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African- Am erican Unem ployed W orkers 
 

Findings from  a nat ional survey of unem ployed workers, conducted by  

Peter D. Hart  Research Associates, I nc. 

 
I n t im es of econom ic downturn, Afr ican Am ericans often are am ong the hardest  hit .   
Afr ican-Am erican unem ployed workers m ake up 20%  of the sam ple.  Com pared with 
the full sam ple, they are m ore likely to live in an urban area, be single, have a high 
school degree or less educat ion, have an annual household incom e less than $50,000, 
and have m inor children liv ing with them .  
 

 Unem ployed Afr ican Am ericans have been unem ployed longer than others—on 
average, they have been unem ployed 7.6 m onths of the past  year, com pared 
with an average of 6.7 m onths am ong all unem ployed workers. 

 
 The hardships unem ployed Afr ican Am ericans face involve the challenges of 

m eet ing basic needs, paying day- to-day expenses, and providing food.  

 Three in five (62% )  have cut  back spending on food and groceries.  

 44%  have had t rouble paying for their basic groceries.  

 43%  have relied on food stam ps.  

 31%  received free food or groceries from  fam ily or fr iends.  

 One in five (21% )  received free food from  a food pant ry or charity.  
 
 The st rain of unem ploym ent  on fam ilies does not  discr im inate and is severe 

across all racial and ethnic groups.  I t  affects nearly every aspect  of life 
including fam ily relat ionships and finding a way to m eet  the expenses of day- to-
day life.  On m any m easures, Afr ican Am ericans report  greater than average 
levels of hardship. Two- thirds (65% )  of unem ployed Afr ican Am ericans report  
an increase in fam ily st ress. 

 Seven in 10 (69% )  spent  m ore of their  savings than they had hoped to 
and 55%  borrowed m oney to keep up with expenses.  

 66%  cut  back spending on clothing and school supplies for children.  

 46%  fell behind on rent  and 28%  had to m ove to other housing or m ove 
in with fr iends.  

 34%  had another fam ily m em ber start  a job or increase their work hours 
to help provide for fam ily.  
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Challenges Faced By African 
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 African-Am erican unem ployed workers are significant ly less likely to have health 
insurance than their  white counterparts, with only 38%  having health insurance 
com pared with 54%  of white unem ployed workers.  Approxim ately two in five 
(39% )  Afr ican-Am erican unem ployed workers lost  their  health insurance since 
becom ing unem ployed.  They also are m ore likely to have postponed m edical or 
dental t reatm ent , with m ore than half (51% )  report ing that  they have done 
this.   

 Unem ployed Afr ican Am ericans are m ore likely to have received UI  benefits in 
recent  years than both white and Hispanic unem ployed workers, with m ore than 
40%  either current ly receiving them  (22% )  or having done so within the past  
two years (21% ) .  

 An overwhelm ing 91%  of Afr ican Am ericans who have received UI  benefits 
characterize them  as very (81% )  or fair ly (10% )  im portant  in helping them  to 
m eet  their  fam ily’s needs, with food and groceries and rent  or m ortgage 
paym ents being the m ost  frequent ly cited things they helped pay for.  

 Nearly nine in 10 (87% )  Afr ican-Am erican unem ployed workers express that  
m ore governm ent  em ploym ent  services are needed and a slight ly greater 
proport ion (90% )  characterize extending UI  benefits beyond 13 weeks as very 
or fair ly helpful.  
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From  Novem ber 14 to 18, 2008, Peter D. Hart  Research Associates, I nc., conducted a 

nat ionwide telephone survey am ong 400 unem ployed adults, defined as current ly unem ployed 

and looking for work, not  on layoff, generally available to start  work, and having looked for 

work within the past  12 m onths.  These cr iter ia used for select ing respondents m eans that  the 

survey includes m ore long- term  unem ployed adults than those included in definit ions used by 

the Bureau of Labor Stat ist ics.  I n order to include unem ployed workers who are a part  of the 

growing num ber of cell-phone only households, approxim ately 10%  of the interviews were 

conducted am ong cell-phone only households.  The m argin of error for the survey is ± 4.9 

percentage points and higher for specific subgroups. 
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