
Prior to COVID-19
Hunger: In 2019, 34.9 percent of households with an income 

below the Federal Poverty Line (FPL) were food insecure1 

compared to 5.1 percent of households with incomes equal to or 

above 185 percent of the FPL.2 

Low-income households are more vulnerable to the economic 

drivers of food insecurity: negative income shocks, high food 

prices, and instability in housing.3 In addition to low income, 

households with low wealth or few assets (assets could be owning 

a home or holding other financial investments or savings) are at 

a higher risk of food insecurity because assets help buffer the 

effects of income shocks.4,5

Poverty: In 2019, the Official Poverty Measure was 10.5 percent, 

while the Supplemental Poverty Measure, which accounts for cost 

of living and receipt of government assistance, was slightly higher 

at 11.7 percent.6 

Health: At an individual level, the immediate effects of poverty 

may result in poor housing conditions, lack of access to healthy 

foods, and inadequate health care, which lead to poor health. In 

the long term, the stress of living in poverty can result in chronic 

inflammation and disease. At the community level, neighborhood 

poverty and income inequality are also associated with higher 

rates of poor health outcomes and mortality.7

During COVID-19
Hunger: Food insufficiency peaked among low-income 

households in January 2021 at 35 percent, compared to 11 percent 

of all households. As of March 2021, 32 percent of households 

with an income less than $25K experienced food insufficiency in 

the prior week compared to 9 percent of all households.8 

Poverty: As the pandemic has stretched on, low-income 

Americans have been more likely to have trouble paying bills, rent, 

and have had to rely on government food assistance and food 

charity.9 As of March 2021, 53 percent of households earning less 

than $25K a year found it sometimes or very difficult to pay usual 

household expenses, compared to 29 percent of households 

overall.10 The recovery in job growth has been the lowest for low-

wage earners. As of February 2021, employment was still 30.4 

percent lower for low-wage workers (earning <$27K per year) than 

in January 2020 compared to a decline of only 2.1 percent for 

high-wage workers (earning >$60K/year).11

Health: There is little data on COVID-19 cases and deaths  

by household income. However, racial disparities in COVID-19 

cases and deaths were found to be larger in counties with  

lower median incomes.12 Greater income inequality at the  

county level has been associated with higher rates of COVID-19 

cases and deaths.13,14
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FIGURE 1: Low Income Communities Prior to and During COVID-19
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There are many reasons to believe income would be correlated 

with COVID-19 cases. Essential workers are more likely to have low 

wages. Stay-at-home orders also increase time in poor housing 

conditions for low-income individuals, which may increase the risk 

of COVID-19 exposure if houses are overcrowded. Increased time 

in the home following shelter-in-place orders can expose families to 

other health risks if there are environmental contaminants like mold, 

pests, or extreme temperatures.15

Impact of the Federal Nutrition 
Programs
The federal nutrition programs are proven anti-poverty programs. 

In 2019, the estimated number of people who were lifted out 

of poverty were as follows: Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 

Program (SNAP): 2.5 million; National School Lunch Program: 1.2 

million; and Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, 

Infants, and Children: 230,000. Using data from 2013 to 2016, the 

School Breakfast Program lifted 620,000 individuals out of poverty 

each year.16 During the Great Recession, SNAP was more likely than 

any other program to distribute resources to households in deep 

poverty, or income below 50 percent of the FPL, reducing deep 

poverty by 16.6 percent (about 3.4 million people).17,18 Even more 

striking, SNAP reduced extreme poverty (income of less than $2 

per person per day) among households with children by 48 percent 

in 2011 when benefits were expanded by 13.6 percent.19 To limit the 

depth and duration of hardship, it is important to extend and expand 

SNAP benefit boosts until economic conditions show sufficient 

recovery and to improve SNAP eligibility and access. 

Gains in program access and benefit adequacy during COVID-19 

provide important best practices for strengthening and expanding 

the federal nutrition programs. The Biden administration and 

Congress must continue to invest in these critical programs. In 

addition, FRAC supports a broad range of policies to address 

the root causes of hunger, poverty, and poor health. For current 

recommendations, see FRAC’s Action Center page.

Want to learn more? This brief summarizes information from the 

report Hunger, Poverty, and Health Disparities During COVID-19 

and the Federal Nutrition Programs’ Role in an Equitable 

Recovery. See FRAC’s COVID-19 dashboard for the full report and 

additional statistics on hunger during the pandemic.
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FIGURE 2: Households With Low Incomes Have Been Slower to Recover Jobs  
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In the United States, as of May 05, 2021, employment rates among workers in the bottom wage quartile 
decreased by 22.2% compared to January 2020 (not seasonally adjusted).

*Change in employment rates (not seasonally adjusted), indexed to January 4–31, 2020. 
  This series is based on payroll data from Paychex and Intuit, worker-level data on employment and earnings from Earnin,
  and timesheet data from Kronos.  The dotted line is a prediction of employment rates based on Kronos and Paychex data.

Source: Opportunity Insights Economic Tracker                                                                                                          Last updated: July 09, 2021   
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