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Hunger and Poverty in

Female-Headed Households
What’s the Problem?
Single mothers head just over half of all U.S. low-income
households with children–more than 4.7 million families. Female-headed households, particularly those led by women of
color, are more likely to be food-insecure and live in poverty
than other U.S. households. Being food-insecure, according to
the U.S. Department of Agriculture, means not having regular,
reliable access to the foods needed for good health.
Hunger and food-insecurity are caused by poverty. Gender
discrimination and, for many, racial/ethnic discrimination make
women more likely to be poor. Female-headed households are
more than twice as likely as all U.S. households to be poor (30.6
percent vs. 14.8 percent). Census data show that households
headed by single African-American women or single Latinas
have an even higher risk of poverty (40.2 percent and 40.4 percent, respectively).

WHAT FACTORS CONTRIBUTE TO HUNGER
AND POVERTY IN FEMALE-HEADED
HOUSEHOLDS?
•
•
•
•

Gender discrimination in pay and benefits
Job segregation
Unpaid care responsibilities and high
childcare costs
Gender-based violence

Female-headed households are more likely to be food-insecure.
One in three single mothers struggles to feed herself and her
children.
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The U.S. Department of
Agriculture does not provide
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Source: Food Security in the United States, 2014. U.S. Department of Agriculture Economic Research Service.

We lack statistics on the food-insecurity rates of African-American and Latino female-headed households, but the
rates are clearly higher than those for female-headed households overall since poverty rates are higher and incomes lower
for these groups.
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Almost 40 percent of working
mothers reported that the gender
pay gap contributes to poor
living conditions, poor nutrition,
and fewer opportunities for
them and their children.1
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MORE ON THE CONTRIBUTING FACTORS TO HUNGER AND POVERTY:

Gender discrimination in pay and benefits

Job segregation

More than 50 years after the Equal Pay Act, women are
still paid less than men in the same jobs.

Women are the majority of workers in the 10 low-wage occupations with the most employees.
These include domestic work, food-preparation, and personal care. Many women hold tip-paid jobs, meaning they can
legally be paid as little as $2.13 an hour and are expected to
earn the remainder in tips.

• Women with a high school diploma or less are paid 76
cents for every dollar paid to men with the same education. African-American and Latina women are paid only
55 cents for every dollar that white men are paid. The gender pay gap in this group totals more than $7,000 a year
that could have gone to help support a struggling family.2
• Women are more likely to hold jobs without benefits,
specifically paid leave and employer-provided health insurance.
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Source: Income, Poverty, and Health Insurance Coverage in the United States: 2014. U.S. Department of
Commerce, U.S. Census Bureau, September 2015.
*Data based on 2013 estimates from the U.S. Department of Commerce, U.S. Census Bureau.
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The number of U.S. women
dying from pregnancy
or childbirth has more
than DOUBLED since
1987. Many of these
deaths are related to
hunger and poverty.
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Lack of access to affordable child care
Single mothers are more likely to forgo work or school due
to lack of child care.
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