twice as likely to report these chilling effects when compared to NL White or NL non-White 

adults living in immigrant households (Bernstein et al., 2019). Similar findings have been 

reported in terms of Latino immigrants’ avoidance of Medicaid enrollment due to the public 

charge rule (Bustamante et al., 2022).

While not focused on program participation, other research highlights the negative impact of 

immigration-related policies on the health and nutrition outcomes of Latinos. For example, 

the implementation of section 287(g) – which authorizes ICE to collaborate with state and 

local law enforcement – has been associated with an increase in food insecurity among 

Mexican non-citizen households with children (Potochnick et al., 2017) and with late and 

inadequate prenatal care among Latina mothers (Rhodes et al., 2015), while the passage 

of Arizona’s SB 1070 has been linked to a reduction in the use of preventive care among 

Mexican-origin adolescent mothers (Toomey et al., 2014). Even though it is not discussed 

by Potochnick et al. (2017), the increase in food insecurity among Mexican non-citizen 

households with children associated with the implementation of section 287(g) may have 

been due to an avoidance to enroll in SNAP, as SNAP has been found to alleviate food 

insecurity (de Cuba et al., 2019; Gundersen et al., 2017). Immigrant-unfriendly policies 

at the state level have also been linked to poor mental health outcomes among Latinos 

(Hatzenbuehler et al., 2017).

Collectively, the results of this study and other studies cited above have implications for 

federal, state, and local policymakers interested in increasing SNAP enrollment among 

eligible Latino households. The first and most clear implication is that sanctuary policies 

can yield small but meaningful population-level increases in SNAP enrollment among 

this vulnerable population with high levels of food insecurity. Thus, states and localities 

should weigh the benefits of avoiding the chilling effect on public program participation 

when considering adoption of sanctuary policies, in addition to the benefit of avoiding use 

of state and local resources to enforce federal immigration law. Second, areas that lack 

sanctuary policies or have fewer integrating and more criminalizing policy environments 

should adopt focused strategies to increase SNAP enrollment among Latinos. An example 

model program is Comprando Rico y Sano, a multi-pronged national program intent on 

reducing food insecurity among Latinos (UnidosUS, 2018). One aspect of the program 

is increasing SNAP enrollment assistance, including by partnering with community-based 

organizations (CBOs) in 15 low-income rural and urban communities and using community 

health workers (CHWs) to provide SNAP education and enrollment assistance to eligible 

Latinos, to demystify misconceptions about the program (e.g., related to public charge), and 

to review the application process (e.g., eligibility requirements, necessary documentation). 

The participating CBOs enrolled over 25,000 eligible Latinos in SNAP during the last year 

of the program’s implementation, exceeding the program’s goal by >40%. One strategy 

that USDA and/or states and localities in areas that lack sanctuary policies should consider 

is partnering with local CBOs and using CHWs or other tailored, culturally appropriate 

strategies to counter chilling effects on enrollment.

This study has strengths and limitations. Strengths include the availability of 13 years of 

national data to model the association between exposure to immigrant (un)friendly policies 
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and SNAP participation among Latino households. The availability of immigrant-related 

policies at the state and county levels is another strength. Limitations include the ecological 

nature of the study and lack of detailed data to adjust for individual level confounders. For 

example, we were unable to estimate the percent of county-level income-eligible Latino 

SNAP participating households because of data limitations. Inability to use income-eligible 

Latino SNAP participating households as the denominator in our outcome estimation may 

lead to an underestimation of our results. To minimize the impact of this limitation, we 

adjusted our analysis by the county-level number of Latino individuals living in poverty, 

number of NL White individuals living in poverty, and proportion of NL White households 

participating in SNAP. The authors would like to emphasize that the selection of county-

level proportion of SNAP participation among Latino households as the outcome was due 

to data limitations, and we do not mean to imply that all Latinos live in poverty nor that all 

need SNAP benefits.

Additional limitations relate to the precision of measures of intensity of policy exposure and 

unobserved assumptions about policy implementation, both of which reflect limitations in 

extant literature and data and represent areas for future research. In terms of measurement 

of policy exposure, a limitation of the sanctuary policies relates to exposure being 

operationalized as a dichotomous variable despite sanctuary policies differing in their 

design and potential to have impacts on Latino families, particularly those with immigrant 

members (Ortiz et al., 2021). Further, we assumed that sanctuary policies would remain in 

effect across time without accounting for any sizable counter-policy that could have been 

passed and would negate the original purpose of the sanctuary policy, nor did we account 

for a lag period between enactment and implementation. It is also important to note the 

existence of different data sources for sanctuary policies (e.g., Alsan & Yang (2019)) and a 

variety of indices measuring state’s policy environments as they relate to immigrants (e.g., 

Hatzenbuehler et al., 2017; Samari et al., 2021; Young & Wallace, 2019); we cannot discard 

the possibility of our results being different if these different data sources would have been 

used. In the absence of a ‘gold standard’ measure of state immigrant friendliness, however, 

we chose the Urban Institute State Immigration Policy Resource because it was the most 

comprehensive tool available, including many years of policy data to match our 13-year 

observation period.

Although fairly consistent with similar immigration policy index measures (Hatzenbuehler 

et al., 2017), a limitation of the state-level immigrant-related policy measure is that the 

presence of each policy provided equal weight to the index, despite the fact that the policies 

presumably vary in the extent to which they may impact Latino households’ participation 

in SNAP. Future research which assesses the amount of variance in outcomes of interest 

that is explained by specific sanctuary and immigrant-related policies and policy provisions 

could inform more nuanced and precise policy measurement approaches. These policy 

measurement limitations of the study, however, are in part offset by a policy measurement 

strength: that the study accounted for two types of policies at multiple levels of governance 

(i.e., local and state). This is a recommended analytic approach but used relatively rarely in 

health policy research (Schnake-Mahl et al., 2022).
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Another limitation relates to uncertainty about the extent to which the policies “on the 

books,” which served as independent variables, were implemented in practice. For nearly a 

century, public administration scholars have documented how policy implementation is often 

hindered by factors such as ambiguity in, or complete absence of, policy implementation 

guidance, insufficient resources (e.g., finance, workforce), and lack of meaningful penalties 

for policy non-adherence (McGinty et al., 2022; Nilsen et al., 2013). Such issues related to 

policy implementation are increasingly recognized as important in public health (Bleich et 

al., 2020b; Emmons & Chambers, 2021; Shelton & Lee, 2019), and measures and methods 

for policy implementation research are emerging in the field and can be integrated into 

future work (Allen et al., 2020; Pilar et al., 2022).

Conclusion

This study adds to existing evidence suggesting that immigrant-integrating and criminalizing 

policies – which are not directly related to program eligibility – are associated with public 

assistance program enrollment among Latino households in the U.S. Our results suggest that 

SNAP enrollment among Latino households may be affected by policies at multiple levels, 

including state-level immigrant policies and sanctuary policies that can be enacted at the 

state, county, or sub-county level. Collectively, this body of evidence implies that enrollment 

outreach and assistance targeted towards Latino households and other groups with close 

social ties to immigrants should be increased in jurisdictions that lack integrating policies.
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Highlights

• Eligible Latino households under-enroll in food assistance programs.

• County sanctuary policies promote Latino households’ food assistance 

enrollment.

• Local and state immigrant policies impact food assistance enrollment among 

Latinos.
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Figure 1: 
Conceptual framework linking the federal, state, and local policy domains to public benefits 

use among immigrants in the U.S.
1Expanded Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) eligibility to most 

documented immigrants.
2Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act, which allowed states to 

restrict eligibility to SNAP for most documented immigrants.
3Institutionalized information sharing between the Federal Bureau of Investigations (FBI), 

which receives information from local law enforcement regarding people in their custody 

(e.g., fingerprints), with the Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE); in place in 2013–

2014, and 2017-present.
4Authorizes ICE to collaborate with state and local law enforcement.
5Ground for inadmissibility into the U.S. – or inadmissibility for change in immigration 

status – due to perceived high risk of future dependance on public benefits.
6Including cash, food, and healthcare assistance.
7System that checks for employment eligibility in the U.S., by comparing employee 

information against data from the Social Security Administration and U.S. Department of 

Homeland Security.
8Limits cooperation between local law enforcement and ICE. Most sanctuary policies are 

enacted at the city or county level; however, they may also be enacted by states.
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Figure 2: 
County-level SNAP participation among Latino and non-Latino White households in the 

sample of stable counties (n=343), 2007–2019

NL = non-Latino, SNAP = Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program.
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Figure 3: 
Distribution of counties categorized based on sanctuary policies operationalized at the 

county level and state-level immigrant friendliness, stable county sample (n=343), 2007–

2019

SP = sanctuary policy.
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Table 2:

Generalized linear models predicting county-level Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) 

participation percentage among Latino households at the county level (n=6,309 county-years)1

Model # Independent variable(s) Estimate 95% CI p-value

1 Sanctuary policy in county (yes vs. no) 1.12 0.26, 1.98 0.0105

2 State immigrant friendliness score2 0.45 −0.31, 1.21 0.2423

3 Sanctuary policies + state immigrant friendliness

 Sanctuary policy + immigrant friendly state 1.593 0.33, 2.84 0.0130

 Sanctuary policy + immigrant unfriendly state 1.07 −0.06, 2.19 0.0626

 No sanctuary policy + immigrant friendly state 0.47 −0.62, 1.57 0.3964

 No sanctuary policy + immigrant unfriendly state 0 . .

4a SNAP Policy Index<8.8 in 2019 (n=1053)

Sanctuary policies + state immigrant friendliness

 Sanctuary policy + immigrant friendly state 4.46 −3.53, 12.45 0.2605

 Sanctuary policy + immigrant unfriendly state −1.30 −3.96, 1.36 0.3353

 No sanctuary policy + immigrant friendly state 1.51 −3.40, 6.42 0.5407

 No sanctuary policy + immigrant unfriendly state 0 . .

4b SNAP Policy Index≥8.8 in 2019 (n=5256)

Sanctuary policies + state immigrant friendliness

 Sanctuary policy + immigrant friendly state 1.53 0.22, 2.84 0.0218

 Sanctuary policy + immigrant unfriendly state 1.25 0.03, 2.48 0.0454

 No sanctuary policy + immigrant friendly state 0.64 −0.51, 1.78 0.2761

 No sanctuary policy + immigrant unfriendly state 0 . .

1
Adjusted by time, male unemployment (seasonally adjusted) at the country-level, and the following county-level variables: total population, 

county size (in sq Km), number of Latino individuals, number of non-Latino (NL) White individuals, number of Latino households living in 
poverty (<100% federal poverty level), number of NL White households living in poverty, number of NL White households participating in SNAP, 
per capita income (inflation adjusted 2007 US$), % population 60+ years, unemployment, and urbanicity.

2
Rescaled to be interpreted as the change in the outcome associated with an increase of 1 SD in the state immigrant friendliness score.

3
Estimates derived from linear models where the outcome is the continuous county-level percentage participation in SNAP among Latino 

households.

Soc Sci Med. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2024 September 01.


	Abstract
	Introduction
	Conceptual framework

	Material and Methods
	Study design and data
	Outcome variable
	Exposure variables
	Covariates
	Moderator
	Statistical analysis

	Results
	Discussion
	Conclusion
	References
	Figure 1:
	Figure 2:
	Figure 3:
	Table 1:
	Table 2:

