
USDA Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) Language 
Access Study (Summary) 
Background Key Findings 
The U.S. Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) Food and Nutrition Service 
(FNS) administers 16 nutrition assistance programs, including the 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) with the mission to 
increase food security and reduce hunger—in partnership with 
cooperating organizations—by providing children and low-income 
people access to food, a healthy diet, and nutrition education in a 
manner that supports American agriculture and inspires public 
confidence.  

State agencies and territories that receive federal financial assistance 
from the USDA FNS to administer SNAP are required to comply with Title 
VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 (Title VI) and its implementing 
regulations for the USDA (at 7 CFR 15), including language access 
provisions. Therefore, SNAP agencies must have policies and procedures 
in place to ensure that vital information and materials such as 
applications, recipient notices, and information on digital platforms are 
available in languages that individuals with limited English proficiency 
(LEP) can understand. Additionally, agencies must ensure that program 
staff are trained on procedures, including the use of qualified 
interpreters, to provide meaningful access to program information for 
individuals with LEP. These requirements extend to SNAP outreach, 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program Nutrition Education (SNAP-
Ed), Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program Employment and 
Training (SNAP E&T) supports, and Disaster Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Programs (D-SNAP). This study seeks to understand how the 
53 SNAP State agencies - 50 States, District of Columbia (DC), Guam, the 
U.S. Virgin Islands (USVI), and the three Nutrition Assistance Program 
(NAP) agencies are implementing language access requirements.  

• Many States agencies conducted a 
four-factor analysis1 to determine 
language assistance service needs and 
resources available to serve people 
with limited English proficiency (LEP) 
and have a language access plan (LAP). 

• Spanish is the most common language 
among low income LEP individuals 
followed by Chinese, Arabic, 
Vietnamese, Korean, and Russian. 

• Almost all State agencies translated 
multiple documents into languages 
other than English. Only one State 
agency did not translate any 
document. 

• All State agencies provided at least 
one type of oral language assistance 
service. 

• The types of training for frontline staff 
on how to work with LEP participants 
varied among State agencies. 

• The most common challenges 
reported by State agencies in 
providing language assistance services 
are not having enough bilingual or 
multilingual staff and lack of funding. 

Methods 

The study team analyzed three sources of data for this 
report: (1) a web survey of SNAP State agencies with 
questions on language access policies and operations, civil 
rights, etc. conducted between July 2023 and November 
2023; (2) documents related to SNAP language access that 
State agencies provided; and (3) the Census Bureau’s 

 
1 The four factors for assessing LEP needs are: (1) The number or proportion of individuals with LEP eligible to be served or likely to be encountered 

within the area serviced by the recipient; (2) The frequency with which individuals with LEP come in contact with the program or activity; (3) The 

nature and importance of the program, activity, or service to people's lives; and (4) Resources available to the SNAP State agency and the costs of 

language services. 

American Community Survey (ACS) and appropriate 
Decennial Census for Island Areas data for the language 
landscape analysis.  

Forty-nine of 53 State agencies responded to the survey 
and provided various documents for review including 
language access plans (LAP), state language access 
guidance or policy documents, informational materials on 
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how the State agency operates language access policies 
and procedures, State guidance or policy documents on 
submitting and/or addressing civil rights complaints, 
informational materials provided to SNAP participants on 
submitting civil rights complaints, and training materials 
for frontline staff on language access obligations. Case 
studies were also conducted in five states. Findings from 
the case studies and the three Nutrition Assistance 
Programs are presented in separate reports. 2,3 

Findings  

Spanish is the most common language spoken by low 
income LEP individuals in the United States. Based on ACS 
data, Chinese, Arabic, Vietnamese, Korean, and Russian 
round out the top six languages.  

Many State agencies reported conducting the four-factor 
analysis and having a LAP, but fewer reported language 
access working groups. Of the 49 State agencies that took 
the survey, 32 had conducted a four-factor analysis, 34 said 
they have a LAP and 18 reported having language access 
working groups.  

Forty-one State agencies reported having an FNS Civil 
Rights Division-approved process for handling civil rights 
complaints related to language access and national origin 
discrimination. Eight State agencies reported a finding of 
non-compliance for civil rights language access in the past 
five years. They reported that they were resolved via 
corrective actions.  

Thirty-eight State agencies offered automated or 
voicemail language assistance options on their telephone 
systems. Seventeen States offered Spanish only, nine 
offered Spanish plus another language, and twelve had 
three or more language options (all included Spanish).  

Many State agencies provided language assistance 
options on their websites. Twenty-nine State agencies had 
a link to view website in a language other than English or 
to an online translation service (e.g., Google translate).  

Almost all State agencies translated multiple documents 
into languages other than English. The most translated 

 
2 For findings on case studies, see Brooks, et al. (2024). Language 

Access in the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program: Case Studies 

of Four State Agencies. Available online at: 

www.fns.usda.gov/research-and-analysis. 

document was the SNAP application form (94 percent). 
Fifteen agencies translated documents into Spanish only, 
while 32 agencies translated documents into two or more 
languages. Only one State agency did not translate any 
documents. 

The most common way of determining into which 
languages to translate documents was by assessing the 
presence of language groups by using State or local data. 
Almost three quarters of State agencies used this method.  

All State agencies provided at least one type of oral 
language assistance service. This included 90 percent 
offering interpreter service and about three quarter 
employing bilingual speakers. Frontline staff most 
commonly use telephonic interpreter services for verbal 
communication with LEP individuals (90 percent). 

The most common challenges reported by State agencies 
in providing language services were not having enough 
bilingual or multilingual staff and lack of funding for 
translated materials and training. When there are 
challenges in providing language services, 86 percent do 
not allow any sort of exemption to individuals with LEP 
from work or other requirements. 

The types of training for frontline staff on how to work 
with LEP applicants and participants varied among State 
agencies. Forty-six State agencies conduct annual civil 
rights training for frontline staff. Thirty-three agencies 
provide other types of training on language access 
procedures to frontline staff. 

One of the most useful ways the USDA FNS can support 
States agencies is by providing examples of best practices. 
Sharing best practices within a state is more common than 
sharing across State agencies, which is rarely done.  

3 For findings on NAP agencies, see Venezia, et al. (2024). Language 

Access in the Nutrition Assistance Programs of American Samoa, the 

Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands, and Puerto Rico. 

Available online at: www.fns.usda.gov/research-and-analysis. 
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