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Key Findings by Race and Ethnicity

Findings from the National Survey of America’s Families

Poverty rates
declined, the proportion of children living in two-parent families rose, and low-income
families had fewer concerns about affording food than before (Zedlewski 2000; Moore
and Vandivere 2000). These national gains, however, obscure the fact that white families
experienced more gains between 1997 and 1999 than either black or Hispanic families.

Using data collected by the National Survey of America’s Families (NSAF), this Snapshot
compares changes in seven indicators of family well-being—employment, family income,
food hardship, housing hardship, family structure, health insurance, and health status—
between 1997 and 1999 by race and ethnicity.' Data are grouped into three racial and
ethnic categories: white non-Hispanics, black non-Hispanics, and Hispanics of all

races (referred to as white, black, and Hispanic, respectively). Data for Asian and Native
American populations are not shown separately, due to their small sample sizes. In 1999,
70 percent of nonelderly persons in the United States were white (table 3 on page 6).
Blacks, at 13 percent of the population, were the largest minority group in the United
States, and the Hispanic population was almost as large, representing 12 percent

of the total.

Between 1997 and 1999, well-being among white families improved in five out of seven
indicators—family income, food hardship, housing hardship, family structure, and
health insurance. Black families realized gains in only one indicator—employment—
during the period, and experienced losses in another indicator— housing hardship.
Between 1997 and 1999, Hispanic families saw decreases in poverty and the rate

of single-parent families, but they experienced some declines in health status and
health insurance.

Ml Despite an increase in employment rates of low-income black adults and black
parents from 1997 to 1999, poverty rates of black families remained unchanged.

M The gap between the percentages of blacks and whites with low incomes increased
between 1996 and 1998.

B The gap between the percentage of Hispanic children in poverty and the percentage
of white children in poverty decreased over the two-year period.



Employment

Employment rates of adults ages 25 to 542 held steady across the nation from 1997 to 1999. In both
years, 82 percent of adults were working at the time of the interview. During this period, the employment
rate of black parents increased significantly, from 76 to 80 percent (table 1). Hispanic and white parents
experienced slight gains (less than 1 percent) as well, but those changes were not statistically significant.
The change in employment among black parents narrowed the employment gap between black and white
parents by 3 percent over the two-year period.

Among the low-income population, black adults were the only group to experience an increase in
employment between 1997 and 1999 (from 56 to 60 percent). In contrast, employment rates for low-
income white and Hispanic adults decreased slightly, although these changes were not statistically
significant. Thus, the employment gap between black and white low-income adults decreased by almost
5 percent over the two-year period. In 1999 and 1997, Hispanic adults were less likely to be employed
than either black or white adults.

TABLE 1 |Employment of Adults Ages 25 to 54, by Race/ Ethnicity, Income, and Parental Status, 1997-1999

White, Non-Hispanic Hispanic, All Races Black, Non-Hispanic All Races/Ethnicities

97 99 97 99 97 99 97 99
Below 200% of poverty level
Adults 632 626 636 634 564  60.4 619 623
Parents 670 67.0 631 633 630 673 651 66.1
Above 200% of poverty level
Adults 888 883 881 86.1 899 888 88.7 880
Parents 871  86.7 865 85.2 892 914 872 869
All incomes
Adults 834 834 749 747 765 775 815 815
Parents 820 822 718 727 763 799 799 806

Note: “All races/ethnicities” includes Native Americans and Asian Americans. Figures in color represent values that are statistically significantly different from the 1999 national average at the
0.10 confidence level. The symbols “.a.” and “ represent statistically significant increases and decreases, respectively, between 1997 and 1999 at the 0.10 confidence level. Source: Urban Institute

Family Income

Despite increases in employment among black parents and low-income black adults, black families
experienced no significant changes in poverty rates from 1996 to 1998.° The poverty rate for black
nonelderly persons was 27 percent in both years, and the percentage of black persons with low incomes
(living in families with incomes below 200 percent of poverty) remained steady (figure 1 on page 3)*

Between 1996 and 1998, poverty rates and the percentage of people in low-income families declined

for the nation as a whole. The national poverty rate dropped by 2 percentage points to 13 percent. Poverty
rates also declined from 10 to 8 percent for whites and from 30 to 26 percent for Hispanics. The percent-
age of persons living in low-income families nationwide fell by 2 percentage points (from 33 to 31 percent)
over the two-year period. Between 1996 and 1998, the percentage of persons living in low-income families
declined from 26 to 24 percent for whites and from 61 to 56 percent for Hispanics.

Therefore, over the two-year period, the gap between the percentage of blacks with low incomes and

the percentage of whites with low incomes widened from 24 to 27 percentage points, despite employment
increases among black parents. The disparity between white and Hispanic child poverty rates also
narrowed by 5 percentage points over these two years. While blacks and Hispanics remained poorer

than whites in 1998, there was no statistically significant difference between poverty rates for blacks

and Hispanics.
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Food Concerns Figure 1: Poor anq I._ow—lncome Nonelderly,
and Affordability by Race and Ethnicity, 1996-1998

To measure food hardship, the NSAF asked adults in O Below 100% of poverty 1996 H Below 100% of poverty 1998
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significant changes in food hardship for black and Percentage
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of food hardship for blacks and Hispanics remained Note: “All races/ethnicities” includes Native Americans and Asian Americans. Source: Urban Institute
higher than those for whites.
Affordability of Housing
To measure housing hardship, the NSAF asked adults whether they had been unable to pay their rent,
mortgage, or utility bills at some point during the previous year. Nationwide, the housing hardship rate
for nonelderly persons remained unchanged at 13 percent between 1997 and 1999 (table 2). Families’
reported ability to afford housing may have stayed the same despite the economic boom because hous-
ing prices rose faster than incomes (Zedlewski 2000). Analysis of housing hardship by race and ethnicity
reveals that while whites were better able to afford housing in 1999 than in 1997, blacks were more likely
to encounter difficulties paying for housing than before. As a result, the disparity between blacks and
whites in 1997 (Staveteig and Wigton 2000) widened during the two-year period. Housing hardship for
Hispanics remained steady at 19 percent from 1997 to 1999.
TABLE 2 | Affordability of Food and Housing, by Race and Ethnicity, 1997-1999
White, Non-Hispanic Hispanic, All Races Black, Non-Hispanic All Races/Ethnicities
97 99 97 99 97 99 97 99
Nonelderly Americans Living in Families That Worried about or Experienced Difficulties Affording Food
Below 200% of poverty level 433 384 56.1 53.9 570 56.3 490 456
Above 200% of poverty level 119 105 229 237 223 239 139 131
All incomes 199 171 430 406 394 401 256 232
Nonelderly Americans Living in Families with Problems Paying Their Mortgage, Rent, or Utility Bills
Below 200% of poverty level 242 232 245 249 298 331 254 255
Above 200% of poverty level 6.5 6.2 116 123 132 161 74 7.6
All incomes 111 102 194 194 214 246 134 132
Note: “All races/ethnicities” includes Native Americans and Asian Americans. Figures in color represent values that are statistically significantly different from the 1999 national average at the
0.10 confidence level. The symbols “.a.” and “ =+ " represent statistically significant increases and decreases, respectively, between 1997 and 1999 at the 0.10 confidence level. Source: Urban Institute
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Family Structure
Each child’s family has been categorized into one of four types: a two-parent family (two biological or

adoptive parents), a single-parent family (an unmarried biological or adoptive parent who might or might

not be living with other adults), a blended family (a biological or adoptive parent married to a spouse who

has not adopted the child), or a no-parent family (a child living with relatives other than his or her parents,

with unrelated adults, or as an emancipated minor).

Figure 2: Children’s Family Structures,
by Race and Ethnicity, 1999
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Note: “All races/ethnicities” includes Native Americans and Asian Americans.
Source: Urban Institute

Figure 3: Health Insurance Coverage
of Nonelderly Adults, by Race and
Ethnicity, 1999
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Note: “All races/ethnicities” includes Native Americans and Asian Americans.
Source: Urban Institute
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Nationwide, in 1999, 64 percent of children lived in two-parent families, versus

62 percent in 1997. White children’s two-parent family rates increased slightly over
this period, from 71 to 72 percent. The percentage of Hispanic children living in two-
parent families rose from 58 to 60 percent, but this was not statistically significant.
The rate of two-parent families among black children remained at 29 percent in
both years, much lower than rates for white and Hispanic children.

Almost one in five white children and almost one in three Hispanic children lived in
single-parent families in 1999 (figure 2). In contrast, more than half of all black children
did. Between 1997 and 1999, fewer white and Hispanic children lived in a single-parent
family (declines of 2 and 4 percentage points, respectively). The gap in single-parent
family rates between whites and Hispanics declined over the two-year period. The

high rate of single-parent families among black children, however, remained steady

at 55 percent.

Health Insurance

Three types of health insurance coverage are reviewed: employer-sponsored
(including coverage offered through the military) and other insurance coverage
(including private nongroup plans and Medicare), Medicaid or state-based
coverage (called Medicaid/State for adults and Medicaid/SCHIP/State for children),
and no insurance.®

Adults. From 1997 to 1999, the gap in insurance coverage between low-income
Hispanic adults and low-income white adults increased (table 3 on page 6). For white
low-income adults, the uninsurance rate fell from 31 percent in 1997 to 29 percent in
1999. Over half of low-income Hispanic adults were uninsured in both 1997 and 1999.
As a result, the gap in health insurance between low-income white and Hispanic adults
grew from 21 percentage points to 25 percentage points over the two-year period.
From 1997 to 1999, the rate of uninsurance among low-income black adults remained
unchanged at 33 percent.

Among higher-income adults, health insurance rates changed little. The only
change was a slight increase in Medicaid and state-based coverage of higher-
income adults, which was significant only for the nation and blacks. Uninsurance
also increased for higher-income black and Hispanic adults (from 13 to 16 percent
and from 17 to 19 percent, respectively), but these increases were not statistically
significant. Uninsurance rates remained the same among higher-income white
adults, at 8 percent in both years. Figure 3 shows adults’ health insurance coverage
by race and ethnicity in 1999.



Children. Low-income children nationwide experienced a 1 percent decrease in Medicaid, State
Children’s Health Insurance Program (SCHIP), and state-based coverage (table 3 on page 6). This

drop was offset by a 1 percent increase in employer-sponsored insurance coverage. Neither change
was statistically significant. Medicaid, SCHIR, and state-based coverage of low-income Hispanic children
dropped off nearly 5 percent in the two year period. A similar decrease did not occur for any other racial
or ethnic group. The accompanying increases in uninsurance and employer-sponsored insurance
coverage for low-income Hispanic children were not statistically significant.

The insurance coverage gap between higher-income white and Hispanic children grew between 1997
and 1999. Among higher-income white and Hispanic children, rates of employer-sponsored and other
insurance coverage decreased (from 89 to 87 percent and 82 to 77 percent, respectively). For higher-
income white children, the drop in employer-sponsored and other coverage was accompanied by an
increase in Medicaid, SCHIP, and state-based coverage, yielding no statistically significant increase in
uninsurance rates. For higher-income Hispanic children, however, the drop in employer-sponsored and
other coverage was not offset by an increase in Medicaid, SCHIP, and state-based coverage, yielding
a 5 percent increase in uninsurance rates. Higher-income black children experienced no statistically
significant change in insurance status from 1997 to 1999.

Health Status

The NSAF asked adults whether their current health status (and that of their children) was excellent, very
good, good, fair, or poor. In both 1997 and 1999, 12 percent of nonelderly adults reported being in fair
or poor health (table 3 on page 7). Health status varied across racial/ethnic groups. In 1999, 10 percent
of nonelderly white adults, 17 percent of nonelderly black adults, and 24 percent of nonelderly Hispanic
adults reported that they were in fair or poor health. Children were much less likely to be in fair or poor
health than adults. In both 1997 and 1999, 5 percent of children nationwide were reported to be in fair or
poor health. Three percent of white children were reported to be in fair or poor health in 1999, compared
with 8 percent of black children and 11 percent of Hispanic children. None of these changes in overall
health status were statistically significant for any racial/ethnic group.

Higher-income children were slightly more likely to be in fair or poor health in 1999 (3 percent) than

in 1997 (2 percent). Higher-income Hispanic children also experienced an increase in fair or poor health
status, from 3 to 5 percent. Higher-income white and black children’s increases in fair or poor health
status were less than 2 percent and were not statistically significant. Thus, the initial gap in health status
between higher-income white and Hispanic children increased by a small but statistically significant
amount between 1997 and 1999.

Snapshots I1: Findings from the National Survey of America’s Families
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Discussion

Although both white and Hispanic families experienced a decrease in poverty and
single-parent family rates during this period, white families experienced a drop in housing hardship that
Hispanic families did not. Further, higher-income Hispanic children were the only group whose rates
of health insurance decreased and whose health status declined from 1997 to 1999. During the same
period, employment rates of black parents and black low-income adults rose. Despite increases in
employment, black families experienced no decrease in rates of poverty, food hardship, or the incidence
of single-parent families, and their housing hardship worsened.

TABLE 3|Key Indicators by Race and Ethnicity

White, Non-Hispanic Hispanic, All Races Black, Non-Hispanic All Races/Ethnicities

Population (%), by Age 97 99 97 99 97 99 97 99
Children 0-17 649 64.1 148 158 156 153 100.0 100.0
Adults 18-64 729 725 108 109 120 120 100.0 100.0
All nonelderly 704 700 120 124 131 130 100.0 100.0
Family Income (%), by Age 96 98 96 98 96 98 96 98
Below 100% of poverty level

Children 0-17 121 99 388 315 384 354 206 175
Adults 1864 920 77 246 225 212 220 125 112
Al nonelderly 99 83 299  26.0 274 268 149 131
Below 200% of poverty level

Children 0-17 321 298 69.2 636 639 635 428 404
Adults 18-64 233 212 555 516 409 430 292 273
All nonelderly 258 236 60.7 56.3 493 503 334 313

Children (%) Living in Various Family Structures

97 99 97 99 97 99 97 99
Two-parent 70.7 721 580 59.9 293 286 624  63.6
Blended 8.8 8.3 515 6.9 6.8 6.7 7.7 7.8
Single-parent 189 17.0 333 294 549 547 26.7 2438
No-parent 1.7 25 33 3.8 9.0 100 3.2 3.9

Health Insurance of Nonelderly Adults (%), by Income
Below 200% of poverty level

Employer-sponsored 433 482 29.9 29.5 348 36.0 385 417
Medicaid/ State 133 124 13.7 13.2 245 241 153 147
Other coverage 121 10.7 4.1 3.2 75 6.8 9.7 8.8
Uninsured 313 287 523 541 333 332 365 349
Above 200% of poverty level

Employer-sponsored 856 85.0 773 76.6 818 782 845 837
Medicaid/State 0.8 0.8 1.8 13 15 3.0 0.9 11
Other coverage 6.1 6.4 3.6 3.2 35 34 5Y4 5.8
Uninsured 7.6 7.8 17.3 18.9 133 155 8.9 9.4
All Incomes

Employer-sponsored 758 773 512 522 624 604 711 723
Medicaid/State 3.7 8.3 84 7.5 109 119 51 48
Other coverage 75 7.3 3.9 3.2 5.2 4.8 6.9 6.6
Uninsured 131 122 36.6 37.1 215 229 169 163
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Although blacks and Hispanics gained in only a few of the indicators examined here, they may have
experienced improvements that were not captured by the survey. NSAF sample sizes for blacks and
Hispanics are approximately one-sixth those for whites, making it harder to detect changes for these
groups, especially statistically significant changes. The data strongly suggest that the circumstances
of whites are improving, but there is little evidence of similar improvements among minority populations.

Of the seven indicators reviewed, NSAF data show four widening gaps between whites and blacks or
whites and Hispanics and three narrowing gaps. The disparity in employment rates between blacks and
whites (among parents and low-income adults) has decreased, but disparities in housing hardship and
the likelihood of being low income have increased. Disparities in child poverty and rates of single-parent
families between whites and Hispanics have decreased, but disparities in health status and health
insurance among higher-income children have increased.

These data show the importance of looking beyond national averages when analyzing trends during this
period of changing social policies. Increasing racial and ethnic disparities could imply that public policies
are working better for whites than they are for minorities. This possibility cannot be confirmed with the
data presented here, but it underscores the need for additional monitoring and analysis.

TABLE 3|Key Indicators by Race and Ethnicity (continued)

White, Non-Hispanic Hispanic, All Races Black, Non-Hispanic All Races/Ethnicities
97 99 97 99 97 99 97 99

Health Insurance Coverage of Children Ages 0-18 (%), by Family Income
Below 200% of poverty level

Employer-sponsored 481 484 247 273 316 299 378 387
Medicaid / SCHIP/ State 270 274 420 373 478 490 359 352
Other coverage 5.6 49 31 25 3.0 2.8 43 3.8
Uninsured 193 193 30.2 32.9 177 182 220 224

Above 200% of poverty level

Employer-sponsored 89.0 86.9 822 76.9 846 813 88.1 853
Medicaid / SCHIP/ State 20 2.9 6.5 5.8 6.7 8.4 2.8 3.8
Other coverage 48 5.2 29 45 18 2.4 4.2 49
Uninsured 43 5.0 83 129 6.9 7.9 5.0 6.0
All Incomes

Employer-sponsored 760 75.6 425 4538 511 488 66.8  66.7
Medicaid / SCHIP/ State 99 102 310 255 326 341 16.8 164
Other coverage 5.0 5.1 31 383 2.6 2.7 4.2 45
Uninsured 9.0 9.2 234 254 138 144 122 125

Nonelderly Persons (%) in Fair or Poor Health, by Family Income

Below 200% of poverty level

Children 5.2 4.2 155 141 7.9 94 8.3 7.9
Adults 203 203 342 324 248  26.2 236 238
Above 200% of poverty level

Children 15 1.8 2.7 45 44 45 19 25
Adults 7.0 7.1 134 149 9.7 110 7.8 8.0
All Incomes

Children 2.7 2.5 115 105 6.6 7.6 4.6 47
Adults 10.1 9.9 249 240 159 174 124 123

Note: “All races/ethnicities” includes Native Americans and Asian Americans. Figures in color represent values that are statistically significantly different from the 1999 national average at the
0.10 confidence level. The symbols “.a.” and “~# " represent statistically significant increases and decreases, respectively, between 1997 and 1999 at the 0.10 confidence level. Source: Urban Institute
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This Snapshot presents findings
from the 1997 and 1999 rounds of
the National Survey of America’s
Families (NSAF). Information on more
than 100,000 people was gathered

in each round from more than 42,000
households with and without tele-
phones that are representative of the
nation as a whole and of 13 selected
states. As in all surveys, the data are
subject to sampling variability and
other sources of error. Additional
information on NSAF methods can
be obtained at http://newfederalism.
urban.org/nsaf/ methodology.html.
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Endnotes

1

The NSAF asks the most knowledgeable adult in the family to identify race and ethnicity for himself or herself and
for each sampled family member. Respondents were first asked about ethnicity (“[Are you/Is family member] of
Spanish or Hispanic origin?”), and then about race (“What is [your/family member’s] race?”). The NSAF used the
two standard Census categories for ethnicity (Hispanic and non-Hispanic) and the four standard Census categories
for race (white, black, American Indian or Alaskan Native, and Asian or Pacific Islander). Values for respondents who
chose not to answer the question or who gave an answer that did not fit into one of these categories were imputed.
In the 1999 NSAF, ethnicity was imputed for 2 percent of respondents and race was imputed for 9 percent.

Adults ages 25 to 54 are considered prime-age workers.

Since income is measured over the past year, the 1999 survey measured 1998 income and the 1997
survey measured 1996 income.

The rate increased from 49 to 50 percent over the two-year period, but this was not statistically significant.

Although the food and housing hardship measures ascertain hardship in the 12 months prior to the interview,
the text refers to the years 1997 and 1999 (rather than 1996-97 and 1998-99) for simplicity.

Persons were categorized as having no insurance if they (or their primary caretaker) reported none of these types
of coverage and confirmed that they did, in fact, lack health insurance.
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