
   
 

HUNGER IN AMERICA 2010 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY: 
A Report on Emergency Food Distribution in Cook County 

 
In early 2009, the Greater Chicago Food Depository conducted an extensive research study, referred to as 
Hunger in America 2010, in conjunction with Feeding America, the nation’s largest domestic hunger-relief 
organization. Nationwide, an estimated 37 million people living in the United States rely on food and grocery 
assistance provided by network food banks and food rescue organizations. In Cook County, it is estimated 
that nearly 678,000 people each year rely on emergency and supplemental food sources, as provided by 
the Food Depository and our member network of 600 food 
pantries, soup kitchens and shelters1. This represents a 36 
percent increase in Cook County and a 46 percent increase 
nationwide in the number of people seeking emergency food 
assistance since the findings reported four years ago in Hunger in 
America 2006 – yet further evidence of the continued and growing 
need for emergency food assistance.  

Emergency Food Assistance in Cook County 
 

Year     Individuals    Change
2002      380,017 
2006     499,600 31% Increase 
2010      678,000 36% Increase 

 
Federal nutrition policy statistics also provide important input in helping understand recent changes in the need 
for food assistance at the national level and in Illinois. As recently as spring 2009, when the Feeding America 
study was still in progress, more than 34 million Americans received SNAP/Food Stamps – setting a record for 
the highest enrollment ever in the United States2. This record has been surpassed several times since then, and in 
October 2009 more than 37 million Americans, including more than 1.5 million Illinoisans, received 
SNAP/Food Stamps2. The U.S. Department of Agriculture also released sobering news in late 2009. In just one 
year, the number of people who experienced food insecurity and thus are at risk of hunger rose from 36 million 
to 49 million – the highest number on record. Among these people were 17 million children – 4 million more in 
2008 than in 20073. In Illinois, an average of 11.1 percent of households are estimated to have been food 
insecure. It is important to note that the USDA numbers only reflect what was taking place between 2006 and 
2008. Since then, the economy has significantly weakened, and there are likely many more people struggling 
with hunger than this report states.  
 
A major cause of this increase in the number of Americans seeking emergency food assistance is clearly the 
recession and the accompanying record high unemployment rates. In Chicago, unemployment rates reached 11.6 
percent in October 2009 – up from 7.2 percent one year prior. While this number is certainly a great cause for 
concern, some communities including Chicago Heights have seen unemployment rates rise to 15.9 percent – one 
of the highest levels in Illinois. Record high unemployment rates, SNAP/Food Stamp enrollment, and food 
insecurity levels further reinforce findings from Hunger in America 2010 reflecting a dramatic increase in 
requests for emergency food assistance. Reflecting these national trends, the Food Depository and our member 
food pantries, soup kitchens and shelters are also setting new records and are serving more men, women, and 
children than ever before in the history of our food bank.    
 

                                                 
1 The annual count estimated above was generated by averaging an estimate based on data from Hunger in America 2010 with additional data from the 
Food Depository’s regularly tracked pantry data which was not obtained from or used in the Hunger in America 2010 estimation process. 
2 USDA, Food & Nutrition Service. Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, Monthly Program Data. 
3 Nord, Mark, Margaret Andrews, and Steven Carlson. Household Food Security in the United States, 2008.  



WHO SEEKS EMERGENCY FOOD ASSISTANCE? 
 
CHILDREN: Children are especially vulnerable to issues of hunger and poverty. And failing to provide 
children with adequate nutrition can have long-lasting, devastating effects on their health and development.4 
According to the USDA, 17 million, or nearly one in four children in the United States, are food insecure.5 In 
Cook County, 37 percent of the individuals the Food Depository serves are children under 18, and nine percent 
of our clients are young children under 5.   
 
LOW-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS: The majority of clients seeking emergency food assistance are part of 
households living below the federal poverty line and many are forced to make choices between food and 
everyday necessities. In fact, 57 percent of households with children reported having to choose between paying 
for food and rent or mortgage. Nearly three out of four households served by the Food Depository had annual 
incomes below the federal poverty level, or less than $17,163 a year for a household of three in 2008.6 The 
average monthly income for a household served was $950 for the previous month and the average yearly 
household income was $13,090 for 2008. By contrast, the mean monthly income for the U.S. population as a 
whole in 2008 was $5,7027. 
 
THE UNEMPLOYED: One in three households served by the Food Depository and our member agencies had 
at least one or more adults working. Among the 21 percent of adults who are employed, five percent are 
employed full-time and nine percent are employed part-time. Among the 79 percent of adult clients who are 
currently unemployed, 26 percent have been unemployed less than a year, including 10 percent who have 
recently lost a job, having been unemployed for three months or less. The recession and rising unemployment 
rates have created new challenges for many households already living in vulnerable circumstances. And 
unfortunately for many working families in Cook County, income from employment is too often not sufficient 
to make ends meet. 
 
THE UNINSURED: Given the high costs of health care, it should come as no surprise that many of the people 
seeking emergency food assistance live in poor health or without access to adequate medical care. One in four 
adults served by the Food Depository stated that someone in their household is in “poor” health. Twenty-eight 
percent of clients also stated that they have had to choose between paying for food and paying for medicine or 
medical care. The same percentage of individuals reported that they or another household member lack any type 
of health insurance. And almost half of adult clients (44 percent) report that they or a household member have 
unpaid medical or hospital bills.  
 

CHOOSING BETWEEN FOOD AND… 
 
HEAT: 47 percent of clients reported having to choose between paying for food and paying for utilities or 
heating fuel – a 6 percent increase since the last study. 
 
HOUSING: 44 percent of clients had to choose between paying for food and paying their rent or mortgage – a 
13 percent increase since the last study. 
 
MEDICINE: 28 percent of clients had to choose between paying for food and paying for medicine or medical 
care – a 2 percent increase since the last study. 
 
TRANSPORTATION: 40 percent of clients had to choose between paying for food and paying for 
transportation and 24 percent had to choose between paying for food and paying for gas for a car. 
 

                                                 
4 Feeding America. John Cook, K. Jeng.  Child Food Insecurity: The Economic Impact on our Nation, May 2009. 
5 U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service.  Household Food Security in the United States, 2008, November 2009. 
6 U.S. Census Bureau: http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/poverty/threshld/thresh08.html
7 Computed using annual estimates found in “U.S. Census Bureau. Income, Poverty, and Health Insurance Coverage in the United States: 2008.” 

http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/poverty/threshld/thresh08.html


GROWTH IN DEMAND FOR EMERGENCY FOOD PROVIDERS 
Among programs that existed in Cook County in 2006, approximately 88 percent of food pantries, 65 percent of 
soup kitchens, and 51 percent of shelters reported an increase in service demand since Hunger in America 2006 
was conducted. Nearly 29 percent of the Food Depository’s food pantries reported turning clients away in the 
past year. Agencies cited many reasons why clients might be turned away, including individuals needing 
services not offered by the agency, clients residing out of the service area or exceeding program service limits, 
and a lack of food resources.  

Substantial resources are required to operate emergency food programs effectively, including community 
support, food, staff and physical space. Sixty percent of food pantries in Cook County are completely volunteer-
run and have no paid staff. The Food Depository also provides most of the food delivered to these emergency 
food providers, including 81 percent of food distributed by pantries, 65 percent of food prepared and served by 
soup kitchens and 59 percent of food provided by shelters.   

 

HIGHLIGHTS OF FINDINGS 
- 51% of clients are female  

- 64% of clients are non-Hispanic Black, 21% are Latino or Hispanic, and 12% are non-Hispanic White 

- 37% of clients are children  

- 4% of clients are older adults  

- 6% of clients are homeless  

- 34% of households include at least one employed adult 

- 22% of households reported their main source of income is from a job 

- 10% of clients own the place where they live 

- 47% of all households and 63% of households with children had to choose between paying for food and 
utilities/heating fuel 

- 44% of all households and 57% of households with children reported choosing between paying for food 
and rent or mortgage 

- 44% of clients are currently receiving, SNAP/Food Stamp benefits 

- 53% of households with children are currently receiving SNAP benefits 

- On average, SNAP benefits only last for 2.7 weeks over the course of an entire month 

- 14% of clients who never applied for SNAP benefits because they believe they are ineligible due to 
their income or assets – are actually eligible to receive benefits 

- Among households that are not receiving SNAP benefits but are eligible – 85% are food insecure 

- 88% of food pantries reported seeing more clients now than in 2005 

- Nearly 29% of food pantries reported turning clients away in the past year 

 

HOW YOU CAN HELP  

The Greater Chicago Food Depository and our network of 600 food pantries, soup kitchens and shelters depend 
on the generosity and support of concerned individuals, foundations, corporations and manufacturers in order to 
provide emergency food to families throughout Cook County each year. If you are interested in becoming a 
volunteer, financial donor or hunger advocate, or if you would like more information about the Food 



Depository, please visit www.chicagosfoodbank.org. For more specific information about Hunger in America 
2010, please contact Theresa Del Vecchio, research and advocacy manager, at tdelvecchio@gcfd.org or 773-
843-2658. 

http://www.feedingamerica.org/

