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federal government’s recommendation 
to consume at least 3 cups a day of 
milk while 75% of African-Americans are 
lactose intolerant).3 In addition, a collective 
focus on behavior rather than access can 
too easily veer into victim-blaming. 

• Weight, including “overweight” and 
“obesity” rates. While body mass index 
(BMI) has been the commonly accepted way 
to categorize people’s weights, it has been 
scientifically debunked as a good metric for 
measuring health and may even be racially 
biased.4 Furthermore, a focus on body size 
has the effect of privileging individuals who 
conform to societal ideals for appearance 
while shaming others, thus perpetuating 
inequities based on physical appearance. 

• Health outcomes of dietary behavior 
(e.g., diabetes, cardiovascular disease, 
stroke). These metrics are not included in 
this report simply because other sources 
have extensively covered this topic, 
including racial disparities in outcomes.5 

How to Use this Report

Themes
The metrics have been divided into four 
themes. While several metrics are relevant 
to multiple themes and sub-themes, 
each metric is only included once.

• Food access, which focuses on individuals’ 
barriers to consuming the food they deem 
healthy or want, because of economic 
resources, knowledge, or the environment 

around them. Subcategories of food access 
include food security/hunger, food at schools 
and early childhood education sites, the  
community food environment, and food 
education. 

• Food and farm business, which includes 
factors influencing people’s ability to 
successfully own and operate food- and 
farm-based businesses. Subcategories of 
this theme include ownership of land or 
means of production and business support.

• Food chain labor, which includes metrics 
to measure racial equity among food chain 
workers. Subcategories of food labor include 
income and benefits, upward mobility and 
career opportunities, and labor protections. 

• Food movement, which is meant to measure 
equity in who is leading and benefiting from 
the food movement itself. Metrics touch on 
topics such as leadership and financials.  

Key Terms

• Food chain workers 
“Food chain workers” include any 
laborers involved in physically moving 
food throughout the food system, from 
farm to fork. Food chain workers include 
those who “plant, harvest, process, pack, 
transport, prepare, serve, and sell food.”6 

• Food movement organizations 
“Food movement organizations” broadly 
include any organization whose focus is 
explicitly to change or improve the food 
system. While mission-driven businesses  
could be considered part of the food 

movement, this report focuses on 
nonprofits and other organizations 
outside the food supply chain.

Data Types 
This report classifies the metrics according 
to four different types of data. 

• Secondary 
Metrics are classified as secondary data 
when there is a government entity or 
other organization collecting information 
on an ongoing basis and making that 
information publicly available. Little or 
no additional analysis is needed.

• Analysis based on secondary data 
Metrics are classified as analysis based on 
secondary data when existing information, 
sometimes from multiple sources, is 
used to conduct an original analysis.

• Primary 
Metrics are classified as primary data 
when new information must be collected, 
such as through a survey. For most of the 
primary data metrics, an organization has 
already developed a tool or methodology 
to collect information for a specific place 
or group. For information on a broader 
geography or changes over time, new 
data collection would be needed.

• Suggested  
Suggested metrics are based on ideas 
shared by food system experts for the 
purposes of this project. These metrics are 
concepts that have not been fully defined 
or, to our knowledge, previously measured.
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FOOD ACCESS Food Security and Hunger, cont.

Metric Metric Purpose/ 
Description Example Scale  

(granularity)
Unit of 
Analysis

Data 
Type

Data Source or 
Methodology

4 Percentage of 
majority African-
American counties 
that are also high 
food-insecurity 
rate counties

Measures differential 
food access by race 
at the county level.

While majority African-American 
counties form only 3% (N = 105) 
of the 3,142 counties in the U.S., 
92% (N = 97) of them are high 
food-insecurity rate counties.”13 

National

(Could develop 
county level 
analysis by 
overlaying 
Feeding America 
data on food 
insecurity rates 
by county with 
Census Bureau 
data on racial 
demographics.)

County Secondary 
data

Annual Map the Meal 
Gap report, produced 
by Feeding America.14 

5 Households 
participating in SNAP, 
by race/ethnicity, 
relative to the portion 
of all households in 
the state, by race 

Indication of disparities 
in level of need for 
food assistance. 

In Michigan, 13.2% of households 
have a household member who is 
black but in 32.5% of households 
receiving SNAP benefits, the 
head of household is black.15 

National 

(Available 
by state)

Household Secondary 
data

(requires 
combining 
two data 
sets)

USDA Characteristics of 
Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program 
Households16 and 
American Fact Finder17 

6 Proportion of food 
system workers 
that are food 
insecure, by race

Measures inequity 
in food security for 
restaurant workers. 

“A significantly greater proportion 
of non-white restaurant worker 
respondents were food insecure 
compared to white respondents. 
In particular, Latino respondents 
were food insecure at twice the rate 
compared to those of other races.18 

286 surveys were 
collected in New 
York City and the 
San Francisco 
Bay Area.

Restaurant 
workers

Primary 
data

Survey of restaurant 
workers from 2011-2014 
based on oversampling of 
union workers in New York 
City and a demographic 
sample in the San 
Francisco Bay Area.19 

7 Percentage of SNAP 
users who will 
lose food benefits 
following SNAP work 
requirements, by race

May measure opportunities 
of SNAP users to find/ 
retain employment in 
order to comply with 
Michigan’s new SNAP 
work requirements.  

In Washtenaw County, MI, the 
unemployment rate for the whole 
county triggered work requirements.20 

However, employment rates and 
opportunities were quite disparate 
in different parts of the county (i.e., 
the white, wealthy part had a low 
unemployment rate but the poorer, 
mostly POC resident part of the county 
had a higher unemployment rate, 
which would not have independently 
triggered the work requirements).

SNAP user Suggested
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FOOD ACCESS Food at Schools and Early Childhood Education Sites

Metric Metric Purpose/ 
Description Example Scale  

(granularity)
Unit of 
Analysis

Data 
Type

Data Source or 
Methodology

8 Rate of eligibility for 
national free and 
reduced-price lunch 
programs, by race

Measures equity in 
economic need for 
nutritional assistance 
among schoolchildren.

“Overall, 48 percent of public school 
4th-graders were eligible for free 
or reduced-price lunches in 2009. 
White 4th-graders had the lowest 
percentage of eligible students (29 
percent). The percentages of Black 
(74 percent), Hispanic (77 percent), 
and American Indian/Alaska Native 
(68 percent) 4th-graders who 
were eligible were higher than the 
percentages of White 4th-graders and 
Asian/Pacific Islander (34 percent) 
4th-graders who were eligible.”21 

National

(Available 
by type of 
school locale 
— suburban, 
town, or rural.)

Individual 
(Youth)

Secondary 
data

National Center for 
Education Statistics: 
Status and Trends in the 
Education of Racial and 
Ethnic Minorities.22 

9 Density of 
convenience stores, 
restaurants and snack 
stores within a short 
distance (400-800 
m)  from the main 
entrance of public 
secondary schools 
by racial composition 
of the school

Measures availability of 
snacks, sodas, and fast 
food in the immediate 
vicinity of a school, which 
could negate school 
food policies, especially 
among students who 
can leave campus.23 

“Hispanic youth are particularly 
likely to attend schools that are 
surrounded by convenience stores, 
restaurants, snack stores, or off-
licenses. This effect is independent 
and in addition to poverty.”24 

National School Analysis 
based on 
secondary 
data

Creates buffer radius from 
school and calculates store 
density within that area 
based on business location 
data from InfoUSA.25  
School location and 
demographic data from 
Department of Education’s 
Common Core of Data.26 

10 Percentage of 
schools participating 
in National School 
Lunch Program 
offering fresh fruit 
and vegetables, 
by predominant 
race of students

Measures equitable access 
to fresh produce in the 
school environment for 
schoolchildren qualifying 
for nutrition assistance.

“Majority-black or majority-Latino 
[public elementary] schools 
were significantly less likely 
to offer fresh fruit than were 
predominantly white schools.”27 

Bridging the 
Gap surveyed 
schools annually 
from the 
2006-7 school 
year through 
the 2012-13 
school year.

School Primary 
data

Survey tools are available 
from Bridging the Gap.28 
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FOOD ACCESS Food at Schools and Early Childhood Education Sites, cont.

Metric Metric Purpose/ 
Description Example Scale  

(granularity)
Unit of 
Analysis

Data 
Type

Data Source or 
Methodology

11 Percentage of 
Early Childcare and 
Education (ECE) 
sites participating 
in National School 
Lunch Program 
offering fresh fruit 
and vegetables, by 
predominant race of 
children enrolled

Measures equitable 
access to fresh produce 
in the ECE environment 
for children qualifying 
for nutrition assistance.

ECE site Suggested

12 Percentage of schools 
and Early Childcare 
and Education (ECE) 
sites who have 
adequate cafeteria 
equipment and 
staffing for fresh 
produce preparation, 
by predominant race 
of student body

May measure differential 
investment in schools 
and differential ability 
to provide fresh, healthy 
meals to students by 
race of students. 

“Nine of ten schools…do not have the 
necessary kitchen and processing 
facilities, training, and personnel 
to handle healthy and raw foods. 
The reason so many schools lack 
the necessary infrastructure can 
be traced to federal policy…"29 

School or 
ECE site

Suggested

13 Participation of 
Early Childcare and 
Education (ECE) 
sites in the Child and 
Adult Care Food 
Program (CACFP), 
by predominant race 
of enrolled children

Measures access to federal 
government oversight 
to ensure nutritious 
meals and snacks for 
children at preschool 
and daycare sites.

ECE site Suggested
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FOOD ACCESS Community Food Environment

Metric Metric Purpose/ 
Description Example Scale  

(granularity)
Unit of 
Analysis

Data 
Type

Data Source or 
Methodology

14 Percentage of people 
who dine out that 
report having been 
discriminated against 
in a restaurant in the 
prior month, by race

Measures discrimination 
in the restaurant industry 
toward patrons. Shows 
unequal treatment 
of restaurant patrons 
based on race. 

“A 1997 Gallup poll found that 
20 percent of African American 
respondents reported that they 
had been discriminated against in a 
restaurant in the prior month. A 2001 
nationally representative sample 
assessing the pervasiveness of “dining 
while black” revealed virtually no 
change over the 1997 figures.”30 

National Restaurant 
patron

Secondary 
data

Proprietary data from 
Gallup Analytics.31

The Gallup Poll Social 
Series has included data 
on minority rights and 
relations since 2001.32,33 

15 Share of census tract 
population beyond 1 
mile (urban areas) or 
10 miles (rural areas) 
from supermarket, 
by race compared 
with total tract 
population by race

Measures food 
access by race.

“Food desert tracts have a greater 
concentration of all minorities, 
including Hispanics. In urban food 
deserts, this difference was nearly  
70 percent in 1990, approximately  
60 percent in 2000, and 53 percent  
in 2005-2009.”34

National 

(Available by 
census tract)

Census 
tract

Analysis 
based on 
secondary 
data

The USDA Economic 
Research Service Food 
Access Research Atlas 
Data Download 2015 
includes variables 
on share of tract 
population by race.35

Overall demographic 
information for census 
tracks is available 
from the American 
Community Survey.36

16 Retail food 
environment 
index (RFEI),37  by 
percentage of 
residents of color 
in neighborhood

Measures differential 
access to food outlets. 

“…on average, there are 2.5 times more 
fast food restaurants and convenience 
stores per health reporting area 
compared to grocery stores.”38 

Analysis was 
conducted for 
King County, 
Washington.

Health 
reporting 
areas

Analysis 
based on 
secondary 
data

Data for food 
establishments based 
on North American 
Industry Classification 
System (NAICS) codes 
was purchased from 
Salesgenie39 and then 
cleaned, analyzed, 
and mapped.

17 Number of chain 
supermarkets per zip 
code, by predominant 
race of zip code 

Measures food access 
equity (assumes 
supermarkets provide 
healthy food access). 

“Predominantly black zip codes 
have about half the number of 
chain supermarkets compared to 
predominantly white zip codes, 
and predominantly Latino areas 
have only a third as many.”40 

Data was 
analyzed for a 
sample of 28,050 
zip codes, 
representing a 
total population 
of 280,675,874 
persons.

Zip code Analysis 
based on 
secondary 
data

Powell et al.41 obtained 
data on food store outlets 
from Dun & Bradstreet 
and data on demographics 
of zip codes from the 
U.S. Census Bureau. 
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FOOD ACCESS Community Food Environment, cont.

Metric Metric Purpose/ 
Description Example Scale  

(granularity)
Unit of 
Analysis

Data 
Type

Data Source or 
Methodology

18 Racial/ethnic disparity 
ratio to show the 
percentage of people 
of color residing in 
low supermarket 
access (LSA) areas 
compared to people 
of color in the state 
or major metropolitan 
area overall

“The Racial/Ethnic 
Disparity Ratios identify 
how unevenly LSA 
areas are distributed 
across communities 
with differing racial/
ethnic compositions.”42 

“Rhode Island’s Racial/Ethnic Disparity 
Ratio of 2.3 indicates that the 
percentage of LSA residents who are 
people of color is more than two times 
the percentage of all Rhode Island 
residents who are people of color.”43 

National 

(state and major 
metropolitan 
area)

Block 
group

Analysis 
based on 
secondary 
data

Compares distances 
from block groups to 
supermarkets. Food outlet 
data from Nielson. Block 
group data from American 
Community Survey.44 

19 Grocery store 
access in affluent 
census tracts, by 
predominant race 
of neighborhood 
(Accessibility 
is calculated as 
a function of 
travel time)

Measures grocery 
store access by race in 
high-income areas.

"Among affluent neighborhoods in 
Atlanta, those that are predominantly 
white have better grocery store access 
than those that are predominantly 
black, indicating that race may be a 
factor independent of income.”45 

Analysis was 
conducted for 
564 census 
tracts in the 
10 counties of 
metropolitan 
Atlanta.

Census 
tract

Analysis 
based on 
secondary 
data

Authors used 
demographic and income 
data from the U.S. 
Bureau of the Census 
2002 and unpublished 
data on employment 
provided by the Atlanta 
Regional Commission.46 

20 Perceived quality of 
produce and meats 
offered by different 
branches of the same 
supermarket, by 
predominant race of 
branch neighborhood

Measures equity in access 
to quality, healthy foods. 

“Supermarkets serving African 
American communities in Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania, are perceived by 
residents to offer produce and 
meats of poorer quality than 
branches of the same supermarkets 
serving white neighborhoods.”47 

Data was 
analyzed for 
an eastern 
neighborhood 
of Pittsburgh.

Super-
market 
branch 

Analysis 
based on 
secondary 
data and 
primary 
data

Mixed-method 
approach using GIS, 
focus groups, and a 
survey of residents.48

21 Percentage of 
people who live in a 
census tract with a 
supermarket, by race

Measures food access 
(assumes supermarkets 
provide healthy 
food access).

“Another multistate study found that 
eight percent of African Americans 
live in a tract with a supermarket 
compared to 31 percent of whites.”49 

Data was 
analyzed for 208 
census tracts 
in Maryland, 
North Carolina, 
Mississippi, 
and Minnesota 
to produce 
a national 
estimate.

Census 
tract

Primary 
data

Food stores and food 
service places were 
obtained from local health 
departments and state 
departments of agriculture 
and then geocoded. The 
influence of food stores 
on dietary behavior was 
estimated using data 
from the Atherosclerosis 
Risk in Communities 
(ARIC) study.50
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FOOD ACCESS Community Food Environment, cont.

Metric Metric Purpose/ 
Description Example Scale  

(granularity)
Unit of 
Analysis

Data 
Type

Data Source or 
Methodology

22 Number of 
supermarkets 
per census tract, 
by predominant 
race of tract

Measures differential 
access to supermarkets 
(assumes supermarkets 
provide healthy 
food access). 

“Predominantly White and wealthier 
areas were found to have more 
supermarkets than were predominantly 
minority and poorer areas after 
we accounted for population and 
geographic size. In contrast, small 
grocery stores were more common 
in predominantly minority areas 
and in poorer areas. In general, 
poorer areas and non-White areas 
also tended to have fewer fruit and 
vegetable markets, bakeries, specialty 
stores, and natural food stores.”51

Data was 
analyzed for 685 
census tracts in 
North Carolina, 
Maryland, 
and New York 
to produce 
a national 
estimate.

Census 
tract

Primary 
data

Information on food 
establishments was 
purchased from InfoUSA, 
data on individuals 
was obtained from the 
Multiethnic Study of 
Atherosclerosis, and 
information on census 
tracts was obtained 
from the US Census.52 

23 Median distance 
to a large grocery 
store by residency 
in a tribal area

Measures differential 
access to healthy food. 

“…the median distance to the nearest 
supermarket was 0.8 mile [sic] for 
all Americans, compared with 3.3 
miles for all tribal area individuals.”53

Data was 
analyzed for 
545 individual 
tribal areas.54 

Tribal area Primary 
data

Used Geographic 
Information System (GIS) 
methods to compute the 
number and percentage 
of populations and 
population subgroups in 
545 tribal areas by nearest 
distance to food outlets.55

24 Rate of reduction in 
number of available 
grocery stores over 
time, by predominant 
race of neighborhood

Measures trends in 
historical disinvestment in 
neighborhoods by race, 
and how that has shaped 
food access disparities. 

“from 1997 to 2008…predominantly 
African American neighborhoods 
and low-income neighborhoods 
had the smallest increase in 
food store availability and the 
greatest reduction in the number 
of available grocery stores.”56 

Data was 
analyzed for 
28,050 zip codes 
across the U.S.

Zip code Primary 
data

Linked outlet density 
data obtained from 
Dun & Bradstreet for 
28,050 zip codes to 
Census 2000 data on 
neighborhood racial and 
ethnic characteristics.57 

25 Number of residents 
per grocery store, 
by predominant race 
of neighborhood

Measures differential 
access to number of 
grocery stores (assumes 
grocery stores provide 
healthy food access). 

“In Washington D.C., the District’s two 
lowest income neighborhoods, which 
are overwhelmingly African-American, 
have 1 [grocery store] for every 70,000 
residents compared to 1 [grocery 
store] for approximately every 12,000 
residents in two of the District’s 
highest income and predominantly 
white neighborhoods.”58 

Data was 
collected for 
Washington D.C.

Neighbor- 
hood 
(Ward)

Primary 
data

Authors identified and 
surveyed “grocery stores” 
(national and regional 
chain and independent 
supermarkets and 
discount grocers), then 
calculated the ratio of 
grocery stores to total 
population for wards in 
the District of Columbia.59 

MSU CENTER FOR REGIONAL FOOD SYSTEMS  //  MEASURING RACIAL EQUITY IN THE FOOD SYSTEM: ESTABLISHED AND SUGGESTED METRICS 13













FOOD & FARM BUSINESS Ownership of Land and Means of Production, cont.

Metric Metric Purpose/ 
Description Example Scale  

(granularity)
Unit of 
Analysis

Data 
Type

Data Source or 
Methodology

41 Percentage of 
people with an 
ownership stake in 
worker-owned food 
cooperatives, by race

Measures equity in a 
financial benefit from and 
control of food sales. 

National Worker-
owner

Suggested

FOOD & FARM BUSINESS Business Support

Metric Metric Purpose/ 
Description Example Scale  

(granularity)
Unit of 
Analysis

Data 
Type

Data Source or 
Methodology

42 Percent of principal 
farm operators 
with internet 
access, by race

Internet access is key 
to accessing markets 
for selling goods, so 
this metric measures 
unequal market access.

“Black, Latino and Native 
American farmers…are more likely 
to lack internet access…”82 

National

(Available by 
state but not 
by race within 
states)

Principal 
farm 
operator

Secondary 
data

USDA Census of 
Agriculture83 

43 Share of monetary 
benefit from 
federal government 
programs, such as 
receiving commodity 
direct payments 
or participating 
in conservation 
programs, by race 
of farm operator

Measures unequal 
support of farmers by 
U.S. government.84 

“The U.S. government spends billions 
each year subsidizing farm operations. 
Yet Black farmers receive only one-
third to one-sixth of the benefits 
that other farmers receive.”85 

National

(Available 
by state and 
county)86

Farm 
operator

Analysis 
based on 
secondary 
data

USDA Census of 
Agriculture – Race, 
Ethnicity, and 
Gender Profiles87

(Requires calculating share 
of government program 
funds relative to portion of 
farm operators by race.)

44 Percentage of 
Small Business 
Administration 
(SBA) loans going to 
food-based business 
owners of color

Measures trends in equity 
of financial support of 
entrepreneurs, including 
food businesses. 

“The number of Small Business 
Administration loans that went to 
black-owned businesses dropped 
significantly and disproportionately 
between 2008 and 2014.”88 

National Loan Analysis 
based on 
secondary 
data

SBA data — analysis by 
Wall Street Journal89 

45 Percentage of 
food-oriented 
trade association 
membership, by race

Measures equitable access 
to benefits of professional 
trade associations.

Trade 
association 

Suggested
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FOOD & FARM BUSINESS Business Support, cont.

Metric Metric Purpose/ 
Description Example Scale  

(granularity)
Unit of 
Analysis

Data 
Type

Data Source or 
Methodology

46 Percentage of media 
articles on food 
businesses that focus 
on businesses owned 
by people of color

Media coverage is an 
important component 
of business success. It 
is also a measurement 
of relationships with the 
media establishment. 
This metric contributes 
to a picture of who the 
media focuses on and 
thus propels forward.

Article Suggested

47 Percent set aside for 
community of color-
owned businesses 
in institutional 
procurement 
contracts

Measures intentional 
improvements of market 
access to producers 
of color, who are often 
left out of contracting 
opportunities.

“…procurement policies…should 
prioritize…community of color-owned 
businesses to support farmers of 
color or value-added producers that 
are people of color, who are often 
shut out or overlooked when it comes 
to contracting opportunities.”90  

Contract Suggested

48 Percentage of food-
based business 
owners with potential 
to participate 
in healthy food 
financing programs 
that possess basic 
readiness to apply 
for loans (e.g., 
basic bookkeeping 
practices are already 
instituted), by race

Measures structural 
inequalities in education, 
business preparedness 
that perpetuate inequity 
in food business 
opportunities.

Business 
owner

Suggested
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FOOD & FARM BUSINESS Business Support, cont.

Metric Metric Purpose/ 
Description Example Scale  

(granularity)
Unit of 
Analysis

Data 
Type

Data Source or 
Methodology

49 Percentage of food-
based businesses 
and entrepreneurs 
that possess basic 
readiness to bid 
for government 
procurement 
contracts (e.g. 
administrative 
capacity, etc.),  
by race

Measures structural 
inequalities in education, 
business preparedness, 
economic assets that 
perpetuate inequity 
in food business 
opportunities. 

Business  
or entre- 
preneur

Suggested

50 Percentage of 
food hubs actively 
engaged in advancing 
racial equity and 
number of activities

Measures level of activity 
around racial equity 
among food hubs. Also 
reflects guidance and 
resources available to 
support food hubs in 
engaging in advancing 
racial equity. 

“We were struck by the relatively low 
percentage of food hubs reporting that 
‘addressing racial disparities through 
access to healthy food’ and ‘increasing 
minority producers’/suppliers’ access 
to markets’ were ‘strongly related’ to 
their mission and/or daily operations.”91 

Food hub Suggested
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FOOD CHAIN LABOR Income and Benefits, cont.

Metric Metric Purpose/ 
Description Example Scale  

(granularity)
Unit of 
Analysis

Data 
Type

Data Source or 
Methodology

53 Percentage of tipped  
workers living in 
poverty, by race

Measures economic 
equity in food chain 
labor and may imply 
discrimination by clients. 

“The fact that the federal tipped 
minimum wage has remained at 
$2.13 for over 22 years has led to 
greater poverty among all workers, 
but a comparison by race shows 
a particularly severe effect on 
certain groups: over 20% of Latino 
and African American, and 19% of 
Native American, tipped workers 
live in poverty, compared to less 
than 14% of White workers.”96 

National Worker Analysis 
based on 
secondary 
data

ROC-United analysis of 
Current Population Survey 
2010-2012. Integrated 
Public Use Microdata 
Series (IPUMS).

54 Percentage of 
food chain workers 
making poverty 
wages, by race

Measures economic equity 
in food chain labor.

“Race is strongly related to California 
food retail workers’ earnings — 
people of color were three times 
more likely than white workers to 
report earning subminimum wages, 
and nearly twice as likely to earn an 
income below the poverty level.”97 

925 surveys 
were collected 
from food 
retail workers 
in four regions 
of California.

Worker Primary 
data

The Food Labor Research 
Center conducted a 
convenience sample 
survey in person outside 
food retail workplaces. The 
authors determined real 
earnings based on gross 
earnings and average 
hours worked per week. 
Poverty was considered 
less than or equal to 
70% of the 2013 Lower 
Living Standard Income 
Level (LLSIL) for a given 
region, or $22,458.98,99 

55 Percentage of food 
chain workers making 
less than minimum 
wage, by race

Measures economic 
inequity of food system 
workers, by race.

“Low wages cuts across the food 
chain, but hurts workers of color 
more. Almost one out every four Asian 
food workers earns a subminimum 
wage. 30% of indigenous workers 
make less than minimum wage and 
close to a quarter of Latino and 
over 20% of Black food workers 
earn subminimum wages.”100

629 surveys of 
food system 
workers, 
including at least 
80 surveys in 
each segment of 
the food chain.

Worker Primary 
data

Convenience sample 
survey conducted face-
to-face at workplaces, 
in the community, or 
in workers’ homes.101 
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FOOD CHAIN LABOR Income and Benefits, cont.

Metric Metric Purpose/ 
Description Example Scale  

(granularity)
Unit of 
Analysis

Data 
Type

Data Source or 
Methodology

56 Percentage of 
food chain workers 
with no health 
insurance, by race

Measures inequities in 
access to health insurance.

“Black and Latino [food chain] 
workers disproportionately lack 
health insurance, at 59%, and 
more than 85% of indigenous food 
workers don’t have coverage.”102 

629 surveys of 
food system 
workers, 
including at least 
80 surveys in 
each segment of 
the food chain.

Worker Primary 
data

Convenience sample 
survey conducted face-
to-face at workplaces, 
in the community, or in 
workers’ homes.103,104 

57 Percentage of 
food chain workers 
with no paid sick 
days, by race

Measures inequities in 
access to paid sick days. 

“Workers in the food system reported 
not having access to benefits 
that would allow them to care for 
themselves and their families when sick 
or injured. 60 percent of food system 
workers reported not having paid sick 
days, and an additional 19 percent 
reported not even knowing if they 
had paid sick days. Only 21 percent 
of all workers surveyed confirmed 
that they had paid sick days.”105

629 surveys of 
food system 
workers, 
including at least 
80 surveys in 
each segment of 
the food chain.

Worker Primary 
data

Convenience sample 
survey conducted face-
to-face at workplaces, 
in the community, or in 
workers’ homes.106,107 

58 Proportion of 
restaurant workers 
that are food insecure

Measures economic 
and food access equity 
in food chain labor.

“A significantly greater proportion 
of non-white restaurant worker 
respondents were food insecure 
compared to white respondents. 
In particular, Latino respondents 
were food insecure at twice the rate 
compared to those of other races.”108  

286 surveys were 
collected in New 
York City and 
San Francisco 
Bay Area.

Worker Primary 
data

In-person surveys 
conducted outside of 
workplaces between 
shifts or during breaks; 
administered in languages 
common to restaurant 
workers including 
English, Spanish, French, 
and Vietnamese.109 

59 Earning segments 
for food chain 
workers, by race 
and union status

Measures disparities 
in wages by race and 
indicates the moderating 
influence of unions.

Earning segments 
are categorized as 1) 
subminimum, 2) poverty, 
3) low, and 4) livable.

“We found that white workers reported 
earning more than workers of color 
among both union and non-union 
workers. However, having a union 
makes a tremendous difference in 
reducing the percentage of people 
of color who earn below a sub 
minimum wage level, and in minimizing 
racial differences generally.”110 

925 surveys 
were collected 
from food 
retail workers 
in four regions 
of California.

Worker Primary 
data

The Food Labor Research 
Center conducted a 
convenience sample 
survey in person outside 
food retail workplaces. The 
authors used Census data 
to identify the proportions 
of food retail workers by 
region, union status, race, 
and gender and weighted 
survey responses to be 
reflective of the California 
Food Retail Industry.111 
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FOOD CHAIN LABOR Income and Benefits, cont.

Metric Metric Purpose/ 
Description Example Scale  

(granularity)
Unit of 
Analysis

Data 
Type

Data Source or 
Methodology

60 Wage gap between 
white workers 
and workers of 
color, by sector

Measures inequality in 
food chain labor income. 

“This fact [of a racial wage gap] was 
confirmed by our survey data, in 
which the wage gap between white 
workers and workers of color was 
largest in the food processing and 
distribution sector, at $3.07.”112 

629 surveys of 
food system 
workers, 
including at least 
80 surveys in 
each segment of 
the food chain.

Worker Primary 
data

Convenience sample 
survey conducted face-
to-face at workplaces, 
in the community, or 
in workers’ homes.113 

61 Average hourly 
tips received by 
restaurant workers, 
by race (controlling 
for differences in 
region, type of dining 
establishment, and 
hours of shift)

Indicates possible 
discrimination against 
restaurant workers 
by patrons. 

Worker Suggested

FOOD CHAIN LABOR Upward Mobility and Career Opportunities

Metric Metric Purpose/ 
Description Example Scale  

(granularity)
Unit of 
Analysis

Data 
Type

Data Source or 
Methodology

62 Percentage of  
managerial jobs in the 
food system occupied 
by people of color

Measures economic 
opportunity for workers in 
the food system, by race.

“Workers of color populated rank-
and-file positions at a higher rate 
than management positions. 44% 
of rank-and-file workers were 
people of color, while only 15% of 
managers were people of color.”114  

National Occupa- 
tion

Analysis 
based on 
secondary 
data

Analysis of economic and 
demographic data from 
the American Community 
Survey (ACS) over a 3-year 
period (2006 to 2008).115 

63 Percentage of food 
chain workers that 
are employed as 
managers, by race

Measures access to 
higher paid jobs in 
the food system.

“Almost half of white men working 
in the food chain were employed 
as managers, while less than 10 
percent of workers of color held 
comparable positions.”116 

National Worker Analysis 
based on 
secondary 
data

Analysis of economic and 
demographic data from 
the American Community 
Survey (ACS) over a 3-year 
period (2006 to 2008).117 
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FOOD CHAIN LABOR Upward Mobility and Career Opportunities, cont.

Metric Metric Purpose/ 
Description Example Scale  

(granularity)
Unit of 
Analysis

Data 
Type

Data Source or 
Methodology

64 Percentage of people 
who are CEOs in food 
industries, by race 

Measures access to 
higher paid jobs in 
the food system.

“More than 72 percent of the chief 
executive officers in food industries 
were white men…Fewer than 15 
percent were white women. Latino 
men composed five percent of 
CEOs; Black men and Latino females 
comprised less than two percent.”118 

National CEO Analysis 
based on 
secondary 
data

Analysis of wage and 
salary workers from 
American Community 
Survey (2010-2014).119 

65 Percentage 
of food retail 
workers reporting 
having received 
a raise, by race

Measures differential 
ability to advance 
out of poverty.

“Among non-union [food retail] 
workers, we found a substantial 
difference between white workers 
and workers of color reporting that 
they had received a raise.”120 

925 surveys 
were collected 
from food 
retail workers 
in four regions 
of California.

Worker Primary 
data

The Food Labor Research 
Center conducted a 
convenience sample 
survey in person outside 
food retail workplaces. The 
authors used Census data 
to identify the proportions 
of food retail workers by 
region, union status, race, 
and gender and weighted 
survey responses to be 
reflective of the California 
Food Retail Industry.121 

66 Proportion of people 
of color in low-wage 
jobs in fine-dining 
restaurants

Measures differences in 
economic opportunity 
by race within the 
restaurant industry.

“Workers of color are concentrated 
in lower-level busser and kitchen 
positions in fine-dining restaurants 
and overall in segments of the industry 
in which earnings are lower.”122

Data was 
collected at 
45 fine-dining 
restaurants in 
Manhattan.

Fine dining 
establish- 
ment

Primary 
data

Canvassers tabulated 
the number of white 
workers, workers of color, 
and male and female 
workers they observed 
holding various front-of-
the house positions.123 

67 Percentage of 
food chain workers 
reporting having 
had opportunities 
to apply for 
promotions, by race

Measures access to 
upward mobility in 
food system work.

“20.2 percent of Black workers 
reported having the opportunity 
to apply for better positions, while 
close to 30 percent of White, 
Latino, and Asian workers reported 
having this opportunity.”124 

629 surveys of 
food system 
workers, 
including at least 
80 surveys in 
each segment of 
the food chain.

Worker Primary 
data

Convenience sample 
survey conducted face-
to-face at workplaces, 
in the community, or 
in workers’ homes.125 

MSU CENTER FOR REGIONAL FOOD SYSTEMS  //  MEASURING RACIAL EQUITY IN THE FOOD SYSTEM: ESTABLISHED AND SUGGESTED METRICS 26



FOOD CHAIN LABOR Upward Mobility and Career Opportunities, cont.

Metric Metric Purpose/ 
Description Example Scale  

(granularity)
Unit of 
Analysis

Data 
Type

Data Source or 
Methodology

68 Percentage 
of food chain 
workers reporting 
having received 
promotions, by race

Measures access to 
upward mobility in 
food system work.

“Furthermore, only 11.7 percent of 
Black workers reported actually 
receiving promotions, compared 
to more than one in five workers 
in other racial groups.”126  

629 surveys of 
food system 
workers, 
including at least 
80 surveys in 
each segment of 
the food chain.

Worker Primary 
data 

Convenience sample 
survey conducted face-
to-face at workplaces, 
in the community, or 
in workers’ homes.127 

69 Percentage of 
food retail workers 
receiving training 
in new skills 
needed to receive a 
promotion, by race

Measures access to 
upward mobility in 
food system work.

“For example, we found a statistically 
significant difference in the frequency 
with which white workers and workers 
of color reported they had received 
the training needed to receive a 
promotion in Los Angeles…”128  

925 surveys 
were collected 
from food 
retail workers 
in four regions 
of California. 

Worker Primary 
data

The Food Labor Research 
Center conducted a 
convenience sample 
survey in person outside 
food retail workplaces. The 
authors used Census data 
to identify the proportions 
of food retail workers by 
region, union status, race, 
and gender and weighted 
survey responses to be 
reflective of the California 
Food Retail Industry.129 

70 Likelihood to be 
hired for a fine-
dining server 
position, by race

Measures differences in 
economic opportunity 
by race within the 
restaurant industry.

“Matched pair testing showed that…
Testers [job applicants] of color were 
only 54.5% as likely as white testers to 
get a job offer, and were less likely than 
white testers to receive a job interview 
in the first place…The work experience 
of white testers was twice as likely to 
be accepted without probing…”130 

Researchers 
completed 
138 tests on 
New York City 
fine-dining 
restaurants.

Job 
applicant

Primary 
data

Pairs of research 
assistants (“testers”) with 
equal qualifications but 
different races applied 
simultaneously for the 
same job vacancy.131 

71 Percentage of 
restaurant employers 
who make hiring 
decisions based 
on a belief that 
the restaurant’s 
customers prefer 
contact with white 
employees

Measures discriminatory 
hiring practices in the 
restaurant industry 
that are based on 
conscious perceptions 
around customers’ 
racial preferences. 

“Workers that have continual contact 
with customers tend to be white, while 
Black, Latino, and other groups of 
color tend to be hired into positions 
that are not seen by patrons.”132 

Restaurant 
employer

Suggested
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FOOD CHAIN LABOR Labor Protections

Metric Metric Purpose/ 
Description Example Scale  

(granularity)
Unit of 
Analysis

Data 
Type

Data Source or 
Methodology

72 Racial composition 
of retail grocery 
workforce by 
union status

Measures collective 
bargaining power 
by race within the 
grocery workforce.

“…workers of color make up a far 
greater percentage of the lower paid, 
non-unionized grocery workforce 
than of the higher paid, unionized 
grocery workforce; 73% of all non-
unionized grocery store workers 
are people of color, whereas only 
54% of all unionized grocery store 
workers are people of color.”133 

Data was 
analyzed for 
California

Grocery 
store 
workforce

Analysis 
based on 
secondary 
data

Data on union membership 
are collected as part of the 
Current Population Survey 
(CPS), a monthly sample 
survey of about 60,000 
eligible U.S. households.134 

73 Occupations in the 
food chain excluded 
from basic labor 
protections (e.g. 
minimum wage and 
collective bargaining 
rights), coupled with 
predominant race/
ethnicity/immigration 
status of people in 
those occupations

Measures inequities 
in access to labor 
protections. Though 
exclusions from 
protections are not based 
on race, this coupling of 
metrics measures how 
exclusions from basic 
federal protections have 
been and are racialized. 

“Racial prejudice has also played 
an important role in excluding 
farmworkers from the protections 
of labor laws. Like other manual 
laborers, farmworkers have often been 
ethnic minorities or immigrants. The 
migrant farmworker population was 
predominantly made up of African 
Americans before 1960 and, since 
then, is increasingly made up of 
recent immigrants and foreign guest 
workers from Latin America.”135 

National Food chain 
occupa- 
tions

Secondary 
data and 
primary 
data

The National Agricultural 
Workers Survey maintains 
data on race and 
immigration status of 
U.S. crop workers.136 

State labor laws can 
be reviewed to identify 
exceptions for food 
chain workers.137

74 Percentage of 
food chain workers 
reporting wage 
theft, by race

Measures inequity in 
treatment of workers in 
the food system by race. 

“More than one-fifth of all workers 
of color reported experiencing wage 
theft, while only 13.2 percent of 
all white workers reported having 
their wages misappropriated.”138  

629 surveys of 
food system 
workers, 
including at least 
80 surveys in 
each segment of 
the food chain.

Worker Primary 
data

Convenience sample 
survey conducted face-
to-face at workplaces, 
in the community, or 
in workers’ homes.139 

75 Percentage of 
food chain workers 
reporting having 
been discriminated 
against by their 
employers, by race

Measures inequity in 
treatment of workers in 
the food system, by race. 

“Black, Latino, and Asian workers 
felt discriminated against at more 
than twice the rate reported by 
White workers (38% v. 18%).”140  

629 surveys of 
food system 
workers, 
including at least 
80 surveys in 
each segment of 
the food chain.

Worker Primary 
data 

Convenience sample 
survey conducted face-
to-face at workplaces, 
in the community, or 
in workers’ homes.141 
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FOOD CHAIN LABOR Labor Protections, cont.

Metric Metric Purpose/ 
Description Example Scale  

(granularity)
Unit of 
Analysis

Data 
Type

Data Source or 
Methodology

76 Percentage of 
workers experiencing 
employment law 
violations, by race

Measures differential 
experiences of 
employment law violations, 
such as being sent home 
early with no pay, having 
a shift canceled on the 
same day it is scheduled, 
or not being offered a 
lunch break, by race.

“Blacks, Latinos, and mixed race 
workers reported the highest levels  
of employment law violations… 
Blacks and mixed race workers 
reported the highest levels of being 
sent home early with no pay, while 
Latinos reported the highest rates 
of working off the clock.”142 

925 surveys 
were collected 
from food 
retail workers 
in four regions 
of California.

Worker Primary 
data 

The Food Labor Research 
Center conducted a 
convenience sample 
survey in person outside 
food retail workplaces. The 
authors used Census data 
to identify the proportions 
of food retail workers by 
region, union status, race, 
and gender and weighted 
survey responses to be 
reflective of the California 
Food Retail Industry.143 

77 Rates of occupational 
injury and illness 
of food chain 
workers, by race

Measures differences in 
exposure to hazardous 
work conditions.

Suggested
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FOOD MOVEMENT 
Metric Metric Purpose/ 

Description Example Scale  
(granularity)

Unit of 
Analysis

Data 
Type

Data Source or 
Methodology

81 Percentage of 
school food service 
directors, by race

Measures who holds power 
in influencing the direction 
of the food movement, 
particularly in schools.

School 
food 
service 
director

Suggested

82 Percentage of 
food movement 
organizations that 
require racial equity 
training for their 
staff/fellows

Measures dedication to 
racial equity among food 
movement organizations.

Organiza- 
tion

Suggested

83 Level of multicultural 
competency 
among staff in 
food movement 
organizations

Measures capacity to 
work from an equity lens 
and ability to work with 
diverse populations.

Individual Suggested

84 Percentage of 
food movement 
organizations 
collecting data on 
racial equity as 
indicators of progress 
in their work

Measures dedication 
to racial equity within 
the food movement, 
specifically within 
monitoring and 
evaluation activities.

Organiza- 
tion

Suggested

85 Amount of funding 
attracted by 
food movement 
organizations, by 
race of leadership

Measures equity in access 
to funding among food 
movement organizations.

Organiza- 
tion

Suggested

86 Economic viability of 
interventions/projects 
encouraged by the 
food movement 
for communities of 
color (e.g. projected 
annual revenue, 
jobs created, etc.)

Measures economic 
reward vs. amount of work 
demanded in projects 
encouraged by the food 
movement as solutions 
to food system problems 
in communities of color. 

Food system organizations often 
encourage urban farms or gardens in 
communities of color. However, these 
farms demand a tremendous amount 
of work and offer little financial 
reward. This is especially true in places 
like Michigan with long winters.

Project Suggested
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