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What’s the Problem?
Single mothers head just about half of all U.S. low-income 

households with children–more than 4.5 million families.1 Fe-
male-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. 

The higher rates of poverty and hunger among female-head-
ed households are direct results of systemic inequity through 
gender and racial discrimination. Female-headed households 
are more than twice as likely as all U.S. households to face pov-
erty (27.9 percent vs. 12.3 percent). This reality is compounded 
for women of color, who experience both gender and racial dis-
crimination. Census data show that households headed by sin-
gle Indigenous, Latina, African American, and Native Hawaiian 
women have an even higher risk of poverty (39.7 percent, 37.4 
percent, 34.7 percent, and 31.2 percent, respectively).2

Female-headed households are more likely to be food-insecure. 
One in three single mothers struggles to feed herself and her 

children.

Since poverty rates are much higher and income levels are 
much lower in Indigenous, African American, Latina and Na-
tive Hawaiian female-headed households compared to the    

INEQUITY CONTRIBUTES TO HUNGER AND 
POVERTY IN FEMALE-HEADED HOUSEHOLDS

•	 Gender discrimination in pay, benefits, and           
employment 

•	 Job segregation by gender and race 
•	 Unpaid care responsibilities and high	

childcare costs 
•	 Impacts of mass incarceration
•	 Gender-based violence

FOOD INSECURITY 

General 
Population

Female-
headed 

households

Indigenous, Latina, African 
American, and Native Hawaiian 

female-headed households

All	
households

11.8% 30.3% The U.S. Department of 
Agriculture does not provide 
disaggregated food-insecurity data 
by race and household structure.

Source: Food Security in the United States, 2017. U.S. Department of Agriculture Economic Research Service. 
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THE
GENDER 
PAY GAP:

$52,146
Median pay 
for males

$41,977
Median 

pay 
for females

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.3

40%
Source: https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2018/demo/p60-263.pdf

Women are paid 80 percent of what 
men were paid.

general population, we expect that food-insecurity lev-
els are also much higher among Indigenous, African 
American, Latino and Native Hawaiian female-headed 
households. This would suggest that strengthened sup-
port systems and dedicated efforts to dismantle racial 
and gender discrimination would reverse this reality, and 
help economically empower individuals and families of 
color living in female-headed households.



Gender discrimination in pay, benefits, and employment
More than 50 years after the Equal Pay Act, women are 

still paid less than men in the same jobs. In addition, women 
are more likely to be unemployed and to hold low-wage jobs 
with few or no benefits. 

•	 Women with a high school diploma or less are paid 77 
cents for every $1 paid to men with the same education.4 

•	 Latina, Indigenous, African American and Native Ha-
waiian women are paid only between 54 and 62 cents for 
every dollar that white men are paid. The gender pay gap 
among women of color totals more than $22,000 a year 
that could have gone to help support a struggling family.5

•	 Due to racial inequity, women of color are twice as likely 
to be unemployed than white women. This compromises 
her ability to provide for her family.6

Job segregation
Women are the majority of workers in the 10 low-wage oc-

cupations with the most employees. These include domestic 
work, food-preparation, and personal care.

•	 Two of every three tipped paid workers are women and 
can legally be paid as little as $2.13/hour and are expect-
ed to earn the remainder in tips. Many report not being 
paid enough to cover basic living expenses.7

Lack of access to affordable child care
Single mothers are more likely to forgo work or school due 

to lack of child care. 

•	 Women with stable, affordable child care are more likely 
to keep their jobs and be able to support their families.8

Mass Incarceration
Many female-headed households are directly and indirect-

ly impacted by incarceration and over-policing. Soaring incar-
ceration and ticketing rates deplete household resources and 
money.

•	 Mothers confront discrimination when they return from 
incarceration, making it hard to provide for their fam-
ilies. Due to racial discrimination in the workforce, 40 
percent of African American and Latina women return-
ing home from incarceration are unemployed, compared 
to 23 percent for white women.9 

Gender-based violence
Violence against women—at home, on the job, or in pub-

lic—is rampant. The consequences include being less able to-
hold a stable job and more likely to become homeless. 

•	 1 in 3 women experience some form of sexual violence 
during their lifetime, compared to 1 in 6 men.10 This is 
higher for women of color.

•	 Ninety percent of female restaurant workers experience 
sexual harassment. This increases for women working 
in states that pay a $2.13 subminimum wage.11

•	 More than 70 percent of farmworker and other low-
wage immigrant women report that workplace sexual 
violence is a major problem.12

Inequity Contributes to Maternal Mortality
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.

•	 Single mothers heading low-income households are 2 
times as likely to die as a result of pregnancy or child-
birth, and African American and Indigenous women 
are 4 times as likely.13,14
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MEDIAN INCOME
General	

households
Latino	

female-
headed 

households

Indigenous 
female-
headed 

household

Native 
Hawaiian	
female-
headed 

households

African-
American	
female-
headed 

households

Median 
income $61,372 $30,658* $32,782* $35,335* $35,963*

Source: Income, Poverty, and Health Insurance Coverage in the United States: 2017. U.S. Department of Commerce, U.S. Census Bureau, September 2018.  
Median income for all female-headed households is $41,703.

*Median earnings in the past 12 months by sex. 2013-2017 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates. Tables B20017C, B20017I, B20017B, and B20017E.
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