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INTRODUCTION

Food is the most basic of all needs. In a country with vast
agricultural resources, it may seem surprising that any family faces
hunger. Yet access to affordable, high-quality, healthy food
continues to be a challenge for many. No community is immune to

this problem; there are individuals in every county of the U.S. who FOOD INSECURITY DEFINED
intermittently or frequently do not have enough food to eat.

. The U.S. Department of
The Burden of Food Insecurity Agriculture (USDA) defines

The cost of moving from food insecurity to security provides insight | food insecurity as the lack of
into how thin the line is between financial hardship and stability. In access, at times, to enough
2016, the total shortfall for all U.S. families in meeting their basic food for an active, healthy life
needs was just over $21 billion, which, when spread across all for all household members,
food insecure Americans, was $41 per month per household, and limited or uncertain
according to Feeding America.2 This budget shortfall means that availability of nutritionally
families are forced to make difficult decisions, like choosing adequate foods.1

between food or paying for utilities or a needed prescription. And
this burden extends beyond individual households: The U.S. spent
an estimated $160 billion on health care costs related to hunger
and food insecurity in 2014.3

A large number of households experience food insecurity. At some point during 2017, 12 percent of
U.S. households were food insecure, including 16 percent of households with children.s The prevalence
of food insecurity varies by region and state, ranging from 13 percent in the South, to 10 percent in the
Northeast; and from 7 percent in Hawaii to 18 percent in New Mexico.s

Having enough food is a basic challenge for ALICE and poverty-level households. The figure
below shows the gap between how much ALICE families need for food and what they can afford to
spend, comparing three different monthly food budgets for a family of four to the monthly salary of a full-
time employee working as a packer.s In the U.S., there were 693,170 packers, working at an average
hourly wage of $11.27, or $22,540 annually (if full time, year-round) in 2017. Using the USDA’s most
meager estimate, the Thrifty Food Plan, food for a family of four accounts for more than 30 percent of a
packer’s salary. Using the original FPL, food costs the family one-third of a budget, which in this case is
36 percent of a packer’s income. And using the Consumer Expenditure Survey, which reflects actual
spending, food costs 38 percent of an ALICE family’s expenses.z



Monthly Food Costs (Family of Four) with Percentage of an ALICE Income, 2017
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Consumer Expenditure Survey, 2016-2017. U. S. Department of Labor; U.S. Department of Agriculture. (2017). Official USDA food plans: Cost of food at home at
four levels, U.S. Average, July 2017; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. (2017). 2017 poverty quidelines
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