
In the United States, 38.1 million people identify as African-
American or black—12.4 percent of the U.S. population.1 
African-Americans continue to suffer disproportionately 
from hunger, poverty, unemployment, and income and 
education disparities when compared with the U.S. 
population as a whole.

Poverty
The ongoing effects of the economic recession led to higher 
poverty rates in 2009 (the last full year for which data are 
available). African-American poverty and food insecurity 
rates are closely linked.

•	 One	in	four2 African-Americans lives below the 
federal poverty line, compared to about one in eight 
Americans overall. In 2009, the poverty line for a 
family of two adults and two children was $21,756. 

•	 Poverty	among	African-American	children	is	
especially alarming—putting a generation at risk. More	
than	a	third	(35.7	percent)	of	all	African-American	
children	lives	in	poverty,	compared	to	one	in	
five	children	living	in	poverty	in	the	country	as	a	
whole.3

•	 In	each	of	the	10	states	with	the	highest	poverty	rates	
in the country, the African-American poverty rate was 
significantly	higher	than	the	overall	state	poverty	rate.	
In some states, the African-American poverty rate was 
double the general poverty rate.

•	More	than	one	in	four	African-Americans	in	the	
nation’s capital live below the poverty line.

•	 Eight	of	the	10	largest	metropolitan	areas	in	the	
United States also have the highest numbers of 
African-Americans living in poverty—including 
the metro areas of New York-Northern New 
Jersey,	Chicago,	Atlanta,	Philadelphia,	Miami-
Fort Lauderdale, Houston, Dallas-Fort Worth, and 
Washington, D.C.

Hunger 
A principal cause of hunger in the United States is the 
inability	to	afford	sufficient	food.	The	U.S.	government	
defines	households	that	struggle	to	put	food	on	the	table	at	
some point during the year as “food insecure.”

•	 One	in	four4 African-American households struggles 
to put food on the table, compared to about one in 
seven of all U.S. households.
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Top 10 Highest Poverty Rates, 2009 data

Rank State Poverty African-American
 Poverty

	 1 Mississippi 21.9% 36.0%
 2 Arkansas 18.8% 36.4%
 3 Kentucky 18.6% 32.0%
 4 District of Columbia 18.4% 26.8%
 5 New Mexico 18.0% 25.5%
 6 West Virginia 17.7% 31.2%
 7 Alabama 17.5% 30.8%
 8 Louisiana 17.3% 30.1%
 9 Texas 17.2% 23.1%
 10 South Carolina 17.1% 28.6%
 10 Tennessee 17.1% 29.5%



•	 African-American	children	experience	hunger	at	
higher rates than adults. Almost	35	percent	of	
African-American	children	live	in	families	that	
struggle	to	put	food	on	the	table.

The 2009 food insecurity rates were high for one of the 
world’s wealthiest nations. They did not rise steeply 
above their 2008 levels, however, due largely to safety net 
programs.	The	Special	Supplemental	Nutrition	Program	
for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC); the Supplemental 
Nutrition	Assistance	Program	(or	SNAP,	formerly	the	Food	
Stamp	Program);	and	school	breakfasts	and	lunches	helped	
prevent more people from going hungry.  

Nutrition Assistance Programs
African-Americans have a higher likelihood of participat-
ing in nutrition assistance programs. Because eligibility for 
federal nutrition programs is income-based, participation 
in these programs is an indicator of both nutritional and 
economic need.  

•	 African-Americans make up 12.4 percent of the 
population6 but 19.6 percent of participants in the 
Special	Supplemental	Nutrition	Program	for	Women,	
Infants, and Children (WIC).7 

•	 African-Americans	are	22.5	percent	of	the	participants	
in	SNAP,8 the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program	(formerly	the	Food	Stamp	Program).

•	 90	percent	of	African-American	children	will	
receive	SNAP	benefits	at	some	point	before	age	
20,	compared	to	49	percent	of	all	U.S.	children.9

Unemployment 
The foundation of economic security is employment.

•	 The	significant	job	losses	since	the	U.S.	recession	
began in December 2007 have been felt 
disproportionately among African-Americans.

•	 Even	before	the	recession,	African-Americans	had	a	
much higher unemployment rate than the population 
as a whole. The African-American unemployment 

rate was 8.4 percent in November 2007,10 while 
the overall unemployment rate did not reach that 
level	until	March	200911—well over a year into the 
recession. Thus,	African-American	families	were	
experiencing	“recession-like”	conditions	even	
while	the	wider	U.S.	economy	was	strong.

Income and Education 
Income levels determine whether and how a family will 
be	able	to	provide	for	its	needs.	Employment	and	income	
levels are strongly linked to education.

•	 African-Americans have much lower median incomes 
than the U.S. population as a whole.

•	 In	the	long	run,	earning	an	income	sufficient	to	
support a family enables people to build up assets, 
providing	more	protection	against	unexpected	
setbacks	such	as	illness	or	job	loss	and	greater	long-
term economic security.

•	 African-Americans	are	less	likely	to	own	their	home	
than the overall U.S. population. In 2009, 46.2 percent 
of African-Americans owned a home, compared to 
67.4 percent of the total population.14
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Food Insecurity, 2009 data5

 General Population African-Americans

Households 14.7% 24.9%
 17.4 million 3.6 million

Individuals 16.6% 27.0%
 50.2 million 9.9 million

Children under 18 23.2% 34.6%
 17.2 million 3.8 million

Income

 General African-
 Population Americans

Median Income, 200912 $49,777 $32,584
Median Weekly Earnings,  $739 $601
  200913

Men $819 $621
Women $657 $582



•	 African-Americans	have	higher	high	school	dropout	
rates and lower rates of college graduation.

•	 Compared	to	someone	with	a	bachelor’s	degree,	an	
adult with a high school diploma is twice as likely 
to be unemployed; an adult without a high school 
diploma is three times as likely to be unemployed.15

•	 Educational	attainment	has	a	significant	impact	on	
income. In 2009, the median income among people 
older than 25 who were college graduates was $47,510, 
while high school graduates had a median income 
of $26,140 and those without high school diplomas 
earned $18,432.16 

For Further Information:  
•	 Bread	for	the	World	Institute’s	book-length	report,	

Hunger 2010: A Just and Sustainable Recovery, offers 
analysis on how to reduce income inequality through 
housing, asset building, healthcare, and education 
policy. 

 www.hungerreport.org/2010/report/chapters/two 

•	 The	Hunger	Report	also	explains	why	greening	the	
U.S. economy is good for the manufacturing and 
construction sectors, which together account for roughly 
half	of	all	the	jobs	lost	since	the	recession	began.

 www.hungerreport.org/2010/report/chapters/one

•	 The	report	profiles	the	Harlem	Children’s	Zone,	one	
of the most innovative programs in the country, with 
a goal of raising academic achievement and keeping 
students in school in high-poverty African-American 
communities.

 www.hungerreport.org/2010/stories/report/
 harlem-childrens-zone  

•	 The	following	stories	from	A Just and Sustainable Recov-
ery describe how subprime lending and the housing 
crash affected African Americans: 

 www.hungerreport.org/2010/stories/report/in-
south-florida-mortgages-to-build-american-dreams

 www.hungerreport.org/2010/report/chapters/two/
housing/the-subprime-bomb-explodes
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