
es pite the re cent eco nomic
re cov ery that has low ered
un em ploy ment and pov erty
rates in the United States,

many Ameri can fami lies still strug gle to 
meet ba sic needs. This was the con text
for Vice Presi dent Gore’s announce ment
in Sep tem ber 1997 at the Na tional Sum mit
on Food Re cov ery and Glean ing of new
U.S. De part ment of Ag ri cul ture (USDA)
es ti mates of the ex tent of food in security
and hun ger in U.S. house holds. Based 
on a state- of- the-  art meas ure ment 

method de vel oped through a broad 
col labo ra tive ef fort, the new es ti mates
in di cate that nearly 12 mil lion house -
holds ex pe ri enced food in se cu rity in the
12 months prior to April 1995, while
one or more per sons in about 4 mil lion
of these food-  insecure house holds 
ex pe ri enced hun ger due to re source 
con straints dur ing the pe ri od. Al though
ef forts to es ti mate the level of hun ger 
in the United States have been made
pre vi ously (7,10,28,31,33), the new
USDA es ti mates are the first based 

1998 Vol. 11 Nos. 1&2 17

House hold Food Se cu rity 
in the United States in 1995:
Re sults From the Food 
Se cu rity Meas ure ment 
Pro ject
Mar ga ret An drews
Gary Bickel
Ste ven Carl son

Of fice of Analy sis and Evalua tion
Food and Nu tri tion Serv ice
U.S. De part ment of Ag ri cul ture

The need for a re li able meas ure of U.S. hun ger and food in se cu rity has been 
rec og nized since the early 1980's. This pa per de scribes the de vel op ment of
such a meas ure and pres ents ini tial find ings from data col lected for USDA
by the Cen sus Bu reau. A unidi men sional scale of se ver ity, based on sur vey
re sponses, was used to iden tify food se cu rity status; house hold weights
were then ap plied to es ti mate the preva lence of food in se cu rity and hun ger
in three des ig nated se ver ity ranges. The large ma jor ity of Ameri can house -
holds (88 per cent) were food se cure in the year end ing April 1995. Hun ger
was evi dent in 4.1 per cent of all house holds. The pa per con cludes with a 
dis cus sion of fu ture nu tri tion moni tor ing and re search di rec tions for food 
se cu rity meas ure ment.

D



upon spe cially de signed data col lected
from a large, na tion ally rep re sen ta tive      
sam ple and sub se quently vali dated to
show strong sta tis ti cal prop er ties of
in ter nal va lid ity and re li abil ity. The 
new es ti mates thus rep re sent the first 
re li able, stan dard na tional meas ure 
of food in se cu rity and hun ger for the
United States.

The avail abil ity of a stan dard na tional
meas ure of hun ger and food in se cu rity
pro vides a pow er ful tool for moni tor ing
changes in the food situa tion of U.S.
house holds. It may be par ticu larly 
use ful in track ing the ef fec tive ness 
of the Fed eral Gov ern ment’s ef forts
through food as sis tance and food 
re cov ery pro grams to help ensure that 
all Ameri cans are able to ob tain ade -
quate food. In a time of tight Fed eral
budg ets and with wel fare re form shift -
ing in creased re spon si bil ity for so cial
wel fare to the States, this moni tor ing
func tion is es pe cially im por tant. This
pa per pro vides a brief in tro duc tion to 
the gene sis of the new meas ure, in clud ing
its con cep tual ba sis and meth od ol ogy,
pres ents brief sum mary find ings from
the base line es ti mates for 1995, and 
dis cusses im pli ca tions of the meas ure
for fu ture re search on fam ily nu tri tional
and gen eral well-  being.

Back ground

Fed eral in ter est in de vel op ing a hun ger
meas ure can be traced from at least
1984 when the Presi dent's Task Force
on Food As sis tance rec og nized the dis -
tinc tion be tween the con cept of hun ger
in the tra di tional medi cal us age and a
more so cially ori ented, common- sense
mean ing. The re port noted: “To many
peo ple hun ger means not just symp toms
that can be di ag nosed by a phy si cian, it 

be speaks the ex is tence of a so cial, not a 
medi cal, prob lem: a situa tion in which 
some one can not ob tain an ade quate 
amount of food, even if the short age is
not pro longed enough to cause health
prob lems” (23). The Task Force also
noted the ab sence of any re li able measure
of hun ger in this lat ter com monly 
un derstood mean ing and the re sult ing 
in ability of poli cy mak ers to ver ify or 
ne gate claims of in creas ing hun ger. 
This lack of an ac cepted stan dard 
meas ure of hun ger preva lence was 
cited by the Task Force as pos ing a 
con tinu ing pol icy co nun drum. 

After the 1984 Task Force re port, State
and lo cal re search ers in creased ef forts to 
de velop soundly based sur vey meas ures
(22). The Food Re search and Ac tion
Cen ter spon sored and ob tained ma jor
fund ing for the Com mu nity Child hood
Hun ger Iden ti fi ca tion Pro ject (CCHIP)
(12,30- 32) and re search ers at the Cor nell
University Di vi sion of Nu tri tional 
Sci ences sought to de velop in de pend ent
hun ger scales (8,25,26).

At the Fed eral level, USDA be gan the
pro cess, in the mid 1980’s, of ana lyz ing
the sig nifi cance of the sin gle sur vey
ques tion on the ade quacy of house hold
food sup plies that had been added to 
its regu lar na tional food con sump tion
sur veys be gin ning in 1977 but had not 
been ana lyzed in depth (4,11).  A simi lar
house hold food sufficiency ques tion and 
sev eral oth ers adapted from the CCHIP
in stru ment were in cluded in the Third
Na tional Health and Nu tri tion Ex ami na -
tion Sur vey spon sored by the Na tional
Cen ter for Health Sta tis tics (NCHS)
(1,6). Fi nally, the Fed eral Gov ern ment’s 
com mit ment to de velop a stan dard ized
meas ure of food in se cu rity or food 
in suf fi ciency for the United States           

took de fini tive shape in 1990- 92 when
USDA’s Food and Nu tri tion Serv ice 
(FNS)1 and NCHS were as signed joint
re spon si bil ity to carry out this task 
un der the Ten- Year Com pre hen sive
Plan for the Na tional Nu tri tion 
Moni tor ing and Re lated Re search 
Pro gram (NNMRRP) Act of 1990. 

FNS took lead re spon si bil ity for de vel -
op ing the meas ures; it es tab lish ed an 
In ter agency Work ing Group for Food
Se cu rity Meas ure ment to main tain a 
col labo ra tive pro cess for the proj ect. 
As a key part of its con cep tual ba sis, 
the proj ect adopted the authori ta tive
defi ni tions of food in se cu rity and
hunger de vel oped by a spe cial ex pert
panel con vened by the Ameri can In sti tute
of Nu tri tion (AIN) and re ported by the
Life Sci ences Re search Of fice of the
Fed era tion of Ameri can So cie ties for
Ex peri men tal Bi ol ogy (3). Ac cord ing 
to these defi ni tions, food in se cu rity
 oc curs when a house hold does not have 
ac cess to enough food, at all times, for
an active, healthy life. Hun ger, de fined
as “the pain ful or un easy sen sa tion that
re sults from not hav ing enough food” is
a po ten tial but not nec es sary con se quence
of food in se cu rity. 2

1FNS was re named Food and Con sumer Serv ice
(FCS) in 1994 in the con text of broader USDA
agency re or gani za tions. The origi nal name was 
re stored in De cem ber 1997.

2For a de scrip tion of the con cep tual ba sis of the
Gov ern ment’s meas ure, in clud ing its debt to the
body of prior re search and an ex ten sive bib li ogra phy 
of the lit era ture to that point, see ref er ence 5. For
fur ther dis cus sion of this con cep tual ba sis and its
op era tion al ized form and test ing in the Gov ern -
ment’s new meas ure, see ref er ences 14, 15, and
24. For re cent vali da tion stud ies and re lated work
within the same gen eral ap proach, see ref er ences
2, 13, 16- 18, and 21.

18 Fam ily Eco nom ics and Nu tri tion Re view



Meth ods

The sub se quent op era tional de velopment
of the hun ger and food se cu rity meas ure 
was also a broad- based, co op era tive 
ven ture. At an early stage, FNS en listed
the ex per tise of the Cen sus Bu reau for
de vel op ing and ad min is ter ing a na tional 
food se cu rity ques tion naire. In Janu ary
1994, FNS and NCHS jointly spon sored 
a Con fer ence on Food Se cu rity Meas ure -
ment and Re search, bring ing to gether 
a wide range of ex perts in the field. 
Par tici pants dis cussed their pre vious 
ex pe ri ences with meas uring hun ger 
and food in se cu rity and then or gan ized
into work ing groups to provide con tinu ing 
ad vice and cri tique to FNS in de vel op -
ing a base line draft ques tion naire (29). 

In the next stage, the Cen sus Bu reau
worked closely with FNS and its 
col labo ra tors to ana lyze, field test, and
re fine the food se cu rity ques tion naire.
The draft ver sion from the re search 
con fer ence was re vised af ter re view by
an ex pert panel con vened by the Cen sus 
Bu reau’s Cen ter for Sur vey Meth ods 
Re search. The ques tion naire was field
tested and ana lyzed in the autumn of
1994 (27) and, with some fur ther re vi -
sion, was ad min is tered for the first time
as a Sup ple ment to the Cur rent Popu la -
tion Sur vey (CPS) in April 1995. With
mi nor re vi sions, the food se cu rity sup -
ple ment was ad min is tered with the CPS
again in Sep tem ber 1996 and April 1997. 

The data col lec tion in April 1995 pro -
duced some 45,000 us able in ter views. 
In Sep tem ber 1995, FNS con tracted
with Abt As so ci ates, Inc. (Abt) to 
ana lyze these data in a co op era tive 
ven ture with FNS staff and other 
re search ers involved in de vel op ing 
the ques tion naire. From the be gin ning, 

FNS ex pected the analysis to pro duce 
a scaled meas ure of food in se cu rity and
hun ger that would al low the gov ern ment 
to iden tify house holds ex pe ri enc ing
prob lems pro vid ing ade quate food for
all mem bers.3 The Abt team was se lected
be cause it had de vel oped an in no va tive
analy sis de sign that ap plied state-of- the-
 art scal ing meth ods that were used most
widely in the edu ca tional test ing in dus try.
(See ref er ence 15 for tech ni cal de tails of 
the scale es ti ma tion.)

The ini tial Abt pro ce dure used stan dard
fac tor analysis tech niques to per form a
sys tem atic set of ex plora tory analy ses of 
the 1995 sur vey re sults. The pre limi nary 
work found that, with one im por tant
area of ex cep tion, most of the food
security in di ca tors in the ques tion naire
fit a single-  dimensional meas ure ment
scale. A few items failed to meet the 
rig or ous fit cri te ria for in clu sion and
were dropped from the scale. How ever,
one gen eral type of in di ca tor also did
not fit the single-  dimensional meas ure
of se ver ity of food in se cu rity: those
items deal ing with the cop ing strate gies
that a food-in se cure or at-  risk house hold 
might en gage in to im prove its food 
sup ply from emer gency sources (e.g.,
get ting food from a food bank or bor -
row ing money for food). This is un der -
stand able given that all house holds do
not face the same set of choices for 
cop ing with an in ade quate food sup ply.

3The choice of household- level as op posed to
family- level unit of analy sis was due in part to the
sam pling frame of the Cur rent Popu lation Sur vey;  
it also re flects the ob jec tive of de vel op ing a com -
pre hen sive meas ure en com pass ing the en tire U.S.
resi den tial popu la tion. In the March 1995 CPS
sam ple, 70 per cent of house holds were fam ily
house holds in clud ing two or more per sons re sid ing
to gether and re lated by birth, mar riage, or adop tion;
20 per cent were single-  person house holds; and 5
per cent con sisted of two or more un re lated per sons
re sid ing to gether.
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Once it was es tab lished that a core set of 
food se cu rity and hun ger items could be
scaled along a sin gle di men sion, sub se -
quent analy ses used the Rasch model,
con cep tu ally the most ba sic form within
the gen eral class of item-  response-  theory
(IRT) sta tis ti cal scal ing mod els. Ini tially 
the Rasch model was ap plied to a sub set 
of the sam ple in clud ing only households
with chil dren. The re sult ing scale was
sub jected to fur ther analy ses that showed
it to be ro bust for other house hold types
as well. Vari ous re li abil ity in di ca tors
were cal cu lated and found to be within
ac cepted ranges.4 Item re sponse sta bility
meas ures for in di vid ual items on the
scale and for the over all scale were
judged to be ac cept able by the Cen sus
Bu reau us ing data from some 1,100
qual ity con trol re-  interviews that were
per formed in the week fol low ing the
regu lar April 1995 CPS in ter views (20).5

4
44A gen eral dis cus sion of po ten tial sources of er ror

in the food security meas ure is pre sented in the
Sum mary Re port vol ume (14). More ex ten sive
treat ment is pro vided in the Tech ni cal Re port (15). 
Based on three tra di tional meas ures of re li abil ity
(Spear man-Brown’s and Ru lon’s split-  half re li abil ity
es ti mates and Cron bach’s al pha), the es ti mated
re li abil ity val ues ranged from .86 to .93 for the 12-
  month meas ure ment scale. Since the dis tri bu tion
of house hold scale scores is highly skewed (56.5
per cent of sam ple house holds passing the in come
and food security screener had zero score), a fur -
ther di choto mized split- half test was con ducted,
col laps ing the split- half scales into the di choto -
mous vari able “an swered all ques tions nega tively” 
and “an swered one or more ques tions af firma -
tively.” On this test, the level of agree ment       
be tween paired subscales was 84.8 per cent for
house holds with chil dren and 85.8 per cent for
house holds with out chil dren, while the cor re -
spond ing kappa sta tis tic (show ing the ex tent of
agree ment be yond mere chance) was .70 and    
.69 for the re spec tive house hold types.

The 18 items in cluded in the scale are
shown in ab bre vi ated form in ta ble 1
with their origi nal ques tion num ber ing.
The scale items are or dered ac cord ing 
to in creas ing lev els of se ver ity. The
least se vere items (Q53 and Q54) ask
whether the house hold re spon dent has 

 55In this analy sis of re sponse vari ance, 17 per cent
of the con tinu ous variables and 9 per cent of the
cate gori cal ques tions with enough cases to be 
ana lyzed ex hib ited “low” vari ance, 75 per cent 
and 68 per cent re spec tively showed “mod er ate”
vari ance, and 8 per cent and 24 per cent showed
“high” vari ance. Thus, 76 to 92 per cent of the  
two ques tion types ex hib ited “low to mod er ate”
re sponse vari ance while the food insecurity scale
over all showed “mod er ate” re sponse vari ance.  
The authors noted, “[t]his dis tri bu tion is typi cal  
of re sponse vari ance re sults for house holds      
sur veys”  (20). 

wor ried about or ex pe ri enced a situation
within the past 12 months where food
was run ning out, and there was no money
to buy more. Sub se quent items in dicating
ex pe ri ences or per cep tions of in adequate
food in take in terms of both qual ity and
quan tity (Q32, Q55, Q56, Q57, Q58)
fall in the low to in ter me di ate ranges of
se ver ity meas ured by the scale. Items
deal ing with re duced food in takes and
hun ger for adults (Q24, Q25, Q35, Q38) 
fall in the in ter me di ate range of se ver ity
meas ured, and those in di cat ing re duced
food in takes and hun ger for chil dren in
the house hold (Q40, Q43, Q44, Q47,
Q50) or more se vere hun ger for adults
(Q28, Q29) fall at the se vere end of the 
scale. All items ref er to the 12- month
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Ta ble 1. Se quenced items and food se cu rity status cate go ries for food
se cu rity meas ure ment scale

Se quenced ques tions in scale Food se cu rity status

Q53 Wor ried food would run out Food se cure

Q54 Food bought did n't last

Q55 Un able to af ford bal anced meals

Q58 Child fed few low- cost foods

Q24 Adult cut size or skipped meals           Food in se cure

Q56 Could n't feed child bal anced meals

Q32 Adult eat less than felt they should

Q25 Adult cut size or skipped meals, 3+ months

Q57 Child not eat ing enough   Food in se cure
  with

  mod er ate hun ger
Q35 Adult hun gry but did n't eat

Q38 Re spon dent lost weight

Q40 Cut size of child's meal

Q28 Adult not eat whole day

Q47 Child hun gry Food in se cure
        with
se vere hun ger

Q29 Adult not eat whole day, 3+ months

Q43 Child skipped meal

Q44 Child skipped meal, 3+ months

Q50 Child not eat for whole day



pe ri od pre ced ing April 1995, and all ask 
re spon dents to re port only ex pe ri ences,
per cep tions, or be hav iors that re sult
from a lack of fi nan cial re sources. Thus, 
in stances of hun ger or meals skipped
due to di et ing, ill ness, or busy sched ules 
are ex cluded by de sign. Each house hold 
in the sam ple re ceived a scale score 
be tween zero and 10 un der the Rasch
meas ure ment model, based on its par -
ticu lar pat tern of re sponses to all 18
items. These de tailed house hold scores
in di cate the dis tinct lev els of se ver ity 
of food in se cu rity ex pe ri enced by U.S.
house holds across the full range of 
se ver ity cap tured by the meas ure.  

The scaled meas ure pro vides much
greater de tail about the na ture and ex tent
of this poverty- linked phe nome non than 
ever bef ore avail able. How ever, the very 
de tail of the nearly con tinu ous se ver ity
meas ure makes it in ap pro pri ate to serve, 
in it self, as a use ful meas ure of the
preva lence of food in se cu rity and hun ger.
For this pur pose, sev eral well-  defined,
broad subranges of se ver ity level need
to be des ig nated and a sim pler, cate gori cal 
meas ure cre ated based on these speci fied
se ver ity ranges.

To pro vide this sec ond type of meas ure,
FNS worked with Abt and other col labo -
ra tors to de velop a cate gori cal meas ure
that would clas sify the food se cu rity
status of house holds in terms of sev eral
broad subranges of the meas ured se ver ity
lev els in di cated by their scale scores
(15). The four des ig nated status cate go ries 
are il lus trated in ta ble 1. House holds with
com plete re sponses to all 18 items were
clas si fied as food se cure if the re spon -
dent an swered af firma tively to fewer
than 3 of the 18 ques tions on the 

scale,6 while those with 3 or more posi -
tive re sponses were as signed to one of
the food- insecure groups. Those with 3
to 7 posi tive an swers were clas si fied as
food in se cure with out evi dent hun ger,
those with 8 to 12 as food in se cure with
mod er ate hunger, and those with 13 or
more as food in se cure with se vere hun ger. 
Lo cat ing the ini tial thresh old (scale cut -
point) of each des ig nated severity-  range
cate gory was done by iden ti fy ing the
sec ond or third item in se quence in dica -
tive of the sa li ent con di tions char ac ter iz -
ing the cate gory.7 

It should be noted that the main role 
of the cate gori cal meas ure is to pro vide
an es tab lished, con sis tent ba sis for com -
pari son of food in se cu rity and hun ger
preva lence over time and across popu la -
tion sub groups. In this sense, the ex act
place ment of the cate gory bounda ries
(scale- score cut points, in op era tional
terms) is a mat ter pri mar ily of iden ti fy ing
severity- range cate go ries that have rele -
vance to on go ing pro gram ob jectives
and pol icy dis cus sion. In a deeper sense, 
lo cat ing the cate gory bounda ries or
thresh olds is a mat ter of iden ti fy ing the 

6
66Two groups of house holds were clas si fied as

food se cure on the ba sis of zero scale scores:
higher in come house holds (>185 per cent pov erty)
that were screened from the food security por tion
of the in ter view on the ba sis of con sis tent nega tive 
re sponses to three broad food security screen ing
ques tions, and both high- and low- income house -
holds that passed the screener but then gave no
affirma tive re sponse to any food security scale item.

7
77In con trast to the un der ly ing scale es ti ma tion,

which is fully de ter mined by the meas ure ment
model and the data, lo cat ing the des ig nated cate -
gory thresh olds in volved judg ment as to how
many in di ca tions of a given se ver ity subrange
should be pres ent and across how broad a range 
of meas ured se ver ity they should be ob served.
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...food in se cu rity 
is more preva lent
among Black and 
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lev els for Whites),
house holds with 
chil dren, house holds
un der the pov erty 
level, and house holds
in cen tral city met ro -
poli tan ar eas.



im por tant dis tinc tions (con cep tual and
in re al ity) be tween the sev eral subranges
of se ver ity level en com passed within the 
full range of food in se cu rity observed for
con tem po rary U.S. house holds.8

The se quenced pat tern of items on the
scale re flects the un der ly ing com monality
among oth er wise di verse house holds of
the con di tions and ex pe ri ence of food
in suf fi ciency in re la tion to ba sic need
and the avail able set of po ten tial house -
hold re sponses to such con di tions—
what Ra di mer termed “hun ger as a 
man aged pro cess.” In meas ure ment
terms, this pre domi nant se quen tial 
re sponse pat tern means that the typi cal
house hold an swer ing posi tively to any
given scale item will also have answered
af firma tively to all less se vere items.
For the en tire CPS sam ple, 76 per cent 
of house holds exhibited this com mon
or der ing of responses and were termed
the “mo dal group” of house holds. While 
not all the April 1995 re spon dents fol -
lowed this com mon or der ing pat tern
per fectly, most of the non- modal house -
holds did not di verge very far from the
com mon pat tern. 9 

8
8The names ap plied to the des ig nated se ver ity

level subranges, or food insecurity status categories,
are nomi nal only and in tended to re flect U.S. 
so cial re al ity as ar ticu lated; for ex am ple, in the
1984 Presi dent's Task Force Re port on Food 
As sis tance. Clearly, the names cho sen for rele -
vance to the U.S. con text are not in tended to 
sug gest, and do not re flect, the much deeper 
se ver ity ranges of food in se cu rity and hun ger that
are rele vant to un der de vel oped coun tries sub ject 
to fam ine con di tions. In prin ci ple, the form of
meas ure ment scale de vel oped from con tem po rary
U.S. data could be ex tended, with a simi lar data
set col lected in poorer coun tries, to en com pass the
deeper lev els of food in se cu rity and hun ger severity
ex pe ri enced in those cir cum stances within the
same unidi men sional meas ure ment con struct.   
For a simi lar food- security scale de vel oped for  
ur ban sub sis tence dwell ers in Kam pala, Uganda,
see ref er ence 19.

The re sponse pat terns for the four food
security status groups are il lus trated in
fig ure 1 where the ques tions in the scale
are or dered se quen tially and the pro por -
tion of af firma tive re sponses to each
item within each status group is pro -
jected onto the ver ti cal axis. Over all, 
the re sponse pat tern shows the ex pected
con trast among the food security status
groups.

9Of those house holds with at least one posi tive  
re sponse to a scale item, the pro por tion fol low ing
the mo dal pat tern was only 32 per cent for house -
holds with chil dren and 48 per cent for house holds
with out chil dren. None the less, the fit sta tis tics
pro duced in es ti mat ing the Rasch model in di cate
an ac cept able de gree of conform ance of their     
re sponses to the mo dal pat tern. De tailed analy sis
of the non- modal re sponse pat terns is one of the
ar eas of re search now opened up and ex pected to
be fruit ful in help ing iden tify con stel la tions of
con di tions and be hav iors oc cur ring in highly
stressed house hold set tings.

Find ings

By clas si fy ing sur vey re sponses ac cord -
ing to food se cu rity status and ap ply ing
house hold weights pro vided by the 
Cen sus Bu reau, Abt used the sup ple -
ment data to es ti mate the preva lence of
food in se cu rity and hun ger within the
speci fied se ver ity range cate go ries in the 
United States for the 12 months pre ced ing 
the April 1995 sur vey. As can be seen in
fig ure 2, the large major ity of Ameri can
house holds (88 per cent) were found to
be food se cure in the year end ing April
1995.

About 11.9 mil lion (of ap proxi mately
100 mil lion) house holds ex pe ri enced
food in se cu rity as a con se quence of 
lim ited re sources dur ing that pe ri od. 
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Fig ure 1. Item re sponse pat terns for food se cu rity status groups
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Most of the food-  insecure house holds
were food in se cure with out hun ger
(7.78 mil lion house holds), mean ing that
they re ported ex pe ri enc ing con cerns
about the ade quacy of their food sup ply, 
sub sti tuted cheaper food items, and 
re duced the qual ity and va ri ety of their
di ets, but with out sig nifi cantly re duc ing
food in takes. There were 3.34 mil lion
house holds clas si fied as food in se cure
with mod er ate hun ger, where some 
re duc tion in food in take due to in ade -
quate house hold re sources was evi dent
for one or more house hold mem bers, 
pri mar ily adults. 

An ad di tional 817,000 house holds were
iden ti fied as food in se cure with se vere
hun ger. In these house holds, re duc tions 
in food in take were ob served for both
chil dren and adults, and one or more of
the adults was likely to have ex perienced
an ex ten sive re duc tion in food in take
(i.e., go ing whole days with out food) 
due to in ade quate re sources.10   

10 1 010For the mo dal house hold group, chil dren's 
hun ger in di ca tors ap pear only within the se vere
hun ger range of house hold level food in se cu rity
meas ured by the scale. Among the non- modal
house holds, how ever, chil dren's hun ger may 
ap pear within other food insecure cate go ries as
well. Analy sis of the CPS data is con tinu ing to
iden tify the ex tent of such cases.

Ta ble 2 shows that house hold food 
in security is more preva lent among
Black andHis panic house holds (al most
twice the lev els for Whites), house holds 
with chil dren, house holds un der the
pov erty level, and house holds in cen tral
city met ro poli tan ar eas.

The number of house holds where 
hun ger due to in ade quate re sources 
was ex pe ri enced dur ing the pe ri od can
be es ti mated by com bin ing the number
of house holds as signed to the two most
se vere lev els of food in se cu rity. This
yields an over all es ti mate of 4.16 mil lion
house holds where one or more mem bers 
ex pe ri enced some level of hun ger in the 
12- month pe ri od pre ced ing the April 1995 
sur vey. 

The number of in di vidu als af fected by
hun ger is not eas ily ex trapo lated from
these es ti mates. Be cause the data were
col lected in a house hold sur vey, home-
less in di vidu als are not in cluded. Further -
more, for many house holds (i.e., those
with more than one adult or with more
than one child), the struc ture of the
ques tion naire does not al low ac cu rate
de ter mi na tion of the food security status 
of each adult or each child in the house -
hold. An up per bound for the number of 
in di vidu als af fected by hun ger is given
by the to tal popu la tion of per sons liv ing
in those house holds that were clas si fied
into ei ther of the two hun ger cate go ries. 
From the April 1995 sur vey, this number
is 11.2 mil lion in di vidu als, most of them 
adults. 

For most of the food insecure households
with chil dren (and for all such households 
fit ting the mo dal re sponse pat tern), the
chil dren are not likely to be se ri ously 
af fected un less the house hold has reached 
the over all se ver ity level re quired to
clas sify it as ex pe ri enc ing food in security 
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Fig ure 2. Dis tri bu tion of U.S. House holds, by food se cu rity
status level, 1995

Food secure
Food in se cure - No hun ger evi dent
Food in se cure - Mod er ate hun ger
Food in se cure - Se vere hunger

88.1%

7.8%

 3.3%

 0.8%
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Ta ble 2. Preva lence of house hold food se cu rity status, by se lected char ac ter is tics, 1995

Char ac ter is tics Food se cure
Food in se cure—
with out hun ger

Food in se cure—
mod er ate hun ger

Food in se cure—
se vere hun ger

Num ber Per cent Num ber Per cent Num ber Per cent Num ber Per cent

All house holds 88,266 88.1 7,783.4 7.8 3,343.3 3.3 816.8 0.8

House hold com po si tion
House hold with chil dren un der age 18 31,434 82.5 4,676.2 12.3 1,670.6 4.4 331.9 0.9
House hold with eld erly but no chil dren 26,155 94.1 1,124.1 4.0 436.2 1.6 89.9 0.3
House hold with no chil dren or eld erly 30,677 89.5 1,983.1 5.8 1,236.4 3.6 394.9 1.2

Race/eth nic ity
White 76,129 90.0 5,653.7 6.7 2,298.1 2.7 534.0 0.6
Black 9,104 75.8 1,779.4 14.8 895.4 7.5 233.8 1.9
Other 3,032 84.6 350.6 9.8 150.1 4.2 49.4 1.4
His panic1 5,725 74.3 1,360.2 17.7 501.0 6.5 115.6 1.5

Income- to- poverty ra tio2

Un der 0.50 3,240 58.4 1,365.0 24.6 688.4 12.1 270.9 4.9
Un der 1.00 10,230 64.7 3,500.7 22.1 1,587.6 10.0 489.5 3.1
Un der 1.30 14,841 68.1 4,367.9 20.0 2,032.7 9.3 567.7 2.6
Un der 1.85 25,914 73.8 5,952.6 17.0 2,568.0 7.3 680.4 1.9
Over 1.85 62,352 95.8 1,830.8 2.8 775.3 1.2 136.3 0.2

Area of resi dence
Cen tral city met ro poli tan area 20,172 83.9 2,494.4 10.4 1,102.5 4.6 286.5 1.2
Other met ro poli tan area 33,115 90.5 2,244.3 6.1 976.4 2.7 265.8 0.7
Non metro poli tan area 20,007 88.0 1,906.2 8.0 802.8 3.4 161.2 0.7

Cen sus geo graphic re gion
North east 17,443 89.7 1,335.6 6.9 524.6 2.7 142.6 0.7
Mid west 21,113 89.4 1,614.6 6.8 743.9 3.2 150.9 0.6
South 31,311 87.5 2,959.2 8.3 1,244.6 3.5 285.5 0.8
West 18,399 86.2 1,874.0 8.8 830.3 3.9 237.7 1.1

1Per sons of His panic eth nic ity can be of any race.
2In come and pov erty status ref er to house hold in come in a re cent 12- month pe ri od, vary ing among ro ta tion groups in the CPS sam ple.



with se vere hun ger. Thus, a pre limi nary
es ti mate for the number of chil dren who 
ex pe ri enced hun ger dur ing the pe ri od    
is given by the number of chil dren liv ing
in house holds clas si fied into the se vere
hunger cate gory.11  This preliminary      
ap proxi ma tion in di cates that 692,000
chil dren were liv ing in house holds
where se vere hun ger was ex perienced  
in the 12 months prior to the April 1995 
sur vey. (Fur ther in for ma tion on house -
hold and in di vid ual es ti mates can be
found in ref er ence 14.)  

Dis cus sion

The de vel op ment of the food se cu rity
and hun ger meas ures as de scribed here
pro vides the base line from which the
Gov ern ment can im prove its ca pac ity 
to moni tor the food ade quacy of U.S.
house holds. As such, the true im por -
tance of the es ti mates can only be
known in the fu ture, when con sis tent
com pari sons can be made over time
against the base line num bers.

To the ex tent pos si ble, the new measures
are be ing im ple mented at the na tional
level by all Fed eral agen cies co op er at -
ing in the Na tional Nu tri tion Moni tor ing 
and Re lated Re search Pro gram. USDA
plans  to con tinue an nual col lec tion of the
ba sic house hold data needed to rep li cate 
the base line hun ger and food se cu rity
meas ures through regu lar sup ple ments
to the Cur rent Popu la tion Sur vey. The
core set of sur vey ques tions needed to 

11
11The es ti mate is ap proxi mate and pre limi nary  

for two rea sons. First, as noted, the number of
children liv ing in house holds clas si fied to the        
se vere hun ger cate gory pro vides only an up per
bound to the number of chil dren ex pe ri enc ing 
hun ger within that cate gory of house holds.      
Sec ond, an unde ter mined number of chil dren       
liv ing in some of the (non-  modal) house holds  
clas si fied to the mod er ate  hunger cate gory also 
ex pe ri ence hun ger, but are ex cluded from the   
pre limi nary ap proxi ma tion.

es ti mate the scaled meas ures are planned
for in clu sion in the Fourth Na tional
Health and Nu tri tion Ex ami na tion Sur vey
(NHANES- IV) and the next round of
USDA’s Con tinu ing Sur vey of Food 
In takes by In di vidu als (CSFII), sched -
uled to be merged with NHANES-  IV 
be gin ning in the year 2000. The Cen ters 
for Dis ease Con trol and Pre ven tion, 
Di vi sion of Nu tri tion (CDC), NCHS,
and FNS are work ing to gether to test
subscales of the 18- item scale that can
be used to meas ure food in se cu rity and
hun ger in State sur veil lance sys tems
such as NCHS’s State and Lo cal Area
In te grated Tele phone Sur vey and CDC’s
Pe di at ric Nu tri tion Sur veil lance Sys tem.

Food se cu rity mod ules are also planned
for the Cen sus Bu reau’s Sur vey of 
Pro gram Dy nam ics to be fielded for 
5 con secu tive years be gin ning in 1998
and the Early Child hood Lon gi tu di nal
Study be ing con ducted by the U.S. 
De part ment of Edu ca tion, Na tional 
Cen ter for Edu ca tional Sta tis tics. The
Uni ver sity of Michi gan Panel Sur vey 
of In come Dy nam ics in cluded the food
se cu rity mod ule in a spe cial sup ple ment
on women and chil dren in 1997, and
this module is be ing con sid ered for 
im ple men ta tion. FNS has col lected food
se cu rity and house hold food- use data in 
a na tional sam ple of low- income house -
holds. As these data emerge, re search ers
will be gin to expand be yond the ba sic
moni tor ing func tion to ex plore the cau -
sa tion and con se quences of house hold
food in se cu rity and hun ger across the
vari ous lev els of se ver ity at which they
are ex pe ri enced and meas ured.

Aside from their in cor po ra tion in
various re search set tings and the     
Gov ern ment's use in nu tri tion moni tor -
ing, the new meas ures will pro vide a
base line for as sess ing food as sis tance
pro gram per form ance un der the re quire -
ments of the Gov ern ment Per form ance
and Re sults Act. Spe cifi cally, USDA
has pro posed us ing the number of
house holds ex pe ri enc ing poverty- linked 
hun ger as a per form ance meas ure for  
as sess ing the ex tent to which the agency
is succeed ing in its goal to en hance food
and nu tri tion se cu rity for low-  income
Ameri cans.

Fi nally, on go ing food se cu rity and 
hun ger meas ures will pro vide a di rect
meas ure of un met need, which may
prove use ful for re search ers in ter ested 
in ex plor ing al ter na tive meas ures of
ma te rial dep ri va tion. While the Cen sus
Bu reau's an nual es ti mate of the number
of house holds liv ing be low the pov erty 
line has been the stan dard meas ure of the
ex tent of ma te rial dep ri va tion, the pov -
erty meas ure has been criti cized as in -
creas ingly in ade quate for this task (9).
Fu ture ex plo ra tions of the re la tion ship
of food se cu rity and hun ger meas ures to 
other so cial and eco nomic in di ca tors of
ba sic needs and re sources may be fruit -
ful in this area.
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