
Nourish California is a statewide, non-profit organization that collaborates with diverse

community partners to advance policies to ensure all Californians have equitable access

to food, health, and well-being.

We recognize the root causes of hunger and poverty, including the historic and ongoing

harms of systemic racism.1 To eliminate consequent inequities, communities,

policymakers, researchers, advocates, and other stakeholders must be able to assess

outcomes across racial and ethnic identities. This requires accurate, timely data from

public services such as the federal nutrition programs, including the Supplemental

Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP).

Eliminate Visual Observation

Researchers support self-report as the benchmark method of collecting data on

race/ethnicity.2 Studies show that other approaches to collecting data on race/ethnicity,
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such as visual observation, are inaccurate in comparison to self-reported data.3 Visual

observation also inherently denies individuals the agency and dignity of self

identification. For these reasons, we adamantly support the removal of regulatory

language that names “visual observation” as an example of how State agencies might

collect race and ethnicity data when participants do not voluntarily provide race/ethnicity

information on a SNAP application. We also call for federal regulations to eliminate visual

observation as an allowable method of collecting race and ethnicity data for SNAP. Such

regulations are already in place for California4 and should be enacted nationwide to

respect all SNAP applicants and to uphold the rigor and reliability of essential data.

Engage Directly Affected Individuals

State and federal administrators of SNAP should proactively engage SNAP participants,

SNAP applicants, and individuals who are likely eligible but not reached by SNAP to

inform data collection policies and practices related to race/ethnicity. Soliciting input

from directly affected individuals through surveys, interviews, focus groups, listening

sessions, and other similar means can help identify methods and metrics (e.g.
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race/ethnicity categories) that are most likely to successfully facilitate accurate

responses from SNAP applicants. This input should be used to improve the collection of

race/ethnicity data via SNAP application. The input should also be applied to the

development and dissemination of best practices for establishing alternative methods for

the collection of race/ethnicity data when such data is not voluntarily provided on the

SNAP application.

Data Matching

In considering alternative methods such as data matching between public

programs/services to collect information on race/ethnicity, state and federal

administrators should ensure that the matched data sources do not rely on visual

observation.

Decline to State

SNAP administrators should make clear to all applicants that they can decline to state

information about their race/ethnicity. If an applicant declines to voluntarily provide this

information, the data should be identified as being provided through another source, and

that source should be identified (e.g. SNAP eligibility worker, data matching).

Understanding the source of race/ethnicity data will allow for more accurate

interpretation of research and analysis that relies on this information.

Disaggregate Data

SNAP guidance should emphasize the collection of disaggregated race/ethnicity data. In

addition to collecting information about race and ethnicity according to the minimum



OMB standard,5 SNAP administrators should adopt methods to collect more granular

data. Research shows significant disparities across multiple outcomes for more granular

racial/ethnic groups within the broader categories of the minimum OMB standard.6 For

instance, though Asian Americans as a whole experienced poverty at a rate three

percentage points lower than the national average,

Mongolian and Burmese had the highest poverty rates among all Asian origin

groups, at 25% – more than twice the national average and about four times the

poverty rates among Indians (6%).7

Without the use of more detailed race/ethnicity categories, we will fail to detect and

address such inequities.

In addition to collecting data on disaggregated racial/ethnic groups, SNAP administrators

should allow for the collection of detailed racial/ethnic data from individuals who identify
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as more than one race. To avoid the masking of racial disparities and inequities, SNAP

administors should collect information both to determine if an applicant identifies as

multiracial and to specify the racial groups to which the applicant ascribes.

As they work to develop community- and stakeholder-informed approaches to data

collection, SNAP administrators should follow existing best practices for collecting

disaggregated race/ethnicity data and multiracial data, such as the July 2022 guidance

released from the Chief Statistician of the United States.8

Thank you for your attention to this comment. If you have any questions, please contact:

Tia Shimada

Director of Programs

Nourish California

tia@nourishca.org
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