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Household food security—access at all times to enough food for active, healthy 
living—is taken for granted by most Americans. The struggle to avoid overeating is a more
common American experience than the struggle to put enough food on the table.
However, some American households do have difficulty at times getting enough food for
all members. 

An annual nationally representative food security survey, last conducted in December
2001, indicated that nearly 9 out of 10 U.S. households were food secure throughout the
entire year. However, 11.5 million households (10.7 percent of all U.S. households) were
food insecure at some time during the year. “Food insecure” means that the household did
not always have access to enough food for active, healthy living for all household mem-
bers because they lacked money or other resources for food. 



Most food-insecure households
obtained enough food to avoid hunger, in
some cases by relying on a few basic foods
and reducing variety in their diets, partici-
pating in Federal food assistance programs,
or getting emergency food from communi-
ty food pantries. But in 3.5 million house-
holds (3.3 percent of all U.S. households),
one or more household members were
hungry, at least some time during the year,
because they couldn’t afford enough food.
Hunger, as measured by this survey, refers
only to involuntary hunger that results
from not being able to afford enough food.

Those hungry only because they were diet-
ing to lose weight, fasting for religious rea-
sons, or just too busy to eat were excluded
from the count.

Children—especially younger chil-
dren—were almost always shielded from
hunger even in households where adults
were sometimes hungry because they
lacked money for food. Only 211,000
households (0.6 percent of households
with children) reported food access prob-
lems so severe that any children in the
household were hungry at any time during
the year.

Only a small proportion of food-inse-
cure households suffer food hardships fre-
quently or chronically, although most do
experience food insecurity as a recurring
condition, not just as a single episode.
Households in the food security survey are
classified as food insecure even if they
underwent just a single short spell of food
insecurity during the year. As a result,
annual rates of food insecurity and hunger
are much higher than the incidence of
these conditions on any given day. ERS
research has estimated, for example, that
the prevalence of hunger on a typical day is
about 13-18 percent of the annual rate. So
on a typical day in 2001, about 500,000 of
the 108 million households in the Nation
included a member who was hungry
because the household could not afford
enough food. 

Data for these statistics come from a
food security survey conducted annually
for USDA by the U.S. Census Bureau. The
survey asks a nationally representative
sample of about 50,000 households how
much they spend on food, whether they
used various public food assistance pro-
grams, and whether their household was
consistently able to get enough food to
meet the needs of all household members.
Households are classified as food secure,
food insecure without hunger, or food
insecure with hunger based on their
responses to 18 questions about behaviors,
experiences, and conditions known to
characterize households that are having
trouble meeting their food needs (see 
box on the food security questions, p. 28).
Hunger among children is measured by a
subset of the 18 questions that ask specifi-
cally about the conditions and experiences
of children. The food security survey is a
key component of the national nutrition
monitoring system, a collaboration among
several Federal agencies that measures and
monitors food access, food intake, and the
nutritional status of the U.S. population.
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Most U.S. households were food secure throughout the year in 2001

with hunger 3.3%

without hunger 7.4%

Food secure 89.3%

Food insecure 10.7%

Source:  Prepared by ERS using data from the Current Population Survey Food Security 
Supplement, December 2001.
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Food Security Is Linked to
Income and Household
Composition

Since food insecurity and hunger, as
measured by USDA, must result from
insufficient household resources, it fol-
lows that food security depends greatly on
income. In 2001, food insecurity was five
times more prevalent in households with
annual incomes below the poverty line
($17,960 for a family of two adults and two
children) than in households with incomes
above that range. Even so, almost two-
thirds of households with incomes below
the poverty line managed to remain food
secure throughout the year, while some
households with annual incomes well
above the poverty line were food insecure
at times. This reflects, in part, the influ-
ence of other factors on food security: the
stability of income and employment; local
costs of food, housing, and other basic
needs; receipt of food assistance and other
noncash assistance; health of household
members; ownership of assets; family sta-
bility; and household management skills.

Food security also depends consider-
ably on household structure and composi-
tion. Food insecurity was least common
among households consisting of two or
more adults with no child present (6.0 per-
cent) and households that included an eld-
erly person (5.5 percent). Single mothers
with children registered the highest rate of
food insecurity (31.9 percent), while mar-
ried couples with children (10.7 percent)
were at the national average. These differ-
ences result in part from income differ-
ences associated with household composi-
tion, but even when the effects of income
are accounted for, single mothers with chil-
dren are more likely to be food insecure
than married couples or single fathers with
children, and households with elderly
members are less likely to be food insecure
than those without elderly. Rates of food
insecurity were higher among Black and

Hispanic households (21.3 percent and
21.8 percent) than among White non-
Hispanic households (7.6 percent), reflect-
ing primarily the lower incomes and 
higher poverty rates of these groups. 

Food insecurity is somewhat concen-
trated geographically and in large urban
centers. Households located in central
cities and nonmetropolitan areas had 
higher rates of food insecurity than did
households in suburbs and other metropol-
itan areas outside central cities. Food inse-

curity was more prevalent in the South and
West than in the Northeast and Midwest. 

Food Security Improved During
the Economic Expansion of the
Late 1990s

The U.S. Government has set a goal for
the Nation—expressed in the Department
of Health and Human Services’ Healthy
People 2010 objectives—of reducing the
prevalence of food insecurity from 12 per-
cent (as measured in 1995) to 6 percent or
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Food insecurity rates were highest for single mothers with children
and for Black and Hispanic households

Source:  Prepared by ERS using data from the Current Population Survey Food Security 
Supplement, December 2001.
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less by 2010. Initial progress toward this
objective was encouraging. Between 1995
and 1999, food insecurity declined by 1.7
percentage points and the prevalence of
hunger fell 1.2 percentage points. These
improvements reached almost all regions
and types of households, and were largest
for some of the more food-insecure groups,
especially single women with children and
Black and Hispanic households. 

As the economy entered a recession in
2001, however, food insecurity and hunger
increased, slowing or reversing progress
toward the Healthy People 2010 objectives.
From 1999 to 2001, the prevalence of food
insecurity rose by 0.6 percentage point and
the prevalence of hunger rose by 0.3 per-
centage point. 

Food-Insecure Households
Spend Less on Food . . .

Food-insecure households spend less
on food than food-secure households. To
compare food spending across households
of different sizes and age-gender mixes,
ERS researchers express the amounts
households reported they usually spent for
food as ratios to the cost of USDA’s Thrifty
Food Plan, a national standard for a nutri-
tious diet at low cost (see box on the
Thrifty Food Plan). For example, the cost of
the Thrifty Food Plan for a family consist-
ing of two adults and two children ages 2
and 4 was $91.10 per week. In 2001, the
typical (median) food-secure household of
this type spent 35 percent more than this
amount, or about $123 per week, while the
typical food-insecure household spent just
2 percent more than the cost of the plan, or
about $93 per week. 

. . . And Are More Likely To Use
Food Assistance

When households with limited
resources are unable to buy enough food,
they often turn to Federal food assistance
programs or emergency food providers in
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Recession slowed progress on improving food security
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one year to the next.  Measured rates include a seasonal effect on alternating years due to 
collection of data in different months.
Source:  Calculated by ERS based on data from Current Population Survey Food Security 
Supplement data.
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 Above national average

Food insecurity was generally lower in the Northeast and Midwest, 1999-2001

Note:  Food security data for 3 years were combined to provide more reliable statistics at the 
State level.
Source:  Prepared by ERS using Current Population Survey Food Security Supplement data from 
April 1999, September 2000, and December 2001.



their communities. About half of food-inse-
cure households received assistance from
one or more of the three largest Federal
food assistance programs during the month
prior to the December 2001 food security
survey. The largest share of food-insecure
households was reached by the National
School Lunch Program (33.4 percent), fol-
lowed by the Food Stamp Program (25.1 per-
cent) and the Special Supplemental
Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and
Children (WIC) (13.4 percent). 

Community food assistance programs
such as food pantries, emergency kitchens,
and homeless shelters also tend to the
food needs of low-income households. In
2001, some 3 million households (2.8 per-
cent of all U.S. households) obtained food
from food pantries at least once during the
year. Most of these households used food
pantries sporadically, although 20 percent
reported using them in almost every
month. Food-insecure households were 21
times more likely than food-secure house-
holds to have obtained food from a food
pantry, and food-insecure households reg-

istering hunger were more than twice as
likely to have used a food pantry as those
that were food insecure without hunger. 

But what of the large majority of food-
insecure households, even those with
hunger, that did not use a food pantry at
any time during the previous year? In some
cases, there was no food pantry available
or the household did not know if one was
available. Among food-insecure house-
holds that did not use a food pantry, 28
percent reported that there was no such
resource in their community, and an addi-
tional 19 percent said they did not know if
there was. Nevertheless, even among food-
insecure households that knew there was a
food pantry in their community, only 30
percent availed themselves of it.

Searching for the Connections:
Causes and Consequences of
Food Insecurity

Monitoring the incidence of food inse-
curity is only a beginning. Understanding
its causes and consequences is also critical
for assessing the threat that food 
insecurity poses to health and well-being
and for improving policies and programs to 
reduce the prevalence and severity of
food insecurity. 
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Food budgets for food-insecure households run 24 percent less 
than for food-secure households

Food security status

Food secure
Food insecure
    Without hunger
    With hunger

All households

Source:  Calculated by ERS using data from the December 2001 Current Population Survey Food
Security Supplement.

1.35
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1.02
1.01

1.32

Ratio

Median weekly food spending
relative to the cost of 
the Thrifty Food Plan

USDA’s Thrifty Food Plan
Quantifies a Low-Cost Diet

The Thrifty Food Plan was developed by
USDA in 1975 to serve as a national
standard for a nutritious diet at low
cost. The plan specifies recommended
quantities of 32 categories of foods for
each of 12 categories based on age and
gender of household members. These
recommendations match observed
food-purchasing patterns of low-income
households in the United States as
closely as possible while meeting cur-
rent nutritional guidelines at a low cost.
The cost of the Thrifty Food Plan for
each age-gender category is calculated
based on national-average food prices
and adjusted monthly for price changes
observed in the Bureau of Labor
Statistics’ Consumer Expenditure
Survey. Food plan costs are totaled
across the members of a household and
then adjusted for economies of scale
based on the number of persons in the
household. Details of the Thrifty Food
Plan, including food lists and menus, are
available from USDA’s Center for
Nutrition Policy and Promotion
(www.usda . gov /cnpp /FoodP lans /
TFP99/Index).



Much is already known about the root
causes of food insecurity—low and unsta-
ble income, unemployment and unstable
employment, disability, family disruption,
and lack of community and extended 
family support—but much also remains
unknown. To what extent do economic and
food assistance programs buffer against
food insecurity? Are there holes in the
social safety net that leave people without
enough food? If so, where? What barriers
prevent food-insecure households from
participating in programs that could reduce
their food insecurity? How do government
and community food programs work
together, and where are they redundant? 

Less is known about the conse-
quences of food insecurity. Of course,
most people consider food insecurity itself
to be undesirable—at least at the more
severe level of resource-constrained
hunger—whether or not it leads to other
problems. And it is known that food inse-
curity has deleterious effects on nutrition,
health, weight, and children’s psychoso-
cial development and learning. But
research into these relationships has, so
far, established only their general out-
lines. Much work remains to assess the
extent to which food insecurity affects
these conditions, to explore other 
suspected consequences of food 
insecurity, to find out how the severity
and duration of food insecurity affect its
consequences, and to understand the
mechanisms through which food insecur-
ity leads to negative outcomes. 

ERS supports data collection, con-
ducts research, and funds studies by uni-
versities and private research organiza-
tions to further understanding of these
issues. In addition to sponsoring the
annual food security surveys in conjunc-
tion with the Census Bureau, ERS provides
funding and technical support for several
other Federal, State, and special popula-
tion surveys that collect information on
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How Food Secure Is Your Household?
These are the food security questions you would be asked if your household was 
selected by the Census Bureau for the annual food security survey. Mark your answers and
see where your household would show up in the annual statistics.

Here are several statements that people have made about their food situation. For these
statements please indicate whether the statement was often true, sometimes true, or
never true for your household in the last 12 months.

Mark 1 response in each row

“We worried whether our food 
would run out before we got Often Sometimes Never
money to buy more.” true true true

“The food that we bought just 
didn’t last and we didn’t have Often Sometimes Never
money to get more.” true true true

“We couldn’t afford to eat Often Sometimes Never
balanced meals.” true true true

In the last 12 months, did you 
or other adults in your house-
hold ever cut the size of your 
meals or skip meals because Yes No
there wasn’t enough money (skip next
for food? question)

(if yes to previous question) Almost Some months In only
How often did this happen? every but not 1 or 2

month every month months
In the last 12 months, did you 
ever eat less than you felt you 
should because there wasn’t 
enough money to buy food? Yes No

In the last 12 months, were you 
ever hungry but didn’t eat because 
you couldn’t afford enough food? Yes No

In the last 12 months, did you lose 
weight because you didn’t have 
enough money for food? Yes No

In the last 12 months, did you or 
other adults in your household 
ever not eat for a whole day Yes No
because there wasn’t enough (skip next
money for food? question)

(if yes to previous question) Almost Some months In only
How often did this happen? every but not 1 or 2

month every month months

Now add up responses you marked in the shaded columns. _______
If your score is:
0-2 Your household was food secure throughout the entire year.
3-5 Your household was food insecure at some time during the year, but without hunger.
6-10 Your household was food insecure with hunger at some time during the year.

Note: An additional eight questions are asked about food conditions of children if there
are any in the household, and appropriate adjustments are made in the scoring.



food security. Among these are major
Federal surveys focusing on health, nutri-
tion, education, child development, and
welfare programs. The same food security
measure described in this article—based
on households’ own reports of their food-

related behaviors and conditions—is
used consistently across all of these sur-
veys, ensuring comparability and maximiz-
ing the potential for combining research
results from multiple studies. 

A healthy, well-nourished population
is a national objective as well as a key
resource for achieving other national objec-
tives. Food security does not guarantee
health and good nutrition, but it is difficult
for families to prepare healthy, nutritious
meals without consistent access to enough
food. Food security monitoring and
research are, therefore, important ele-
ments of the Nation’s health and develop-
ment strategies. The work of USDA and its
partners in the food security measurement
project—collecting food security data,
assessing and refining food security meas-
urement methods, monitoring food 
security, and investigating the causes and
consequences of food security and food
insecurity—informs the economic policies
and the safety-net programs that promote
the food security of all Americans. 
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Just over half of food-insecure households received help from USDA's food 
assistance programs in November 2001

1Analysis is restricted to households with annual incomes less than 185 percent of the poverty line.
Source:  Calculated by ERS using data from the December 2001 Current Population Survey 
Food Security Supplement.
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