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H

ealth disparities across racial and ethnic groups in the United States are large and persistent. Obesity rates, a major area of concern, are increasing faster among black and Hispanic populations
than among whites. Diet, particularly the lack of intake of fruits and vegetables, ﬁgures prominently in obesity. When consumed in adequate quantities, fruits and vegetables can reduce the risk
of obesity as well as diabetes and cardiovascular disease.
Because blacks and Mexican Americans tend to live in more disadvantaged neighborhoods, it is likely
that neighborhood economic conditions contribute to these disparities; for example, having fewer food
stores and transportation options can reduce access to healthy foods. Yet to date, few studies have examined whether economic conditions inﬂuence the intake of fruits and vegetables and whether this aﬀects
racial and ethnic groups diﬀerentially. To begin addressing this knowledge gap, a study including RAND
researchers examined these issues. The analysis used an index of neighborhood socioeconomic status
(SES) and individual- and county-level data. The study focused on two questions:
■ What is the relationship between neighborhood SES and the intake of fruits and vegetables?
■ How does this relationship vary for diﬀerent racial and ethnic groups, speciﬁcally blacks, whites, and
Mexican Americans?
Results showed that neighborhood SES has a positive, statistically signiﬁcant relationship with fruit
and vegetable intake. For example, the Anacostia neighborhood of Washington, D.C., is signiﬁcantly
less aﬄuent than the adjacent Capitol Hill neighborhood (by a factor of 65 percent). This diﬀerence was
associated with an average of 4.4 fewer servings per week of fruit and vegetables.
Neighborhood economic conditions also explained some of the disparities in fruit and vegetable
intake. Neighborhood diﬀerences
■ accounted for virtually all of the disparities between Mexican Americans and whites
■ accounted for about half of the gap in fruit and vegetable consumption between blacks and whites; yet
the disparity still remained sizable
■ had a greater eﬀect on whites than on blacks or Mexican Americans.
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This last result suggests two alternative hypotheses. First, even though neighborhoods may have
roughly equivalent SES status, predominantly white neighborhoods may have diﬀerent characteristics
that aﬀord whites enhanced access to fruits and vegetables. Another hypothesis is that there are cultural
inﬂuences, or factors other than the neighborhood environment, that inﬂuence diet and thus make blacks
and Mexican Americans less susceptible to neighborhood inﬂuences.
The connection of neighborhood SES with fruit and vegetable intake is one important pathway
through which neighborhood environments aﬀect population health and nutrition. The study results
suggest that special eﬀorts by community groups, businesses, or government to increase the availability of fresh produce and other healthy foods in disadvantaged neighborhoods may help local residents
improve their diets and would be worth pursuing. It is also important to understand the eﬀect of cultural
inﬂuences on diet, especially when considering how diﬀering racial/ethnic groups may experience their
neighborhood environment in the United States.
This fact sheet is based on Dubowitz T, Heron M, Bird CE, Lurie N, Finch BK, Ricardo Basurto-Dávila R, Hale L, and
Escarce JJ, “Neighborhood Socioeconomic Status and Fruit and Vegetable Intake Among Whites, Blacks, and Mexican
Americans in the United States,” American Journal of Clinical Nutrition, Vol. 87, No. 6, June 2008, pp. 1883–1891.
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