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HUNGER CONTINUES TO RISE ACROSS NORTH
CAROLINA: Key programs like food stamps softened
the Great Recession’s deep blow

KEY FINDINGS:
• North Carolina has the sixth‐highest rate of food hardship in the 50 states, up from thirteenth‐

highest in 2008. Research has shown that the cost of hunger in North Carolina was $5.44 billion
in 2010, in terms of lowered educational, health care, and productivity outcomes.

• The state’s food stamp program provides vital support to families and individuals facing food
hardship, and participation has surged since the start of the recession, with the equivalent of
the population of Charlotte added to the program.

• Policymakers should resist calls to create barriers to food stamps and instead focus on job
creation via investment in education, health care, and infrastructure.

WHILE THE GREAT RECESSION TECHNICALLY ENDED IN MID‐2009, its effects on North Carolina’s
workers and families have dragged on. High unemployment and underemployment have led to
increases in numerous measures of economic hardship, including hunger. More than two million North
Carolinians faced food hardship in 2010.

For more than a million individuals in North Carolina facing hunger, the state’s food stamps program
provided a vital lifeline. Participation in the program has surged since the start of the recession, with
the equivalent of the population of Charlotte being added to the program.

North Carolina and Major NC Cities Rank High for Hunger
One measure of hunger is food hardship. Collected through a national daily survey, a household is
determined to be suffering from food hardship when it does not have enough money to buy needed
food at some point over a 12‐month period.1 By this measure, nearly 1 in 4 North Carolinians, or 2.2
million people, faced food hardship in 2010. North Carolina has the sixth‐highest rate of food hardship
of the 50 states, up from the thirteenth‐highest in 2008.2

High rates of food hardship have plagued North Carolina’s metropolitan areas. According to 2010 data,
out of the 100 largest metropolitan statistical areas in the country, three in North Carolina made the
top‐ten list for highest food hardship rates. Winston‐Salem had the third‐highest food‐hardship rate in
the country (25 percent), followed closely by Greensboro‐High Point at fourth‐highest (24.9 percent),
and Asheville at seventh‐highest (23.9%).3
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The Costs of Hunger
The impacts of food hardship are not confined to the families who struggle to put food on their tables;
hunger affects educational, health care, and productivity outcomes. These consequences of hunger can
be added up and quantified as North Carolina’s “hunger bill.” 

In order to determine the costs of hunger, several researchers nationally have looked at the following
factors:

1) Hunger‐induced illnesses such as iron deficiency, headaches, depression, and poorer overall health
status

2) Hunger‐induced costs for lower educational outcomes, such as drop‐out and special‐education services
as well as the impact on lifetime earnings

3) Cost of charitable contributions made to alleviate hunger and food insecurity, including food banks and
volunteers

The researchers examined the extensive
academic literature exploring the
economic consequences of hunger and
estimated North Carolina’s hunger bill to
be $5.44 billion in 2010. Put another way,
North Carolina’s hunger bill costs the state
$568 per Tar Heel annually. Like hunger
itself, the state’s hunger bill jumped by
31.5 percent over the course of the Great
Recession. North Carolina is one of twelve
states that experienced an increase in their
hunger bills of a billion dollars or more
from 2007 to 2010.4

A Vital Lifeline: Food Stamps
For many of those facing food hardship, North Carolina’s food stamp program, called Food & Nutrition
Services, has provided significant relief and put food on the table during times of financial crisis.
Federally funded, the food stamp program helps eligible low‐income families purchase basic groceries
by giving them a modest monthly benefit that is set on a sliding scale based on income and household
size. In 2010, the average monthly food stamps benefit for a household was $282.5

The number of individuals receiving food assistance through North Carolina’s Food & Nutrition Services
has nearly doubled since the Great Recession started in December 2007 (increase of 94.6 percent). The
state has added more than 870,000 Tar Heels to its food assistance program – a little more than the
population of Charlotte, North Carolina. As of September 2011, nearly 1 in 5 North Carolinians
received food assistance.6

At the local level, the number of persons in households receiving food stamps has grown in every
county since the recession began. Urban counties have seen the greatest numbers of people enroll in
the food stamps program, but rural areas have seen the deepest change in relative terms. The five
counties with the largest percentage increases in their food stamp participation rates—at least
quadrupling from September 2007 to September 2011—are Dare, Jones, Pender, Gates, and Duplin.
Mecklenburg, Guilford, and Wake counties all nearly doubled their food stamp participation rates and
have the highest numbers of individuals enrolled in the program. 

That both the state unemployment rate and the number of people receiving food stamps in North
Carolina have doubled since the start of the recession is not a coincidence.7 As thousands of Tar Heels
have lost their jobs or experienced reduced work hours, they have become eligible for and have
reached out to food assistance to feed their families.  This trend holds true at the county level as well.
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Source: Food Hardship in America-2010, Food Research and Action Center, March 2011.
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Notably, Dare County’s unemployment rate has quadrupled since the start of the recession, and its
food stamp participation rate has increased by 520 percent.

Conclusion
Hunger in North Carolina has risen significantly since the beginning of the Great Recession, as have the
economic, health and educational costs associated with it. The food stamps program has stemmed the
effects of job losses for more than a million Tar Heels over the last several years and while funded
federally, the state of North Carolina and counties have a critical role in supporting an effective anti‐
hunger program.

1 Food hardship is defined as answering “yes” to the question posed by the daily Gallup-Healthways Wellbeing-Index: “Have there been
times in the past twelve months when you did not have enough money to buy food that you or your family needed”? Index and data
accessed at: http://www.well-beingindex.com/.

2 Food Research and Action Center, “Food Hardship in America-2010”, March 2011, and “Food Hardship: A Closer Look at Hunger”,
January 2010. Accessed at www.frac.org.

3 Ibid.

4 Donald S. Shepard, Elizabeth Setren, and Donna Cooper, “Hunger in America: Suffering We All Pay For,” Center for American
Progress, October 2011. 

5 USDA Food & Nutrition Service state data on average monthly benefits: http://www.fns.usda.gov/pd/19SNAPavg$HH.htm.

6 NC Department of Health & Humans Services, Division of Social Services’ Monthly Caseload Statistics.

7 NC Employment Security Commission.
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Sources: Food Stamp Participation Data (NC Employment Security Commission, September 2007 and September 2011) and Unemployment Data
(Employment Security Commission North Carolina, September 2007 and September 2011).


