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TRIBUTE 

To
Joan Cour tless, Edi tor

Fam ily Eco nom ics and Nu tri tion Review
1986-1997

This is sue is dedi cated to Joan Cour tless, who re cently
re tired as edi tor of Fam ily Eco nom ics and Nu tri tion    
Re view. Joan was the edi tor of the jour nal from 1986 to
1997. As edi tor, she made many sig nifi cant and posi tive
con tri bu tions to the jour nal. She over saw the tran si tion
from Fam ily Eco nom ics Re view to Fam ily Eco nom ics
and Nu tri tion Re view, with its greater em pha sis on mat ters
of nu tri tion and nu tri tion pol icy. She guided the jour nal    
in the di rec tion of so lic it ing and re view ing ex ter nally
authored ar ti cles. She her self authored nu mer ous ar ti cles,
many deal ing with cloth ing is sues, and she ed ited the
50th an ni ver sary is sue of the jour nal. Col leagues and
read ers as soci ated with the jour nal will miss Joan and
wish her the best. 
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Main tain ing Nu tri tion Security
and Diet Qual ity: The Role 
of the Food Stamp Pro gram
and WIC
P. Pe ter Ba siotis
USDA, Cen ter for Nu tri tion Pol icy and Pro mo tion

Carol S. Kramer- LeBlanc
USDA, Cen ter for Nu tri tion Pol icy and Pro mo tion

Eileen T. Ken nedy
USDA, Re search, Edu ca tion, and Eco nom ics

We ex am ine the con tri bu tion of the Food Stamp Pro gram (FSP) and the
Spe cial Sup ple men tal Pro gram for Women, In fants, and Chil dren (WIC) to
the nu tri tion se cu rity and diet qual ity of low- income par tici pat ing house holds. 
This in for ma tion can im prove fu ture moni tor ing of the ef fects of wel fare policy
re forms. Wel fare re form has em pha sized mov ing peo ple from wel fare to
work and modi fy ing or elimi nat ing many former en ti tle ment pro grams. However,
after de bate, Fed eral food as sis tance pro grams were re tained as a nu tri tional
safety net, al though in some cases ac cess and bene fits were restricted. Us ing
his tori cal con sump tion data (CSFII 1989- 91), we ex am ine the hy pothe sis
that par tici pa tion in the FSP and/or WIC is an im por tant fac tor in main tain ing 
and im prov ing the diet qual ity of low- income house holds. Us ing USDA's
Healthy Eat ing In dex (HEI), as an in di ca tor of over all diet qual ity, and its 10
com po nent in di ces, we es ti mate for the first time over all diet qual ity ef fects
of changes in FSP and WIC par tici pa tion and bene fit lev els. (The HEI per mits
us to ex am ine diet qual ity as nu tri tion ists see it—with some foods consumed
too lit tle and oth ers too much.) Re sults sug gest that both pro grams con trib ute
sig nifi cantly to main tain ing and im prov ing the nu tri tional well- being of low-
income house holds, con sid er ing both quan tity and qual ity of diet compo nents.
We be lieve the im pli ca tion is that these food as sis tance pro grams help  
low-income house holds achieve nu tri tion se cu rity—in clud ing im proved diet  
qual ity—and that their sup port pro vides a criti cal safety net to ac com pany
wel fare re form. 



 o ex am ine re la tion ships  
be tween diet qual ity and
food pro gram par tici pa tion,
we use US DA’s 1989- 91

Con tinu ing Sur vey of Food In takes by
In di vidu als (CSFII) to ana lyze how the
diet qual ity of low- income house holds 
is af fected by par tici pa tion in the Food
Stamp Pro gram (FSP) and the Spe cial
Sup ple men tal Nutrition Pro gram for
Women, In fants, and Chil dren (WIC).
The meas ure of diet qual ity used is the
USDA Healthy Eat ing In dex (HEI), 
de vel oped to as sess the over all qual ity 
of in di vidu als’ di ets, de fined as the de -
gree of ad her ence to Fed eral nu tri tional
guid ance (12,22). The In dex con sists
 of 10 equally weighted com po nents 
that re flect how well in di vid ual di ets
con form to both the 1995 Die tary Guide -
lines for Ameri cans (26) and the USDA
Food Guide Pyra mid (25) rec om men da -
tions. Use of this in dex per mits us to ex -
am ine changes in diet qual ity as so ci ated 
with pro gram bene fits that may in volve
con sum ing less of par ticu lar die tary
com po nents and more of oth ers. 

For the first time, this ar ti cle re ports
how re spon sive the HEI and its in di vid ual 
com po nents are to par tici pa tion in the
FSP and WIC. To pro vide a con text   
for the analy sis that fol lows, we briefly
de scribe the FSP and WIC within the
frame work of Fed eral food as sis tance.
We then men tion per ti nent ele ments   
of wel fare re form and food as sis tance
pro gram changes to in di cate how leg is -
la tive pro vi sions may af fect food as sis -
tance pro gram par tici pants. We pres ent
meth ods and re sults and dis cuss          
im pli ca tions.

Over view and Back ground on
Food Pro grams and Wel fare
Re form Con text

The United States has a long stand ing
com mit ment to sup port ing food and  
nu tri tion se cu rity. Four teen do mes tic
food as sis tance pro grams com prise the
for mal Fed eral food and nu tri tion safety
net and pro vide low- income con sum ers
with foods, or with ex panded means    
to pur chase food prod ucts, along with   
nu tri tion in for ma tion and edu ca tion  
(ta ble 1, p. 6).  

Among the “mod ern” Fed eral pro grams
that be gan in 1945 with the Na tional
School Lunch Pro gram and, 53 years
later, have grown to pro vide about $37
bil lion an nu ally (23), FSP and WIC are
ar gua bly the most sig nifi cant in terms 
of bene fits trans ferred and nu tri tional
vul ner abil ity of re cipi ents, re spec tively.
Ad vo cates of the food as sis tance pro -
grams con tend that they im prove par -
tici pants’ diet qual ity and ame lio rate
pub li c health. De spite wel fare re form  
in late 1996, the struc ture of the Fed eral
food pro grams was es sen tially pre served. 

How ever, FSP eli gi bil ity cri te ria and
bene fit lev els were se verely cur tailed 
for some key groups—in clud ing le gal
im mi grants and able-bod ied adults 
with out de pend ents—and re sults of  
this analy sis raise con cerns about the
po ten tial, nega tive ef fects on diet qual ity
of af fected groups when, or if, ac cess to
these two im por tant food and nu tri tion
pro grams is re duced.

The FSP, an en ti tle ment pro gram, is  
the main food se cu rity pro gram for low-
 income house holds and pro vides cou pons
or elec tronic bene fit cards to en hance   

re cipi ents’ food pur chas ing power and
nu tri tional status. By FY 1996, the FSP
pro vided $24.3 bil lion in bene fits to an 
av er age of 10 mil lion house holds and
25.5 mil lion in di vidu als. In FY 1996,
the av er age monthly bene fit re ceived
was more than $73 per per son and more
than $172 per house hold (24). Over 
80 per cent of Food Stamp house holds 
con tain ei ther a child, elder, or dis abled
per son, and 42 per cent are single- parent
house holds (24).

WIC is tar geted to preg nant and post -
par tum (in clud ing breast- feeding) moth ers, 
in fants, and chil dren up to 5 years of
age at nu tri tional risk and serves more
than 7 mil lion peo ple each month at an
an nual pro gram cost of about $3.7 bil -
lion.  WIC pro vides a com bi na tion of
serv ices in clud ing nutrient- dense food
pack ages, nu tri tion coun sel ing, and ac -
cess to health serv ices. Ap proxi mately
45 per cent of all in fants and 25 per cent
of all preg nant women in the United
States par tici pate in the WIC Pro gram
(11). The value of the av er age 1995
WIC food pack age was $43.12 per
month, and the av er age monthly in fant
food pack age was $73.74 (24). The
most com mon foods in cluded in the
WIC pack ages are milk, cheese, in fant       
for mula, ce real for adults and in fants,
juice, pea nut butter, dried beans, and
eggs. In 1992, a WIC Farm ers’ Mar ket
Nu tri tion Pro gram was cre ated to pro -
vide ad di tional cou pons to WIC par tici -
pants, which can be used to pur chase
fresh fruits and vege ta bles in farm ers’
mar kets. This is a rela tively mi nor share 
of the WIC Pro gram, con sti tut ing only
about $7 mil lion of the $3.7 bil lion to tal 
WIC bene fits. 
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Ta ble 1. Fed eral food as sis tance pro grams

Pro gram name
Year 
be gun

FY 1996 budget
(in mil lions)

FY 1996
Par tici pa tion

Na tional School Lunch Pro gram 1945 $4,313 24,050,000 bunches 
per day

Spe cial Milk Pro gram 1955 $16.8 144,246,000 to tal served 

Food Stamp Pro gram 1961 pi lot
1974 per ma nent

$24,330 25,540,000 recipients
per month

Nu tri tion Pro gram for the Eld erly 1965 $150 245,979,000 to tal meals 

School Break fast Pro gram 1966 pi lot
1975 per ma nent

$1,118 6,103,000 daily av er age
break fasts served

Sum mer Food Serv ice Pro gram 1968 $258 2,216,000 daily average 
at ten dance (July)

Com mod ity Sup ple men tal Food Program 1968 $100.2 357,000 av er age
participation

Spe cial Sup ple men tal Pro gram for Women, In fants,
and Chil dren (WIC)

1972 pi lot
1974 per ma nent

$3,730 Av er age participation
1,648,000 (women)
1,827,000 (in fants)
3,712,000 (chil dren)

Child and Adult Care Food Pro gram 1975 pi lot
1978 per ma nent

1989 adults

$1,553 2,343,000 August av er age
1,546,171,000 to tal
meals served

Food Dis tri bu tion Pro gram on In dian Res er va tions 1977 $70 120,000 av er age

The Emer gency Food As sis tance Pro gram 1981 $44 40,899,000 to tal pounds
distributed

Nu tri tion As sis tance Pro gram for Puerto Rico 1981 $1,153 Not available

Home less Chil dren Pro gram 1989 $3 Not avail able

WIC Farm ers Mar ket Nu tri tion Pro gram 1992 $7
 (of WIC to tal)

742,000 Fed eral
364,000 Non -Fed eral

Source: U.S. De part ment of Ag ri cul ture, Food and Nu tri tion Serv ice. 1998. Ad min is tra tive data.



The FSP and the WIC Pro gram share
some com mon ali ties. Each trans fers
bene fits to low- income in di vidu als to
en hance food con sump tion and diet
qual ity. As an en ti tle ment pro gram, the
FSP con veys food pur chas ing power to 
any low- income in di vid ual who meets
eli gi bil ity cri te ria (based on means  
test ing). Food pur chases are rela tively
un re stricted. Nu tri tion edu ca tion is a
much smaller com po nent of the FSP
than of the WIC Pro gram. By con trast,
the WIC Pro gram is not an en ti tle ment
pro gram but tar gets spe cific pri or ity
sub groups of the low- income popu la tion 
as funds are ap pro pri ated. WIC pro vides 
vouch ers for pur chase of one of seven
food bas kets se lected to be nutrient-
 dense and to sup ply spe cific nu tri ents
de fi cient in the di ets of the tar get par -
tici pants. Un like the FSP, WIC in cludes
in di vid ual nu tri tion coun sel ing along
with a re fer ral to other sub si dized health 
serv ices.

Evalua tions of the ef fects of the two
pro grams sug gest gen er ally that they
have been suc cess ful. Food con sump -
tion sur veys show that di ets of the poor
im proved mark edly be tween 1965- 66
and 1977- 78, a pe ri od marked by na tion -
wide ex pan sion of the FSP (5). Nu mer ous 
stud ies have shown that the FSP  has
suc ceeded in trans fer ring pur chas ing
power to low- income con sum ers and
has in creased food ex pen di tures and  
nu tri ent avail abil ity rela tive to the 
trans fer of cash bene fits (3,7,14,15). 

Sev en teen stud ies sum ma rized by
Fraker and cited by Rossi yielded       
es ti mates that out of each food stamp
dol lar, be tween $0.17 and $0.49 was
spent on home- consumed food (“best
es ti mate, $0.30”) com pared with only
$0.05 to $0.10 of each dol lar of cash
bene fits trans ferred. Fraker found that
food stamp par tici pa tion sig nifi cantly
in creased the house hold avail abil ity of
cal cium, vi ta min C, and iron. Far fewer
stud ies have dem on strated the link be -
tween pro gram par tici pa tion, in di vid ual
in take data, and im proved nu tri tional
status. WIC Pro gram evalua tions from
the in cep tion have dem on strated WIC
ef fec tive ness in in creas ing birth weight,
de creas ing in ci dence of low birth weight
and pre ma tur ity, im prov ing he ma to logi cal 
status, and/or im prov ing nutrient in take
(11,18,19). 

Re cent wel fare re form in cludes re place -
ment of Fed eral wel fare pay ments with
block grants to States (Tem po rary 
As sis tance for Needy Fami lies Pro gram, 
or TANF), wel fare time lim its and caps,
and State dis cre tion among bene fit types,
lev els, and eli gi bil ity stan dards. States
are en cour aged to pro mote work and
move re cipi ents  from wel fare to work.
Le gal im mi grants were made in eli gi ble
for Fed eral TANF bene fits. Ma jor food
as sis tance pro gram changes passed in
1996 in cluded re duc tions in food stamp
bene fits for able- bodied adults with out
de pend ents and elimi na tion of Fed eral
food stamps for most le gal im mi grants.
(The Presi dent’s 1998 Budget re stores
some im mi grant FSP bene fits.)  In the
wel fare re form con text, if lost food 
as sis tance and wel fare bene fits are 
re placed by in creased earnings or other
in come, then net ef fects on die tary
status may be more mod est. If, how ever, 
food and wel fare as sis tance losses are
not off set, ef fects found here are likely
to be il lus tra tive.

Meth od ol ogy

We use the Healthy Eat ing In dex de vel -
oped by the USDA Cen ter for Nu tri tion
Pol icy and Pro mo tion as the in di ca tor of 
in di vid ual and house hold over all diet
qual ity. Based on the 1995 Die tary
Guide lines for Ameri cans and the Food
Guide Pyra mid (FGP), this in dex al most
alone fo cuses on the con sump tion of
foods rather than nu tri ents. Few in di ces
fo cus ing on the to tal diet ex ist (1,2,17,21)
and most of these—with the ex cep tion
of Pat ter son et al.—fo cus ex clu sively on 
con sump tion of nu tri ents.

The Healthy Eat ing In dex has 10
equally weighted com po nents, each
based on dif fer ent as pects of a health ful
diet. The score of each com po nent
ranges be tween zero and 10 and the
over all in dex, from zero to 100. The
com po nents can be grouped in terms   
of those that re late to ade quacy or suf fi -
ciency, to mod era tion, and to va ri ety   
in the diet. Spe cifi cally, Com po nents 1
through 5 meas ure the de gree to which a 
per son’s diet con tains ade quate serv ings of 
the 5 ma jor food groups de picted    in
the FGP: Grains, vege ta bles, fruits,
milk, and meats. Com po nents 6 through
9 meas ure how well rec om men da tions
to mod er ate fat, satu rated fat, so dium, 
and cho les terol are met. Com po nent 6 
is based on to tal fat con sump tion as a
per cent age of to tal food en ergy in take;
com po nent 7 is based on satu rated fat  
con sump tion as a per cent age of to tal
food en ergy in take; com po nent 8 is based
on cho les terol in take; and com po nent 9
is based on so dium in take. Fi nally, com -
po nent l0 re flects the amount of va ri ety
in a per son’s diet. The HEI does not set
over all lim its on food en ergy con sumed.
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An in di vidu al’s score in any of the food
group com po nents is based on the pro -
por tion of the rec om mended number of
serv ings con sumed for a given en ergy
in take level. For in stance, the av er age
en ergy al low ance for a 40- year- old    
fe male is 2,200 ki lo calo ries, and the
FGP in di cates that at this en ergy level, 
4 serv ings of vege ta bles per day are 
rec om mended. If a 40- year- old fe male
con sumes the rec om mended number   
of serv ings, she re ceives the maxi mum
score of l0 in the vege ta ble cate gory. 

A per son who con sumes the rec om -
mended number of serv ings from any
food group re ceives a maxi mum com po -
nent score of l0. A per son con sum ing 
no serv ings from a food group re ceives
the mini mum score of zero. Be tween
zero and 10, the com po nent score is 
cal cu lated pro por tion ately; for ex am ple,
a per son need ing 6 serv ings from the
grain cate gory who con sumed only half
that many would achieve a score of 5.
Food serv ing amounts were com puted
from food con sump tion data us ing    
fac tors de rived from the serv ing size  
as sump tions given in the FGP.

Cal cu la tion of scores for all food group
(ade quacy) com po nents fol lowed this
pro ce dure with ac tual serv ings com -
pared with rec om mended serv ings based 
on the FGP. In each food group, once
the maxi mum rec om mended number     
of serv ings is achieved, nei ther fur ther
credit nor pen al ties are awarded for   
ad di tional serv ings con sumed.

Com po nents 6 to 9 meas ure mod era tion
in the diet and are scored dif fer ently.
Com po nent 6 re flects how well to tal   
fat is lim ited in the diet: A score of 10

means to tal fat in take as a pro por tion of
en ergy in take is 30 per cent or less. The
score de clines to zero when this pro por -
tion reaches 45 per cent. Be tween these
two points, the scores de cline pro por -
tion ately. The score for satu rated fat
(com po nent 7) is com puted analo gously
to that for to tal fat, with a maxi mum
score achieved at a ra tio of less than   
10 per cent of en ergy from satu rated fat
and zero when the ra tio is 15 per cent or
greater.

The com po nent scores for cho les terol
and so dium are each based on mil li -
grams con sumed. Cut off points for a
per fect score of 10 are set at 300 mg  
for cho les terol and 2,400 mg for so dium.
The cor re spond ing zero points are 450
mg and 4,800 mg for cho les terol and  
so dium, re spec tively. 

Fi nally, the Die tary Guide lines, as well
as the Na tional Acad emy of Sci ences’
Diet and Health Re port (16), stress the
im por tance of va ri ety in the diet to help
en sure that peo ple get the nu tri ents they
need. To as sess va ri ety, count ing the  
to tal number of dif fer ent foods eaten  
by an in di vid ual that con trib ute sub stan -
tially to meet ing one or more of the 5
food group re quire ments is ne ce ssary.
Foods con sumed were counted only     
if they amounted to at least one- half   
serv ing in any one food group. Iden ti cal
food items eaten on sepa rate oc ca sions
are summed bef ore im pos ing the one-
 half serv ing cut- off. Simi lar foods such
as two dif fer ent forms of po ta toes or two
dif fer ent forms of white bread count
only once in the va ri ety cate gory. Mix -
tures are de com posed into con stitu ent 
parts, mean ing that a sin gle food mix -
ture (such as la sa gna) could con trib ute  

2 or more points to the va ri ety in dex
(con trib ut ing to both grain and meat, 
for ex am ple). 

In the va ri ety cate gory, a per son at tains
a score of 10 if 16 or more dif fer ent
foods are eaten over a 3- day pe ri od. If  
6 or fewer dis tinct foods are eaten over
a 3- day pe ri od, the in di vid ual earns zero.
Here again, lit tle guid ance was avail able 
to sug gest up per or lower lim its in scor ing 
va ri ety; simi lar to cate go ries 6 to 9, the
lim its for va ri ety were de rived by ex plo -
ra tion of the con sump tion data and con -
sul ta tion with re search ers. For a more
de tailed de scrip tion of the con struc tion
of the HEI, see Ken nedy et al. or U.S.
De part ment of Ag ri cul ture (12,22). 

Data

Data used in this study were col lected 
in US DA’s Con tinu ing Sur vey of Food
In takes by In di vidu als (CSFII) 1989- 91. 
The CSFII pro vides on go ing data on
food and nu tri ent con sump tion with a
yearly sam ple of about 2,000 house holds
con tain ing about 5,000 in di vidu als.     
In CSFII 1989- 91, 3 days of food and
nu tri ent in take data (a 1- day re call fol -
lowed by a 2- day di ary) were ob tained
along with rele vant demo graphic,    
eco nomic, and Fed eral food pro gram
par tici pa tion data. Food and nu tri ent
con sump tion data from a sepa rate low-
 income sam ple were also col lected at
the same time. The sur vey de sign was
such that each year’s data are na tion ally
rep re sen ta tive and can be used in de -
pend ently; how ever, the com bined years 
pro vide a larger sam ple size. The low-
 income sam ple can be com bined with
the all- income sam ple through the use
of sur vey weights. These sur vey weights 
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also ad just the sur vey sam ple to be rep -
re sen ta tive of the U.S. popu la tion liv ing
in house holds. This analy sis uses low-
 income house holds with com plete data
records in the com bined 1989- 90 sam ple
(N=1,438); the HEI was not avail able
for 1991.

Low- income house holds were those
with an nual in come of 130 per cent or
less of the pov erty thresh old. There
were 418 house holds par tici pat ing in 
the FSP at the time of the sur vey. Of
those, 359 had every house hold mem ber 
author ized to re ceive food stamps. The
re main ing 59 FSP house holds with one
or more mem bers not author ized to re -
ceive food stamps were ex cluded from
the analy sis so as not to con found the 
re la tion ships be cause of pos si ble leak age
of bene fits (i.e, use of food pur chased
with food stamps by nonau thor ized
house hold mem bers). This re sulted in   
a fi nal sam ple size of 1,379 house holds.

Sta tis ti cal Model

A set of 11 re duced form equations was
es ti mated in clud ing one HEI equa tion
and one equa tion each for the 10 com -
po nent die tary scores. This Ad Hoc    
re duced form speci fi ca tion was guided
by house hold pro duc tion the ory (6) and
pre vious stud ies of food and nu tri ent
con sump tion in or der to es ti mate net  
ef fects of the in de pend ent vari ables on
the HEI and its com po nents (2,10,13).
Be cause the house hold is the unit of
analy sis in this study, each house hold
mem ber’s HEI and com po nent scores
are to taled. These ag gre gated scores are
the de pend ent vari ables. In de pendent
vari ables are an nual house hold in come
as a per cent age of the pov erty thresh old; 
par tici pa tion in the FSP; the weekly 
dol lar value of food stamps re ceived; 
par tici pa tion by one or more house hold 

mem bers in the WIC Pro gram; house -
hold size in Thrifty Food Plan Male
Adult Equivalents (TFP MAEs);1 head -
ship status; the higher grade of for mal
school ing com pleted by ei ther head     
of house hold; race; eth nic ori gin; geo -
graphic re gion and ur bani za tion; and
ten ancy status. The number of house -
hold mem bers who did not pro vide 
3 days of die tary in take data, and thus
lacked an HEI and com po nent scores,
was en tered in the re gres sion equa tion
as an ad di tional con trol. Be cause the
HEI is, by con struc tion, equal to the
sum of its com po nents, the 10 com po -
nent equations' es ti mated co ef fi cients
were re stricted to sum to  the cor re -
spond ing es ti mated co ef fi cient of the HEI 
equa tion. This speci fi ca tion re sults in a
po ten tial gain in sta tis ti cal ef fi ciency.
Re stricted Or di nary Least Squares was
used to    es ti mate the mod els (9) and
the SYSLIN pro ce dure of the Sta tis ti cal
Analy sis Sys tem (20) per formed the 
es ti ma tion.

Re sults

Re sults in clude the means for the de -
pend ent and in de pend ent vari ables and
the es ti mated re gres sion co ef fi cients as
shown in ta ble 2. The means are fur ther
sub di vided by Food Stamp Pro gram
par tici pa tion status. All means are
weighted to rep re sent popu la tion means
of low- income house holds, and within
those,  of food stamp and non food stamp
par tici pat ing house holds. Means of the
de pend ent vari ables are per per son and
are shown di rectly un der the de pend ent
vari able name row. 

1To ac count for the house holds’ vary ing age/sex
com po si tions, a “Thrifty Food Plan Male Adult
Equiva lent Scale” was con structed by di vid ing
each house hold mem ber’s maxi mum al lot ment
given by the Thrifty Food Plan by that of a male
20 to 50 years of age. Then, the house hold size in
TFP MAEs was con structed by sum ming over all
house hold mem bers.
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...the value of food
stamps re ceived 
ex erts a posi tive and
sta tis ti cally sig nifi cant
ef fect on vege ta bles,
dairy, meat, and so dium
com po nent scores....
[and] par tici pa tion in 
the WIC pro gram...has 
a very strong posi tive 
ef fect on ag gre gate
house hold diet qual ity....
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Ta ble 2. Weighted means and re gres sion co ef fi cients es ti mat ing re la tion ships be tween house hold-
level Healthy Eat ing In dex and its com po nents by food stamp re ceiv ing house holds and value of
food stamps re ceived and WIC par tici pa tion con trol ling for other rele vant vari ables, CSFII 1989-90

Mean
All

N=1,379
FSP

N=359
NFSP

N=1,020 HEI Grains Vege ta bles

Mean for All 62.18* 5.95 5.66
Mean for FSP 60.70 5.86 5.29
Mean for NFSP 62.74 5.99 5.79

In ter cept -12.69
0.00**

-1.85
0.05

-0.06
0.95

In come as per cent of pov erty thresh old 81.89 65.71 87.93 -0.01
0.63

0.00
0.74

0.01
0.18

Food stamp par tici pat ing house hold 0.27 1.00 -3.86
0.03

-0.28
0.59

-0.49
0.42

Weekly value of food stamps re ceived 9.30 34.22 0.22
0.00

0.00
0.95

0.03
0.02

House hold mem ber par tici pates in WIC 0.08 0.19 0.05 23.45
0.00

4.20
0.00

1.19
0.06

House hold size in TFP MAEs 2.13 2.29 2.07 73.00
0.00

8.27
0.00

6.08
0.00

Dual- headed house hold 0.34 0.20 0.39 1.12
0.54

-1.30
0.01

1.66
0.01

Female- headed house hold 0.53 0.71 0.46 10.67
0.00

-0.19
0.67

0.92
0.07

High est grade com pleted 10.59 10.16 10.76 0.81
0.00

0.04
0.39

0.00
0.97

Af ri can Ameri can 0.23 0.33 0.19 -5.16
0.00

-0.54
0.15

-0.65
0.12

Other race 0.06 0.08 0.06 -4.16
0.05

-0.29
0.64

0.25
0.73

His panic eth nic ori gin 0.11 0.11 0.11 4.11
0.01

-0.34
0.47

-0.81
0.13

Mid west 0.26 0.24 0.27 -2.50
0.13

0.11
0.82

-0.64
0.24

South 0.42 0.39 0.44 -5.20
0.00

-0.21
0.63

-0.56
0.28

West 0.18 0.13 0.20 -0.69
0.69

-0.24
0.63

-1.31
0.02

Sub urbs 0.31 0.26 0.33 -0.64
0.59

-0.11
0.76

0.02
0.95

Non me tro 0.28 0.25 0.30 -4.46
0.00

0.30
0.39

0.01
0.99

House hold rents dwell ing 0.55 0.77 0.47 -0.07
0.95

0.23
0.48

0.02
0.96

Oc cu pies dwell ing with out pay ment 0.04 0.02 0.05 1.52
0.54

0.78
0.28

-0.04
0.96

Num ber with no HEI 0.43 0.55 0.39 -59.70
0.00

-6.54
0.00

-5.22
0.00

Ad justed R2 0.90 0.81 0.66

*De pend ent vari able means are per per son with 3- day die tary in take data.
**Num bers be low es ti mated re gres sion co ef fi cients are prob val ues.
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Fruit Dairy Meat
To tal 

fat
Satu rated 

fat Cho les terol So dium Va ri ety

3.60 6.21 7.19 6.31 5.15 8.33 7.86 5.92
3.23 6.47 7.21 6.33 4.67 8.21 7.86 5.56
3.74 6.12 7.18 6.31 5.33 8.38 7.86 6.05

-3.18
0.02

-1.48
0.24

-1.62
0.09

0.12
0.93

2.70
0.06

-2.92
0.02

0.60
0.60

-5.00
0.00

0.01
0.30

0.00
0.76

0.00
0.70

-0.01
0.16

-0.01
0.19

0.00
0.57

-0.01
0.35

0.01
0.28

-0.06
0.94

0.32
0.65

-0.42
0.43

-0.38
0.58

-0.95
0.24

-0.65
0.37

-0.72
0.26

-0.23
0.74

-0.01
0.73

0.04
0.03

0.05
0.00

0.02
0.35

0.02
0.45

0.02
0.23

0.03
0.03

0.02
0.30

2.79
0.00

3.35
0.00

2.25
0.00

2.33
0.00

-0.33
0.70

2.49
0.00

3.09
0.00

2.09
0.01

4.18
0.00

8.01
0.00

8.53
0.00

7.53
0.00

5.18
0.00

9.41
0.00

8.23
0.00

7.57
0.00

-0.39
0.61

-1.10
0.12

0.41
0.45

-0.07
0.92

0.87
0.29

0.49
0.50

0.56
0.38

-0.02
0.98

1.63
0.01

-0.63
0.29

-0.40
0.38

1.11
0.06

0.96
0.16

3.04
0.00

3.39
0.00

0.84
0.16

0.19
0.00

0.22
0.00

0.05
0.34

0.04
0.48

-0.02
0.78

0.18
0.00

-0.18
0.00

0.30
0.00

-0.40
0.45

-2.70
0.00

1.06
0.01

-0.28
0.56

0.61
0.28

-0.96
0.06

-0.72
0.11

-0.57
0.26

-0.81
0.36

-3.26
0.00

-0.23
0.72

0.39
0.63

1.25
0.19

-0.91
0.29

0.64
0.39

-1.19
0.16

-0.59
0.38

-1.78
0.01

2.55
0.00

2.18
0.00

2.72
0.00

-0.08
0.90

0.18
0.75

0.08
0.90

-0.13
0.85

0.41
0.52

-0.45
0.35

-1.76
0.01

-1.79
0.01

0.84
0.20

0.81
0.16

0.12
0.86

-1.86
0.00

-1.43
0.02

0.37
0.42

-0.93
0.12

-0.41
0.55

0.23
0.71

0.59
0.28

-0.98
0.10

1.10
0.13

-0.37
0.58

-0.98
0.06

-0.74
0.26

-0.86
0.27

0.05
0.94

2.25
0.00

0.40
0.56

1.09
0.03

-0.15
0.75

-0.32
0.36

0.05
0.92

-0.84
0.12

-0.03
0.95

-0.18
0.67

-0.18
0.71

0.03
0.96

-1.27
0.01

0.16
0.66

-0.15
0.75

-0.15
0.78

-2.08
0.00

-1.26
0.00

-0.05
0.92

-0.30
0.52

0.16
0.71

0.78
0.02

-0.08
0.85

-0.68
0.17

-0.16
0.72

-0.04
0.91

0.00
1.00

0.37
0.72

-0.08
0.93

0.22
0.77

1.01
0.29

0.61
0.58

-0.60
0.54

-1.17
0.18

0.44
0.65

-3.65
0.00

-6.65
0.00

-7.15
0.00

-6.25
0.00

-4.46
0.00

-7.17
0.00

-6.27
0.00

-6.35
0.00

0.35 0.70 0.83 0.68 0.43 0.74 0.74 0.67



The av er age low- income house hold in
the United States had a household- level
HEI of 62.18. Food stamp house holds
have slightly lower means at 60.70,
whereas non par tici pant house holds are
slightly higher at 62.74. With re gard to
com po nents, the low est over all com po -
nent score is for fruits (3.60 of 10), and
the best com po nent score is for cho les -
terol (8.33). Food stamp house holds
have lower mean com po nent scores than 
do low- income non food stamp house -
holds for all com po nents ex cept dairy,
meat, and fat. Food stamp house holds
have lower mean com po nent scores for
fruit (they eat too few serv ings) and for
satu rated fats (they re ceive an ex ces sive
per cent age of calo ries from satu rated
fats). These cor re spond to the high est
and low est val ues for the gen eral    
popu la tion (12).

Sam ple means for the in de pend ent vari -
ables help char ac ter ize the groups. The
means of the dummy (zero-1) vari ables
re flect the pro por tion of the popu la tion
with a par ticu lar char ac ter is tic, for ex -
am ple, the pro por tion of fe male-headed
food stamp house holds is 71 per cent,
com pared with 53 per cent of all low-
 income house holds and 46 per cent of
non food stamp house holds. The mean
in come of food stamp house holds ex -
pressed as per cent of the pov erty thresh -
old was sub stan tially less than non food
stamp low- income house holds (65.71
per cent ver sus 87.93 per cent). The av er age
house hold size in TFP MAEs was 2.13,
with food stamp par tici pat ing house -
holds slightly larger at 2.29 than non -
food stamp house holds, at 2.07. The
pro por tion of food stamp house holds
with at least one mem ber par tici pat ing
in the WIC pro gram is 19 per cent. Food
stamp house holds re ceive food stamps
val ued at $34.22 per week, on av er age.  

Re gres sion re sults for the 11 equa tions
are also shown in ta ble 2. Un like the
means, these re gres sion re sults are not
weighted, since many of the vari ables
used to con struct sur vey weights are  
in cluded in the equa tions (8). Es ti mated
re gres sion co ef fi cients are shown for
each in de pend ent vari able for each of
the 11 diet qual ity meas ures. The level
of sta tis ti cal sig nifi cance (prob- value) 
of each es ti mated re gres sion co ef fi cient
is shown di rectly un der neath the        
co ef fi cient.

In ter est ingly, re gres sion re sults in di cate
that the es ti mated ef fect of house hold
in come on the diet qual ity of the sam ple
house holds was not sig nifi cant at con -
ven tional lev els of sta tis ti cal sig nifi cance.
Re call that av er age house hold in come 
as a per cent of the pov erty thresh old for
food stamp re ceiv ing house holds was
65.71, sub stan tially lower than that of
the non food stamp house holds (87.93).

The es ti mated co ef fi cient on the food
stamp par tici pa tion vari able is in ter -
preted as the ef fect on the level of the
de pend ent vari able (HEI or HEI com po -
nent) that a food stamp par tici pat ing
house hold (27 per cent of house holds)
with value of food stamp bene fits equal
to zero would have, other things equal.
The es ti mated co ef fi cient on the food
stamp par tici pa tion vari able is nega tive
for the HEI and all com po nents but dairy.
How ever, it is only sig nifi cant for the
HEI at the 0.03 level of sta tis ti cal     
sig nifi cance. 

By con trast, the value of food stamps re -
ceived has a sub stan tial and sta tis ti cally
sig nifi cant ef fect on over all diet qual ity,
con trol ling for other rele vant fac tors.
For each ad di tional dol lar of food stamps
re ceived, the ag gre gate house hold HEI
score in creases by an es ti mated 0.22
points. At the av er age weekly food 

stamp value of $34.22, the ag gre gate
house hold HEI in creases 7.5 points, on
av er age. How ever, since food stamp
house holds “start” at an HEI about 3.86
points lower than simi larly situ ated non -
food stamp house holds, the net ef fect of
food stamp par tici pa tion on ag gre gate
house hold HEI is about 3.7 points,2 on
av er age.  Not sur pris ingly, the posi tive
nu tri tional ef fect of food stamp par tici -
pa tion is larger for higher lev els of food
stamps, but  lower for lesser food stamp
bene fit val ues. A break- even point is 
es ti mated at $17.54 per week. That is to
say, when weekly house hold food stamp 
bene fits are at least $17.54, food stamp
par tici pants dem on strate su pe rior diet
qual ity to simi larly situ ated non pro gram 
par tici pants. At a food stamp value of
($3.86/.22) $17.54 per week or lower,
food stamp par tici pants have diet qual ity
in fe rior to non par tici pants. Thirty- two
per cent of Food Stamp Pro gram par tici -
pat ing house holds re ceived food stamps
val ued at less than $17.54 per week.
With re gard to the HEI com po nents,   
the value of food stamps re ceived ex erts 
a posi tive and sta tis ti cally sig nifi cant 
ef fect on vege ta bles, dairy, meat, and
so dium com po nent scores.  

Turn ing to WIC, re sults sug gest that
par tici pa tion in the WIC pro gram by
one or more house hold mem bers has a
very strong posi tive ef fect on ag gre gate
house hold diet qual ity meas ures, con -
trol ling for other fac tors. WIC par tici pa -
tion alone con trib utes 23.45 points to
the ag gre gate house hold HEI score

2The es ti mated co ef fi cient of 3.86 is sig nifi cant at
the 0.03 level of sta tis ti cal sig nifi cance. How ever,
given that no ad just ments for sur vey de sign ef fects 
were made in es ti mat ing stan dard er rors of the  
co ef fi cients, it could be sta tis ti cally in sig nifi cant.
In fact, when the HEI equa tion is es ti mated in de -
pend ently from those of its com po nents, the es ti -
mated co ef fi cient on the food stamp value re mains 
at 0.22 points and is sig nifi cant, but the food stamp
par tici pa tion dummy vari able co ef fi cient is not
sig nifi cant.   
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(con trol ling for house hold size among
other vari ables). This over all ef fect is
dis trib uted about evenly in all diet qual ity
com po nents ex cept for vege ta bles and
satu rated fat, where the es ti mated co-  
ef fi cients are not sta tis ti cally sig nifi cant. 

The pos si bil ity that WIC par tici pa tion
may im prove house hold scores for some 
diet com po nents not in cluded in the
WIC food pack age, for ex am ple, fruits3

and pos si bly vege ta bles, is in ter est ing
and may be ex plained in sev eral ways.
One is that con sump tion of the WIC
food pack age (by those for whom it was 
in tended, and pos si bly their fami lies)
im proves diet qual ity scores for the types
of foods that it in cludes, for ex am ple,
dairy prod ucts and grains, as well as
frees up food stamps and money in come 
to pur chase more of all foods for the
house hold. An other, more gen eral,     
ex pla na tion is that house holds that par -
tici pate in the WIC Pro gram are more
health and nu tri tion ori ented than are
other house holds, in clud ing house holds
re ceiv ing only food stamps. Fi nally, the
nu tri tion edu ca tion re ceived as part of
par tici pa tion in the WIC Pro gram is
likely to im prove diet qual ity through
bet ter diet- related be hav iors.

Only a mi nor ity (34 per cent) of low-
 income house holds was dual- headed,
with food stamp par tici pat ing house -
holds less likely to have both male and
fe male heads (20 per cent) than were
non par tici pat ing low- income house -
holds (39 per cent). Seventy- one per cent
of food stamp house holds were headed
by a fe male head only, com pared with
46 per cent for non food stamp house -
holds and 53 per cent for all low- income
house holds. Com pared with fe male-

3The ex cep tion is fruit juice, which is in cluded in
WIC pack ages.

headed house holds, dual- headed house -
holds have lower grains scores and
higher vege ta ble scores, on av er age. 
Female- headed house holds have much
higher HEI, cho les terol and so dium
scores, and some what higher fruit and
to tal fat scores than com pa ra ble male-
 headed house holds.

The mean high est grade of for mal
school ing com pleted by the house hold
head was 10.59 years. Food stamp and
non food stamp house holds dif fered lit tle 
in av er age years of edu ca tion. Re gres -
sion re sults show that years of edu ca tion 
has a posi tive and sta tis ti cally sig nifi -
cant ef fect on over all diet qual ity. Every 
ad di tional grade com pleted in creases 
the house hold HEI score by 0.81 points. 
Years of edu ca tion has a small posi tive
ef fect on fruit, dairy, and cho les terol
scores, and a small nega tive im pact    
on the so dium score.

Thirty- three per cent of the food stamp-
 receiving house holds were Af ri can
Ameri can, 8 per cent were of other race,
and the re main ing 59 per cent were
White. The cor re spond ing fig ures for
non food stamp house holds were 19 per -
cent Af ri can Ameri can, 6 per cent other,
and 75 per cent White. Af ri can Ameri can
house holds have, on av er age, a lower
house hold HEI by 5.16 points than 
com pa ra ble White house holds. They
also have lower dairy and higher meat
scores than White house holds. Race
does not ap pear to have sig nifi cant     
ef fects on most of the diet qual ity   
com po nent meas ures.

His panic house holds, at 11 per cent of
house holds, have sub stan tially higher
HEI scores than non- Hispanic house -
holds (4.11 points). They have higher
to tal fat and satu rated fat scores, but
lower dairy scores than non- Hispanic
house holds.

Geo graphic lo ca tion and ur bani za tion
status have few sta tis ti cally sig nifi cant
ef fects on the HEI and its com po nents.
House holds in the Mid west (24 per cent
of food stamp and 27 per cent of non -
food stamp house holds) have poorer  
to tal fat and satu rated fat scores than
those in the East. House holds in the
South (39 per cent of food stamp and 44
per cent of non food stamp house holds)
have lower fruit and dairy scores than
those in the East. House holds in the
West ern United States (13 per cent of
food stamp and 20 per cent of non food
stamp house holds) have lower vege ta ble 
and higher so dium scores than simi lar
house holds in the East ern re gion of the
United States. 

House holds in the sub urbs (26 per cent
of food stamp and 33 per cent of non -
food stamp house holds) have bet ter fruit 
scores, while house holds in non me tro  
ar eas (25 per cent of food stamp and 30
per cent of non food stamp house holds)
have lower HEI, dairy, cho les terol, and
so dium scores than simi lar house holds
in the cen tral city. Ten ancy status has no 
sig nifi cant ef fects on HEI or its com po -
nents scores. The only ex cep tion is for
house holds that rent their dwell ing (77
per cent of food stamp and 47 per cent of
non food stamp house holds), which have 
a bet ter meat score, com pared with those
house holds that own their dwell ing.

As ex pected, the con trol vari able for the 
number of house hold mem bers with no
com put able HEI score has an ex tremely
strong and sta tis ti cally sig nifi cant nega -
tive as so cia tion with the to tal HEI score
and its com po nents. This con trol vari able
is also re spon si ble for the rela tively high 
R- squared val ues.
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Limi ta tions

Sev eral limi ta tions are rele vant when 
in ter pret ing the re sults. First, our study
is ex plora tory; how ever, house hold pro -
duc tion the ory and past analy ses of the
de mand for foods or nu tri ents guided
model speci fi ca tion and the se lec tion  
of vari ables (8). Thus, the pos si bil ity   
of com mit ting gross er rors is re duced.
Sev eral prob lems re main, how ever. A
ma jor limi ta tion is that the Re stricted
Or di nary Least Squares re duced form
speci fi ca tion is used as op posed to a
sys tem of si mul ta ne ous equa tions        
re flect ing the usual de rived de mands  
for in puts in the house hold pro duc tion
func tion, the house hold pro duc tion
func tion it self, and the fi nal de mand  
for health and healthy eat ing. 

The range of the de pend ent vari ables is
con structed be tween zero and 100 for
the HEI and zero and 10 for its com po -
nents, which may im ply the usual es ti ma -
tion prob lems with lin ear prob abil ity
mod els (9). Be cause an HEI is not com -
puted for chil dren be low the age of 2
years and for in fants, they are nec es sar ily
ex cluded from the house hold ag gre gates 
of the de pend ent vari ables. This could
dis tort re sults, to some ex tent. We did
not ex plic itly ac count for the sur vey’s
clus tered de sign ef fects on sta tis ti cal 
hy pothe sis test ing. Thus, es ti mated “prob” 
val ues be tween 0.05 and around 0.01
could re sult in ei ther ac cep tance or     
re jec tion of the null hy pothe sis, if  
tested to ac count for de sign ef fects. 

As sev eral vari ables of po ten tial im por -
tance in in flu enc ing “healthy eat ing” 
are not avail able (for ex am ple, taste of
par ticu lar foods, the pres ent value of  
fu ture health out comes, etc.) and, as
there may be self- selection rela tive to 

the FSP or WIC par tici pa tion, the re sults
may well suf fer from speci fi ca tion bi ases.4

De spite these limi ta tions, this study 
pro vides valu able new in sights into the
re la tion ship be tween food as sis tance
pro gram par tici pa tion and diet qual ity.  

Sum mary and Con clu sions

In this study, we es ti mated a sta tis ti cal
model us ing the USDA Healthy Eat ing
In dex and its 10 com po nents at the
house hold level as de pend ent vari ables
to bet ter un der stand the ef fects of food
as sis tance pro gram (FSP and WIC) par -
tici pa tion and food stamp bene fit lev els
on the diet qual ity of low- income house -
holds (con trol ling for in ter ven ing fac tors). 
In de pendent vari ables in cluded rele vant
so cio eco nomic vari ables avail able in 
the CSFII. As is typi cal of such stud ies,
se lec tion of in de pend ent vari ables was
heav ily in flu enced by their avail abil ity.
The in ter pre ta tion of their es ti mated  
co ef fi cients can vary sub stan tially     
de pend ing on the theo reti cal model the
re searcher be lieves is most ap pro pri ate
for the task at hand. Here, we were
broadly guided by well- known house -
hold pro duc tion the ory and past re search
in se lec tion of vari ables. A novel con tri -
bu tion to the lit era ture is that the HEI
and its com po nents ag gre gated to the
house hold level were the de pend ent
vari ables. Thus, ef fects of FSP and 
WIC par tici pa tion on a house hold level
meas ure of the over all diet and, at the
same time, its com po nents, could be  
es ti mated.

4Typi cally, in situa tions such as this, a sta tis ti cal
cor rec tion for self- selection bias is per formed.
How ever, the pro ce dure re quires iden ti fi ca tion   
of vari ables that are highly cor re lated with the  
de ci sion to par tici pate in the pro gram but not  
with diet qual ity. In prac tice, such vari ables are
not read ily avail able (see ref er ence 4).

Re sults tend to be in gen eral agree ment
with pre vious stud ies of di ets that were
based on com po nents of the to tal diet,
mostly nu tri ent in takes. These re sults 
re af firm the ef fec tive ness of two of the
main food as sis tance pro grams, the FSP
and the WIC in meet ing nu tri tional
needs of low- income house holds, needs
that may con tinue af ter wel fare re form.
On av er age, the es ti mated ef fect of Food 
Stamp Pro gram par tici pa tion on the
over all diet of par tici pat ing house holds
is posi tive. The ef fect in creases with  
in creased value of food stamps re ceived, 
as in tended. 

In terms of its ef fect on HEI com po nents,
the Food Stamp Pro gram had sta tis ti -
cally sig nifi cant and posi tive ef fects on
the con sump tion of vege ta bles, dairy,
and meat prod ucts, as well as on so dium 
com po nent scores. As sum ing that able-
 bodied adults with out de pend ents or 
im mi grants have simi lar HEI and com -
po nent con sump tion re sponses to food
stamp in come,  re moval from the Food
Stamp Pro gram would re sult in a re duc -
tion in these scores, un less food stamp
in come is re placed by earned or other
in come.  

Par tici pa tion in the WIC Pro gram by
house hold mem bers im proved house -
hold level HEI scores dra mati cally. In
ad di tion, WIC par tici pa tion re sulted in
im proved scores for all HEI com po nents 
ex cept for satu rated fat. Posi tive ef fects
re flect the value and in creased avail abil ity 
of in- kind foods found in the WIC food
pack age cou pled with bene fi cial ef fects
of the nu tri tion edu ca tion com po nent of
the WIC Pro gram.
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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.
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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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...food in se cu rity 
oc curs when a 
house hold does 
not have ac cess to
enough food, at all
times, for an ac tive,
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.



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 
His 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.



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
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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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dra matic change in American 
fam ily life dur ing the past
30 years has been the growth 
in the number of sin gle-par ent 

fami lies. In 1970, 13 per cent of all fami lies 
with chil dren were headed by a sin gle
par ent. By 1996, this pro por tion had
climbed to 32 per cent (14,17). It is es ti -
mated that half of the chil dren in the
United States will spend part of their
child hood in fami lies headed by a sin gle 
par ent (4)—typi cally, the mother. Since
1970, sin gle par ent hood has become 
syn ony mous with pov erty. In 1994, the
me dian in come of single- parent fami lies 
headed by a fe male was less than one-
 third that of married- couple fami lies
with chil dren (17); 53 per cent of these
female-  headed fami lies had in come 
be low the pov erty thresh old (17). 

Child sup port—le gally man dated 
pay ments from a non cus to dial par ent 
to a cus to dial par ent1—can im prove the
eco nomic well- being of single- parent
fami lies if these pay ments are paid on 
a regu lar ba sis and re flect the cost of
rais ing chil dren. Given that the re cent
Wel fare Re form Act lim its the time sin gle 
par ents are eli gi ble for pub li c assistance,
child sup port is an im por tant way to 
im prove the eco nomic well- being of 
single- parent fami lies.

1The cus to dial par ent has pri mary physi cal care  
of a child. It does not nec es sar ily mean the par ent
has sole le gal or sole physi cal cus tody. The non -
cus to dial par ent does not have pri mary physi cal
care of a child; al though, a child can re side with
this par ent some por tion of the time.
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Do Child Sup port Awards
Cover the Cost of Rais ing
Chil dren?
Mark Lino
Cen ter for Nu tri tion Pol icy and Pro mo tion

A large pro por tion of the poor in the United States is com posed of sin gle
moth ers and their chil dren. Many of these women re ceive par tial child support
pay ment or none at all. Wel fare re form leg is la tion has, there fore, fo cused 
on child sup port pay ment en force ment. How ever, the eco nomic well- being 
of single- parent fami lies can be im proved only if child sup port pay ments are
paid on a regu lar ba sis and re flect the cost of rais ing chil dren. Com par ing
USDA es ti mates of ex pen di tures on chil dren with av er age full child sup port
pay ments, which rep re sent av er age child sup port awards, shows that these
full pay ments cover a small pro por tion of the to tal cost of rais ing chil dren.
There fore, to im prove the eco nomic well- being of single- mother fami lies,
child sup port en force ment plus child sup port awards that re flect the cost    
of rais ing chil dren are needed. 

A



Much of the fo cus on child sup port has
been on pay ment en force ment be cause
non cus to dial par ents of ten do not make
pay ments. In 1991, of cus to dial moth ers
who were due child sup port, 48 per cent
re ceived par tial pay ment or none at all
(15). The ade quacy of child sup port
awards has re ceived much less atten tion. 

Bel ler and Gra ham com pared 1985 child
sup port awards with the cost of rais ing
chil dren (based on 1972- 73 data in flated
to 1985 dol lars) and found these awards
only cov ered a frac tion of the cost of
rais ing chil dren (2). A U.S. De part ment
of Health and Hu man Serv ices study 
re viewed a va ri ety of es ti mates of the
cost of rais ing chil dren and com pared
them with 1990 State child sup port
guide lines (18). Most State guide lines
were within the range of cost es ti mates;
how ever, these guide lines were at or
near the lower bound of these es ti mates. 
Pirog- Good com pared 1991 State child
sup port awards de ter mined by the
guide lines in each State with es ti mates
of the cost of rais ing chil dren and con -
cluded most State guide lines fell short
of this cost (9). The Women's Le gal 
De fense Fund com pared 1989- 90 State
child sup port guide lines with a standard-
 of- living meas ure for chil dren (5). It
was found that, in most States, support
awards based on the guide lines left 
chil dren with less than a de cent stan dard
of liv ing. 

Since 1960, the U.S. De part ment of 
Agricul ture (USDA) has pro vided annual
es ti mates of fam ily ex pen di tures on 
chil dren (of ten re ferred to as the cost of
rais ing a child) by fam ily in come level.
This study ex am ines the ade quacy of
child sup port awards by com par ing 
aver age full child sup port pay ments with 

USDA's es ti mates of the cost of rais ing
chil dren. Av er age full child sup port 
pay ments should re flect to tal child 
sup port awards. This study dif fers from
pre vious re search—it fo cuses on USDA's
es ti mates of the cost of rais ing chil dren
as a ba sis for com pari son; whereas,
other stud ies use a range of es ti mates,
some of which are out dated. Also, it
uses ac tual child sup port pay ments to
make this com pari son.  

The ar ti cle be gins with a brief over view
of child sup port guide lines in the United 
States, a de scrip tion of the USDA child-
  rearing ex pense es ti mates, and a compari -
son of the USDA es ti mates with other 
es ti mates of ex pen di tures on chil dren.
The ar ti cle con cludes with a dis cus sion
of the pol icy im pli ca tions for child 
sup port guide lines. 

Over view of the U.S. Child
Sup port Guide line Sys tem

Bef ore 1984, the use of child sup port
guide lines was lim ited in many States
(21). Child sup port awards, typi cally set
on a case- by- case ba sis, var ied tre men -
dously among judges (5). This sys tem
of ten re sulted in awards that had lit tle
ra tion ale (2). The em pha sis dur ing this
time was on the en force ment of child
support pay ments since a large per centage
of sin gle moth ers re ceived no payments— 
a prob lem that still ex ists. In 1978, about
half of cus to dial moth ers due child sup port 
re ceived par tial pay ment or none at all
(2). By 1991, this pro por tion re mained
al most un changed at 48 per cent (15). 
Ti tle IV- D of the 1975 So cial Se cu rity
Act made the Fed eral Gov ern ment an
over seer of child sup port col lec tion; 
al though, the daily work of col lect ing
child sup port re mained a State 
re sponsibil ity.   

The Child Sup port En force ment
Amend ments of 1984 were pri mar ily
aimed to im prove the col lec tion of child
sup port. These amend ments re quired
States to (1) use auto mat ic wage with -
hold ing to col lect over due child sup port, 
(2) use ex pe dited le gal pro cesses to 
es tab lish and en force sup port or ders, (3) 
col lect over due sup port by in ter cept ing
State in come tax re funds, and (4) ini ti ate a 
pro cess for im pos ing liens against real
and per sonal prop erty for non pay ment
of child sup port. The amend ments also
re quired States to set nu meric child 
sup port guide lines and to make these
guide lines avail able to of fi cials in charge
of set ting the level of child sup port. The
amend ments, how ever, did not re quire
that these guide lines be bind ing.

The Fam ily Sup port Act of 1988 required
States to im ple ment pre sump tive rather
than ad vi sory child sup port guide lines.
It stipu lates that these guide lines are 
to be fol lowed un less their ap pli ca tion
would be un just or in ap pro pri ate. In 
ad di tion, States are re quired to re view
their guide lines every 4 years to en sure
that their ap pli ca tion re sults in ap pro pri -
ate child sup port award amounts and to
con sid er eco nomic data on the cost of
rais ing chil dren in this re view. This 
act, for the first time, re quires States to
es tab lish child sup port guide lines and to 
use them as the ba sis of child sup port
awards.   
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The wel fare re form bill (Per sonal     
Re spon si bil ity and Work Op por tu nity
Rec on cilia tion Act of 1996) also con -
tained ma jor child sup port en force ment
pro vi sions as re ceipt of child sup port
and de pend ency on pub li c as sis tance are
typi cally inversely related. Over all, child
sup port legis la tion has pri mar ily dealt
with bet ter en force ment of such sup port. 
This em pha sis is not sur pris ing given the
large per centage of cus to dial par ents
who re ceive no child sup port. How ever,
the en force ment of child sup port will
sig nifi cantly improve the eco nomic situa -
tion of single-  parent fami lies only if the
awards re flect child-  rearing ex penses or
the cost of rais ing chil dren.

USDA Es ti mates of 
Ex pen di tures on Chil dren 
by Fami lies  

Meth od ol ogy
Since 1960, USDA has pro vided an nual
es ti mates of ex pen di tures on chil dren
from birth through age 17 by mar ried-
cou ple and single-  parent fami lies.2 These
ex pen di tures on chil dren are es ti mated
for the ma jor budg et ary com po nents:
Hous ing, food, trans por ta tion, cloth ing,
health care,  child care/edu ca tion, and
mis cel la ne ous goods and serv ices  
(per sonal care items, en ter tain ment, etc.).
The lat est child-  rearing ex pense estimates
are based on the 1990-  92 Con sumer 
Ex pen di ture Sur vey (CE) up dated to
1996 dol lars us ing the Con sumer Price
In dex (CPI). The CE is the only Fed eral

2The ad min is tra tive re port has a de tailed de scrip -
tion of the USDA meth od ol ogy used to es ti mate
child- rearing ex penses and a dis cus sion of the   
ex penses (6).
 

sur vey of house hold ex pen di tures
collected na tion wide. It col lects in for-
mation on so cio de mo graphic char ac ter -
is tics, in come, and ex pen di tures of a 
na tionally rep re sen ta tive sam ple of
house holds.

The meth od ol ogy em ployed by USDA
to es ti mate child- rearing ex penses spe -
cifi cally ex am ines the in tra house hold
dis tri bu tion of ex pen di tures us ing data
for each budg et ary com po nent. The CE
con tains child- specific ex pen di ture data
for some budg et ary com po nents (clothing 
and child care/edu ca tion) and house hold
level data for other budg et ary compo nents.
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Mile stones in Fed eral Leg is la tion Re gard ing Child Sup port
Guide lines

1975: Ti tle IV-D of the So cial Se cu rity Act:  
The U.S. De part ment of Health and Hu man Serv ices (then named the U.S. 
De part ment of Health, Edu ca tion, and Wel fare) is given pri mary re spon si bil ity
for “... es tab lish ing stan dards for State (child sup port) pro gram or gani za tion,
staff ing, and op era tion to as sure an ef fec tive pro gram.” How ever, pri mary 
re spon si bil ity for op er at ing the child sup port en force ment pro gram “... is 
placed on the States pur su ant to the State plan.”

1984: Child Sup port En force ment Amend ments:
States were re quired to “... for mu late guide lines for de ter min ing ap pro pri ate
child sup port ob li ga tion amounts and dis trib ute the guide lines to judges and 
other in di vidu als who pos sess author ity to es tab lish ob li ga tion amounts.” The
amend ments, how ever, did not re quire judges and other of fi cials to fol low these
child sup port guide lines.

1988: Fam ily Sup port Act of 1988:
Judges and other of fi cials are re quired to “... use State guide lines for child support
un less they are re but ted by a writ ten find ing that ap ply ing the guide lines would
be un just or in ap pro pri ate in a par ticu lar case.” States are also re quired to 
“... re view guide lines for awards every four years” and to con sid er eco nomic data 
on the cost of rais ing chil dren in this re view.

1996: Per sonal Re spon si bil ity and Work Op por tu nity 
Rec on cilia tion Act:
This act strength ened child sup port en force ment pro vi sions given the link be tween
receipt of child sup port and wel fare de pend ency.

Source: U.S. De part ment of Health and Hu man Serv ices, Ad min istra tion for Chil dren and Fami lies,
Of fice of Child Sup port En force ment. 1994. Child Sup port En force ment Nine teenth An nual Re port to
Con gress. 



Mul ti vari ate analy sis is used to es ti mate
house hold and child- specific expen di tures. 
In come level, fam ily size, and age of the 
younger child are con trolled for so es ti -
mates can be made for fami lies with
these vary ing char ac ter is tics (re gional
es ti mates are also de rived by con trol ling 
for re gion). 

Es ti mated house hold and child- specific
ex pen di tures are al lo cated among family
mem bers (e.g., in a married- couple,
two- child fam ily: the hus band, wife,
older child, and younger child). Since
the es ti mated ex pen di tures for cloth ing
and child care/edu ca tion only ap ply to
chil dren, these ex penses are al lo cated 
by di vid ing them equally among the
chil dren. 

Be cause the CE does not col lect ex pendi -
tures on food and health care by fam ily
mem ber, data from other Fed eral stud ies
are used to ap por tion these budg et ary
com po nents to a child by age. The
USDA food plans are used to al lo cate
food ex penses among fam ily mem bers.
These plans, de rived from a na tional
food con sump tion sur vey, show the
share of food ex penses at trib ut able to 
in di vid ual fam ily mem bers by age and
house hold in come level. These members'
food budget shares are ap plied to es ti -
mated house hold food ex pen di tures to
de ter mine food ex penses on a child.
Health care ex penses are al lo cated to
each fam ily mem ber based on data from 
the Na tional Medi cal Ex pen di ture Survey.
This sur vey con tains data on the pro por -
tion of health care ex penses at trib ut able
to in di vid ual fam ily mem bers. These
mem bers' budget shares for health care
are ap plied to es ti mated house hold
health care ex pen di tures to de ter mine
ex penses on a child.

Un like food and health care, no author i-
tative base ex ists for al lo cat ing estimated
house hold ex pen di tures on hous ing,
trans por ta tion, and other mis cel la ne ous
goods and serv ices among fam ily members.
Two com mon ap proaches used to al lo -
cate these ex penses are the per cap ita
and the mar ginal cost meth ods. The 
mar ginal cost method meas ures ex pen di -
tures on chil dren as the dif fer ence in 
ex penses be tween cou ples with chil dren
and equiva lent child less cou ples. This
method de pends on de vel op ment of an
equiva lency meas ure; how ever, there is
no stan dard meas ure. Vari ous meas ures
have been pro posed, each yield ing 
dif fer ent es ti mates of ex pen di tures on
chil dren. Also, the mar ginal cost ap proach
as sumes—with out much ba sis—that the 
dif fer ence in to tal ex pen di tures be tween
cou ples with and with out chil dren can 
be at trib uted solely to the chil dren in a
fam ily. In ad di tion, cou ples with out 
chil dren of ten buy homes larger than
they need in an tici pa tion of chil dren.
Un der es ti mates of ex pen di tures on 
chil dren can re sult when these cou ples
are com pared with simi lar cou ples with
chil dren.  

For these rea sons, USDA uses the per
cap ita method to al lo cate hous ing, trans -
por ta tion, and mis cel la ne ous goods and
serv ices among house hold mem bers.
This method al lo cates ex penses among
house hold mem bers in equal pro portions.
Al though the per cap ita method has
limi ta tions, they are con sid ered less 
se vere than those of the mar ginal cost
ap proach. In im ple ment ing the per cap ita
method, it should be noted that for
home own ers, hous ing ex penses do not
in clude mort gage principal pay ments; in
the CE, such pay ments are con sid ered to
be part of sav ings. Also, be cause work-
 related trans portation ex penses are not
di rectly child spe cific, these costs are 
ex cluded when es ti mating chil dren's
trans por ta tion ex penses.
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Es ti mated Child - Rearing 
Ex pen di tures
   
Es ti mates of 1996 fam ily ex pen di tures
on the younger child in husband- wife
house holds with two chil dren for the
over all United States are shown in 
ta ble 1. Ex penses on chil dren vary 
con sid era bly by house hold in come level.
De pend ing on the age of the child, the
an nual ex penses range from $5,670 to
$6,740 for fami lies in the low est income
group (1996 before-  tax in come less 
than $34,700), from $7,860 to $8,960
for fami lies in the middle- income group
(1996 before-  tax in come be tween $34,700
and $58,300), and from $11,680 to
$12,930 for fami lies in the high est     
in come group (1996 before- tax in come
more than $58,300).3 On av erage, house -
holds in the low est in come group spend
28 per cent of their before-  tax in come
per year on a child, those in the middle-
 income group, 18 per cent, and those in
the high est in come group, 14 per cent.  

Hous ing ac counts for the larg est share
of to tal child - rearing ex penses. Based
on the av er age for the six age groups,
hous ing ac counts for 33 to 37 per cent 
of child- rearing ex penses, de pend ing on
income. Food is the sec ond larg est average
ex pense on a child for fami lies re gard -
less of in come level, ac count ing for 15
to 20 per cent of child-  rearing ex penses.
Trans por ta tion is the third larg est child-
 rearing ex pense, mak ing up 14 to 15 
per cent of child-  rearing ex penses across
in come lev els. Ex pen di tures on a child
are lower in the younger age cate go ries
and higher in the older age cate go ries.

3The es ti mates are based on all house holds, in -
clud ing those with and with out spe cific ex penses.
So, for some fami lies their ex pen di tures may be
higher or lower than the mean es ti mates, de pend -
ing on whether they in cur the ex pense or not. This
par ticu larly ap plies to child care/edu ca tion for
which about 50 per cent of fami lies in the study
had no ex pen di ture.

This held across in come groups. Expenses
for the vari ous budg et ary com po nents
var ied by each age group. Food ex penses
were high est for teen ag ers, whereas child
care ex penses were one of the larg est 
ex penses for pre school ers.  

Ad di tional analy sis found that, on 
av er age, the ex penses de picted in ta ble 1 
also re flect those on the older child in a
given age cate gory in a two- child fam ily.
How ever, com pared with ex pen di tures
for each child in a two - child family,
husband- wife house holds with one child 
spend an av er age of 24 per cent more on
the sin gle child, and those with three or
more chil dren spend an av er age of 23 
per cent less on each child. This is due 
to fam ily in come be ing spread over fewer
or more chil dren and dis econo mies or
econo mies of scale. For ex am ple, a 
middle-  income fam ily with one child
age 6-8 spends $10,080 on the child, a
middle-  income fam ily with two children 
ages 6-8 and 15-  17 spends $17,090 on
the chil dren, and a middle-  income family
with three chil dren ages 6-8, 12-  14, and
15-  17 spends $19,960 on the chil dren.
For child - rearing ex pense es ti mates by
re gion and for single- parent house holds, 
see Lino (6). 

USDA Child- Rearing Ex pense
Es ti mates Com pared With
Other Es ti ma tors

Among other es ti ma tors used to de ter -
mine child - rearing ex penses, the Engel
and Roth barth es ti ma tors are two of   
the most com monly used. Both of these
es ti ma tors are mar ginal cost ap proaches— 
ex penses on chil dren are gauged as the
dif fer ence be tween ex penses of cou ples
with chil dren and equiva lent child less
cou ples. This dif fer ence is thought to
rep re sent ad di tional or mar ginal expen di -
tures that cou ples make on a child. The 

two es ti ma tors use dif fer ent equiva lency 
scales, how ever, to com pare the ex -
penditures of cou ples with and with out
children.

The Engel es ti ma tor (based on the work
of Engel in the 19th cen tury, see DHHS
(18) for a de scrip tion of Engel's work)
as sumes that if two fami lies spend an
equal per cent age of their to tal ex pen di -
tures on food, they are equally well - off.
The Roth barth es ti ma tor (based on the
work of Roth barth in the 1940's, see
Roth barth (10)) uses the level of ex cess
in come avail able to peo ple af ter nec es -
sary ex pen di tures on fam ily mem bers
are made as the equiva lency meas ure. 
Roth barth's defi ni tion of ex cess in come
in cludes luxu ries (al co hol, to bacco, 
en ter tain ment, and sweets) and sav ings.
Both es ti ma tors have limi ta tions, as 
pre vi ously ex plained. Each as sumes a
“true” equiva lency meas ure. How ever,
in the eco nom ics lit era ture, nei ther of
the equiva lency meas ures has been 
vali dated as the “true” meas ure. Also,
the mar ginal cost es ti ma tors do not 
pro vide di rect es ti mates of how much 
is spent on a child. They es ti mate how
much money fami lies with chil dren
must be com pen sated to bring the parents
to the same util ity level (as gauged by
an equiva lence scale) of cou ples with out
chil dren—this is a dif fer ent ques tion
from “how much do par ents spend on
chil dren?”

Accord ing to Bar now, an economist who
stud ied the is sue of es ti mat ing ex pen di -
tures on chil dren, “... while they [the
Engel and Roth barth es ti ma tors] un -
doubt edly yield bi ased es ti mates of 
the true level of ex pen di tures made on
be half of chil dren, the di rec tion of the
bias is be lieved to be known” (1).  
He makes the ar gu ment that “... the
Roth barth es ti ma tor is likely to pro vide 
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Ta ble 1. Es ti mated an nual ex pen di tures* on a child by husband- wife fami lies, over all United States, 1996

Age of child To tal Hous ing Food
Trans por-

ta tion Cloth ing
Health
care

Child care
and

edu ca tion
Mis cel-
la ne ous†

Before- tax in come: Less than $34,700 (Av er age=$21,600)

0-2 $5,670 $2,160 $810 $720 $370 $390 $660 $560
3-5 5,780 2,140 900 700 360 370 740 570
6-8 5,900 2,060 1,160 810 400 420 440 610
9-11 5,940 1,860 1,380 880 450 460 270 640

12- 14 6,740 2,080 1,450 1,000 750 470 190 800
15- 17 6,650 1,680 1,570 1,340 670 500 310 580

To tal $110,040 $35,940 $21,810 $16,350 $9,000 $7,830 $7,830 $11,280

Before- tax in come: $34,700 to $58,300 (Av er age=$46,100)

0-2 $7,860 $2,930 $960 $1,080 $440 $510 $1,080 $860
3-5 8,060 2,900 1,110 1,050 430 490 1,200 880
6-8 8,130 2,830 1,420 1,170 470 560 770 910
9-11 8,100 2,630 1,670 1,240 520 600 500 940

12- 14 8,830 2,840 1,680 1,350 880 610 370 1,100
15- 17 8,960 2,440 1,870 1,710 780 640 630 890

To tal $149,820 $49,710 $26,130 $22,800 $10,560 $10,230 $13,650 $16,740

Before- tax in come: More than $58,300 (Av er age=$87,300)

0-2 $11,680 $4,650 $1,280 $1,510 $580 $580 $1,630 $1,450
3-5 11,910 4,620 1,450 1,480 560 560 1,780 1,460
6-8 11,870 4,550 1,740 1,600 620 640 1,220 1,500
9-11 11,790 4,350 2,030 1,670 670 690 850 1,530

12- 14 12,620 4,570 2,130 1,780 1,110 690 650 1,690
15- 17 12,930 4,160 2,240 2,160 1,010 730 1,150 1,480

To tal $218,400 $80,700 $32,610 $30,600 $13,650 $11,670 $21,840 $27,330

* Es ti mates are based on 1990- 92 Con sumer Ex pen di ture Sur vey data up dated to 1996 dol lars us ing the Con sumer Price In dex. The fig ures rep re sent
es ti mated ex penses on the younger child in a two- child fam ily. Es ti mates are about the same for the older child, so to cal cu late ex penses for two 
chil dren, fig ures should be summed for the ap pro pri ate age cate go ries. To es ti mate ex penses for an only child, mul ti ply the to tal ex pense for the
ap pro pri ate age cate gory by 1.24. To es ti mate ex penses for each child in a fam ily with three or more chil dren, mul ti ply the to tal ex pense for each
ap pro pri ate age cate gory by 0.77. For ex penses on all chil dren in a fam ily, these to tals should be summed.

† Mis cel la ne ous ex penses in clude per sonal care items, en ter tain ment, and read ing ma te ri als.



a lower bound es ti mate of ac tual expendi -
tures on chil dren, while the Engel es ti -
ma tor is likely to pro vide an up per
bound.” The pre cise mag ni tude of the
over es ti mate of the Engel es ti ma tor     
or the un der es ti mate of the Roth barth
es ti ma tor is un known. Bar now states  
the Engel es ti ma tor yields re sults too
high to be be lieved so rec om mends the
Roth barth es ti ma tor be slightly increased
to de ter mine child- rearing ex pen di tures
(1).    

How do child- rearing ex pense estimates
de rived from the Engel and Roth barth
es ti ma tors com pare with the USDA 
es ti mates? Ta ble 2 shows this com parison 
by number of chil dren and to tal house -
hold ex pen di tures. The re sults for the
Engel and Roth barth es ti ma tors are
from a U.S. De part ment of Health and
Hu man Serv ices study (18) that es ti mated  
child- rearing ex penses by mar ried cou ples 
based on the 1980 - 87 CE; this study
con tains the most re cent child- rearing
ex pense es ti mates us ing the Engel and
Roth barth ap proaches. 

The USDA es ti mates are based on the
1995 study. The com pari son is based  
on child- rearing ex pense es ti mates as a
per cent age of to tal fam ily ex penditures;
hence, the es ti mates did not have to be
con verted into real dol lars. For the 
USDA estimates, av er age ex pen di tures
of fami lies in each in come group (as 
de rived from the CE data) were used   
to make the per cent ages com pa ra ble to
those from the DHHS study.

The Engel and Roth barth meth ods yield
vary ing child - rearing ex pense estimates
that dif fer as much as 20 per cent age
points for a fam ily with three chil dren.
So when us ing the mar ginal cost method
in es ti mat ing ex pen di tures on chil dren,
the choice of an equiva lency meas ure 

is ob vi ously criti cal since dif fer ent
meas ures yield dif fer ent re sults. If the
Roth barth tech nique is a lower bound 
es ti ma tor of child- rearing ex penses and
the Engel tech nique is an up per bound
es ti ma tor as Bar now be lieves, this gives 
cre dence to the USDA es ti mates of child-
 rearing ex penses—they are be tween 
those pro duced by the Engel and Roth -
barth tech niques. For fami lies with 
one child and for fami lies with a high
ex pen di ture level, the USDA es ti mates
are closer to the Roth barth es ti mates,
whereas for fami lies with a low ex -
penditure level, the USDA es ti mates      
are closer to the Engel es ti mates. For
fami lies with two or more chil dren and
for fami lies with an av er age house hold
ex pen di ture level, the USDA es ti mates
are about in the mid dle of the Roth barth
and Engel es ti mates.

It is some times ar gued that the USDA
method over es ti mates child - rearing 
ex penses since the per cap ita method is
used to al lo cate hous ing, trans por ta tion,
and mis cel la ne ous ex penses among house -
hold mem bers. These three budg et ary
com po nents ac count for about 60 percent
of the child- rearing costs cal cu lated by
USDA. One study ar gues that child-  
re lated hous ing ex penses should be
meas ured as the dif fer ence in rent 
be tween one- and two-bedroom apart -
ments (3). This ar gu ment as sumes all
chil dren will re side in rental prop erty. 

Hous ing ex penses on an only child in a
lower in come and middle- income fam ily
for the over all United States are esti mated 
by USDA to be about $205 and $285
per month, re spec tively, in 1996. This
in cludes the cost of shel ter, utili ties, 
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Ta ble 2. Av er age per cent of house hold ex pen di tures at trib ut able to
chil dren in husband- wife fami lies

Es ti ma tor
Engel1 Roth barth1 USDA2

Per cent
Num ber of chil dren

One 33 25 26
Two 49 35 42
Three 59 39 48

House hold ex pen di ture level3

Low 49 36 45
Av er age 49 36 42
High 49 35 39

1Per cent ages for these es ti ma tors are taken from the U.S. De part ment of Health and Hu man Serv ices,
1990.
2Per cent ages are from the 1995 USDA study. Av er age ex pen di tures of fami lies in each in come level
were used to make com pari sons. Per cent ages by number of chil dren are based on av er age ex pen di tures
of middle- income fami lies.
3Per cent ages by house hold ex pen di ture level are for a fam ily with two chil dren.



fur nish ings, home in sur ance, and ap pli -
ances. Ac cord ing to the Cen sus Bu reau,
the dif fer ence in me dian rental price 
be tween an ef fi ciency/one- bedroom
hous ing unit and a two - bedroom housing
unit in the over all United States was
about $100 per month in 1996 dol lars
(16). This does not in clude util ity costs
for many units, fur nish ings, in sur ance,
or ap pli ances. Also, the USDA child-
 rearing hous ing ex pense in cludes home
own ers' and rent ers' ex penses; hous ing
costs for home own ers are typi cally
higher than the costs for rent ers be cause
owned hous ing usu ally has more space
than does rental hous ing.   

The USDA child - rearing ex penses do
not in clude work - related trans por ta tion
ex penses. These ex penses were cal cu -
lated to be 40 per cent of to tal trans por ta -
tion ex penses. Mis cel la ne ous ex penses
in clude ex pen di tures on per sonal care 
(e.g., tooth paste and hair cuts), en ter tain -
ment (e.g., video cas settes and toys), 
and read ing ma te rial (e.g., news pa pers
and books). Many of the mis cel la ne ous
goods and serv ices are child-  oriented 
so a per cap ita ap proach is rea son able 
in al lo cat ing these ex penses. Based on
some of the goods and serv ices that are
in cluded in this cate gory, it could be 
ar gued that chil dren use more than a 
per cap ita share of these ex penses.
There fore, it is un likely that the USDA
child-  rearing es ti mates grossly over-
es ti mate ex pen di tures on chil dren for
hous ing, trans por ta tion, and mis cellane ous
goods and serv ices.  

USDA Child-Rearing Ex pense
Es ti mates Com pared With
Child Sup port Awards

How do the USDA child- rearing ex pense
es ti mates com pare with av er age child
sup port awards? Are these awards 
ade quate in terms of the cost of rais ing
chil dren? The U.S. Bu reau of the Census
pe ri odi cally pub lishes a child sup port 
re port. The most re cent re port con tains
in for ma tion on mean child support in come 
in 1991 for cus to dial par ents re ceiv ing
full pay ment from non cus to dial par ents
by number of chil dren (11). Full child
sup port pay ments should re flect the 
to tal child sup port award. The Cen sus 
es ti mates are for all fami lies of which 

middle- income fami lies are likely the
norm. Ta ble 3 com pares 1991 full child
sup port pay ments from non cus to dial 
par ents with the 1991 USDA child-
 rearing ex pense es ti mates for low-, 
mid dle-, and high- income house holds
by number of chil dren (13).  

If each par ent equally shares chil d-rearing
ex penses, av er age full pay ment of child
sup port should cover half the cost of
rais ing chil dren. Full child sup port pay -
ments should not re flect to tal ex pen di -
tures on chil dren as this ex pense is
di vided be tween the cus to dial and non -
cus to dial par ent. As seen in ta ble 3,
these pay ments cover less than 50 per -
cent of the cost of raising chil dren 
re gard less of in come group. 
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Table 3. Av er age full child sup port pay ments, house hold ex penditures on
chil dren, and per cent age of child- rearing ex pen di tures cov ered by full
pay ments, by in come group and number of chil dren, 1991

House hold ex pen di tures on chil dren1

Num ber of 
chil dren

Full child
sup port payments

Low 
in come

Mid dle
in come

High
in come

1 $2,776 $6,022 $8,395 $11,789

(46%) (33%) (24%)

2 $4,220 $10,103 $14,085 $19,779

(42%) (30%) (21%)

3 $4,277 $11,878 $16,560 $23,255

(36%) (26%) (18%)

4 or more $4,901 $15,877 $22,135 $31,083

(31%) (22%) (16%)

1Child- rearing ex penses are for husband- wife house holds.

Note: Num bers in pa ren the ses are the per cent age of child- rearing ex pen di tures cov ered by full child sup port
pay ments.

Sources: Scoon- Rogers, L. and Les ter, G.H., 1995, Child Sup port for Cus to dial Moth ers and Fa thers:
1991, Cur rent Popu la tion Re ports, Con sumer In come, Se ries P60- 187, U.S. De part ment of Com merce,
Bu reau of the Cen sus (11)  and U.S. De part ment of Ag ri cul ture, Ag ri cul tural Re search Serv ice, Fam ily
Eco nom ics Re search Group, 1992, Ex pen di tures on a Child by Fami lies, 1991 (13).



Only in low- income house holds with
one and two chil dren do full child support
pay ments ex ceed 40 per cent of child -
 rearing ex penses. For middle - income
fami lies, to which the full child sup port
pay ments most likely ap ply, these pay -
ments by non cus to dial par ents cov ered
22 to 33 per cent of child- rearing expenses,
de pend ing on the number of chil dren.
As number of chil dren in creases, child
sup port pay ments be come less adequate. 
This holds for all in come groups.   

Some State child sup port awards do 
not in clude health care or child care/
edu ca tion ex pen di tures; these ex penses 
are treated as an ad di tion to the nu meric 
awards. Even com par ing the USDA
child - rearing ex pense es ti mates

excluding these two ex penses with full
child sup port pay ments (ta ble 4), the pay -
ments still gen er ally cover less than 
50 percent of child - rearing ex penses.
This held for most house holds by 
in come group and number of chil dren.
For middle - income fami lies, child 
sup port pay ments by the non cus to dial
par ent cov ered 26 to 39 per cent of 
child-  rearing ex penses,de pend ing on
number of chil dren. 

The above analy ses as sume cus to dial
and non cus to dial par ents equally share
child- rearing ex pen di tures. This typically
is not the case—child sup port awards 
are usu ally de ter mined by the com bined
in come of the par ents with the non-
cus to dial par ent pay ing an amount in
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Table 4. Av er age full child sup port pay ments, house hold ex penditures on
chil dren (ex clud ing health care and child care/edu ca tion expenses), and
per cent age of child- rearing ex pen di tures cov ered by full pay ments, by
in come group and number of chil dren, 1991

House hold ex pen di tures on chil dren1

Num ber of 
chil dren

Full child
sup port payments

Low 
in come

Mid dle
in come

High
in come

1 $2,776 $5,177 $7,176 $9,967

(54%) (39%) (28%)

2 $4,220 $8,685 $12,039 $16,721

(49%) (35%) (25%)

3 $4,277 $10,211 $14,155 $19,660

(42%) (30%) (22%)

4 or more $4,901 $13,648 $18,919 $26,277

(36%) (26%) (19%)

1Child- rearing ex penses are for husband- wife house holds.

Note: Numbers in pa ren the ses are the per cent age of child- rearing ex pen di tures cov ered by full child sup port
pay ments.

Sources: Scoon- Rogers, L. and Les ter, G.H., 1995, Child Sup port for Cus to dial Moth ers and Fa thers:
1991, Cur rent Popu la tion Re ports, Con sumer In come, Se ries P60- 187, U.S. De part ment of Com merce,
Bu reau of the Cen sus (11)  and U.S. De part ment of Ag ri cul ture, Ag ri cul tural Re search Serv ice, Fam ily
Eco nom ics Re search Group, 1992, Ex pen di tures on a Child by Fami lies, 1991 (13).



pro portion to his or her in come (such
an ap proach is termed an “in come
shares model”). Given that fa thers' 
in come are usu ally higher than moth ers' 
income, un der this sys tem, cus to dial
moth ers (the vast ma jor ity of all cus to dial
parents) would be re spon si ble for a lower 
pro portion (less than 50 per cent) of child-
 rearing ex pen di tures and non cus to dial 
fa thers re spon si ble for a higher pro por -
tion. The pro por tion of child- rearing 
ex penses cov ered by the av er age non -
cus to dial par ent should there fore be
higher than the 50 per cent as sumed in
the pre vious analy ses. Thus, mean child
sup port pay ments by non cus to dial 
par ents are even less ade quate.

Over all, State child sup port awards did
not ade quately re flect the cost of rais ing
chil dren in 1991. This find ing con curs
with pre vious re search. There have been 
changes in child sup port awards since
1991, par ticu larly as the Fam ily Sup port 
Act of 1988, which es tab lishes nu meric
child sup port guide lines, takes ef fect on
new child sup port awards. The Cen sus
re port ex am in ing full child sup port pay -
ments for 1994 was not avail able at the
time this study was un der taken. When
avail able, 1994 full child sup port pay -
ments can be com pared with USDA
child- rearing ex pense es ti mates to de ter -
mine whether these pay ments bet ter 
re flect the cost of rais ing chil dren. Also, 
a par ticu lar State's child sup port guide -
lines can be com pared with the USDA
child- rearing ex pense es ti mates to de ter -
mine the ade quacy of that State's guide -
lines. These analy ses were be yond the
scope of this re port.

Con clu sion    

The is sue of child sup port has re cently
re ceived con sid er able at ten tion from
Fed eral and State poli cy mak ers. Child
sup port en force ment is a key part of 
wel fare re form be cause a large pro por -
tion of wel fare re cipi ents are sin gle
moth ers with chil dren, and a large 
pro por tion of child sup port pay ments
are not made. Al though child sup port 
leg is la tion has em pha sized the en force -
ment of child sup port pay ments, these
pay ments will be ef fec tive only if child
support awards re flect the cost of raising
chil dren. Child sup port en force ment and 
child sup port awards that re flect the cost
of rais ing chil dren are, therefore, vi tally
linked to im prov ing the economic well-
be ing of chil dren in single- parent fami lies.

Dur ing their 4- year re view of child 
sup port guide lines, States are re quired
by Fed eral regu la tions to con sid er 
eco nomic data on the cost of rais ing a
child. A 1996 study by the U.S. De part -
ment of Health and Hu man Serv ices
found that less than one- half of the States
re spond ing to its sur vey com plied with
this Fed eral man date when re vis ing their 
child sup port guide lines (20).

Some be lieve that bet ter child sup port
en force ment and awards more in line
with the cost of rais ing chil dren would
have lit tle af fect on sin gle moth ers and
their chil dren be cause of one prob lem:
non cus to dial fa thers are un able to pay 
such sup port. A 1996 study gen er ally
found oth er wise (12). The study found
that non cus to dial fa thers had a sig nifi -
cantly higher stan dard of liv ing than 
cus to dial moth ers. On av er age, non-
cus to dial par ents spent 7 per cent of 

their before- tax in come on child sup port 
in 1990; this in cludes fa thers who do not 
pay child sup port. Among non cus to dial 
fa thers who pay child sup port, 60 percent
spend less than 15 per cent of their income
on child sup port. The av er age payer  
pro vided about $3,400  in child sup port
for two chil dren in 1990. It was es ti -
mated that non cus to dial fa thers ac tu ally
paid be tween $14 and $15 bil lion  in
child sup port in 1990 and that they
could have paid be tween $30 and $34
bil lion more. 

A 1997 study sup ported this find ing
when it con cluded that fa thers on average
are able to pay nearly five times more in 
child sup port than they pay (7). An other 
study found that 16 to 33 per cent of
young non cus to dial fa thers (ages 18- 34) 
had prob lems pay ing child sup port 
be cause of lack of in come (8). More
flexi ble child sup port or ders are        
pro posed for these fa thers. 

Origi nal child sup port guide lines in
many States were based on older child-
 rearing ex pense stud ies that yielded 
rela tively low child-  rearing ex pense 
es ti mates. Pe ri odic re vi sions of child
sup port guide lines need to re flect current
es ti mates of the cost of rais ing chil dren.
By do ing so, child sup port awards can
im prove the eco nomic well-  being of
chil dren in single- parent fami lies.   
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he Per sonal Re spon si bil ity
and Work Op por tu nity 
Rec on cilia tion Act of 1996,
more com monly known 

as the Wel fare Re form Act, was a far-
 reaching piece of leg is la tion. The law
elimi nated Aid to Fami lies with De pend -
ent Children (AFDC), Job Op por tu nity
and Ba sic Skills (JOBS), and Emer gency
Assistance pro grams. It re placed these
programs with the Tem po rary As sis tance
for Needy Fami lies (TANF) pro gram,
which pro vides time-  limited Fed eral 
as sis tance to peo ple through block
grants to States. 

The leg is la tion sets a time ta ble that States
must fol low to re duce their wel fare rolls 
and es tab lishes man da tory work re quire -
ments. Be cause of these work re quire -
ments, the law also con tains child care
pro vi sions. Un der the pre vious sys tem,
peo ple who left the wel fare ranks to 
en ter the work force of ten were worse-
 off due to low pay and high child care
costs. Be cause many wel fare re cipi ents
have chil dren, what the Wel fare Re form 
Act stipu lates re gard ing child care is
very im por tant, es pe cially given the 
work re quire ments for par ents con tained 

in the act. This re view ar ti cle de scribes
the child care pro vi sions of the Wel fare
Re form Act, dis cusses some of the 
is sues re lated to these pro vi sions, and
describes se lected State ini tia tives in
this area. 

What the Wel fare Re form Act
Says About Child Care

The Wel fare Re form Act es tab lishes a 
sin gle child care block grant—the Child
Care and De vel op ment Fund (CCDF)— 
con soli dat ing four ma jor pre vious child
care pro grams. Pre vious pro grams were
(1) Child care for AFDC re cipi ents who
par tici pate in the JOBS pro gram (the
Fed eral em ploy ment, train ing, and edu -
ca tion pro gram for AFDC re cipi ents),
(2) Tran si tional Child Care for fami lies
who are no longer eli gi ble for cash wel -
fare due to in come, (3) At- Risk Child
Care for low-  income work ing fami lies
likely to be come eli gi ble for cash wel fare
as sis tance in the ab sence of child care
bene fits, and (4) the Child Care and 
De vel op ment Block Grant. The first
three pro grams are some times re ferred
to as Ti tle IV- A child care pro grams.
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The leg is la tion pro vides up to $2.97 
bil lion in Fed eral fund ing for the CCDF
in fis cal year 1997, an in crease of about
$600 mil lion (27 per cent) above what
would have been al lo cated un der the
pre vious wel fare sys tem (3). The CCDF
con tains three types of fund ing: Man da -
tory, match ing, and dis cre tion ary. Man -
da tory fund ing serves as a State's base
amount and to tals $1.2 bil lion in fis cal
year 1997. No State match ing is needed
to ac cess these funds. Al lo ca tions of
these funds to each State are based on
the high est amount of Ti tle IV- A child
care fund ing a State re ceived for fis cal
year 1994, fis cal year 1995, or the 
av er age for fis cal year 1992 - 94.  

Match ing funds, which amount to $0.77
bil lion in fis cal year 1997, are avail able
to States that main tain their his toric
level of Ti tle IV- A child care spend ing.
State child care ex pen di tures above this
level are matched by Fed eral dol lars up
to the State's al lo cated share of these
funds. The maxi mum al lo ca tions to each
State are based on the State's per centage
of chil dren un der age 13. 

As for dis cre tion ary funds, the law
author izes $1 bil lion an nu ally for the
next 6 years—start ing with $1 bil lion in
fis cal year 1997. Be cause these funds
are sub ject to an nual ap pro pria tions,
they are not guar an teed. The funds are
dis trib uted to States ac cord ing to the
pre vious rules of the Child Care and 
De vel op ment Block Grant funds. These
rules base State al lo ca tions on the State's
per cent age of chil dren who are un der
age 5, the number of chil dren re ceiv ing
free or reduced-  price school lunches,
and a State's av er age per cap ita in come.

A mini mum of 70 per cent of a State's
man da tory and match ing funds must be
used to pro vide child care as sis tance to
fami lies on wel fare, fami lies at tempt ing
to tran si tion off of wel fare, and those at
risk of be com ing wel fare de pend ent.
This is not sur pris ing given the work 
re quire ments for wel fare re cipi ents
man dated by the wel fare re form leg is la -
tion (see box, p. 43). How ever, par ents
on or mov ing off of wel fare are no
longer guar an teed child care as sis tance,
as fund ing is capped each year. A large
pro por tion of the re main ing child care
funds must be used to as sist low-  income 
work ing fami lies. Fami lies earn ing up to 
85 per cent of a State's me dian income are
eli gi ble for child care as sis tance.

States are re quired to have a sin gle 
gov ern men tal or non gov ern men tal
agency ad min is ter the child care fund,
and their ad mini stra tion costs are limited
to 5 per cent of the funds. Many services,
how ever, are de fined as non ad min is tra -
tive, in clud ing re source and re fer ral
serv ices. Be tween 1 and 2 per cent of
man da tory and dis cre tion ary child care
funds are re served for Ameri can In dian
tribes and tribal or gani za tions.    

The leg is la tion con tains a number of
other stipu la tions. It author izes a mini -
mum 4-  percent set-  aside of CCDF funds 
for “qual ity” pro vi sions. These pro vi sions 
in clude com pre hen sive con sumer edu ca -
tion for par ents and the pub li c and ac tivi ties
that im prove the qual ity and avail abil ity
of child care, such as re source and re fer ral 
serv ices. States are re quired to pro vide
child care as sis tance on a slid ing fee
scales—the lower one's in come the greater 
the level of as sis tance. 
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The leg is la tion gives States greater
flexi bil ity in de ter min ing re im burse ment
rates. It elimi nates the re quire ment un der
the pre vious sys tem that States pay for
child care costs up to the rates charged
by the 75th per cen tile of child care pro -
vid ers, sub ject to state wide lim its. Also,
the re quire ment that pay ments take into
ac count dif fer ences in the costs of pro -
vid ing child care in dif fer ent set tings
and for chil dren of dif fer ent ages is
abol ished. As un der the pre vious sys tem,
the new law ad dresses health and safety
re quire ments in child care set tings 
re gard ing the con trol of in fec tious 
dis eases, safety of physi cal prem ises,
and mini mum health and safety train ing. 
In ad di tion, changes are made to the
Child and Adult Care Food Pro gram
(CACFP) (see box, p. 44). 

Al though the wel fare re form leg is la tion
con tains man da tory work re quire ments
for wel fare re cipi ents, it al lows States to 
limit the re quired hours of work to 20
hours per week for par ents with a child
younger than age 6. States are pro hibited
from re duc ing or ter mi nat ing as sis tance
to a sin gle cus to dial par ent—of a child
younger than age 6—who does not 
work because child care is un available. 
Al though the law al lows States to 
de fine the un avail abil ity of child care,
this un avail abil ity is usu ally re lated 
to dis tance, suit abil ity and ap pro pri ate -
ness, and af forda bil ity. States may also
ex empt moth ers of in fants younger than
age 1 from work re quire ments. 

The Wel fare Re form Act con tains two
other pro vi sions that af fect child care
funds—al though in op po site di rec tions.
First, given the strong link be tween work
and child care, the leg is la tion al lows
States to trans fer up to 30 per cent of
money from their State Fam ily Assis tance
Grant, which funds the TANF pro gram,
to fund child care ac tivi ties for TANF 
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Work re quire ments un der the Wel fare Re form Act

Un der the Wel fare Re form Act's TANF pro gram, States were re quired to
place at least 25 per cent of adult par tici pants in work ac tivi ties for a mini mum 
of 20 hours per week in fis cal year 1997. Part of the re quire ment may be ful -
filled by edu ca tional en roll ment. These work par tici pa tion rate re quire ments rise
annually, peak ing at 50 per cent in fis cal year 2002. Re quired hours of work
per week for par tici pants also rise over time to 30 hours in fis cal year 2002.
Re quired work par tici pa tion rates are much higher for two- parent fami lies;   
at least one par ent is ex pected to work. 

States can ex empt sin gle par ents with chil dren un der age 1 from work re quire -
ments and ex clude them from rate cal cu la tions; they can also re duce re quired
work hours for par ents with chil dren un der age 6. If a State fails to meet the
work par tici pa tion re quire ments, it will in cur a pen alty of up to 5 per cent of 
its TANF block grant. The pen alty in creases by up to 2 per cent age points each 
year the State fails to meet the re quire ments, to a maxi mum of 21 per cent.  

States should have less dif fi culty meet ing the work par tici pa tion re quire ments 
of the Wel fare Re form Act in the early years. Con trib ut ing fac tors are the econ omy
and a State's abil ity to count re cipi ents' edu ca tional ac tivi ties as work. However,
count ing re cipi ents' edu ca tional ac tivi ties will be phased out, and more im por -
tantly, good eco nomic con di tions may not con tinue. If eco nomic con di tions
de cline, it will be more dif fi cult for States to meet the work par tici pa tion
require ments. One group of ex perts said, “States could in cur fi nan cial pen al ties 
at a time when they are most in need of re sources to pay bene fits, cre ate jobs,
and pro vide child care” (5).

All fami lies Two- parent fami lies

Fis cal 
year

Par tici pa tion
rate

Re quired hours
per week

Par tici pa tion
rate

Re quired hours
per week

Per cent Per cent

1997 25 20 75 35

1998 30 20 75 35

1999 35 25 90 35

2000 40 30 90 35

2001 45 30 90 35

2002 50 30 90 35

Source: Na tional Con fer ence of State Leg is la tures (5).



re cipi ents. This pro vi sion could add up
to $4.9 bil lion in fund ing for child care
as sis tance to the ap proxi mately $3 billion
pro vided by CCDF in fis cal year 1997
(3). Sec ond, the Wel fare Re form Act 
re duces fund ing for the Ti tle XX So cial
Serv ices Block Grant by 15 per cent per
year over the 1996- 2002 pe ri od. This 
affects child care as sis tance be cause
part of this block grant may be used 
to fund such care. In fis cal year 1997,
Ti tle XX So cial Serv ices Block Grant
fund ing was re duced from about $3 bil lion 
to $2.6 bil lion; the re sult ing re duc tion     
in State child care fund ing is un known,  
al though most States have used Ti tle XX
money to fund child care (3). 

Re view of the Wel fare Re form
Act's Child Care Pro vi sions

The child care pro vi sions of the Wel fare 
Re form Act should re sult in some sav ings
from con soli dat ing Fed eral child care
fund ing into one block grant. States are
now al lowed to stream line child care
serv ices un der one ad min is tra tive 
struc ture, whereas in the past, dif fer ent
pro grams had dif fer ent rules, regu la tions,
and ob jec tives. There may also be bet ter 
op por tu nity to co or di nate welfare- related
child care pro grams with State pre school
and Head Start pro grams than was the
case in the past (4).

The work re quire ments of the Wel fare
Re form Act will cause a sub stan tial 
in crease in the de mand for child care. 
Un der the TANF pro gram, States must
place at least 25 per cent of adult par tici -
pants in work ac tivi ties for a mini mum
of 20 hours per week dur ing the 1997
fis cal year. By the year 2002, this par -
tici pa tion rate rises to 50 per cent. If
States fail to meet work par tici pa tion 
re quire ments, they are pe nal ized up to 
5 per cent of their TANF block grant. 

States may set work re quire ments that
take ef fect even bef ore these Fed eral
man dates. As of 1996, 28 States re quired
peo ple to work im me di ate ly or within 
6 months of re ceiv ing wel fare bene fits
(6). Sev eral other States have passed
shorter work re quire ments that take    
af fect bef ore the Fed eral mandates.  

Al though States ini tially re ceive greater
fund ing for child care pro grams un der
the wel fare re form block grant than they 
re ceived un der the pre vious sys tem, a
ma jor con cern is whether the Fed eral
funds author ized will be suf fi cient to
cover the child care needs of both low-
 income fami lies on wel fare and those
who are not. 

An Ur ban In sti tute study con cluded that
the share of chil dren in need of po ten tial 
child care as sis tance who could be served
with the avail able funds author ized by
the Wel fare Re form Act is about the same 
in 1997 as under the pre vious sys tem if
States main tain their lev els of spend ing.
How ever, this still re sults in about only
one-  third of chil dren in need of child
care as sis tance be ing served. The gap
be tween child care fund ing and the need 

for child care as sis tance by low-  income
fami lies there fore re mains (3). 

The Con gres sional Budget Of fice (CBO)
con cluded that child care funds are 
ade quate for States to meet work- related 
child care re quire ments for TANF par -
tici pants. Fed eral child care sup port
over the long term, how ever, will not
meet the work re quire ments for TANF
par tici pants nor main tain cur rent State
spend ing for child care for peo ple in
tran si tion and at risk of go ing on welfare
(1).

Whether the Wel fare Re form Act suf fi -
ciently funds the child care needs of
low-income fami lies pri mar ily de pends
on two fac tors—eli gi bil ity and economic
con di tions. A State must first de cide
who is eli gi ble to par tici pate in the
TANF pro gram (at least 70 per cent of 
a State's man da tory and match ing child
care funds must be used to pro vide child 
care as sis tance to TANF par tici pants
and those leav ing the pro gram or at risk
of go ing on the pro gram). 
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The Wel fare Re form Act and the Child and Adult Care Food
Pro gram

The Wel fare Re form Act changed the Child and Adult Care Food Pro gram
(CACFP), which pro vides nutrition- related re im burse ment to care pro vid ers, 
in clud ing child care pro vid ers serv ing low- income popu la tions. The new law 
re tains the en ti tle ment status of the CACFP, but it re struc tures re im burse ment
rates such that lower rates are paid for chil dren cared for in fam ily homes out -
side of low- income ar eas and for non- low- income chil dren cared for in fam ily
homes where the pro vider fam ily in come ex ceeds 185 per cent of pov erty. Other 
pro vi sions re duce the in fla tion ad just ment of rates for all fam ily, child care
homes and re strict cen ters' re im burse ment to two meals and one sup ple ment.
Es ti mates show that these changes will re duce CACFP fund ing by $2.3 bil lion
over 6 years (5).



As with the pre vious wel fare sys tem,
States have broad dis cre tion in set ting
eli gi bil ity stan dards. If a State sets very
strict eli gi bil ity stan dards, fewer peo ple
would be deemed needy and fewer
would re quire child care as sis tance.
Given the cap on Fed eral funds un der
the Wel fare Re form Act, there is a fis cal 
in cen tive to set strict eli gi bil ity standards.
Some crit ics of the act be lieve the cap
will re sult in un rea son able eli gi bil ity
stan dards com pared with those of the
pre vious wel fare sys tem. As a re sult,
many poor fami lies will be clas si fied 
as not poor—and will not be eli gi ble 
for child care as sis tance.  

Rather than re strict eli gi bil ity, States
could serve a larger number of fami lies
by pro vid ing a lower level of child care
as sis tance to each fam ily. This is per -
mit ted—the Wel fare Re form Act gives
States more author ity in de ter min ing 
re im burse ment rates. This, in turn,
would in crease the share of child care
costs par ents would be ex pected to
cover. It could also re sult in par ents 
pur chas ing lower qual ity child care.   

Eco nomic con di tions will in flu ence   
the ade quacy of child care fund ing con -
tained in the wel fare re form leg is la tion.
When eco nomic con di tions are good,   
it is eas ier to move peo ple off pub li c 
as sis tance. Jobs that pay well are more
plen ti ful, and peo ple are bet ter able to
pay for child care with out as sis tance.
Un der these con di tions, Fed eral fund ing 
pro vided by the Wel fare Re form Act
may be more than ade quate. If a re ces -
sion oc curs, States would have greater
dif fi culty mov ing wel fare re cipi ents into 
the work force. Well-  paying jobs would
be more dif fi cult to find, and more fami lies 
would likely need child care as sis tance. 

The leg is la tion, how ever, places a cap
on the amount of Fed eral child care
funds that a State may ac cess. States do
not auto mati cally re ceive more Fed eral
fund ing as a re sult of greater child care
use by low-  income fami lies. Hence, in
eco nomic down turns, States may have
to de cide whether to serve low- income
fami lies on wel fare or low - income families 
not on wel fare. Un der the pre vious system, 
child care as sis tance was an en ti tle ment
(all who quali fied were served) for families 
on or tran si tion ing off wel fare. This is
not the case un der the pres ent law. In
eco nomic down turns, Fed eral fund ing
may not cover the needs of many low-
in come fami lies. States may have to 
de cide which fami lies will re ceive 
child care as sis tance. 

Even if the child care fund ing of the 
Wel fare Re form Act proved to be adequate, 
the is sues of sup ply and qual ity of child
care would re main. As States im ple ment 
wel fare re form leg is la tion and move
wel fare re cipi ents into the la bor force,
de mand for child care will grow. Evi -
dence shows a gap be tween the de mand
for and sup ply of child care. A study  
by the U.S. Gen eral Ac count ing Of fice
(GAO) found that in each of the four
cit ies and coun ties re viewed, of fi cials
thought the sup ply of child care for chil -
dren in cer tain age groups (es pe cially
in fants and school - aged chil dren) was  
in adequate to meet ex ist ing de mands,
par ticu larly those of low- income fami lies. 
GAO con cluded that un less the sup ply of
child care for cer tain age groups at these
locales in creases, the gap be tween    
sup ply and an tici pated de mand for 
child care is likely to be come even
greater as wel fare re form is im ple -
mented (7). 
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The qual ity of child care that will be
pro vided to chil dren of wel fare re cipi ents
who en ter the work force is also an is sue. 
Re cent stud ies have con cluded that the
qual ity of child care is less than op ti mal. 
One 1995 mul tistate study rated the
qual ity of child care as poor to me dio cre 
in 86 per cent of the cen ters sur veyed
(8). A study by the Fami lies and Work
In sti tute of fam ily child care and rela tive
care (care in the home of a pro vider not
re lated or re lated to a child) found that
only 9 per cent of the homes could be
rated as good, whereas, 35 per cent were
in ade quate (2). Although the study over -
sam pled in low- income and mi nor ity 
ar eas, this is where many wel fare
re cipi ents re side.  

State Ini tia tives in Child Care
Un der the Wel fare Re form Act

The Wel fare Re form Act's child care
pro vi sions will re sult in dif fer ent poli cies
among States. The Na tional Confer ence
of State Leg is la tures re cently re viewed
in no va tive State child care pro grams 
as so ci ated with the wel fare sys tem,
many of which were part of  ear lier 
wel fare re form ef forts (5). Pro grams in
Il li nois, Iowa, and Utah were re viewed.

Il li nois
A 1991 study of wel fare re cipi ents in 
Il li nois found that one of the ma jor 
im pedi ments to their find ing jobs was
the cost of child care and the “in come
dis re gard” as so ci ated with this cost (5).
The in come dis re gard is an in di rect 
re im burse ment from the State for child
care ex penses. The State dis re gards up
to $200 in monthly in come when cal cu -
lat ing cash bene fit lev els. The dis re gard
amount, how ever, was thought to be 
in ade quate to cover the cost of child 
care. 

In 1993, the State made sig nifi cant 
changes in pro vid ing child care to needy 
fami lies as part of its wel fare re form
pack age. The changes in clude di rect
pay ments to child care pro vid ers, which
re placed the in come dis re gard. In ad di -
tion, wel fare re cipi ents are al lowed to
keep two-thirds of all in come earned 
un til this in come reaches ap proxi mately
three times their cash bene fit level.
When this amount is reached, the per son 
is no longer eli gi ble for wel fare but is
still eli gi ble for tran si tional child care
bene fits. 

Based upon its sur vey, Il li nois also
concluded that jobs that wel fare re cipi -
ents found of ten had ir regu lar hours,
such as night or week end work. Il li nois 
ap pro pri ated $18 mil lion for ex panded
child care cov er age to ac co mo date   
peo ple with these schedules. Less than  
a year af ter these changes, the number  
of fami lies re ceiv ing wel fare that had
some earned in come in creased 58    
per cent. By De cem ber 1995, the State's
wel fare caseload had dropped by one-
 third (5). To ex pand its child care ini tia -
tives, in 1997, the Il li nois Leg is la ture
ap pro pri ated $100 mil lion to pro vide
child care for fami lies with in comes   
be low 50   per cent of the State me dian
in come.  

Iowa
Iowa in sti tuted the Fam ily In vest ment
Plan (FIP) wel fare re form pro gram in
1993. Mu tu ally agreed upon and signed
by par tici pants, the plan is de signed 
spe cifi cally for each fam ily's cir cum -
stances, pro vides for job train ing, and
sets a date for a fam ily to leave the 
wel fare sys tem. To help fami lies do 
this, the State pro vides tran si tional child 
care for up to 24 months and ex panded
child care cov er age to in clude those who 
leave the wel fare sys tem vol un tar ily 

and those who re ceive child sup port. A
study found that the number of par tici -
pants with earn ings in creased from 18 to 
33 per cent be tween 1993 and 1995 (5).

In 1995, Iowa es tab lished pri ori ties to
tar get those fami lies most in need of
child care as sis tance. The poor est families 
on cash as sis tance who work at least 30
hours per week are the high est pri or ity;
other pri or ity groups in clude young 
par ents in an em ploy ment/edu ca tion/
train ing pro gram, low-  income fami lies
with a special- needs child, and low-
in come fami lies work ing part time.
Iowa in creased child care funds by 
$4.8 mil lion (a 62-percent in crease) in
1996 to pay for its child care ini tia tives
and will con tinue the Fam ily In vestment 
Plan. In ad di tion, a pro gram for wel fare
re cipi ents at risk of long- term de pend -
ency is avail able through the Fam ily 
De vel op ment and Self- Sufficiency
Grant Pro gram (FaDSS). These grant
pro grams, which may in clude sup port
with child care as sis tance, pro vide
family de vel op ment and ad vo cacy for
par tici pant fami lies. 

Utah
At the be gin ning of the dec ade, Utah 
re vamped its wel fare pro gram. The 
new em pha sis was to find jobs for 
peo ple re ceiv ing wel fare in stead of just
pro vid ing cash as sis tance. To sup port
par ents in the tran si tion from wel fare 
to work, the Sin gle Par ent Em ploy ment
Pro gram was in tro duced as a dem on stra -
tion proj ect in a few ju ris dic tions. Under 
the pre vious State wel fare sys tem, child
care re im burse ment rates were relatively 
low. Utah cre ated a new pay ment
method whereby par ents were paid up
front rather than re im bursed af ter child
care was pro vided, and higher payments
were per mit ted. 
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A 1996 evalua tion of the dem on stra tion
proj ects found that only 14 per cent of
fami lies were still re ceiving cash as sis -
tance and not work ing 2 years later, over
half were re ceiv ing no pub li c as sis tance, 
a quar ter were re ceiv ing only Medi caid
and food stamps, and 10 per cent were
work ing while receiving cash as sis tance 
(5). Since 1993, the wel fare caseload for 
the State has de clined by 44 per cent (5).
The dem on stra tion proj ects in Utah 
be came state wide in 1997. 

Other State Ef forts
The U.S. De part ment of Health and 
Hu man Serv ices en cour ages partnerships
with the busi ness com mu nity in its
guide lines for State plan ning for child
care. Gov ern ment money can be used 
to cre ate a “Work ing Par ent As sis tance
Trust Fund” in a com mu nity or State. In 
1996, Flor ida passed a law es tab lish ing
a State child care, ex ecu tive part ner ship
to en cour age em ployer and foun da tion
sup port for child care. The law cre ates a
$2-million State pool to match fund ing
from the pri vate sec tor, with the money
being used to pro vide child care subsidies 
for low-  income work ing par ents. Af ter
suc cess fully lev er ag ing the $2 mil lion
from pri vate busi nesses, this State pool
was dou bled in 1997. Also in 1996, a
com mu nity de vel op ment cor po ra tion
was formed in Colo rado to pro vide
loans and other fi nan cial as sis tance 
to child care pro vid ers. 

In an ef fort to raise the qual ity of child
care, sev eral States pay a higher child
care re im burse ment rate to pro vid ers
who meet cer tain stan dards. For example,
Wis con sin re im burses un trained child
care pro vid ers at 50 per cent of the market
rate and pro vid ers who un dergo train ing 
at 75 per cent of the mar ket rate. Ohio
and Maine also have higher author ized
child care re im burse ment rates for 
pro vid ers who meet na tional child 
care stan dards. 

Con clu sion

Al though stated many times, this bears
re peat ing—the Per sonal Re spon si bil ity
and Work Op por tu nity Rec on cilia tion
Act of 1996 changed wel fare as we
know it. Work re quire ments for wel fare
re cipi ents are man dated. These re quire-
ments make child care even more crucial
for the new sys tem to be suc cess ful 
be cause child care is rec og nized as a 
pri mary ob sta cle to mov ing re cipi ents
into the work force. Hence the law con -
tains a child care block grant to States. 
It is un clear, how ever, whether the
block grant will be suf fi cient to cover
the child care needs of those re quired to
work and low- income fami lies not on
wel fare. A re cent study of five State
wel fare dem on stra tion proj ects found
that child care de mand in creased more
rap idly than ad min is tra tors had fore -
casted (5).

Sev eral State child care ini tia tives have
been as so ci ated with in creased work -
force par tici pa tion by wel fare re cipi ents. 
Some of this in creased par tici pa tion 
re flects gen eral eco nomic con di tions, 
that is, a low un em ploy ment rate.
Whether the child care ini tia tives have 
a greater im pact on work force par tici pa -
tion than eco nomic con di tions (or vice
versa) is un known. Un for tu nately, 
this is sue may only be made clearer 
if eco nomic con di tions de cline and the
un em ploy ment rate rises. If con di tions
worsen, it is im por tant that States not 
es tab lish such strict wel fare eli gi bil ity
stan dards that many needy peo ple do
not qual ify. Overly strict stan dards
would only mask pov erty prob lems.

The qual ity of child care pro vided to
chil dren of wel fare re cipi ents when
these recipients en ter the workforce is
also an im por tant is sue.  Re cent re search
has in di cated that child care is in short
sup ply and much of the coun try's cur -
rent child care is of less- than- optimal
qual ity (2,7,8). Be cause poor child care
may af fect child de vel op ment ad versely, 
States need to ensure qual ity child care
when mov ing wel fare re cipi ents to work.
Fail ure to do so may have harm ful 
long- term con se quences for chil dren
and so ci ety. 
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Introduction

The Problem
The United States produces an abundant
variety of nutritious foods at increasingly
affordable prices and makes them widely
available in the marketplace. American
consumers spend a lower budget share
on food than their counterparts around
the world. Investments in research and
educational programs have increased
food production, processing, marketing,
and trade to a point where the United
States produces food surpluses and 
exports foods all over the world. The
Nation’s commitment to regulation and
inspection of food ensures that safe food
products reach consumers. An extensive
network of food assistance programs
dedicates nearly $40 billion annually to
combat food insecurity and helps nearly
one out of every six Americans. 

Unlike many places in the world, under-
nutrition is not a major problem in the
United States. Using the Food and Agri-
culture Organization’s (FAO) hunger
map methodology, about 2.75 percent
of the U.S. population is estimated to
have inadequate caloric intake. A very
low prevalence of growth retardation, 

*Kramer-LeBlanc of the USDA’s Center for 
Nutrition Policy and Promotion and McMurry of
the DHHS’ Office of Disease Prevention and Health
Promotion edited this report in their capacity as
Secretariat of the Domestic Subgroup of the U.S.
Interagency Working Group on Food Security.

an indicator of undernutrition in children,
confirms that undernutrition is not a
problem for the vast majority of American
children. Growth retardation is more
prevalent among children in low-income
families----3 percent more than expected
in a healthy population. Protein-energy
malnutrition is rare in the United States,
about 400 deaths a year, usually cases 
of child abuse and neglect or debilitating 
illness.

The vast majority of households in
America are food secure. Food security
means that all people at all times have
access to enough food for an active,
healthy life. At a minimum, food security
includes the ready availability of nutri-
tionally adequate and safe foods and 
the assured ability to acquire acceptable
foods in socially acceptable ways (for
example, without resorting to use of
emergency food supplies, scavenging,
stealing, and other coping strategies). 

Despite this generally positive situation,
the United States confronts nutritional
challenges on several fronts. As diseases
of nutritional deficiencies have dimin-
ished, they have been replaced by diseases 
that are related to dietary excesses and
imbalances. These diseases, including
heart disease, some cancers, stroke, and
diabetes, now rank among the leading
causes of illness and death in the United
States, touch the lives of most Americans,
and generate substantial health care
costs.  

Discussion Paper on
Domestic Food Security

Carol S. Kramer-LeBlanc and Kathryn McMurry, Editors*
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In addition, food insecurity and hunger
still exist. Food insecurity is the con-
verse of food security as defined above;
hunger is defined as the uneasy or painful
sensation caused by a lack of food. 
According to the new Food Security
Supplement to the Census Bureau’s 
Current Population Survey, about 12
percent of the approximately 100 million
U.S. households experienced food 
insecurity to some degree in 1995. Of
these, about 4 percent included adults
with reduced food intake and hunger as
a result of financial constraints. In just
under 1 percent of households experi-
encing some level of hunger, children 
as well as adults experienced reduced
food intake and hunger. 

In war-torn countries or famine or
drought situations, manifestations of
hunger and undernutrition are obvious
and extreme. In the United States, food 
insecurity is characterized by less obvious
signs and family adaptations. For example,
faced with limited resources for food
and other necessities, many Americans
turn to governmental food assistance
programs. Others cope by skipping
meals, by substituting varied, nutritious
foods with less expensive alternatives,
or by seeking emergency food from
soup kitchens or food pantries. 

Limited resources and access to food 
are prime factors leading to food insecurity.
Low incomes combined with unaffordable
living expenses such as housing, heating,
or medical expenses, certain disabilities,
or poor health can result in increased risk
of food insecurity and hunger. Access to
food in socially acceptable ways can be
constrained by lack of transportation, 
living in remote locations, and lack of 
accessible food stores. Some vulnerable
populations, such as the elderly, may
feel stigmatized by accepting food 
assistance.

Poverty is a determinant and consequence
of impaired nutritional and health status.
Health disparities between poor people
and those with higher incomes are 
almost universal for all dimensions of
health whether it be undernutrition or
diet-related chronic disease. For example,
risk of heart disease is more than 25 per-
cent higher for persons with low income
than for the overall population. The 
incidence of cancer and the prevalence
of hypertension and obesity vary in-
versely with socioeconomic status. Iron
deficiency is more than twice as common
in children in low-income families as
among children in the total population.

The magnitude of these effects becomes
more apparent when one considers that
13.8 percent of Americans lived at or 
below the poverty line in 1995. Fully 
20 percent of U.S. children live in house-
holds with cash incomes below the 
poverty line; this is the third highest
among developed nations. In addition 
to children, other population segments
are also vulnerable to food insecurity, 
including the elderly, pregnant and 
lactating women, migrant workers, indi-
viduals with some types of illnesses or
disabilities, the homeless, American 
Indians, and Alaska Natives. Each group
has distinct needs and issues associated
with obtaining adequate, sustained food
intake.

In summary, food security incorporates
the traditional idea of ensuring adequate
food availability and nutrition safety
nets. It also includes the need to create
social and economic conditions that 
empower individuals to gain access to
food by earning the income to purchase
food, by participating in community food
security activities, and where practical,
by producing food. Effective and effi-
cient use of food, including gleaning

and food recovery, is also an essential
component of food security today. 

Addressing all of these and other food
security issues, globally and in the
United States, requires comprehensive
measures that integrate ongoing assis-
tance and commitments with new initia-
tives in the following areas:

• Economic Security 

• Food Access

• Awareness of Hunger and 
Food Insecurity 

• Nutrition and Food Security 
Education

• Sustainable Food Systems and 
Environment

• Food and Water Safety

• Monitoring Ffood Security and 
Nutritional Sstatus 

• Research and Evaluation

The Response
The November 1996 World Food Summit
in Rome focused the attention of the
world on chronic problems of hunger and
undernutrition, as well as the potential
for increasingly acute food shortages in
Africa and Asia. The September 1997
National Summit on Food Gleaning and
Recovery focused the attention of the
Nation on the intolerable existence of
hunger and food insecurity in America. 

In recognition of these renewed concerns
about global and domestic food security,
the U.S. Government has affirmed its
commitment, along with other nations,
to address food security problems inter-
nationally and in this country. The 
Government has adopted the World
Food Summit goal of reducing under-
nutrition by half by the year 2015, 
recognizing that this goal should be
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reached well before. In addition, the United
States has embarked on a consensus
process to establish a target for achieving
domestic food security as part of the
process for setting health objectives for
the Nation for the next decade. Healthy
People 2010 objectives will be released
in early 2000.  

The United States has begun a concerted
effort to develop a long-range action
plan to follow up on its commitments.
The Interagency Working Group that
was formed to prepare for the World
Food Summit has been extended to 
manage this activity. Two new subgroups
have been established to work on the 
international and domestic portions of
the action plan.

After 6 months of public consultations,
the U.S. Government initiated an exten-
sive assessment of the various policies,
programs, and other mechanisms that it
brings to bear on food security both at
home and abroad. The basic frame of
reference for this assessment was the
outline of issues and possible actions
that were developed in the national 
consultations. 

To facilitate further public input to the
action plan, the Interagency Working
Group has decided to release for public
comment two parallel discussion papers.
The first on international topics was 

released October 16, 1997. This domestic
paper represents initial thoughts on steps
that could be taken to address a variety
of concerns about food security in the
United States that were raised in the
course of national consultations held 
earlier in 1997. It focuses on ways to 
address food security, reflecting our
new capacity to measure objectively
and track its prevalence.
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Economic Security

Issue
Economic security is a prerequisite to 
attaining food security. Economic security
depends on the level and predictability
of household income as well as savings,
cash, and other wealth available from
family, government, or other sources.
The economic security of individuals
and families is strongly influenced by
several factors: Secure, adequately pay-
ing employment; stable, two-parent
families; affordable household expenses
for food, shelter, energy, transportation,
education or training, and medical and
child care; and government and private
sector programs that provide a safety
net in times of financial emergency.

In 1995, 13.8 percent of Americans, 
including 20.8 percent of all children,
lived at or below the Federal poverty
line. By the time they reach 18 years of
age, 36 percent of children have spent 
a portion of their lives in poverty. It is
likely that most of these children will
have experienced periods of food insecu-
rity or hunger. Poor children are most at
risk because sound growth and healthy
development, keys to becoming inde-
pendent, secure, and productive adults,
are crucial during early, formative years. 

Enhancing the economic security of
adults, particularly on the heels of wel-
fare reform, is of prime importance and
involves innovative intergovernmental
and nongovernmental action to help the
low income, underemployed, and un-
employed to find and keep jobs in our
sophisticated labor market. Creative 
approaches that build effective partner-
ships, incentives, and special transitional
supports for those who need them are
necessary elements of the new system.
Perhaps the most critical long-term 
investment the Nation can make to 

assure productivity and economic security
is in primary, secondary, and post-
secondary and adult education.

Priority Actions

• Assist Low-income Individuals 
to Find Jobs

• Strengthen Supports to Help 
Individuals Keep Jobs

• Emphasize the Creation and 
Expansion of Jobs

• Build a Solid Foundation for
Learning and Enhance Access 
to Education

• Focus on Vulnerable Subgroups,
Especially Children

• Conduct Research to Improve
Household and Community 
Economic Security

Discussion
In August 1996, the 104th Congress 
enacted, and the President signed into
law, the Personal Responsibility and
Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act.
Through the Temporary Assistance for
Needy Families Block Grant Program
or TANF, legislation has replaced Fed-
eral payments under the Aid to Families
With Dependent Children Program with
block grants and given greater flexibility
to States.

Under TANF, Federal welfare benefits
are limited to 5 years per participant 
lifetime, and States may set shorter time
periods. States also determine benefit
levels, what services to fund, and eligi-
bility standards provided that recipients
meet compliance requirements. The new
law rewards States with a performance
bonus for moving welfare recipients
into jobs and also includes State mainte-
nance of effort requirements; a stronger
child support enforcement program; 

supports for families moving from wel-
fare to work, including increased overall
funding for child care and guaranteed
medical coverage; reduced duration of
receipt of food stamp benefits by able-
bodied adults without dependents and
bans for receipt of food stamps by legal
immigrants; and tightened eligibility 
requirements for disabled children under
the Supplemental Security Income 
program. Finally, States may make legal
immigrants ineligible for Federal TANF
benefits, and new arrivals are banned
from these benefits for 5 years. Some
categories of legal immigrants, such as
veterans and those who have worked in
the United States for at least 10 years,
are exempt from the bans.

As they implement TANF, States and
communities are now experimenting
and forming valuable partnerships with
the private sector and nongovernmental
organizations (NGOs). Simultaneously,
Federal agencies are challenged to focus
activities and resources, coordinate diverse
programs to attain priority goals, and
monitor and evaluate welfare reform
measures and other actions for possible
modeling or replication or for larger 
initiatives by States and communities.
Of immediate importance is the need 
to identify and implement policies and
programs that lead to job creation and
expansion such as empowerment zones
and enterprise communities. Promoting
greater dialogue at all levels, especially
in and across State lines, will enhance
these efforts. With waivers and wider
latitude, States can be viewed as ‘‘labo-
ratories’’ where the factors that have
been most influential in causing shifts in
employment, earnings, welfare depend-
ency, educational persistence, and other
variables of interest can be analyzed to
determine how all Americans can lead
more economically secure lives.
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The following actions expand on the six
priority actions, which reflect the vital
link between economic and food security.

1. Assist Low-income Individuals 
to Find Jobs 

• Use innovative communication
strategies to enhance the awareness
of former and current welfare re-
cipients and low-skilled individuals
about community opportunities for
jobs and basic and specialized skills
training. Promote community net-
works and information-sharing
strategies to disseminate updated 
local announcements and material.

• Publicly recognize and support 
private and public sector employers
who provide job training, skills 
development, enhanced job oppor-
tunities, and other ways to improve
self-sufficiency while simultane-
ously ensuring families an adequate
income. 

• Encourage States to use Employment
and Training (E&T) matching
funds to move individuals into jobs
that effectively lead to self-reliance.

2. Strengthen Supports to Help 
Individuals Keep Jobs

• Support the development and provi-
sion of adequate, convenient, and
affordable social services, including
child and health care, public trans-
portation, and training for employees.
Promote the advantages of on-site
child care facilities with employers.
Foster collaboration, cost-sharing,
and information dissemination
among small businesses for such
work support programs.

• Encourage employers to adopt 
flexible work arrangements and 
to comply with laws, such as the
Family Medical Leave Act, which
help employees to balance work
and family responsibilities.

• Mentor workers to enhance their
success in entry-level jobs and 
eventual promotion to better jobs.
Encourage use of the skills and
time of the community’s elderly
population as a source of volunteer
training, mentoring, and support
services.

• Continue to provide entry-level
workers in low-paying jobs with
special transitional supports for
longer time periods and at aug-
mented rates, if necessary, to meet
fundamental daily requirements 
until they are able to support 
themselves.

• Promote skill development to 
low-skilled and underemployed
workers as they move from 
welfare to jobs with increasingly
greater responsibility.

• Expand educational programs,
such as the food bank/USDA 
Cooperative Extension System,
which build on the Expanded Food
and Nutrition Education Program to
include job training, parenting, and
other skills.

3. Emphasize the Creation and 
Expansion of Jobs

• Implement the Presidential direc-
tive to Federal agencies to hire 
welfare recipients as an example
for business leaders. 

• Enhance incentives and innovative
approaches to increase private 
sector participation in enabling 
individuals to move from welfare
to work. For example, innovative
activities are occurring throughout
the country where nonprofit food
banks and housing construction 
programs offer on-the-job-training
and skill development needed in the
private sector with funding 
provided by the corporate sector.

• Create partnerships and forums for
identifying, sharing, and expanding
successful welfare-to-work programs.
Identify successful local programs
as replicable models for larger 
initiatives. 

• Encourage the private sector and
NGOs in the community to create
jobs and training programs for former
and current welfare recipients and
underskilled and/or underemployed
individuals. As illustration, large
and small companies are focusing
innovative welfare-to-work initiatives
in 12 cities with high levels of poverty.
Focusing on mentoring and other
support services, a coalition of
civic groups, the Welfare to Work
Coalition to Sustain Success, pro-
vides mentoring and other support
services to help former welfare 
recipients remain in the workforce
and succeed. 

• Identify ‘‘space-specific’’ economic
development activities for those 
living in remote areas.

 
4. Build a Solid Foundation for 

Learning and Enhance Access 
to Education 

• Support family, community, and
other nongovernmental efforts to
promote children’s early develop-
ment and education to ensure that
all children enter school ready to
learn.
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• Create business, community, and
other alliances to meet the diverse
needs of the student population and
provide necessary support to students
at risk of not achieving the knowl-
edge and skills required to meet
State standards for successful high
school completion and ultimately
for improved job opportunities, 
including those with limited English
proficiency, with disabilities, in 
migrant families, and in high-
poverty schools.

• Urge local businesses and community
groups to create and share innova-
tive ways to increase student partici-
pation in State school-to-work
systems that enhance student
achievement and improve technical
skills.

• Mobilize business, nongovernmental,
and civic groups to provide leader-
ship in ensuring that schools are
safe, disciplined, and drug-free. 
Encourage family and community
involvement in State development
and implementation of challenging
standards and assessments for all
students in core academic subjects.

• Develop communication strategies
among business and community
groups and schools to enhance 
access to postsecondary education
as well as to available financial 
resources and support services to
promote continued educational 
opportunities and ultimate career
success. 

• Motivate current full-time and part-
time employees with entry-level 
positions to upgrade their skills 
and prepare for a more flexible and
highly trained workforce through
evening courses at community 
colleges, continuing education, 
and other lifelong learning 
opportunities.

5. Focus on Vulnerable Subgroups, 
Especially Children

• Encourage the use of case manage-
ment by States, communities, or
employers to address the cluster 
of difficulties faced by many vulner-
able groups in achieving economic
security. Successful case manage-
ment helps individuals identify and
locate the combination of training,
education, child care, medical 
access, transportation, and housing
that permits struggling individuals
to enter and succeed in the job 
market. 

• Customize assistance on a continuing
basis for those individuals disabled
from work because of health prob-
lems, including substance abuse,
mental or emotional difficulties,
and AIDS.

• Encourage State and community 
interventions to help those at par-
ticular risk for food insecurity, for
example, legal immigrants affected
by recent changes in the welfare
and food assistance programs. 

• Urge States to ensure that child 
support award levels are sufficient
to meet the needs of the child(ren)
and to implement uniform interstate
child support laws. 

• Launch strategies in States and
communities to prevent teen 
pregnancies.

• Encourage States and communities
to provide affordable, safe child
care on a continuing basis to 
support low-income women who
are moving from welfare to work. 

6. Conduct Research to Improve
Household and Community 
Economic Security (see Research 
and Evaluation Section)
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Food Access

Issue
Recently released USDA estimates from
the Food Security Supplement to the
Current Population Survey indicate that
about 12 percent of the 100 million
American households experienced some
degree of food insecurity in 1995, with
about 4 percent also experiencing reduced
food intake and hunger as a result of 
financial constraints. Of these, just under
1 percent included children with reduced
food intake and hunger. Recent changes
in eligibility for food stamps are expected
to increase the number of households 
experiencing food insecurity. 

The U.S. Government spends about 
$40 billion on food assistance and is
committed to improving further the 
access of all Americans, especially vul-
nerable populations, to safe, nutritious
food. In addition, the U.S. Government
works with States and communities to
address community food system needs
and to channel often wasted sources of
food to those who need it most and is
seeking to achieve a 33-percent annual
increase in food recovery by the year
2000. Equally important is providing
education along with food assistance 
on topics such as choosing nutritious 
diets, wisely spending food dollars, 
and gardening where practical.  

Priority Actions

• Assure an Adequate Food Security
Safety Net and Enhance Food 
Access of Vulnerable Populations

• Encourage States and Local 
Community Groups to Address
Hunger, Food Security, and 
Community Food System Needs
and to Coordinate Their Efforts

• Increase Gleaning and Food 
Recovery

• Develop and Implement a 
Government Anti-hunger and 
Nutrition Initiative to Focus, 
Coordinate, and Enhance 
Government Efforts to Reduce
Hunger and Expand Food 
Security
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Discussion
The Federal Government has promoted
access to food and consumer education
for more than 60 years, primarily through
the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s
programs, including the Food Stamp
Program, the Child Nutrition Programs,
the Special Supplemental Nutrition 
Program for Women, Infants, and 
Children (WIC), and the Expanded
Food and Nutrition Education Program
(EFNEP), and through other commodity
and nutrition education programs. In
1997, USDA’s Fund For Rural America
provided competitive grants to promote
gleaning and food recovery. 

Other Federal agencies also provide
food assistance and support food security.
The U.S. Department of the Interior’s
(DOI) Bureau of Indian Affairs offers
emergency assistance for food, shelter,
and clothing to those American Indians
who do not qualify for other food assis-
tance, and its Office of Insular Affairs
provides funding to the territories for
wide-ranging programs, including 
supplemental food programs in the 
Marshall Islands. In the U.S. Department
of Health and Human Services (HHS),
the Elderly Nutrition Program provides
grants to State agencies on aging and to
eligible Indian Tribal Organizations to
support congregate and home-delivered
nutrition services to older Americans.
The national Head Start program pro-
vides comprehensive developmental
services, including nutrition, to low-
income, preschool children. The Depart-
ment of Veterans Affairs (VA) provides
community health care, housing, and
support services including nutritional
support and social rehabilitation with
work therapy and on-the-job training 
to homeless veterans.

In addition to Federal, State, and local
government agencies, nonprofit groups,
religious organizations, and individual
volunteers each provide critical links in
the domestic food safety net. Groups
such as the Christian Relief Service,
Second Harvest and its network of food
banks, Share our Strength, the Famine
Relief Fund, and Feed My People,
among others, provide food assistance
beyond what government offers to low-
income Americans and deepen the net-
work of individuals dedicated to food
security in the United States. Non-
governmental institutions play a particu-
larly vital role in food recovery. Second
Harvest, for example, distributed 811
million pounds of food worth over 
$1 billion in 1995.

A number of factors need to be consid-
ered in determining how best to increase
access to food by specific vulnerable
groups: 

• Complex challenges face the home-
less, who may sleep in the streets or
in emergency shelters that provide
three or fewer daily meals. Soup
kitchens are a primary source of
meals for these persons, yet negoti-
ating this system to obtain adequate
food can be a formidable and time-
consuming task. Also, while home-
less people are often eligible for
food stamps, they are extremely
limited in their ability to store and
prepare food, and very few restau-
rants are authorized to accept food
stamps. 

• New restrictions on eligibility for
food stamps for legal immigrants
and the time limit on receipt of
food stamps by nonworking, able-
bodied adults without dependents
limit food access.
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• Gaps exist in the current service 
system for poor children. For exam-
ple, while the free and reduced-
price lunches are widely available
during school days through the 
National School Lunch Program
(NSLP), the School Breakfast 
Program is available in just 70 per-
cent of the NSLP schools, and the
Summer Food Service Program
reaches only 14 percent of the 
students who receive free and 
reduced-price lunches through 
the NSLP.

• Food insecurity factors link with 
aging, including health problems,
limited ability to purchase, prepare,
and physically ingest nutritious
food, and poverty. It is anticipated
that the risk of food insecurity may
increase as the number of all elderly
doubles, and the number of those
over 85 years old quadruples, by
the year 2050.

• Obstacles to food access are faced
by some American Indians and
Alaska Natives, such as living in 
rural and remote locations, high 
unemployment, and high poverty
rates. For example, the 1995 un-
employment rate for the whole 
U.S. population was 5.6 percent,
compared with 35 percent among
American Indians living on and 
adjacent to reservations. Only 29
percent of those Indians employed
in these areas earned $9,048 or
more annually.

• U.S. migrant and seasonal farm
workers may have impaired access
to adequate food. Low incomes and
difficult working conditions limit
their ability to purchase and prepare
adequate meals. Migrant labor camps
are in rural areas and workers often
lack transportation, which may
limit their ability to purchase 
varied, reasonably priced foods. 

The activities outlined in the rest of 
this section illustrate ways each priority
action could be implemented. They 
incorporate concerns related to vulner-
able populations.

1. Assure an Adequate Food Security
Safety Net and Enhance Food 
Access of Vulnerable Populations

• Fund food assistance programs at a
level to enable response to changing
economic conditions and meet the
needs of general and special-need
population groups.  

• Continue to improve the manage-
ment and fiscal integrity of food 
assistance programs and work with
the anti-hunger community to iden-
tify needs and opportunities to better
utilize Federal programs within
communities.

• Improve program participation by
developing a low-cost communica-
tions network using modern tech-
nologies as well as traditional
avenues to link food-insecure 
individuals with food assistance
services.  

• Improve access of the eligible 
elderly to food and nutrition 
programs.  

• Review food assistance programs
and identify ways to improve the
current system to overcome the 
barriers to food access faced by
American Indians and Alaska 
Natives.

• Improve accessibility of WIC services
to the Community and Migrant
Health Service and Indian Health
Service facilities.

2. Encourage States and Local 
Community Groups to Address 
Hunger, Food Security, and 
Community Food System Needs 
and to Coordinate Their Efforts

• Involve and encourage local anti-
hunger groups and multisectoral
food security councils to help build
community capacity to address 
food insecurity by assessing common
needs and combining resources and
approaches. 

• Foster public-private and inter-
governmental partnerships and pro-
ject recognition awards to sustain
community programs. For example,
resources that increase food access
should be encouraged and could 
include the rerouting of public
transportation to serve major 
supermarkets. 

• Expand home food delivery to the
needy through partnerships between
private food providers and local
food assistance and volunteer service
organizations. Similarly, consider
providing home food delivery 
programs to serve poor children
meals outside of school hours and
during the summer. 

• Strengthen State initiatives that 
target food assistance and access.
Encourage States to use effectively
Federal matching funds for admini-
stration of the Food Stamp Program
and to continue supporting nutrition
education and food and life skills
efforts. 
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• Explore possible avenues for the 
coordination of public and private
nutrition services, including co-
location. For example, co-locating
child care services and WIC clinics
in subsidized housing could improve
accessibility of these services to
residents. 

• Create mobile WIC farmers’ markets
to promote and expand access to
fresh produce by low-income women,
infants, and children in areas not
currently served by fixed location
farmers’ markets. 

• Explore formation of innovative
partnerships, such as with hunters’
groups and meat processors to 
donate game meat for food banks,
ensuring that food safety issues are
addressed. 

3. Increase Gleaning and Food 
Recovery 

• Implement the national goal of a 
33-percent annual increase in food
recovery by the year 2000. This
would provide an additional 500
million pounds of food a year,
enough food to support meals for
450,000 Americans each day. 

• Conduct annual summits on food 
recovery and gleaning to build 
partnerships, to assess progress 
and address barriers, and to share
innovative and successful methods
of food recovery. 

• Continue to incorporate food 
recovery activities into programs 
of all Federal agencies, private 
businesses, and NGOs. 

• Strengthen partnerships among
farmers, NGOs, community service
organizations, and other private 
organizations to promote field
gleaning and food recovery while
ensuring food safety.

• Encourage community-based food
recovery efforts by providing 
technical assistance, facilitating
public/private partnerships, and by
bringing national attention to such
efforts. 

• Identify innovative ways to trans-
port donated food to those in need. 

• Publicize applicable U.S. tax code
deductions and the Good Samaritan
Act to encourage food donation. 
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• Increase public awareness of food
waste and the importance of gleaning
year-round. Continue to promote
the USDA’s food gleaning hotline
(1-800-GLEAN-IT) and the Citizen’s
Guide to Food Recovery. 

• Promote volunteer gleaning and
food recovery activities. Encourage
public and private school systems
to adopt community service as a
graduation requirement, highlighting
local gleaning and food recovery
projects as options for meeting this
requirement.

4. Develop and Implement an Anti-
hunger and Nutrition Initiative 
to Focus, Coordinate, and Enhance
Government Efforts to Reduce 
Hunger and Expand Food Security

• Identify ways to achieve the initia-
tive’s four goals: To reduce the 
incidence of hunger in the United
States; to strengthen the nutrition
assistance safety net and eliminate
the stigma of participating in nutri-
tion assistance programs; to increase
awareness and raise the national
consciousness of the level of hunger
and food insecurity nationwide; and
to reinforce the U.S. Department of
Agriculture as the lead agency in
eliminating hunger.

• Actions under discussion include
creation of a community hunger 
action kit, transforming food assis-
tance programs into nutrition 
promotion/health enhancement 
programs, and expanding the WIC
Farmers’ Market Program.
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Awareness of Hunger
and Food Insecurity

Issue
While Americans recognize and are
often moved to action by the acute and
graphically depicted hunger of develop-
ing countries, we are less likely to be
aware of the hunger and food insecurity
experienced in our own country. This
may occur because the manifestations
are often less obvious or different in 
nature. For example, food insecurity
may coexist with obesity. Long-term
consequences of food insecurity and 
undernutrition on the growth and learning
capacity of children, the health and 
productivity of adults, the stability of
families and societies, and migration
patterns worldwide are less well under-
stood by the general public. In addition,
strong economic linkages exist between
world food security and the well-being
of all Americans that are largely unrec-
ognized. We need to mobilize, catalyze,
and educate ourselves about hunger and
food insecurity both at home and abroad
to spur the actions needed to alleviate
these problems.

Priority Actions

• Promote Awareness of Domestic
Food Insecurity and Hunger

• Improve Effective Use of the 
Media

• Highlight the Links Between 
Domestic and International 
Agriculture, Hunger, Food 
Security, and Poverty

• Promote Awareness Overseas
About Food Security Issues

The actions below are illustrative and
pertain to the priority actions outlined
above.

1. Promote Awareness of Domestic
Food Insecurity and Hunger

• Increase visibility of national aware-
ness activities. For example, higher
level attention could be provided to
existing publicity and outreach
mechanisms like World Food Day,
and collaborative food forums
could be held.

• Conduct an ongoing, national
‘‘Food for All’’ campaign, as a 
vehicle to raise awareness about 
the urgency and magnitude of food
insecurity, using a partnership of
highly visible governmental, non-
governmental, and private sector 
organizations and individuals.

• Convene a White House conference
on hunger.

• Assist interested community groups
to formulate and implement their
own outreach campaigns. Recruit
youth groups to participate; develop
suitable activities.

• Use social marketing techniques to
assess misperceptions about food 
insecurity in specific target audiences
and to promote attitude and behavior
change.

• Highlight farmers’ markets as focal
points to connect farm, nutrition,
and food security issues.

• Develop school/community/business
awareness programs. 

• Promote training and leadership 
opportunities for youth that empha-
size education and information on
health, nutrition, food safety, farm
issues, and the causes of food 
insecurity.

• Encourage businesses to sponsor
more internships and mentoring
programs that offer experience,
training, and education in food 
security issues.
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• Facilitate business partnerships with
agencies providing aid and apply
the creativity used in corporate 
marketing of products to raise
awareness of hunger. 

2. Improve Effective Use of the 
Media

• Develop and utilize effective educa-
tion and accurate news services for
citizens as well as legislators about
the extent and causes of food inse-
curity and the coping behaviors of
citizens who are hungry. 

• Consider a ‘‘faces of hunger’’ 
approach that personalizes the 
issues and is based on relevant 
data pertinent to distinct population
subgroups to enhance understanding
of the different forms of hunger,
food insecurity, and inappropriate
nutrition and their determinants 
and consequences.

3. Highlight the Links Between 
Domestic and International 
Agriculture, Hunger, Food 
Security, and Poverty

• Inform the U.S. public, Congress,
and the agricultural community of
the strong economic linkages that
tie U.S. agriculture and exports to
agricultural and economic develop-
ment overseas, including trade, 
genetic resources, and research. 

• Increase awareness of the role of
economic, human capital, and agri-
cultural development in alleviating
food insecurity and malnutrition 
internationally and the positive 
impacts on U.S. society.

• Use a coordinated, interagency 
effort in partnership with U.S. 
universities and agribusiness. Build
on and more fully coordinate out-
reach mechanisms already under 
development by government agencies. 

• Request U.S. Agency for Interna-
tional Development (USAID) 
country directors in countries with
agricultural programs to examine
more fully and address the linkages
between household food security
and agricultural and economic
growth.

4. Promote Awareness Overseas
About Food Security Issues 

• Raise food security issues with 
developing country officials. Foster
increased attention in international
meetings, especially with Ministers
of Finance. Request ambassadors,
USAID country directors, and staff
to raise the visibility of food security
issues during in-country discussions
with local officials.

• Jointly sponsor conferences and
‘‘awareness’’ events with developing
countries. 

• Increase media attention in develop-
ing countries. Encourage local media
attention to food security issues and
increase local awareness of the U.S.
Government’s recent increased 
emphasis on food security issues.  
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Nutrition and Food 
Security Education

Issue
Nutrition promotion and consumer edu-
cation can assist food insecure individuals
to acquire the knowledge, attitudes,
skills, and behaviors needed to stretch
limited food dollars, practice healthful
dietary habits, including breastfeeding,
and in the process, save medical costs
and improve quality of life. However,
the continued degradation of public
funding from an already low level illus-
trates the inadequate appreciation of the
value of nutrition promotion and educa-
tion in protecting health. For example,
USDA currently invests about $250 mil-
lion in nutrition education, evaluation,
and demonstration programs, compared
with some $30 billion spent by the 
private sector on food advertising. 

Priority Actions

• Increase Cooperation to Promote
Sound Nutritional Guidance
More Effectively

• Maximize and Maintain Nutrition
Education Resources

• Strengthen Emphasis on Nutrition
Education and Resource Manage-
ment in Food Assistance Programs

• Continue Promotion of Breast-
feeding and Raising Awareness of
Benefits

• Integrate Food Recovery and
Gleaning in Nutrition Education
Programs 

• Teach Awareness of Agriculture
and Gardening

Discussion
Healthful diets are essential for optimal
growth, productivity, and well-being,
and can also reduce risk for certain
chronic diseases. The Dietary Guidelines
for Americans describes dietary patterns
that promote health and prevent disease
and serves as the basis for Federal nutri-
tion education activities. Breastfeeding
is the optimal, as well as most economical,
feeding method for infants, but mothers
who are young, poor, and less educated
are least likely to breastfeed. In keeping
with the national commitment to increase
the self-reliance of low-income Americans,
it is also important to assist food insecure
Americans to economically and effec-
tively manage food budgets for the 
welfare of the whole family.

The following are illustrative activities
to achieve effective nutrition promotion
and food security education. They are
organized around the six priority actions.

1. Increase Cooperation to Promote
Sound Nutritional Guidance More 
Effectively

• Expand cooperation across all sectors
to ensure that consistent messages
promoting healthful dietary practices
based on the Dietary Guidelines 
for Americans are conveyed to 
the public. 

• Develop public-private partnerships
that effectively promote nutrition
education, building on the examples
of the 5-a-Day for Better Health
Program, Team Nutrition, and the
Dietary Guidelines Alliance. 
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• Employ social marketing techniques
to reach target population groups,
including those at risk for food in-
security, with relevant nutrition and
lifestyle messages. Use evaluations
of the impacts of nutrition interven-
tions on dietary behavior change to
target actions effectively.

• Promote information-sharing about
successful nutrition education initia-
tives and research and evaluation 
results that can spur community 
action. 

• Use the Internet as a communication
medium through which accurate in-
formation can be quickly and easily
accessed by a wide audience, both
nationally and internationally. 

• Explore the potential for a central-
ized database that summarizes
planned, current, and ongoing 
nutrition promotion activities at 
the Federal, State, and local levels. 

• Promote awareness of NGO-
sponsored nutrition education efforts.
For example, some local groups
hold workshops on economical, 
nutritious food buying and prepara-
tion or publish weekly shopping
lists that highlight foods in local 
supermarkets that offer the most 
nutritional value per dollar.

2. Maximize and Maintain Nutrition
Education Resources

• Maintain vehicles designed to reach
low-income families with young
children and youth and help them
acquire the knowledge, skills, 
attitudes, and behaviors necessary
to achieve nutritionally sound diets.
USDA’s Expanded Food and Nutri-
tion Education Program (EFNEP)
and Nutrition Education and Training
Program (NET) are examples of
such programs.

1998 Vol. 11 Nos. 1&2 63



• Pursue cost-sharing and in-kind
service collaborations, such as inter-
program coalitions, private sector
partnerships, alliances, and matching
fund arrangements with State and
local nutrition education providers
to support nutrition education and
promotion projects that address
common target audiences and 
program objectives.

3. Strengthen Emphasis on Nutrition
Education and Resource Manage-
ment in Food Assistance Programs

• Improve and increase education on
nutrition and farm/agricultural issues
as components of all food assistance
programs. Continue to emphasize
nutrition education as a priority.

• Promote change in the culture of
food assistance to make them nutri-
tion promotion/health enhancement
efforts. Work to minimize the stigma
associated with food assistance.

• Integrate training on money man-
agement, meal planning, food 
purchasing, and food preparation
into nutrition education targeted at
the low-income population, as is
done by USDA’s Expanded Food
and Nutrition Education Program
(EFNEP) and nutrition education
components of the Food Stamp 
Program.

• Promote educational programs 
associated with food assistance that
encourage economical gardening
skills and wise use of food dollars.

• Coordinate Federal, State, and local
government nutrition education 
activities in USDA food assistance
programs. 

• Support continued nutrition educa-
tion and training for staff working
in food assistance programs. 

4. Continue Promotion of Breast-
feeding and Raising Awareness 
of Benefits

• Conduct a breastfeeding promotion
campaign, using television, radio,
print, and local resources to increase
understanding of the health and 
social benefits of breastfeeding 
and to increase community support
for breastfeeding among WIC 
participants. 

• Develop a breastfeeding promotion
kit for health care providers to help
them encourage new mothers to
choose to breastfeed their infants.

• Encourage the creation of breast-
feeding rooms and other supportive
measures for working mothers. 

• Support breastfeeding classes in
hospitals and prenatal care centers. 

5. Integrate Food Recovery and 
Gleaning in Nutrition Education 
Programs 

• Educate food handlers on the 
problem of food waste and methods
of gleaning. 

• Integrate concepts of food recovery
in basic family and consumer sciences
(home economics) and life skills
education programs. 

6. Teach Awareness of Agriculture
and Gardening

• Develop education programs and
curricula on the production, distri-
bution, and consumption of food
and integrate into nutrition education
programs. 

• Broaden perspectives of food systems
by promoting community gardens
and teaching the nutritional benefits
of gardening, for example, in home-
less shelters, housing projects, or
schools.
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Sustainable Food 
Systems and 
Environment

Issue
Sustainable, ecologically sound agricul-
ture ensures the ability of farmers to
continue producing food indefinitely
and to contribute to sustainable food 
security. Achieving sustainable agriculture
challenges food producers, consumers,
and policymakers to consider long-term
implications of farming practices, con-
sumer demands, and the broad interac-
tions and dynamics of food production
systems, and to design supportive policies.
To be sustainable, agricultural practices
and policies must meet economic, eco-
logical, and social/cultural criteria often
considered in terms of farm profitability,
environmental stewardship, and quality
of life for farm families, rural communities,
and consumers. Environmentally sensi-
tive policies conserve soils, protect 
fragile lands, and protect watersheds. 

Expanding agricultural productivity 
simultaneously with effective steward-
ship of natural resources to ensure the
delivery of goods and environmental
services at reasonable costs to current
and future generations presents a major
challenge in the United States and
abroad. Agriculture in the United States
accounts for over 50 percent of land 
use, 40 percent of freshwater withdrawals,
and 80 percent of the consumptive use
of freshwater. Agricultural production
and runoff from farmland also pollutes
surface- and ground-water, including
coastal zones, and harms wildlife and
both freshwater and marine fisheries.
The need for expanded sustainable agri-
cultural production must be balanced
with the need to protect the ability of a
healthy environment to sustain life and
bio-diversity. 

Global warming and climate change is
an emerging issue of concern and calls
for development of policies to mitigate
adverse impacts. Other climate effects,
including the El Niño and La Niña cycles
of oceanic and atmospheric circulation
patterns, are under scrutiny. These cyclic
patterns cause a periodic reversal of 
conditions in the equatorial Pacific that
unsettles weather patterns worldwide.
Related changes in rainfall can affect
crop yields, and changes in ocean 
currents can have impacts on fisheries. 

Priority Actions 

• Develop and Implement Flexible,
Environmentally Sensitive 
Agricultural Policies 

• Emphasize Farmland Protection
Policy and Partnerships With the
States

• Implement Policies to Mitigate
Global Warming and Climate
Change

• Enhance Development of Local
Food Systems

• Develop a National Program to
Build Sustainable Fisheries and
to Sustain Healthy Coasts

Discussion
Environmentally sensitive agriculture
keeps water clean and potable, builds
soil fertility with natural nutrients, con-
trols pests with minimal use of chemicals,
minimizes and mitigates adverse impacts
of nutrient over-enrichment, and main-
tains healthy and desirable air quality
standards. It must also make full use of
emerging technologies such as biotech-
nology that hold promise for increasing
productivity. To fail to develop tech-
nologies that hold potential for increasing
yields in environmentally benign ways
is to choose a development path that 
potentially compromises fragile lands.

Credible indicators of agricultural sus-
tainability need to be established that 
reliably assess trade-offs between con-
flicting effects identified by different
markers. 

Tailored to site-specific requirements,
agriculture that is sustainable will over
the long term satisfy human food and 
fiber needs; enhance environmental
quality and the natural resource base
upon which the agricultural economy 
depends; make efficient use of non-
renewable resources and on-farm/ranch
resources, and integrate, where appropri-
ate, natural biological cycles and controls.
Economic viability of farm/ranch opera-
tions is required. Sustainability extends
beyond the well-being of the current
generation to reflect concern for the 
ability of future generations to meet
their needs. 

Though farming systems vary from 
region to region, common themes and
practices appear among farmers trying
to take more sustainable approaches.
These include greater use of on-farm, 
local, or management resources, restrained
use of toxic inputs, resource conserva-
tion and pollution abatement, effective
marketing, and increased crop and land-
scape diversity. Non-point source pollu-
tion is a particular concern of agriculture,
with increasing attention paid to impacts
of nutrient run-off on watersheds and
coastal waters. Because of the hetero-
geneity of the natural resource base, a
decentralized approach to research, 
development, technology transfer, and
policy is warranted. 

Market policies must furnish appropriate
incentives for sustainability. Because
property rights are not clearly established
for environmental services such as clean
water, market prices for them may not
fully reflect society’s values and may
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not afford economic incentives for their
provision. However, with education and
experience some farmers and fishers are
learning that management practices that
are more environmentally benign can 
be as profitable or more profitable than
some conventional practices.

Another dimension of sustainability is
the preservation or decline of U.S. family
farms and farming communities; the 
distribution of farm size in the United
States is now essentially bimodal. The
number of small- and medium-size,
full-time farmers----both minority and 
majority----has declined over the years.
Policies, to contribute to retaining farm
families on the land for succeeding 
generations, must assist them in becoming
profitable enough to compete in a highly
technical and capitalized agricultural
market environment. Another concern is
preservation of farm land. Once land is
developed for urban or industrial use, it
rarely returns to agriculture. Measures
to address farmland protection include
the Farmland Protection Policy Act 
of 1981 and the Farmland Protection
Program in the 1996 Farm Bill.

Some development specialists believe
that increasing consumer demands for
organic food, specialty foods, locally
grown food, and community supported
agriculture (CSA) can create opportunities
for small-scale agricultural producers
and at the same time revitalize local
economies through increased local food
production and processing capacity and
marketing systems. Measures to support
local food systems include innovative
government programs such as the Women,
Infants, and Children (WIC) Farmers’
Market Nutrition Program; use of the
Food Stamp Program to foster community
supported agriculture; policies to promote 

urban agriculture, link school and insti-
tutional food service to local food sources,
promote inner-city and farmers’ markets;
and policies to promote marketing of 
organic or other specialty products. 
Conservation policies to reduce soil 

erosion and protect fragile lands such as
the Conservation Reserve Program (CRP)
and the Wetlands Reserve Program (WRP)
can help protect environmentally sensi-
tive lands.
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Recent scientific evidence suggests that
the release of certain gases, including
carbon dioxide (CO2 ), methane (CH4),
hydrofluorocarbons (HFCs), and per-
fluorinated compounds (PFCs), is in-
creasing the ‘‘greenhouse effect’’ and
causing the earth’s temperature to rise.
Policy options to help mitigate effects
of global warming and climate change
should be explored and implemented
when feasible. Adverse effects on food
security of short-term weather variabil-
ity can be tempered through increased
use of climate forecasts based on the El
Niño-Southern Oscillation phenomena,
available up to a year in advance. 

An emerging issue is nutrient over-
enrichment, which can lead to excessive
algal growth or blooms with adverse 
impacts leading in some cases to kills 
of fish and other marine organisms. 
Possibly, health risks to humans can
arise from contact with the blooms, as
well as from consumption of seafood
contaminated with the algal micro-
organisms. Each year, coastal tracts 
are closed to seafood harvesting because
of possible human health impacts. 

Another area of focus is the need for a
national program to build sustainable
fisheries in the United States including
development of means for preventing 
overfishing, for addressing overfished
stocks, overcapitalization, and bycatch,
and for preserving fish habitats as well
as for promotion of the development of
environmentally sound aquaculture.

The following activities incorporate the
issues discussed here and expand on the
priority actions outlined above.

1. Develop and Implement Flexible,
Environmentally Sensitive 
Agricultural Policies 

• Implement programs such as the
Conservation Reserve Program
(CRP) and the Wetlands Reserve
Program (WRP) that protect fragile
lands and reduce soil erosion.

• Target programs to areas that are
most cost-effective, focusing on 
the most environmentally sensitive
land that yields the greatest environ-
mental benefits.

• Incorporate flexibility into program
designs. An example is locally 
led conservation that allows farm
operators and other interested 
community members to assess their
needs and select the most appropri-
ate approach among a set of options
to best maintain productivity and
natural resource and environmental
integrity.

• Implement USDA-wide adoption
of ecosystem approaches to policy
development and research prioriti-
zation as described in the USDA
Ecosystem Approaches Action
Plan. This plan addresses the need
to take a sustainable approach to 
agriculture in harmony with the 
environment and covers a broad
range of suggestions that will 
improve food security.

• Identify ways to minimize and 
mitigate impacts of nutrient over-
enrichment in partnership with
stakeholders.

• Increase collaboration among 
government, industry, and nonprofit
entities working to strengthen the
concept of sustainable agriculture
in food security while encouraging
coordination, policy development,
and understanding.

• Develop useful and credible indica-
tors of agricultural sustainability, 
including indicators and measures
of environmental goods and services.

2. Emphasize Farmland Protection
Policy and Partnerships with the
States

• Implement and, where appropriate,
expand on the requirements of the
Farmland Protection Policy Act of
1981 and the Farmland Protection
Program in the 1996 Farm Bill. 

• Monitor and report on farmland
conversion. Link with other Federal
and State departments and agencies
that affect farmland conversion, 
including the Environmental Protec-
tion Agency (EPA) and the Depart-
ments of Transportation and Housing
and Urban Development, to review
and amend projects, programs, and
conflicting policies that can lead to
farmland conversion.

• Support State and local government
incentives to landowners to retain
land in agriculture and keep it 
affordable to attract new farmers 
to enter farming.

3. Implement Policies to Mitigate
Global Warming and Climate 
Change

• Encourage States to include in their
action plans residential tax credits,
State home oil weatherization pro-
grams, home energy rating systems,
energy-efficient mortgages, new
home building codes, public sector
building retrofits, and other incen-
tives to reduce greenhouse gas
emissions.
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• Increase use of climate forecasts
based on the El Niño-Southern 
Oscillation phenomena. Document
the impacts of these phenomena 
on crop yields, water resources, and
energy demands, and develop the
necessary infrastructure to utilize
the forecasts to mitigate these 
impacts.

4. Enhance Development of Local
Food Systems

• Expand the Women, Infants, and
Children (WIC) Farmers’ Market
Nutrition Program, which provides
fresh fruits and vegetables to WIC
clients, introduces participants to
farmers’ markets, and promotes
small resource farms. Communicate
the program’s benefits.

• Promote farmers’ markets as 
marketing opportunities for small-
and medium-sized farmers, many
of whom are minorities. 

• Enhance food stamp use at farmers’
markets and CSAs. Initiate and effi-
ciently operate the use of electronic
benefits transfer in the Food Stamp
Program at farmers’ markets and
for CSAs across the country. 

• Develop policies to support and 
encourage urban agriculture.

• Explore the potential to link local
institutional food services (cafeterias/
restaurants) to local sources of food.

• Foster inner-city markets to help
fill gaps in areas that do not have
sufficient income to attract super-
markets into their area.

• Explore expansion of Enterprise
Zones/Enterprise Communities 
rural projects that involve farmers’
markets.

5. Develop a National Program to
Build Sustainable Fisheries and 
to Sustain Healthy Coasts 

• Build sustainable fisheries by 
maintaining healthy stocks and 
rebuilding overfished stocks based
on assessments of the status of fishery
resources, by improving capabilities
to advance fishery predictions, by
managing for economic growth and
sustainability, by ensuring adequate
compliance, by addressing bycatch
and overcapitalization, and by pro-
viding research and services for
fishery-dependent industries.

• Promote the development of robust
and environmentally sound aqua-
culture.

• Sustain healthy coasts by protecting,
conserving, and restoring coastal
habitats and their biodiversity, by
promoting clean coastal waters to
sustain living marine resources and
to ensure healthy seafood and eco-
nomic security, and by fostering
well-planned and revitalized coastal
communities.

• Conduct a conference on animal
waste and the public health and 
environmental impact arising from
excessive nutrient loading in water
and soils to develop policy options
that balance the needs of producers,
industry, environmentalists, public
health officials, recreation, and
community interests.
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Food and Water Safety

Issue
Safe food and drinking water support
health, supply nutrients, and are essential
requirements for food security. Although
U.S. food and water supplies are among
the safest in the world, foodborne illness
strikes from 6.5 to 33 million Americans
each year, resulting in about 9,000
deaths. Estimated medical costs and 
productivity losses related to foodborne
pathogens range from $6.5 billion to
$34.9 billion annually. Concerns about
food and water safety affect all consumers.
However, certain groups, such as the
homeless, children, the elderly, and
American Indians and Alaska Natives,
may be especially at risk of foodborne
illness. Broad prevention strategies, 
including regulation and producer and
consumer education, are critical to assure
the safety of food at each step along its
path from production to consumption.

Priority Actions

• Implement the Presidential 
Initiative ‘‘Food Safety from
Farm to Table’’ 

• Implement the Food Quality 
Protection Act (FQPA) of 1996 

• Implement the Safe Drinking
Water Act (SDWA) Amendments
of 1996 and Support Related 
Efforts

• Promote Integrated Pest 
Management (IPM) 

• Promote Food Safety Education

Discussion
Food- and water-borne risks fall into
two broad categories: Illness caused by
microbial contamination and chronic or
acute exposure to harmful substances
such as pesticides, contaminants, or other
toxins. Recognition that these public
health problems are an increasing concern
has led to new legislation, regulations,
and collaborative efforts to improve 
scientific and regulatory approaches 
to protect consumers, including the 
following:

• Food Safety From Farm to Table:
Launched in 1997, this Presidential
initiative calls for a nationwide
early-warning system for food-
borne illness, increased seafood
safety inspections, and expanded
food safety research, training, and
education.

• Food Quality Protection Act (FQPA)
of 1996: This law substantially
strengthens the U.S. pesticide regu-
latory system and affords EPA and
FDA unprecedented opportunities to
provide greater health and environ-
mental protection, particularly for
infants and children, as well as
other vulnerable populations. It 
establishes a single, health-based
standard for all pesticide residues 
in all foods. It provides for a more
complete assessment of potential
risks, with special protections for
potentially sensitive groups, such 
as infants and children.

• Safe Drinking Water Act (SDWA)
Amendments of 1996: These
changes will assure the sustainable
availability of safe drinking water.
The Amendments increase State
flexibility, provide for more effi-
cient investments by water systems,
give better information to consumers,
and strengthen EPA’s scientific
work, including the use of risk and
cost-benefit considerations in set-
ting drinking water standards.

Some subpopulations have distinct 
characteristics or circumstances that
may make them particularly vulnerable
to microbial or contaminant exposure:

• The homeless often face unique
problems of food and water safety
due to lack of refrigeration, cooking
facilities, and wholesome food. 

• Children are more vulnerable to
many environmental contaminants
because their bodies are growing
rapidly, and compared with adults,
they eat proportionally more fruits
and vegetables and drink propor-
tionally more water and milk. 

• The elderly, especially those 
affected by degenerative diseases,
may be less able to practice safe
food handling and also may be
more susceptible to foodborne 
illness.

• American Indians and Alaska 
Natives consume fish and wildlife
as major components of traditional
diets. Food safety concerns may
contribute to a higher risk of food
insecurity in these populations if
these food sources are contami-
nated by agricultural or industrial
pollution. 
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The action steps outlined below expand
on the priority areas to assure food and
water safety.

1. Implement the Presidential 
Initiative ‘‘Food Safety from 
Farm to Table’’ 

• Enhance surveillance and build an
early-warning system to help detect
and respond to outbreaks of food-
borne illness promptly and to 
collect data to prevent future 
outbreaks.

• Improve responses to foodborne
outbreaks by enhancing inter-
governmental coordination and
strengthening the infrastructure 
at State health departments.

• Improve risk assessment to charac-
terize more effectively the nature
and magnitude of risks to human
health associated with foodborne
hazards and to assist regulators in 
appropriate allocation of resources.

• Formulate new research methods
for rapid and cost-effective testing
for the presence of pathogens in
foods, enhance understanding of
how pathogens become resistant,
and develop technologies for pre-
vention and control of pathogens.

• Improve inspections and compliance
for major higher risk foods, including
seafood, fresh fruit and vegetable
juices, egg products, produce, and
imported foods.

• Expand food safety education of
food preparers and handlers at each
point of the food chain.

• Continue the long-range planning
process to produce a strategic plan
for improving the U.S. food safety
system.

2. Implement the Food Quality 
Protection Act (FQPA) of 1996 

• Reassess existing pesticide residue
limits in accordance with the new
and consistent health-based standard
of safety.

• Conduct dietary exposure surveys
among infants and children.

• Use an extra 10-fold safety factor
to take into account potential pre-
and post-natal developmental toxicity
and completeness of the data with
respect to exposure and toxicity to
infants and children.

• Consider available information on
aggregate exposure from all non-
occupational sources.

• Prepare a new brochure on pesticide
residues in food for display in 
supermarkets and grocery stores to
inform consumers about pesticide
risks and benefits.

• Periodically re-evaluate all pesti-
cides for adherence to current
safety standards and support by 
up-to-date scientific data.

• Expedite approval of safer, reduced
risk pesticides.

• Develop safer, effective crop 
protection tools for American 
farmers.

3. Implement the Safe Drinking 
Water Act (SDWA) Amendments 
of 1996 and Support Related 
Efforts

• Local water authorities will disclose
annually which chemicals and 
bacteria are in drinking water and
improve the 24-hour notification
process after discovering a dangerous
contaminant in the water system.

• Strengthen pollution prevention 
efforts by assessing threats to and
providing funding for State source
water protection efforts and through
new requirements for State water
system capacity development and
operator certification programs. 

• Consider more closely the special
needs of children, the elderly, and
people living with AIDS and weak
immune systems. 

• Assign highest priority to preventing
and treating the most harmful 
pollutants in tap water, such as
Cryptosporidium.

• Improve badly deteriorating water
systems throughout the country 
and strengthen State programs to
protect drinking water.

• Continue and expand the partner-
ship for safe water, a voluntary, 
cooperative effort between EPA,
the American Water Works Asso-
ciation (AWWA), and other drinking
water organizations, and over 186
surface water utilities representing
245 water treatment plants through-
out the Nation. 

4. Promote Integrated Pest 
Management (IPM) 

• Increase use of IPM and risk/use 
reduction strategies to significantly
decrease use of synthetic chemical
pesticides. 

• Achieve USDA’s goal of having 75
percent of U.S. crop acreage under
IPM by the year 2000.

• Continue to promote the public/
private partnership, Pesticide Envi-
ronmental Stewardship Program
(PESP), in which grower groups
and utilities develop and implement
plans to reduce pesticide risks and
use.
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5. Promote Food Safety Education

• Use the Partnership for Food Safety
Education to develop science-based
consumer-oriented messages to pro-
mote safe food handling practices,
with cooperation among the U.S.
Departments of Health and Human
Services, Agriculture, and Education,
State representatives, and food 
industry and consumer groups.

• Increase collaboration among 
government and nongovernmental
groups to target and change unsafe
food-handling practices by food
handlers throughout the food chain.
Include food-service workers, 
especially those providing food to
populations at high risk of food-
borne illness, or in educational 
efforts. 

• Promote and incorporate food safety
education into school programs.

• Encourage setting up a food safety
education outreach program, using
volunteers, to reach homebound 
individuals.

• Improve veterinary and producer
education at veterinary and agricul-
ture colleges. Strengthen current
programs----designed to educate 
producers, veterinarians, and State 
and local regulators----about proper
animal drug use to minimize residue
levels and about quality assurance
programs.

• Enhance funding for the USDA’s
Food Safety and Quality National
Initiative Competitive Grants 
Program that supports education 
to help reduce foodborne disease
and to increase knowledge of food-
related risks.

U.S. Food Security Supplement to the Current 
Population Survey

This survey is the largest of its kind, both in number of households surveyed
and questions ever asked in the U.S. Food security is measured at four levels:

Food secure ---- Households show no or minimal evidence of food insecurity.

Food insecure without hunger ---- Food insecurity is evident in households’
concerns and in adjustments to households’ food management, including 
reduced quality of diets. Little or no reduction in household members’ food 
intake is reported.

Food insecure with hunger ---- Food intake for adults in the household has
been reduced to such an extent that it implies that adults have experienced the
physical sensation of hunger. Such reductions are not generally observed for
children in the household.

Food insecure with severe hunger ---- Households with children have reduced
the children’s food intake to an extent that it implies that the children have 
experienced the physical sensation of hunger. Adults in households with and
without children have experienced more extensive reductions in food intake.

The survey questions constitute a coordinated set of indicators designed to 
capture the full range of food insecurity and hunger behaviors, including related
background information. These questions cover food expenditures, food assis-
tance program participation, food sufficiency++ and related concerns, food
scarcity, and strategies for food shortage coping. The questionnaire items
measure a variety of life experiences, behaviors, and self-perceptions that,
taken together, can indicate household hunger and food security.

The instrument explicitly, but not exclusively, restricts the concept of food 
insecurity and hunger to conditions arising from economic deprivation. The
decision was made to limit measurement to poverty-linked or ‘‘resource-
constrained’’ food insecurity and hunger, in line with its primary intended 
use of informing policy. Food insecurity can stem from other sources such as
limited personal capacity (illness, infirmity) or limited availability of nutrition-
ally adequate and safe foods in the community at large. Similarly, simple
physiological hunger, the uneasy or painful sensation caused by lack of food,
can result from dieting, fasting, or simply being too involved or too busy to
eat. The instrument will be used on other surveys to measure conditions of
non-resource-constrained food security.

++Food sufficiency is a basic building block to measure food security, which
indicates amount and kind of food available.
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Monitoring Food 
Security and 
Nutritional Status

Issue
Measuring and tracking changes in food
security, hunger, and malnutrition are 
essential to assure that actions taken to
eliminate these problems are effective
and to identify where and why better
programs and redirected resources are
needed. The United States devotes nearly
$155 million annually to a National 
Nutrition Monitoring and Related 
Research Program that provides esti-
mates of nutritional and dietary status
and their causes and consequences. 

During the past decade, the United States
invested in development of measures of
food security and hunger, and in 1995,
the first Food Security Supplement to
the Census Bureau’s Current Population
Survey included a series of questions 
designed to measure food security and
hunger. This provides objective national
estimates of the prevalence of food 
insecurity, with and without hunger.
Still needed is a food security instrument
for smaller and community-level surveys
along with better coordination among
Federal, State, Tribal, and local monitor-
ing activities to ensure adequate coverage
of high-risk subpopulations. Translation
of data on food insecurity into information
that is understandable to policymakers
and the public is needed to better inform
them of actions taken. Last, emphasis
needs to be given to the monitoring 
program’s capacity to track changes 
in nutritional status and food security 
in a welfare-to-work environment.

Priority Actions

• Refine Measures of Food Security

• Monitor Changes in Nutritional
Status and Food Security in a
Welfare-to-Work Environment

• Improve Federal, State, Tribal,
and Local Coordination

• Enhance Information for the 
Public and Policymakers

• Conduct Research to Improve
Monitoring of Food Security and
Nutritional Status

Discussion
The National Nutrition Monitoring and
Related Research Program, one of the
most sophisticated nutrition and food 
security monitoring systems in the world,
is a mosaic of interconnected Federal
and State activities that provides infor-
mation about the dietary, nutritional,
and related health status of Americans;
the relationship between diet and health;
and the factors affecting dietary and 
nutritional status. Some 22 Federal 
agencies presently collaborate under a
Ten-Year Comprehensive Plan mandated
by the National Nutrition Monitoring
and Related Research Act of 1990 and
coordinated by the Interagency Board
for Nutrition Monitoring and Related
Research (IBNMRR). The IBNMRR 
is the focal point for implementation 
of the priority actions identified in this
section. 

The activities outlined in the rest of 
this section illustrate ways each priority
action could be implemented.

1. Refine Measures of Food Security

• Continue to develop standard 
indicators and survey instruments
related to food consumption, food
security, nutritional status, and 
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participation in food assistance and
other programs, involving Federal,
State, local, and private partners.

• Improve constructs and measures
related to community food security;
consider, for example, including
questions on an individual’s fre-
quency of use of food banks, food
pantries, and soup kitchens and 
eligibility for and participation in 
alternative programs and work 
activities. Develop community 
food security capacity measures.

• Provide leadership in developing an
international consensus on method-
ologies for measuring and interpret-
ing food insecurity in developed
and developing countries. Urge 
international agencies to validate,
adopt, and recommend food security
measures based on U.S. methods,
where appropriate, as an interna-
tional standard for developed 
nations. 

2. Monitor Changes in Nutritional
Status and Food Security in a 
Welfare-to-Work Environment

• Regularly track U.S. food security
by integrating standard food security
questions into a broad spectrum of
national, State, and local surveys,
and assure the timeliness of those
surveys. 

• Expand coverage of high-risk sub-
groups that are not easily sampled
on national surveys, such as the
homeless or American Indians 
living on reservations, through 
cooperative efforts among all levels
of government and civil society. 
Use oversampling in national surveys
or targeted special studies at State
or local levels, where feasible.

3. Improve Federal, State, Tribal, 
and Local Coordination

• Continue to coordinate nutrition and
food security monitoring activities
using the Interagency Board for 
Nutrition Monitoring and Related
Research (IBNMRR) as the mecha-
nism. Make survey instruments
 and technical assistance available
through the Board’s member agencies. 

• Develop appropriate statistical 
procedures for providing State and
local estimates using data from rele-
vant national or State surveys.  

• Encourage civil society to monitor
food security using standard methods.
Develop protocols for collecting
and aggregating information to 
increase utility and credibility 
of information.

4. Enhance Information for the 
Public and Policymakers

• Link information needs to the plan-
ning and implementation of surveys.
Ensure that nutrition monitoring
programs capture the appropriate 
information for policymaking in a
timely and consistent manner. 

• Fill major gaps that exist in the 
coverage and timeliness of the 
Nation’s information on children
and youth.

• Prepare periodic status reports on
U.S. food security and nutritional
status through joint efforts of civil
society and government. Include
the scientific and conceptual back-
ground along with appropriate uses
and interpretation of data.

• Assess and report on the determi-
nants and health outcomes related
to food insecurity.

5. Conduct Research to Improve
Monitoring of Food Security and 
Nutritional Status (See Research
Chapter)
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Research and 
Evaluation

Issue
Research and evaluation are vital to all
facets of food security. They are requisite
to understanding the determinants and
consequences of food insecurity and 
undernutrition, developing and evaluating
the effectiveness of ways to address the
underlying causes and symptoms, ensuring
the accurate measurement of the extent
of these problems, and securing the 
continued sustainability and safety of
the food supply. Each thematic area 
described in this paper presents specific
needs for basic and applied research and
policy analysis that, if undertaken, will
contribute substantially to the capacity
to achieve sustainable food systems and
food security in the United States and
abroad. 

Assuring adequate investment in food
security-related research worldwide
through an effective combination of 
public and private sector research efforts
is a difficult challenge. In 1994, for 
example, Federal agricultural research
expenditures comprised only 2 percent
of the $66.5 billion spent on research
and development, and this level has
been virtually static since 1980. Private
sector research has sustained most recent
growth in agricultural research. Federal
investment in human nutrition research
totaled about $540 million in 1995. In
contrast, the four diet-related leading
causes of death in the United States are
estimated to cost from $56.3 billion to
$250 billion per year in direct health
care costs and lost productivity. 

Priority Research and
Evaluation Areas 

• Economic Security

• Food Access of Food Insecure 
Individuals

• Nutrition Promotion and Food
Security Education

• Agricultural and Food System
Productivity and Sustainability

• Climate Change and Mitigation

• Food and Water Safety

• Monitoring of Nutritional Status
and Food Security

• Research Quality and Quantity

Discussion
Investment in agricultural and food 
security-related research is essential 
for future food security. Many experts
believe we may be under-investing 
currently with potentially serious conse-
quences for the future. Economic returns
to society from public investment in 
agricultural research are estimated to be
extremely high----probably surpassing
35 percent per year. Similarly, returns 
to investments in nutrition and health 
research are also likely to be high because
of the significant impact diet has on health,
productivity, and associated medical
costs. Basic research in the agricultural;
physical, including biotechnology; social,
life, and information sciences, as well 
as statistical methods, provide the foun-
dation for understanding and achieving
food security. 

U.S. agriculture has been highly produc-
tive in the last 50 years with research-
driven technological progress improving
labor productivity around 800 percent
between 1947 and 1987. The average 
American farmer now produces food for
128 people----about 94 in the United

States and 34 abroad. With the prospect
of greatly expanded future global popu-
lations, it is essential that robust produc-
tivity growth continue in agriculture and
other sectors. 

Wherever it is conducted, agricultural
research is likely to have significant
positive spillover effects with academic
and government research benefiting 
industry; research conducted abroad
benefiting domestic U.S. agriculture;
and research conducted in the United
States benefiting developing countries.
Research policy, then, needs to incorpo-
rate appropriate incentives so that society
benefits from the comparative strengths
and interests of different public and 
private entities including academic, 
nonprofit, and international research
communities along with the commercial
sector. Because the private sector often
lacks incentives to conduct much of the
research necessary to sustain productivity
growth, the public sector has a clear
mandate to support or conduct basic,
pre-technology research. Similarly, other
research areas where private incentives
to conduct research are low, but potential
public benefits are high, include research
efforts to protect environmental quality
and natural resources, to enhance food
safety and nutritional attributes of food,
social science research, and research in
support of public decisionmaking.

Incentives to maintain and improve the
quality of research, along with appropri-
ate focus on matters relevant to food 
security, need to be identified and imple-
mented. Developing a process that facili-
tates setting appropriate and strategic
research priorities to maintain economic
productivity growth, sustainable and
safe food systems, and the food security
of all consumers should be an integral 
part of the process. Cultivating coopera-
tive partnerships and food security 
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research networks involving public 
and private researchers helps to expand
research resources. Implementing mecha-
nisms to protect intellectual property
rights (IPRs) helps foster incentives for
privately sponsored research. Though
sometimes controversial, this allows 
private firms to capture a share of gains
from research and increases their incen-
tive to innovate. However, IPRs may
also restrict access to new technology
by the scientific community.

The following bullets highlight research
issues relevant to the thematic areas
identified in this document:

• Economic Security. Research 
pertinent to policymaking and 
program administration that is 
dedicated to enhancing economic
and food security and moving people
from welfare to work is critical. 
Policy and program analysis of 
formative and evaluative types is
needed. Research to depict alterna-
tive poverty measures reflecting
costs of essential goods and services
in addition to food costs is important
and should continue.

Specific priority areas related to
economic security include expanded
research on poverty, education, 
labor markets, economic develop-
ment, education, and impacts of 
policy and investment on economi-
cally vulnerable areas such as 
enterprise zones and remote Indian
reservations. Research and evaluation
is also needed to understand the 
distinct needs of rural communities
related to reducing poverty and 
increasing work opportunities and
the cost effectiveness of economic
and rural community development 

programs. A rigorous program of
research, evaluation, and exchange
of information will assist in identifi-
cation of successful strategies for
investing in human capital develop-
ment, alleviating poverty, and 
increasing employment. 

It is also important to measure the
effects of policy reforms on children
and families. Research agendas
should include attention to the role
of fathers and the effects of fathering
on children’s well-being as well as
evaluation of the outcomes of Head
Start and other quality child care
programs on children and families.
Collaborative efforts among States,
communities, the research community
and Federal partners will be needed
to identify necessary information to
design and implement programs
that promote sustained employment.

• Food Access of Food Insecure 
Individuals. Study priorities 
related to enhancing food access 
include research to improve manage-
ment practices affecting the perform-
ance and program integrity of the
current set of food assistance pro-
grams in efficiently meeting the
needs of eligible recipients as well
as studies to identify and evaluate
alternative policy, program, or 
management approaches in relation
to emerging food assistance needs.
Data collection and research focusing
on the characteristics and situations
of vulnerable populations and their
nutritional and food security needs
will help assess approaches to 
enhancing access to food and food
assistance, including the delivery of
nutrition education.

Evaluation of the impacts of food
assistance and federally supported
food service and nutrition programs
on food security, food consump-
tion, and dietary quality of targeted
population groups is necessary to
evaluate and improve the targeting
efficiency of programs on the basis
of nutritional risk and need. Also
noted is a need to monitor compli-
ance with congressionally man-
dated nutrition standards for school
meals and to respond to emerging
program management needs. 

• Nutrition Promotion and Food
Security Education. Increased
knowledge about how to stimulate
healthy food, nutrition, and physical
activity behaviors in the general
and low-income populations is key
to achieving and maintaining food
security. The effectiveness of public
nutrition promotion programs, 
including nutrition education, must
be evaluated in terms of successful
behavior change and cost-effective-
ness. Other priorities for basic and 
applied nutrition and consumer 
research to improve effectiveness
of nutrition promotion and food 
security education include support
for public and private basic and 
applied research in nutrition, physi-
ological, and neurological develop-
ment; continued research into energy
balance and its implications in 
obesity, diabetes, and other condi-
tions as well as research on relation-
ships between ‘‘hidden hunger’’ and
obesity. Determination of energy
expenditures, body mass indices,
and micronutrient status of poorly
nourished U.S. population groups
contributes to this knowledge. Also,
it is important to sponsor economic
and social research to understand
determinants and correlates of healthy
eating and effective consumer food
management.  
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• Agricultural and Food System
Productivity and Sustainability.
Research priorities to achieve 
productivity with sustainability
throughout agriculture and the 
food system include strong support
of basic and applied agricultural 
research, including biotechnology,
to support productivity growth. 
Additionally, the need for agricul-
tural economic research leading to
improved risk management tools
for agricultural producers has been
noted, along with examination of
the impacts of changing farm and
agribusiness structure on food 
security, the impacts of trade policies
and barriers on food security, the
impacts of current and emerging 
information technologies and com-
munication systems on agriculture
and the food system, and research
on the economic and social impacts
of biotechnology in agriculture.

Expanded research on environmen-
tally sensitive agricultural practices,
including integrated pest manage-
ment (IPM), integrated crop man-
agement, watershed management,
and soil and water conservation, 
including enhancing irrigation 
efficiency and timing, are crucial to 
improve resource conservation and 
environmental quality. Nutrient ex-
cesses in watersheds may lead to
‘‘dead zones’’ incapable of sustain-
ing fish or other aquatic life forms.
Socioeconomic research is also 
important to assess the impacts of
alternative environmental policies
including regulation. 

• Climate Change and Mitigation.
Research on climate change and
global warming effects related to
agriculture includes research on
methane capture systems on waste
lagoons, improved fertilizer man-
agement to decrease nitrous oxide

emissions, and irrigation efficiencies.
Additionally, research on the impact
of climate variability due to El Niño-
Southern Oscillation phenomena 
on crop yields, water resources, and
energy demands will undergird policy
efforts to mitigate adverse impacts
with potentially detrimental effects
on food security. 

• Food and Water Safety. Food 
and water safety research priorities
include research on food and drinking
water safety hazards from micro-
biological and chemical sources and
improved risk assessment methods,
research on food production and
handling practices from farm to 
table and their relationship to food
safety, research on the short- and
long-term health impacts of exposure
to food and drinking water safety
hazards, and studies to assess the most
effective ways of communicating
food safety information to different
target audiences. 

• Monitoring of Nutritional Status
and Food Security. Research to 
improve monitoring of food security
and nutritional status includes 
improved methods for survey 
sampling, design, data collection,
and measurement as well as proce-
dures to permit reliable estimation
of food security status, dietary status,
breastfeeding rates, and nutrition-
and health-related indicators for
high-risk groups that are not well
covered by existing surveys. Meas-
uring food security longitudinally
in conjunction with income and 
program participation enables better
understanding of the dynamics of
food insecurity. Similarly, assess-
ment of the impacts of sporadic, 
cyclical, and long-term food insecurity
on health and cognitive function will
expand understanding of its conse-
quences to quality of life and pro-
ductivity. Criteria for interpreting

nutrition and health indicators for
population subgroups including 
infants and children, pregnant and
lactating women, and the elderly
need further development.

The actions listed below elaborate on
the research and evaluation priority areas.

1. Expand Research to Improve
Household and Community 
Economic Security

• Conduct a rigorous program of 
research, evaluation, and exchange
of information to identify success-
ful strategies for investing in human
capital development, alleviating
poverty, and encouraging education
and employment. Measure the effects
of policy reforms on children and
families. Work collaboratively with
States, communities, and the research
community along with Federal part-
ners to identify critical information 
needed to design and implement
programs that promote sustained
employment.

• Continue research to depict alterna-
tive poverty measures that reflect
costs of essential goods and services
in addition to food costs.

• Ensure that research agendas pay
adequate attention to the role of 
fathers in families and the effects of
fathering on children’s well-being. 

• Document the economic impacts of
space-specific policies and invest-
ments in economically vulnerable
areas, such as enterprise zones and
remote Indian reservations. 

• Conduct research and program
evaluation to measure program 
performance and outcomes for
Head Start families and other 
quality child care programs. 
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• Conduct research to understand the
distinct needs of rural communities
in achieving success in reducing
poverty and increasing work oppor-
tunities. Develop and evaluate 
effectiveness of economic and rural
community development programs. 

2. Sponsor Research to Enhance 
Access of Food Insecure 
Individuals to Food and 
Food Assistance 

• Sponsor studies to furnish informa-
tion to improve management prac-
tices affecting the performance,
including program integrity, of 
current food assistance programs 
in efficiently meeting the needs of
eligible recipients. 

• Sponsor studies to identify and
evaluate alternative policy, program,
or management approaches along
with emerging food assistance
needs. 

• Evaluate through research the 
impacts of food assistance and 
federally supported food service
programs on food security, food
consumption, and dietary quality
for targeted population groups.
Sponsor studies to improve the 
targeting efficiency of programs, 
including the delivery of nutrition
education, on the basis of nutri-
tional risk and needs of vulnerable
populations.

• Assess food consumption patterns
of homeless persons as reflected in
the 1997 Interagency Council on
the Homeless survey, conducted 
by the Census Bureau, and compare
them with 1987 data to identify 
progress and barriers.

• Sponsor studies to enable effective
use of electronic benefit transfer
systems among the target audience
in food assistance programs. 

• Monitor compliance with congres-
sionally mandated nutrition stand-
ards for school meals and respond
to emerging program management
needs. 

3. Sponsor Research on Nutrition 
Promotion and Food Security 
Education 

• Conduct research on how to stimu-
late healthful food, nutrition, and
physical activity behaviors in the
general population and low-income
populations. 

• Support public and private basic
and applied research in nutrition
and physiological and neurological
development. Continue to conduct
research into energy balance and 
its implications in obesity, diabetes,
and other conditions as well as 
research on relationships between
‘‘hidden hunger’’ and obesity. 
Determine energy expenditures,
body mass indices, and micronutrient
status of poorly nourished popula-
tions.

• Establish a decisionmaking frame-
work and criteria for the develop-
ment of public nutrition promotion
programs. Use information on
health, nutritional, and educational
status of vulnerable subgroups and
information on consumer food 
demand and related behaviors.

• Sponsor economic and social re-
search to understand determinants
and correlates of healthy eating and
effective consumer food manage-
ment. Assess how changes in con-
sumer demand for food and changing
consumer lifestyles affect health,
nutrition, and food safety.

• Develop and evaluate new informa-
tion technologies and nutrition pro-
motion strategies to deliver nutrition
information to consumers and 

producers so that it can be used 
effectively in making food choices.

• Assess the effectiveness of educa-
tional interventions in changing be-
havior. An example is the National
Institutes of Health’s (NIH) research
on the design, implementation, and
evaluation of behavioral and social
interventions to promote health and
prevent disease.

• Sponsor cost-benefit and cost-
effectiveness analysis of nutrition
promotion programs including 
nutrition education. 

4. Sponsor Research Contributing 
to a Productive and Sustainable 
Agricultural Sector, Food Systems,
and Environment

• Conduct and support basic and 
applied agricultural research to 
support productivity growth, 
including biotechnology.

• Conduct research leading to improved
risk management tools for agricul-
tural producers.

• Examine the impacts of changing
farm and agribusiness structure on
food security.

• Evaluate trade policies and barriers
for impacts on food security.

• Assess the impacts of current and
emerging information technologies
and communication systems on 
agriculture and the food system. 

• Conduct research on economic and
social impacts of biotechnology in
agriculture.

• Expand research on environmen-
tally sensitive agricultural practices,
including integrated pest manage-
ment (IPM), integrated crop 
management, and soil and water
conservation, including enhancing
irrigation efficiency and timing.
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• Conduct socioeconomic research to
assess the impacts of environmental
regulation.

5. Sponsor Research on Climate
Change

• Increase and improve research on
methane capture systems on waste
lagoons and improve fertilizer 
management to decrease nitrous 
oxide emissions and irrigation 
efficiencies. 

• Conduct research and analyses of
the impact of climate variability
due to El Niño-Southern Oscilla-
tion phenomena on crop yields,
water resources, and energy 
demands. 

6. Sponsor Research on Food and
Water Safety

• Conduct research on food and
drinking water safety hazards from
microbiological and chemical
sources and improve risk assess-
ment methods.

• Formulate new research methods
for rapid and cost-effective testing
for the presence of pathogens in
foods and to enhance understanding
of pathogen resistance.

• Conduct research on food produc-
tion and handling practices from
farm to table and their relationship
to food safety.

• Sponsor research on the short- and
long-term health impacts of food
and drinking water safety hazards.

• Conduct studies to assess the most
effective ways of communicating
food safety information to different
target audiences. 

• Establish an interagency coordinating
body to review food safety responsi-
bilities and research programs of
the various agencies with a view to
recommending direction of research
funds and programs in accordance
with those responsibilities.

7. Conduct Research to Improve 
Monitoring of Food Security and 
Nutritional Status 

• Improve methods for survey sam-
pling, design, data collection, and
measurement procedures to permit
reliable estimation of food security
status, dietary status, breastfeeding
rates, and nutrition- and health-
related indicators for high-risk
groups that are not well covered 
by existing surveys.

• Continue to test food security-
related questions at State and local
levels and the feasibility of incorpo-
rating them into State level nutrition
surveillance systems as well as
those of nongovernmental groups.

• Measure food security longitudi-
nally in conjunction with income
and program participation to deter-
mine dynamics of food insecurity.
Assess the cognitive and health 
impacts of sporadic, cyclical, and
long-term food insecurity.

• Develop criteria for interpreting 
nutrition and health indicators for
population subgroups including 
infants and children, pregnant and
lactating women, and the elderly.

8. Enhance Quality and Quantity of
Food Security-Related Research

• Enhance support for USDA’s 
National Research Initiative pro-
grams that support food security 
initiatives.

• Develop cooperative partnerships
and joint mechanisms between public
and private researchers, including
government agencies. USDA, for
example, administers over 200 
Cooperative Research and Develop-
ment Agreements (CRADAs) 
between Federal laboratories and
private industry as well as the Com-
munity Food Projects Competitive
Grants Program ($2.5 million per
year through 2002). 

• Establish and promote food security
research networks, nationally and
globally.
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Re gional 
Dif fer ences in
Fam ily Pov erty
That pov erty rates vary con sid era bly
across re gions has been con firmed; 
rea sons for these varia tions need to 
be un der stood in or der to de sign ap pro -
pri ate Fed eral an ti pov erty poli cies. This
study was un der taken to ex am ine how
char ac ter is tics of the poor and non poor
vary among re gions and to de ter mine
which fac tors con trib ute to re gional 
dif fer ences in pov erty rates.

Who Is in Pov erty?

The of fi cial U.S. pov erty sta tis tics are
based on a meth od ol ogy de vel oped at
the So cial Se cu rity Ad min istra tion in 
the 1960's, which sets in come thresholds
be low which a fam ily is clas si fied as
poor. The thresh olds vary with to tal 
fam ily size, number of fam ily mem bers
who are chil dren, and whether the
house holder is 65 years or older. Each
year the thresh olds are ad justed for 
in fla tion by in dex ing to the CPI- U. 
The of fi cial U.S. pov erty rate in 1994
was 11.6 per cent.

The Na tional Acad emy of Sci ences 
rec om mends that pov erty thresh olds
vary over geo graphic units to re flect 
dif fer ences in the cost of hous ing. 
Other alter na tive meth ods of meas ur ing
poverty in cor po rate ad di tional ad just ment
factors, such as the value of non medi cal, 
in-  kind gov ern ment pro gram bene fits—
food stamps, hous ing sub si dies, and
subsidized school lunches. When these
factors are con sid ered, the pov erty rate
in 1994 was 10.4 per cent.

Re gional fam ily pov erty rates are 
pre sented in ta ble 1. Pat terns of pov erty
are gen er ally con sis tent, re gard less 
of meas ure. The West South Cen tral 
re gion, New York, and Cali for nia are
above the na tional av er age, whereas
New Eng land, the North Cen tral regions,
the Mid dle At lan tic re gion (ex clud ing
New York), the South At lan tic re gion,
the Moun tain re gion, and the Pa cific 
re gion (ex clud ing Cali for nia) are con sis -
tently be low the na tional av er age—
al though their rela tive rank ings vary  
ac cord ing to the meas ure of pov erty
used.

Re gional Dif fer ences in       
Pov erty for Spe cific Groups

Us ing data from the March 1995 
Cur rent Popu la tion Sur vey, this study
ex am ines so cio eco nomic and demo -
graphic char ac ter is tics of about 40,000
U.S. fami lies and how pov erty rates
vary over re gions for spe cific sub groups 
of the popu la tion. Ta ble 2 pres ents 
pov erty rates for fami lies with dif fer ent
char ac ter is tics by re gion.

In all 11 geo graphi cal ar eas, the pov erty 
rate for fami lies in which the head does
not have a high school di ploma was
much greater than the over all fam ily
pov erty rate. The pov erty rate for this
group was es pe cially high in ar eas of
high over all pov erty—the West South
Cen tral re gion, New York, and Cali fornia. 

Fami lies headed by a sin gle woman
with at least one child un der age 6 had
high rates of pov erty in all re gions; 
how ever, the pov erty rate was some -
what be low the na tional av er age in 
the high- poverty West South Cen tral 
re gion and slightly above the na tional
av er age in low - poverty New Eng land.
High est rates were in New York State
and the East South Cen tral re gion. 
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Fami lies that have a Black or His panic
head had high rates of pov erty in all 
re gions. For Blacks, high est rates were
in the West South Cen tral, Pa cific 
(ex clud ing Cali for nia), and New England
geo graphic divisions. Low est pov erty
rates for fami lies headed by Blacks were
in Cali for nia. His panic fami lies had
high est rates in New York State and
New Eng land, with low est rates in the
South At lan tic re gion.

Fami lies headed by a re cent im mi grant
from a non- English-  speaking coun try
had high pov erty rates es pe cially in the
East South Cen tral, Moun tain, New
York State, and the West South Cen tral
re gions. Pov erty rates for this group
were low est in the Mid dle At lan tic     
re gion (ex clud ing New York State).

Re gional Dif fer ences in the
Com po si tion of the Poor

New Eng land and the Pa cific re gions 
(ex clud ing Cali for nia) had rela tively
low pro por tions of poor with fam ily
heads who lacked a high school di ploma 
(ta ble 3). Fami lies with fe male heads 
are a higher pro por tion of the poor in 
the rela tively low - poverty New Eng land 
and East North Cen tral re gions than in
the high - poverty West South Cen tral 
re gion and Cali for nia. Black fami lies
make up a higher pro por tion of the poor
(and non poor) in the South ern re gions
than else where. His panic fami lies are   
a higher pro por tion (53 per cent) of the
poor (and non poor) in Cali for nia. Im mi -
grant fami lies are a larger share of both
the poor and non poor in New York and
Cali for nia.

Na tion wide, most of the poor are ei ther
headed by a fe male (53 per cent) or by
some one with out a high school di ploma
(40 per cent). In New Eng land, New York,
and the East North Cen tral re gions, over 
60 per cent of the poor fami lies are headed 

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

Ta ble 1. Re gional dif fer ences in fam ily pov erty rates, 1994

Cen sus 
geo graphic 

di vi sion Pov erty rate

Pov erty rate 
ad justed for 
cost of liv ing

Pov erty rate
ad justed for

cost of liv ing
and in- kind

bene fits

Per cent
New Eng land 8.2 9.8 9.4

Maine, New Hamp shire, 
Ver mont, Mas sa chu setts, 
Rhode Is land, Con necti cut

Mid dle At lan tic 8.9 9.1 8.1
(ex clud ing New York)
New Jer sey, Penn syl va nia

New York State 14.8 16.1 15.3
East North Cen tral 10.7 10.3 8.9

Ohio, In di ana, Il li nois,
Michi gan, Wis con sin

West North Cen tral 9.4 8.1 7.2
Min ne sota, Iowa, Mis souri,
North Da kota, South Da kota
Ne braska, Kan sas

South Al tan tic 10.6 10.2 9.2
Dela ware, Mary land, 
Dis trict of Co lum bia, Vir ginia,
West Vir ginia, North Caro lina,
South Caro lina, Geor gia, Flor ida

East South Cen tral 13.1 11.0 9.7
Ken tucky, Ten nes see,
Ala bama, Mis sis sippi

West South Cen tral 15.8 14.5 12.6
Ar kan sas, Lou isi ana,
Okla homa, Texas

Moun tain 9.7 9.0 8.0
Mon tana, Idaho, Wyo ming,
Colo rado, New Mex ico, Ari zona,
Utah, Ne vada

Pa cific 8.7 9.0 8.4
(ex clud ing Cali for nia)
Wash ing ton, Ore gon

Cali for nia 14.4 17.1 15.9
United States 11.6 11.6 10.4

Source:Tri est, R.K., 1997, Re gional dif fer ences in fam ily pov erty, New Eng land Eco nomic Re view,
Janu ary/Feb ru ary, pp. 3-17.



by a fe male. Forty - nine per cent of the
poor fami lies in Cali for nia and the West 
South Cen tral re gion have a head who
did n't fin ish high school.

These de scrip tive sta tis tics sug gest that
both eco nomic and demo graphic fac tors 
help to ex plain re gional dif fer ences in
pov erty rates. Edu ca tional at tain ment
var ies over re gions and is strongly as so -
ci ated with a re duced prob abil ity of 
be ing poor. Demo graphic fac tors such
as the fam ily be ing headed by a sin gle
par ent or by a mem ber of a mi nor ity are
as so ci ated with an in creased prob abil ity
of be ing poor.

Rela tive Im por tance of Fac tors
Un der ly ing Re gional 
Dif fer ences in Fam ily Pov erty

A set of pro bit re gres sions was used to
ex am ine de ter mi nants of fam ily pov erty 
status. When only geo graphic area in di -
ca tor vari ables were in cluded, the prob -
abil ity of be ing poor is lower in New
Eng land than in the other ar eas. 

The sec ond re gres sion added vari ables
in di cat ing whether the fam ily is headed
by a sin gle woman (and the number of 
chil dren un der age 6 in these fami lies) 

or by a mar ried cou ple. A pov erty
thresh old vari able was also in cluded 
in this re gres sion. Since the pov erty
thresh olds in crease with fam ily size, a
re gion with a higher- than- average share
of large fami lies might be ex pected to
have a higher - than - average pov erty rate. 
How ever, only small dif fer ences in 
the geo graphic area co ef fi cients were
ob served (ta ble 4). There fore, al though
these vari ables are use ful in pre dict ing
whether a given fam ily will be poor,
they are not as help ful in ex plain ing   
in ter re gional dif fer ences in pov erty.
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Ta ble 2. Re gional dif fer ences in pov erty rates for spe cific groups, 1994

Cen sus
geo graphic

di vi sion
All

fami lies

Head with 
no high school

di ploma1

Fe male head
with chil dren

less than 
6 years old

Black
fam ily
head

His panic
fam ily
head

Head
im mi grated
within last
10 years2

Per cent

New Eng land 8.2 19.9 62.9 33.4 37.4 21.9

Mid dle At lan tic 
  (ex clud ing New York)

8.9 21.1 63.2 29.2 25.5 17.2

New York State 14.8 36.9 71.5 27.9 37.8 41.8

East North Cen tral 10.7 26.1 64.1 32.6 20.0 22.8

West North Cen tral 9.4 24.5 52.6 30.2 21.0 21.6

South At lan tic 10.6 24.1 58.3 22.1 18.8 21.5

East South Cen tral 13.1 27.1 68.8 28.3 20.3 47.0

West South Cen tral 15.8 36.6 60.1 33.8 30.2 41.4

Moun tain 9.7 27.8 63.1 28.6 26.3 45.0

Pa cific 
  (exc lud ing Cali for nia)

8.7 18.5 57.5 33.4 20.4 28.2

Cali for nia 14.4 36.5 63.2 19.7 28.8 36.1

United States 11.6 28.7 62.5 27.4 27.9 32.5

1Com puted based only on fami lies where nei ther the head nor spouse was more than 65 years old.
2In di vidu als were clas si fied as im mi grants only if they were born in a coun try where Eng lish is not the domi nant lan guage.

Source: Tri est, R.K., 1997, Re gional dif fer ences in fam ily pov erty, New Eng land Eco nomic Re view, Janu ary/Feb ru ary, pp. 3-17.



A third re gres sion added a meas ure of a
fam ily's po ten tial earn ings—the amount
that could be earned by adult fam ily
mem bers if all of them were to work   
full time for the en tire year. Wage rates
were im puted for sam ple mem bers who
were not work ing. Re gional vari ables
were not in cluded in the wage im pu ta -
tions. Thus, the dis tri bu tion of the earn -
ings ca pac ity meas ure will vary over
re gions be cause of dif fer ences across 
re gions in the dis tri bu tion of work ers'
char ac ter is tics. How these char acter is tics
are “priced” in the re gional la bor mar kets
will not af fect the dis tri bu tion of the
earn ings ca pac ity meas ure. For ex am ple, 

re gional varia tion in the earn ings ca pac ity
meas ure will cap ture dif fer ences in the
level of edu ca tional at tain ment across
re gions but not in ter re gional dif fer ences
in the eco nomic re turn to edu ca tion.

All of the geo graphic co ef fi cients 
de crease in size when the earn ings 
ca pac ity vari able is in cluded in the
speci fi ca tion—most of them, sub stan -
tially (ta ble 4). Only the one for New
York re mains sta tis ti cally sig nifi cant.
Thus, a ma jor rea son why other re gions
have higher pov erty rates than does 

New Eng land is that a larger pro por tion
of their popu la tions have low earn ings
ca pac ity. Once the abil ity of fami lies 
to work their way out of pov erty is con -
trolled for, the re gional ef fects are much 
smaller. In ter re gional varia tion in the
dis tri bu tion of hu man capi tal ap pears to
be the domi nant force in gen er at ing the
re gional dis pari ties in pov erty rates.

Further re gres sions in cluded ad di tional
vari ables that meas ure con straints in the
la bor mar ketplace re lated to dis crimi na -
tion, poor lan guage skills, or lack of  
de mand (re cent im mi gra tion, for example). 

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

Ta ble 3. Re gional dif fer ences in the com po si tion of the poor, 1994

Cen sus
geo graphic

di vi sion

Head with
no high school

di ploma1

Fe male
fam ily
head

Black
fam ily
head

His panic
fam ily
head

Head
im mi grated
within last
10 years

Per cent

New Eng land 30.8 63.3 17.6 17.2 6.4

Mid dle At lan tic (ex clud ing New York) 35.4 57.2 29.3 14.8 4.6

New York State 41.4 60.1 30.7 30.4 16.9

East North Cen tral 34.0 62.2 33.1 5.3 2.5

West North Cen tral 32.7 43.7 18.1 2.7 2.0

South At lan tic 39.6 55.3 42.4 9.6 4.2

East South Cen tral 43.1 58.2 41.1 1.3 .5

West South Cen tral 49.0 43.8 30.0 33.8 6.2

Moun tain 36.7 48.3 7.2 38.5 10.7

Pa cific (exc lud ing Cali for nia) 20.2 49.4 9.1 5.9 7.0

Cali for nia 49.3 41.6 8.6 53.3 19.5

United States 40.3 52.6 27.5 21.4 7.6

1Com puted based only on fami lies where nei ther the head nor spouse was more than 65 years old.

Source: Tri est, R.K., 1997, Re gional dif fer ences in fam ily pov erty, New Eng land Eco nomic Re view, Janu ary/Feb ru ary, pp. 3-17.



In sum mary, much of the varia tion 
in pov erty rates across re gions can be
ex plained by varia tion in the po ten tial
earn ings of fami lies rela tive to the 
pov erty thresh olds de ter mined by family
size and com po si tion. Re cent Fed eral
an ti pov erty pol icy gives more lee way 
to States in de sign ing pro grams, set ting
lim its on the time that in di vidu als can
col lect bene fits, and re quir ing a greater
de gree of la bor mar ket ac tiv ity by welfare 
re cipi ents. Al though the pri mary goal 
of wel fare re form is not to re duce in ter -
re gional dif fer ences in pov erty, Gov ern -
ment pol icy can af fect dif fer ences in 
the pov erty rate across re gions. Hu man
capi tal ac cu mu la tion may be ac cel er ated 
with greater in volve ment of the low-
 income popu la tion in the la bor force,
but this re quires ma jor new train ing and
edu ca tion pro grams. Low - skilled workers
face in creas ing com pe ti tion for jobs in
areas that have large wel fare populations.
In the ab sence of changes in the inter -
 regional dis tri bu tion of hu man capi tal,
in ter re gional dif fer ences in pov erty rates 
are likely to con tinue.

Source: Tri est, R.K., 1997, Re gional dif fer ences in 
fam ily pov erty, New Eng land Eco nomic Re view,
Janu ary/Feb ru ary, pp.3- 17.
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Ta ble 4. Fam ily pov erty pro bit re gres sions1

Cen sus
geo graphic

di vi sion

Di vi sion
ef fects
only

Pov erty
thresh old and

se lected
demo graphic

vari ables
added

Earn ings
ca pac ity
added

Mid dle At lan tic (ex clud ing New York) .009
(.010)

.016
(.012)

.007
(.013)

New York State .081
(.012)

.065
(.013)

.059
(.014)

East North Cen tral .032
(.009)

.027
(.010)

–.003
(.011)

West North Cen tral .016
(.011)

.036
(.012)

.011
(.013)

South At lan tic .030
(.009)

.035
(.010)

.009
(.012)

East South Cen tral .061
(.011)

.065
(.013)

.018
(.013)

West South Cen tral .091
(.011)

.105
(.012)

.053
(.013)

Moun tain .019
(.011)

.029
(.013)

.000
(.014)

Pa cific (exc lud ing Cali for nia) .007
(.012)

.017
(.014)

–.004
(.015)

Cali for nia .075
(.010)

.072
(.012)

.037
(.013)

In (Pov erty thresh old) .175
(.007)

.343
(.008)

In (Earn ings ca pac ity) –.303
(.005)

Mar ried cou ple fam ily –.169
(.009)

–.019
(.009)

Fe male fam ily head .064
(.009)

.014
(.009)

Num ber of own chil dren less than 6
in a female- headed fam ily

.128
(.005)

.030
(.006)

1For bi nary varia bles, the co ef fi cients are changes in the prob abil ity of be ing in pov erty as so ci ated with
the vari able be ing equal to one rather than zero; for con tinu ous vari ables, the co ef fi cients are the par tial
de riva tives of the prob abil ity of be ing in pov erty. Stan dard er rors are in pa ren the ses.

Source: Tri est, R.K., 1997, Re gional dif fer ences in fam ily pov erty, New Eng land Eco nomic Re view,
Janu ary/Feb ru ary, pp. 3-17.



Work Schedules
of Low-Educated
American Women
and Welfare 
Reform
In 1996, the President signed the Personal
Responsibility and Work Opportunity
Reconciliation Act, initiating a major 
reform of the U.S. welfare system. One
of the main objectives of welfare reform
was to move mothers permanently from
welfare to employment. It has been 
estimated that 10 to 20 percent of
nonemployed American mothers with
young children do not seek employment
because of child care availability and 
affordability problems. In one study of
mothers who received Aid to Families
with Dependent Children (AFDC), 60
percent reported that a lack of child care
prevented them from participating in
work programs. 

This article examines the work schedules
of low-educated employed mothers in
the United States in an effort to clarify
who are most likely to be successful in
the welfare-to-work transition. Findings
indicate that less educated mothers are
more likely to work a nonstandard
schedule than are other women; the
main reason they work such schedules
relates to the occupations in which they
work; and these are the occupations 
that are expected to grow in the future.
Because formal day care is less available
at nonstandard times, the implication is
that if low-educated women on welfare
are to be encouraged to take jobs similar
to those of other low-educated women,
their ‘‘off-hours’’ child care needs will
have to be addressed.

Data and the Sample

Data were from the May 1991 Current
Population Survey (CPS). The CPS is a
nationally representative monthly survey
conducted by the U.S. Bureau of the
Census. The May 1991 CPS included 
a supplement with questions on work
schedules for all first and second jobs. 

The sample for this study included all 
civilian women ages 18 to 34 with a high
school education or less, with at least
one child under age 14, who had at least
one job for pay the previous week, and
whose primary job (the one in which
they worked the most hours) was in a
nonagricultural occupation. There were
2,862 women with these characteristics.

Nonstandard Work Schedule

Persons who worked fixed day schedules
Monday through Friday during the week
before the interview were considered to
have a standard work schedule. Those
who work irregular hours, irregular
days, rotating hours or days, weekend
days, and regular evening or night hours
were regarded as having a nonstandard
work schedule. 

Whereas 62 percent of all employed
women work fixed daytime, weekdays
only schedules, only 57 percent of low-
educated employed women, ages 18 to
34 with children under age 14, reported
being on this ‘‘standard schedule.’’

Occupations and Work 
Schedules

A major determinant of standard versus
nonstandard work schedules is occupation.
Many of the service occupations show
relatively high percentages of evening,
nighttime, and weekend work. The service
sector is growing because of the increasing
employment of women and the aging 
of the population. As more and more
women are employed during the day-
time, demand for nighttime and week-
end services increases to accommodate
shoppers, dining out, and the purchase
of other homemaking services formerly
done by full-time homemakers. Dual-
earner couples have increased the demand
for recreation and entertainment during
evenings, nights, and weekends. Also,
the aging of the population has increased
the demand for medical services over a
24-hour day, 7-day week.

Among women in the sample who were
working in the 2nd, 3rd, and 4th most
common occupations----cashiers, nursing
aides, and waitresses----at least 40 percent
work nonstandard hours and nonstandard
days. (The most common occupation
was secretaries; few in this occupation
worked a nonstandard schedule.)

Work Schedules and 
Child Care

Women with preschool-age children are
almost 11⁄2 times more likely to work
nonstandard hours than are women with-
out children; women with school-age
children are only nine-tenths as likely to
work such hours as are childless women.
Mothers of preschool-age children may
be working a nonstandard schedule to
accommodate their child care needs. 
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Previous studies have found that when
two-earner married couples work differ-
ent shifts, virtually all fathers are the
principle providers of child care when
mothers are employed. But, among low-
educated single mothers, problems of
child care availability constrain women’s
employment----without regard to their
work schedule.

Why Women With Children
Work Other Than a Fixed 
Day Shift

When all women ages 18 to 34 with
children under age 14 were compared
with only those with a high school edu-
cation or less, there was little difference
in the percentages for both groups----
suggesting that education is not a sig-
nificant explanation as to why women
work nonstandard hours. If only low-
educated mothers are analyzed, 31 per-
cent of those with children under age 5
compared with 18 percent of those with
children between 5 and 13 report ‘‘better
child care arrangements’’ as their main
reason for working nonstandard hours.

A higher percentage of married (31 per-
cent) than unmarried mothers (19 per-
cent) said ‘‘better child care’’ was their
main reason for working nonstandard
hours. This implies that the spouse
shares child care responsibilities. The
most frequent reason reported----espe-
cially by women with school-age chil-
dren and by unmarried mothers----was
that it was a ‘‘requirement of the job.’’
For all low-educated mothers, 46 percent
said either they could not get another
job or it was a requirement of the job to
work nonstandard hours. Thus, it may
be concluded that many low-educated
mothers regard such employment as an
accommodation to labor market needs
and not as a personal preference.

Personal Characteristics of
Low-Educated Mothers 
Under Age 35 Who Work 
Nonstandard Schedules

Marriage for low-educated mothers 
significantly decreases the likelihood 
of working nonstandard hours and/or
nonstandard days. In contrast, having
more than one child and having a child
under age 5 increase the likelihood of
working nonstandard schedules among
these women. Compared with Whites,
those who are Black, Hispanic, or ‘‘other’’
are less likely to work both nonstandard
hours and nonstandard days. Those who
work less than 35 hours a week are two
to three times as likely to work a non-
standard schedule as those who work
full time.

Implications for Welfare 
Reform

Both family and job characteristics are
important predictors of nonstandard 
employment schedules for low-educated
mothers under age 35. These women 
are concentrated in some of the jobs 
projected to grow the most by 2005;
these same occupations have high per-
centages working either nonstandard
hours, days, or both (e.g., 91 percent of
waiters and waitresses, 88 percent of
home health aides, 82 percent of cashiers,
and 76 percent of retail salespersons).
Therefore, many of the jobs available
for mothers moving from welfare to
paid work will be from these types of
occupations and will entail working 
nonstandard schedules.

Results of this study indicate that (1)
low-educated mothers are disproportion-
ately represented in occupations with
high rates of nonstandard schedules; 
(2) many of these women who work
nonstandard hours do so primarily for 
labor market rather than personal reasons;
and (3) job characteristics are stronger
determinants of employment during
nonstandard times than are family char-
acteristics. Thus, low-educated mothers
appear drawn into working nonstandard
hours by a lack of options. Because this
situation is likely to continue----even 
increase----given current occupational
projections, child care will need to be
expanded during nonstandard times, 
including evenings and weekends if
mothers on welfare are to succeed in 
the job market.

Presser, H. B. and Cox, A.G., 1997, The work
schedules of low-educated American women and
welfare reform, Monthly Labor Review 120(4):25-34.
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Fam ily Fi nances 
in the U.S.: 
Recent Evi dence
From the Sur vey of
Consumer Finances
Be tween 1992 and 1995, changes in
fam ily fi nances were in flu enced by 
vari ous mac roeconomic events and 
long-  term trends. The pe ri od was one 
of con tinu ing eco nomic ex pan sion: the
un em ploy ment rate in 1995 was down 
to 5.6 per cent (from 7.6 per cent in 1992);
in fla tion was sub dued at an av er age 
an nual rate of 2.7 per cent; and in ter est
rates on new con ven tional mort gages
were 7.6 (from 9.7 per cent in 1992).

Fam ily fi nances were af fected by a
growth of hold ings in stocks and mu tual 
funds; the number of mu tual funds
avail able to fami lies con tin ued to      
ex pand. Also, em ploy ers in creas ingly
of fered tax-  deferred sav ings plans that
al lowed par tici pants to in vest in cor po rate
equities. Growth in credit card hold ing
was made pos si ble by ex ten sive mar ket -
ing, re laxa tion of credit stan dards, lower 
in ter est rates, and cash re bate pro grams.

A key demo graphic trend was the ag ing
of the post World War II co hort. The
pro por tion of fami lies headed by persons
be tween 45 and 54 years of age rose from
16.2 per cent in 1992 to 17.8 per cent in
1995. Fi nan cial de ci sions of these families
are likely to be in flu enced by the cost 
of col lege edu ca tion for their chil dren
and the need to save for their own 
re tire ment.

Data from the 1995 Sur vey of Consumer
Fi nances (SCF) pro vide a de tailed view
of changes in the in come, net worth,   
as sets, and li abili ties of fami lies be tween
1992 and 1995. Ma jor find ings were 
(1) the rise in me dian fam ily in come  
and me dian fam ily net worth in con stant 
dol lars; (2) in creased own er ship of 
pub licly traded stock (and mu tual funds)
from about 34 per cent of to tal fi nan cial
as sets in 1992 to about 40 per cent in
1995; and (3) lit tle evi dence of increased
debt pay ment prob lems—even though
the share of fami lies with debt and the
me dian amount of their debt rose.

Fam ily In come

Me dian and mean fam ily in come re-        
ported in 1995 (for the pre vious year)
was higher than in 1992, but not as  
high as in 1989. Be tween the 1989 and
1995 sur veys, me dian and mean in come 
de clined for fami lies headed by per sons
in the 35 to 54 age groups. Me dian and
mean in come also de clined for all edu -
ca tional groups, with the larg est de clines 
for the groups with at least some col lege 
edu ca tion. Me dian in come rose somewhat 
for non- White and His panic fami lies, but
fell for other fami lies. Gains in me dian and 
mean in come were lim ited to the group
with net worth be tween $25,000 and
$49,999.

Fam ily Sav ing

Over all, the pro por tion of fami lies re -
port ing that they saved in the pre ced ing
year fell from 57 per cent in 1992 to 55
per cent in 1995. How ever, a some what
higher pro por tion of fami lies with heads 
ages 75 and over were sav ers in 1995
than in 1992. The most com mon rea son
for sav ing given in 1995 was to in crease 
li quid ity (33 per cent), fol lowed by saving 

for re tire ment (24 per cent). Be tween
1989 and 1995, fami lies be came pro -
gres sively more likely to re port sav ing
for re tire ment—per haps re flect ing the
ris ing share of baby boom fami lies in
the popu la tion as well as the per ceived
un cer tainty of fu ture re tire ment benefits.
Sav ing for edu ca tion also con tin ued    
to rise, a trend that is likely re lated to
demo graphic shifts and con tinu ing 
in creases in the cost of a col lege 
edu ca tion.

Net Worth

Af ter fal ling be tween 1989 and 1992,
both me dian and mean net worth rose
from 1992 to 1995 (see ta ble). Me dian
net worth in creased by 6.8 per cent and
mean net worth in creased by 2.7 per cent 
from 1992 to 1995. Gen er ally, a rise in
me dian net worth that is larger than a
rise in the mean sug gests rela tively less
growth for wealthy fami lies than for
fami lies in the mid dle of the wealth 
dis tri bu tion. 

Be tween 1992 and 1995, me dian net
worth rose for groups with in comes of
less than $25,000. Mean net worth rose
for all groups ex cept those with in come
be tween $25,000 and $49,999. From
1992 to 1995, me dian net worth in -
creased for fami lies with heads less 
than age 55, while the mean for each 
of these groups held steady or de clined.
For fami lies with heads ages 65 to 74,
me dian net worth de creased slightly
while mean net worth in creased. The
data within each year show net worth
ris ing with the level of edu ca tion of the
fam ily head, but be tween 1992 and
1995, both me dian and mean net worth
rose mark edly only for the groups with 
a high school di ploma or less. 
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Fam ily net worth, by se lected char ac ter is tics of fami lies, 1989, 1992, and 1995 
(thou sands of 1995 dol lars ex cept as noted)

1989 1992 1995
Fam ily

char ac ter is tics Me dian Mean
Per cent age
of fami lies Me dian Mean

Per cent age
of fami lies Me dian Mean

Per cent age
of fami lies

All fami lies 56.5. 216.7. 100.0 52.8 200.5 100.0 56.4 205.9 100.0

In come (1995 dol lars)1

Less than $10,000 1.6 26.1 15.4 3.3 30.9 15.5 4.8 45.6 16.0
$10,000 - $24,999 25.6 77.9 24.3 28.2 71.2 27.8 30.0 74.6 26.5
$25,000 - $49,999 56.0 121.8 30.3 54.8 124.4 29.5 54.9 119.3 31.1
$50,000 - $99,999 128.1 229.5 22.3 121.2 240.8 20.0 121.1 256.0 20.2
$100,000 and more 474.7 1372.9 7.7 506.1 1283.6 7.1 485.9 1465.2 6.1

Age of head (years)
Less than 35 9.2 66.3 27.2 10.1 50.3 25.8 11.4 47.2 24.8
35 - 44 69.2 171.3 23.4 46.0 144.3 22.8 48.5 144.5 23.2
45 - 54 114.0 338.9 14.4 83.4 287.8 16.2 90.5 277.8 17.8
55 - 64 110.5 334.4 13.9 122.5 358.6 13.2 110.8 356.2 12.5
65 - 74 88.4 336.8 12.0 105.8 308.3 12.6 104.1 331.6 11.9
75 and more 83.2 250.8 9.0 92.8 231.0 9.4 95.0 276.0 9.8

Edu ca tion of head
No high school di ploma 28.5 92.1 24.3 21.6 75.8 20.4 26.3 87.2 19.0
High school di ploma 43.4 134.4 32.1 41.4 120.6 29.9 50.0 138.2 31.6
Some col lege 56.4 213.8 15.1 62.6 185.4 17.7 43.2 186.6 19.0
Col lege de gree 132.1 416.9 28.5 103.1 363.3 31.9 104.1 361.8 30.5

Race or eth nic ity of head
White non- Hispanic 84.7 261.4 75.1 71.7 237.8 75.1 73.9 244.0 77.5
Non- White or His panic 6.8 82.1 24.9 16.9 87.9 24.9 16.5 74.4 22.5

Current work status of head
Pro fes sional, mana ge rial 106.6 262.7 16.9 78.8 248.5 16.8 89.3 252.8 15.9
Tech ni cal, sales, cleri cal 40.9 98.9 13.4 48.0 105.4 14.8 43.3 109.3 14.9
Pre ci sion pro duc tion 58.4 94.2 9.6 38.4 85.5 7.0 43.5 79.3 8.2
Ma chine op era tors and
  la bor ers 23.1 67.2 10.6 23.5 56.8 10.0 37.3 70.0 13.1
Serv ice oc cu pa tions 9.3 53.2 6.6 15.7 52.9 6.2 15.8 60.0 6.6
Self- employed 200.7 765.4 11.2 155.6 644.3 10.9 152.9 731.5 9.7
Re tired 77.5 199.2 25.0 76.3 201.2 26.0 81.6 218.3 25.0
Other not work ing 0.7 62.9 6.7 5.5 68.5 8.2 4.5 60.4 6.5

Hous ing status
Owner 119.9 311.7 63.8 106.1 289.6 63.9 102.3 295.4 64.7
Renter or other 2.4 49.4 36.2 3.6 42.7 36.1 4.5 42.2 35.3

1For the cal en dar year pre ced ing the sur vey.
Source: Ken nick ell, A.B., Starr- McCluer, M., and Sun den, A.E., 1997, Fam ily fi nances in the U.S.: Re cent evi dence from the Sur vey of Con sumer Fi nances,
Fed eral Re serve Bul le tin 83(1):1-24.



Me dian net worth de creased for home -
own ers over the 6-  year pe ri od, whereas
it in creased for rent ers. In 1995, mean
net worth for both groups re mained 
be low 1989 lev els. The re sults for 
home own ers do not ap pear to be driven
by shifts in the level of home val ues,
which gen er ally rose over the pe ri od.
Pos si ble ex pla na tions could be the 
in flux of new home own ers, an in crease
in the pro por tion of home own ers with
mort gages, and a rise in the amount of
mort gage debt owed.

Fi nan cial As sets

The share of fi nan cial as sets in fami lies'
to tal as set hold ings has risen stead ily,
from 28 per cent in 1989 to 31 per cent in 
1992 to 34 per cent in 1995. Sub stan tial
shifts in the com po si tion of fi nan cial 
as sets from 1992 to 1995 gen er ally 
con tin ued trends ob served from 1989 to
1992. The share of fi nan cial as sets held
in trans ac tion ac counts and cer tifi cates
of de posit, the tra di tional sav ings vehicles,
fell sharply, from 30 per cent in 1989 to
26 per cent in 1991 to only 19 per cent in
1995. At the same time, the share held
in tax-  deferred re tire ment ac counts, 
pub licly traded stocks, and mu tual funds 
rose strongly, from 38 per cent in 1989
to 49 per cent in 1992 to 56 per cent in
1995.  

Al though the pro por tion of fami lies 
hav ing at least some fi nan cial as sets
rose only slightly (from 90 per cent in
1992 to 91 per cent in 1995), own er ship
in creased more among fami lies earn ing
less than $10,000 a year, among non-
White and His panic fami lies, and among
fami lies headed by pre ci sion pro duc tion
work ers or ma chine op era tors and laborers. 
Over all, me dian fi nan cial as sets rose
slightly; this gain was shared by most
demo graphic groups ex cept fami lies
with heads aged 65 and older.  

Sur vey data for 1995 in di cate con tin ued
ex pan sion in the own er ship of mu tual
funds of all types (not in clud ing money
mar ket funds and funds held as part of a
re tire ment ac count). The me dian value
of these hold ings also con tin ued upward.
These changes are not sur pris ing given
the run-  up in the stock mar ket, the surge 
in the number of mu tual funds available,
and the in tense mar ket ing of funds. 

The own er ship rate rose among non-
His panic Whites but re mained unchanged 
for other fami lies. Own er ship rates 
in creased the most in fami lies with 
in come over $50,000 and in fami lies
with heads be tween ages 45 and 54. 
Me dian hold ings for those own ing 
mu tual funds show a dif fer ent pic ture,
how ever, with older fami lies and families
at both the top and bot tom of the income
dis tri bu tion show ing the larg est increases. 
A de crease in me dian hold ings was
reported by non - White or His panic
families, while non-  Hispanic Whites
had higher hold ings.  

The per cent age of fami lies with re tire -
ment ac counts grew in al most every
demo graphic group be tween 1992 and
1995. The SCF ques tions on re tire ment
ac counts cover Ke ogh ac counts; in di vidual
re tire ment ac counts; and em ployer-
spon sored plans from which loans 
or with draw als can be made, such as
401(k) ac counts. The pro por tion of 
fami lies own ing these as sets rose strongly 
(from 38 per cent in 1992 to 43 per cent
in 1995), and the share of fami lies' 
fi nan cial as sets ac counted for by re tire -
ment as sets also rose. These as sets 
com pli cate straight for ward in ter pretation
of fami lies' port fo lios be cause they may
com prise hold ings of stocks, bonds, 
mu tual funds, real es tate, lim ited part -
ner ships, or vir tu ally any other type of
as set.  

In gen eral, cov er age by any type of 
employer- sponsored pen sion plan 
re mained fairly con stant over 1989- 95:
around 40 per cent of all fami lies had
cov er age from a cur rent job. How ever,
the type of cov er age has shifted con sid -
era bly. The per cent age of fami lies parti -
ci pat ing in a 401(k)-type plan in creased
dra mati cally over the pe ri od, with 19
per cent of fami lies cov ered un der such 
a plan in 1989 and 27 per cent in 1995.
At the same time, cov er age by defined-
 benefit plans de clined from 28 per cent
in 1989 to 19 per cent in 1995. The shift
to ward 401(k)-type plans places a more
ob vi ous de mand on work ers to plan for
their re tire ment. Par tici pa tion in 401(k)-
type plans is vol un tary. Ac cord ing to the 
1995 SCF, slightly more than one-fourth 
of fam ily heads who were eligible to par -
tici pate in such a plan failed to do so in
1995. The data in di cated this choice is
re lated strongly to in come: heads of
fami lies with in comes of less than
$25,000 were less likely to par tici pate
than oth ers.

Non fi nan cial As sets 

The pri mary resi dence re mained the
larg est sin gle part of fami lies' non fi nan -
cial as sets. Be tween 1992 and 1995,
home own er ship moved up slightly to
65 per cent. The me dian home value 
(of the pri mary resi dence) among
homeown ers showed a simi lar pat tern     
in creasing from $86,800 in 1992 to
$90,000 in 1995. For the dif fer ent
demo graphic groups, changes in own er -
ship rates were mixed. For own ers, the
me dian house value gen er ally rose for
fami lies with in comes of less than
$100,000 and fell some what for higher
income fami lies. This dif fer ence may
partly re flect low rates of price ap pre -
cia tion for more ex pen sive houses.  
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Own er ship of ve hi cles fell some what
from 1992 (86 per cent) to 1995 (84 
per cent), but these items re mained the
most widely held non fi nan cial as sets.
The de cline in own er ship was spread
over most of the demo graphic groups,
al though own er ship rose for fami lies
with in comes of less than $10,000. A
part of the de crease in the per cent age 
of fami lies own ing ve hi cles may be 
at trib uted to an in crease in the per centage
leas ing ve hi cles, which rose from 3 per -
cent in 1992 to about 5 per cent in 1995.
Most of the in crease was con cen trated
among fami lies with in comes of
$25,000 or more.  

Over all, own er ship of in vest ment real
es tate fell from slightly over 19 to
slightly less than 18 per cent of all fami lies
from 1992 to 1995. The frac tion of 
fami lies own ing busi ness as sets fell
slightly be tween 1992 and 1995. For 
the re main ing non fi nan cial as sets         
(a broad cate gory of tan gi ble as sets    
in clud ing art work, jew elry, pre cious
met als, and an tiques), own er ship rates
rose from 8 to 9 per cent be tween 1992
and 1995, while the me dian amounts 
for those hold ing such as sets rose from
$7,600 to $10,000. The me dian value  
of these as sets rose more among older
(65 years and over) and lower in come
(less than $25,000) fami lies.  

Li abili ties

Fam ily debt and fam ily as sets rose
strongly from 1989 to 1995. How ever,
fam ily debt as a pro por tion of as sets
(the lev er age ra tio) held fairly steady at
about 16 per cent over the pe ri od. The
pro por tion of fami lies with debt rose
slightly be tween 1992 and 1995 (from
74 to 75 per cent). Fol low ing a simi lar
pat tern, the me dian amount of debt out

stand ing for fami lies with debt rose 15
per cent from 1992 ($19,500) to 1995
($22,500) af ter hav ing been flat over the 
pre vious 3 years. The in creases be tween 
1992 and 1995 in both the preva lence 
of bor row ing and the me dian amount of
debt owed would nor mally be ex pected
in a pe ri od of eco nomic ex pan sion.  
The in creases were wide spread among
demographic groups, with the sa li ent     
ex ceptions of fami lies in the high est        
in come group, fami lies with self-
 employed heads, and fami lies with
heads 75 years old or older.  

The preva lence of debt tends to in crease 
with fam ily in come, but the sizes of the
in creases are fairly small as the level 
of in come rises above $25,000. The 
me dian amount of debt owed shows much
larger in creases with in come, likely 
be cause of bor row ing as so ci ated with
the ac qui si tion of non fi nan cial as sets.
By age group, the pro por tion of fami lies 
bor row ing var ies only a lit tle for the
groups with heads younger than 55, but
it falls off quickly af ter that. The drop-
 off in me dian bor row ing in these older
groups is even sharper. The age pat tern
is largely ex plained by the pay ing off 
of mort gages on pri mary resi dences. 

The pro por tion of fami lies bor row ing
through mort gage loans in 1995 was 
up slightly from the 1989 level, but the
me dian amount out stand ing rose about
30 per cent over the 6- year pe ri od. Over
the same pe ri od, the me dian value of a
pri mary resi dence rose only 4.8 per cent; 
the much larger rise in the size of mort -
gage debt sug gests that fami lies were 
us ing more of their home eq uity for 
pur chases or in vest ments other than 
the pur chase of their pri mary resi dence.
Since the Tax Re form Act of 1986,
which phased out the de ducti bil ity of 

non-  mortgage debt, loans se cured by
home eq uity have in creas ingly served
 as a source of tax- preferred funds.  

The share of credit card debt also 
ex panded be tween 1992 and 1995, but 
it re mained a small part of to tal fam ily
debt. Off set ting this in crease was a
strong de cline in the share of bor row ing
for in vest ment real es tate.    

Two in di ca tors of po ten tial fi nan cial 
dis tress are the share of fami lies with
debt who have pay ments ex ceed ing 40
per cent of their in come and the share
who were late with their pay ments by
60 days or more at least once in the 
pre ced ing year. The 1992 - 95 pe ri od saw 
lit tle change in the pro por tion of highly
in debted fami lies (that is, those with
pay ments ex ceed ing 40 per cent of their
in come), but the pro por tion of debt ors
who were late pay ers rose nearly 1    
per cent age point.  

Source: Ken nick ell, A.B., Starr- McCluer, M., and
Sun den, A.E. 1997. Fam ily fi nances in the U.S.:
Re cent evi dence from the Sur vey of Con sumer 
Fi nances. Fed eral Re serve Bul le tin 83(1):1 - 24.
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Charts From Federal Data Sources

Poverty in the United States
The number of people in the United States in poverty shows the economic well-being of the Nation as well as the economic 
well-being of the people. U.S. poverty thresholds were originally based on the USDA’s economy (now called thrifty) food plan
and amounted to $16,029 for a family of four in 1996. Poverty rates vary over time, by State and family characteristics, and the
same people do not remain poor year after year.

Poverty rates over time:

In 1996, 13.7 percent of the U.S. 
population----36.5 million people----
were in poverty. This represents a slight
increase from the 1990 figure of 13.5
percent but a significant decrease from
the 1960 figure of 22.2 percent (39.9 
million people). After 1960, many 
government programs were instituted 
to combat poverty.

DC

<10 10 - 14.9 15 - 19.9 >20

Percent of persons in poverty by State, 1995-96Poverty rates vary by State:

Poverty rates vary considerably among
States. During the 1995-96 period, 
12 States had a poverty rate below 
10 percent and 3 States plus the District
of Columbia had a poverty rate of 20
percent and above. New Hampshire 
had the lowest poverty rate (5.9 percent)
and New Mexico, the highest (25.4 
percent).

Percent and number of persons in poverty in the United States
over time

Source: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Current Population Surveys. 

Source: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Current Population Surveys.
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Rates also vary by family 
characteristics:

Poverty rates vary by family charac-
teristics. Black and Hispanic persons
have poverty rates over twice that of
White persons. Children and teens are
twice as likely to be poor than elderly
persons are----1 in 5 children or teens in
the United States are poor compared
with 1 in 10 elderly persons. Single-
parent families have one of the highest
poverty rates. One-third of single-parent
families are in poverty, compared with
5.6 percent of married-couple families.

24.5%

19.3%

15.5%

13.5%

12 months

16 months

20 months

24 months

Same people, however, do not
remain in poverty:

People move in and out of poverty. The
same people who are poor one year are
not necessarily poor the next year. Of
people poor during 1992, 24.5 percent
were still poor 12 months later, and 
only 13.5 percent were poor 24 months
later. Although people move in and 
out of poverty, certain groups (Blacks, 
Hispanics, children, and single-parent
families) have relatively high poverty
rates over time.

Percent of persons poor during 1992, still poor after ...

Source: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Survey of Income and Participation.

*May be of any race.
Source: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Current Population Surveys.

Poverty rates by selected family characteristics, 1996

White   Black  Hispanic*
                      

  Under
18   

65 and
over   

     Married   Single  
  couple   parent  

Race   Age        Type of family

32.6%

 5.6%

11.2%

28.4%
29.4%

20.5%

10.8%
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From the Food, Nu tri tion, and
Con sumer Serv ices’ Cen ter for
Nu tri tion Pol icy and Pro mo tion

The Cen ter for Nu tri tion Pol icy and 
Pro mo tion (CNPP) has sev eral new
and sev eral on go ing proj ects of       
in ter est to the nu tri tion com mu nity.

Adapt ing the Food Guide Pyra mid
for Young Chil dren

CNPP seeks to im prove young children's
di ets by adapt ing and trans lat ing die tary
guid ance into die tary prac tice. Thus,
CNPP is adapt ing the Food Guide 
Pyra mid for chil dren 2 to 6 years old
and de vel op ing food guide-based 
nu tri tion mes sages and ma te ri als to 
sup port child nu tri tion edu ca tion ef forts.

The Food Guide Pyra mid was de signed
to help healthy Ameri cans 2 years of
age and over im ple ment the Die tary
Guide lines for Ameri cans, which serve
as the ba sis for Fed eral nu tri tion pol icy
and food guid ance. Chil dren from 2 to 
6 years old were se lected as the tar get
audi ence for adapt ing the Food Guide
Pyra mid for the fol low ing rea sons: 
(1) Chil dren have unique nu tri ent  
needs and re quire ments and un dergo
sig nificant growth and de vel op men tal
changes; (2) re search in di cates that early 
food ex pe ri ences are cru cial to food    
ac cep tance pat terns, food pref er ences,
and food in take regu la tion through out
life; (3) the U.S. De part ment of Ag ri cul -
ture (USDA) re ceives nu mer ous re quests 
for in for ma tion about feed ing young 
chil dren, par ticu larly guid ance about 
ap pro pri ate serv ing sizes; and (4) USDA

is com mit ted to im prov ing the nu tritional
status of chil dren, in clud ing those served
by the Child and Adult Care Food 
Pro gram (CACFP). Furthermore, only 
1 per cent of chil dren 2 to 9 years of 
age meet all Food Guide Pyra mid 
rec om men da tions.

CNPP is man ag ing the proj ect in two
phases: De vel op ment of the tech ni cal 
in for ma tion (Phase I) and the com mu ni -
ca tion plan for ad ap ta tion (Phase II).
Phase I in cludes a number of ac tivi ties:

• Re view ing the goals and ob jec tives
of the cur rent food guide and adapt -
ing them for the spe cial needs of
young chil dren, their par ents, and
care giv ers; 

• ex am in ing food se lec tions and 
typi cal por tion sizes re ported for
young chil dren in food con sump -
tion sur veys to de ter mine if cur -
rently rec om mended food pat terns
based on the Pyra mid can re lia bly
meet the es tab lished goals and 
ob jec tives; 

• incor po rat ing data on the nu tritional
qual ity of child care meals and
snacks from the Food and Nu tri tion
Serv ice's Early Child hood and
Child Care Study; and 

• con duct ing a se ries of in-  depth 
dis cus sions with nu tri tion edu ca tors 
to get in put on be hav ioral and 
de vel op men tal con sid era tions that
are im por tant in feed ing young 
chil dren.

Phase II con sists of CNPP work ing with 
a con trac tor on three ma jor com mu ni ca -
tions ac tivi ties: 

• De sign ing, con duct ing, ana lyz ing,
and in ter pret ing a quali ta tive 
con sumer re search study based 
on re sults of tech ni cal re search 
pro vided by CNPP, in clud ing 
rec om men da tions for pro to type 
nu tri tion prod ucts and ma te ri als; 

• pre test ing pro to type nu tri tion 
pro mo tion mes sages and ma te ri als;
and 

• de vel op ing a com mu ni ca tions plan
out line for adapt ing the Food Guide 
Pyra mid for the tar get audi ence. 

Sep tem ber 1998 is the pro jected     
com ple tion date for the proj ect.

USDA's Food Guide: Up dat ing 
the Re search Base

The Food Guide Pyra mid graphic il lus -
trates what con sti tutes a health ful diet
and con veys the im por tance of bal ance,
mod era tion, and con sump tion of a 
va ri ety of foods. The re search base for
USDA's food guid ance sys tem pro vides
the sci en tific un der pin ning of USDA's
con sumer food guid ance in for ma tion,
pro vid ing docu men ta tion that its rec om -
mended food se lec tion pat terns can  
meet the Guide's es tab lished nu tri tional
ob jec tives. The re search base for the
Food Guide was de vel oped from USDA's
1977- 78 Na tion wide Food Con sumption
Sur vey and was re cently up dated us ing
food com po si tion and food consump tion
data from the 1989- 91 Con tinu ing Sur vey 
of Food In takes by In di vidu als (CSFII).
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Food group com pos ites are based on 
the rela tive fre quency of se lec tion of
spe cific foods within the food group
(e.g., vege ta bles) or sub group (e.g.,
dark- green leafy) re gard less of their
prepa ra tion with fat and added sug ars.
The 1989- 91 CSFII was used to up date
the com pos ites. Nu tri ent pro files us ing
1991 nu tri ent data were de vel oped
based on the weighted con sump tion 
of foods within each food group and
sub group. Food Guide Pyra mid pat terns
for 1,600 calo ries, 2,200 calo ries, and
2,800 calo ries were cre ated us ing the 
re vised com pos ites. Ef fects of changes
in food se lec tion be tween 1977 and
1991 on food group nu tri ent pro files
were as sessed to de ter mine if Food Guide
Pyra mid rec om men da tions con tinue 
to meet nu tri ent ob jec tives such as the
Rec om mended Die tary Al low ances. An
ad min is tra tive re port is be ing pre pared.  

The Die tary Guide lines 
for Ameri cans

The Die tary Guide lines for Ameri cans,
first re leased in 1980 and re vised in 1985,
1990, and 1995, are pub lished jointly 
by the U.S. De part ments of Ag ri cul ture
(USDA) and Health and Hu man Services
(DHHS). The Die tary Guide lines pro vide
the ba sis for Fed eral nu tri tion policy and
nu tri tion edu ca tion ac tivi ties. Nu tri tion
and health pro fes sion als ac tively pro mote
these Guide lines to fo cus Ameri cans' 
at ten tion. The Die tary Guide lines bul le tin
ad vises healthy Ameri cans, ages 2 years 
and over, about food choices that promote 
health and pre vent dis ease. The bul le tin
is based on the rec om men da tions of a
Die tary Guide lines Ad vi sory Committee 
(DGAC)—a panel of na tion ally rec og -
nized nu tri tion and health ex perts. 

In early 1998, USDA and DHHS will
ap point a DGAC to re view the 1995
Guide lines and rec om mend changes that 
re flect new sci en tific evi dence on diet

and health re la tion ships and new in for -
ma tion on the use ful ness of the ear lier
edi tions to pro fes sion als and the pub li c.
The com mit tee will hold three to four 
meet ings open to the pub li c during 1998 -
 99 and re ceive writ ten com ments about
the Guide lines from the pub li c. The
com mit tee will is sue its rec om men da -
tions to the Sec re tar ies of USDA and
DHHS in a re port to be pub lished late 
in 1999 or early in the year 2000. The
two De part ments will then re view the
DGAC re port and jointly re lease the
fifth edi tion of the Die tary Guide lines 
in the year 2000.

The Die tary Guid ance 
Work ing Group

The Die tary Guid ance Work ing Group
(DGWG) was es tab lished on Janu ary 2,
1986, un der the Sub com mit tee for 
Hu man Nu tri tion of the Re search and
Edu ca tion Com mit tee, Sec re tary's Policy
and Co or di na tion Coun cil. The Working
Group was formed to help agen cies
meet the ob jec tives of leg is la tion re lated 
to die tary guid ance and USDA's food
and nu tri tion pol icy. Eight USDA agencies 
are rep re sented; DHHS has a li ai son
mem ber. Ti tle III of the Na tional Nu tri -
tion Moni tor ing and Re lated Re search
Act of 1990 calls for the Sec re tar ies of
Ag ri cul ture and Health and Hu man 
Services to pub lish the Die tary Guidelines
for Ameri cans at least every 5 years and
for the Sec re tar ies to re view and approve
die tary guid ance for the gen eral popu la -
tion prior to its re lease. The pur pose of
these ac tions is to en sure that Fed eral
die tary guid ance is con sis tent with the
Die tary Guide lines for Ameri cans or
based on new medi cal or sci en tific
knowl edge de ter mined to be valid by  
the Sec re tar ies. 

In 1994, USDA and DHHS signed a
Memo ran dum of Un der stand ing to for -
mal ize the re view pro cess. The Work ing 

Group re viewed 15 draft pub li ca tions
pro duced by the two De part ments in 
fis cal year 1997 and dis cussed spe cial
top ics at monthly meet ings: “DGWG
Phi loso phy of Nu tri tion Edu ca tors for
Writ ers,” “Think ing Be yond the Printed
Page,” and “The Die tary Guide lines 
Al li ance,” which in cludes back ground
in for ma tion on the for ma tion of the    
Al li ance and re sults of the con sumer   
re search used to deve lop its pub li ca tion
“Reach ing Con sum ers with Mean ing ful
Health Mes sages—A Hand book for 
Nu tri tion and Food Com mu ni ca tors.”
The Al li ance was formed to pro mote
con sumer aware ness and use of the 
Die tary Guide lines and is a coa li tion of
rep re sen ta tives from the food in dus try,
health or gani za tions, and gov ern ment.

Ex pen di tures on Chil dren 
by Fami lies, 1997

Each year since 1960, USDA has pub -
lished a re port that pro vides es ti mates 
of an nual ex pen di tures on chil dren from 
birth through age 17. USDA es ti mates
are used to set State child sup port guide -
lines and fos ter care pay ments. This
new est re port pres ents the 1997 esti mates
for husband- wife and single - parent
fami lies us ing data from the 1990- 92
Con sumer Ex pen di ture Sur vey, up dated
us ing the Con sumer Price In dex. 

For husband - wife fami lies, child- rearing 
ex penses are pro vided for three in come
groups and for single-  parent fami lies,
for two in come groups. To ad just, in
part, for price dif fer en tials and vary ing
ex pen di ture pat terns, es ti mates are also
pro vided for husband - wife fami lies in
urban ar eas in the West, North east, South, 
and Mid west; ru ral ar eas through out the
United States; and the United States
over all. For single - parent fami lies, 
es ti mates are pro vided for the over all
United States only. Ex pen di tures on
chil dren are es ti mated for the ma jor
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budg et ary com po nents: Hous ing, food,
trans por ta tion, cloth ing, health care, child
care and edu ca tion, and miscel la ne ous
goods and serv ices.  

For the over all United States, an nual
child-rear ing ex pense es ti mates are    
be tween $8,060 and $9,170 for a child
in a two- child, married- couple fam ily in
the middle- income group. Hous ing and 
food ac count for the larg est pro por tion
of to tal child-  rearing ex penses. Ex pen di -
tures are lower for younger chil dren and 
higher for older chil dren. More is spent
on an only child, and less is spent on a
child in a fam ily with three or more 
chil dren.  

Healthy Eat ing In dex

To ex am ine how well the Ameri can 
diet con forms to rec om mended healthful
eat ing pat terns, the USDA de vel oped
the Healthy Eat ing In dex (HEI) in 1989-
 90 to pro vide a meas ure of over all diet
qual ity. The In dex, based on dif fer ent
as pects of a health ful diet, pro vides an
over view of foods peo ple are eat ing, 
the amount of va ri ety in the diet, and
com pli ance with spe cific die tary guide -
lines rec om men da tions. Ten die tary
com po nents are gauged: The de gree to
which a per son's diet con forms to USDA's
Food Guide Pyra mid serv ing rec om -
men da tions for the grains, vege ta bles,
fruits, milk, and meat food groups; to tal
fat and satu rated fat con sump tion; to tal 
cho les terol and so dium in takes; and 
va ri ety in the diet.

The HEI is cal cu lated from 1994-96 data
from the Con tinu ing Sur vey of Food 
In takes by In di vidu als. HEI scores for
the over all popu la tion and for socio-
 demographic groups are now avail able.

Thrifty Food Plan

The Thrifty Food Plan (TFP) serves as 
a na tional stan dard for a nu tri tious diet
at prac ti cally the low est pos si ble cost.  
It is one of the four of fi cial USDA food
plans (the oth ers be ing the Low-  Cost
Plan, Moderate-  Cost Plan, and Lib eral
Plan) and is used as the ba sis for food
stamp al lot ments. The plan speci fies the
types and quan ti ties of foods that peo ple 
in 12 age- gender groups could con sume
to have a nu tri tious diet at a mini mal cost. 
The last re vi sion of the TFP mar ket 
bas ket was in 1983. Since then, die tary
guide lines, food con sump tion pat terns,
nu tri ent com po si tion data, and food
prices have changed.  

The TFP mar ket bas ket is be ing re vised
to ac count for the most cur rent knowl -
edge of nu tri tional needs. The 1989 
Rec om mended Die tary Al low ances
(RDAs), the 1995 Die tary Guide lines
for Ameri cans, and the Food Guide
Pyra mid food group serv ing rec om men -
da tions pro vide the ba sis for the re vised
TFP die tary stan dards. This re vi sion of
the TFP is the first one to in cor po rate
Food Guide Pyra mid serv ing rec om -
men da tions. Data used for the re vi sion
are from the 1989 - 91 Con tinu ing Sur vey 
of Food In takes by In di vidu als and vari -
ous na tional price data bases. The cost
of the re vi sion was set not to ex ceed the
aver age real cost of the TFP for 1989-91.
This cost was used to as cer tain whether,
and how, a house hold could have a   
nu tri tious diet. Re sults of the TFP      
re vi sion should be avail able in 1998.
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WEEKLY COST MONTHLY COST

AGE-GENDER
GROUPS

Thrifty
plan

Low-cost
plan

Moderate-
cost plan

Liberal
plan

Thrifty
plan

Low-cost
plan

Moderate-
cost plan

Liberal
plan

INDIVIDUALS2

       CHILD:
1-2 years 15.00 18.50 21.70 26.30 65.00 80.20 94.00 114.00
3-5 years 16.30 20.30 25.10 30.10 70.60 88.00 108.80 130.40
6-8 years 20.20 27.00 33.60 39.10 87.50 117.00 145.60 169.40
9-11 years 24.00 30.60 39.10 45.30 104.00 132.60 169.40 196.30

       MALE:
12-14 years 24.90 34.60 42.80 50.40 107.90 149.90 185.50 218.40
15-19 years 25.60 35.60 44.40 51.30 110.90 154.30 192.40 222.30
20-50 years 27.60 35.50 44.30 53.70 119.60 153.80 192.00 232.70
51 years and over 24.90 33.90 41.70 50.10 107.90 146.90 180.70 217.10

     FEMALE:
12-19 years 24.70 29.80 36.10 43.70 107.00 129.10 156.40 189.40
20-50 years 24.90 31.10 37.90 48.60 107.90 134.80 164.20 210.60
51 years and over 24.40 30.10 37.50 44.90 105.70 130.40 162.50 194.60

  FAMILIES:
      FAMILY of 23:
20-50 years 57.80 73.30 90.40 112.50 250.30 317.50 391.80 487.60
51 years and over 54.20 70.40 87.10 104.50 235.00 305.00 377.50 452.90

     FAMILY OF 4:
Couple, 20-50 years and 
children----
1-2 and 3-5 years 83.80 105.40 129.00 158.70 363.10 456.80 559.00 687.70
6-8 and 9-11 years  96.70 124.20 154.90 186.70 419.00 538.20 671.20 809.00

Official USDA Food Plans: Cost of Food at Home at Four Levels,
U.S. Average, June 19981

1Basis is that all meals and snacks are purchased at stores and prepared at home. For specific foods and quantities of foods in the Low-Cost,
  Moderate-Cost, and Liberal Plans, see Family Economics Review, No. 2 (1983); for specific foods and quantities of foods in the Thrifty
  Food Plan, see Family Economics Review, No. 1 (1984). The food plans are based on 1977-78 Nationwide Food Consumption Survey
  data updated to current dollars using the Consumer Price Index for specific food items.
2The costs given are for individuals in 4-person families. For individuals in other size families, the following adjustments are suggested:
  1-person----add 20 percent; 2-person----add 10 percent; 3-person----add 5 percent; 5- or 6-person----subtract 5 percent; 7- (or more) person----
  subtract 10 percent.
3Ten percent added for family size adjustment.
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Guide lines for Authors

Fam ily Eco nom ics and Nu tri tion Re view is a peer- reviewed quar terly jour nal 
pub lished by the Cen ter for Nu tri tion Pol icy and Pro mo tion; Food, Nu tri tion, and
Con sumer Serv ices; U.S. De part ment of Ag ri cul ture.

Fam ily Eco nom ics and Nu tri tion Re view fol lows the guide lines of the Pub li ca tion
Man ual of the Ameri can Psy cho logi cal As so cia tion, Fourth Edi tion.

1. Manu scripts may not be sub mit ted else where while un der con sid era tion by the 
    Re view.

2. To en sure ano nym ity, in clude a sepa rate ti tle page with author's full name, ti tle,
    af filia tion, full ad dress, and tele phone number. There should be no ref er ence to
    the authors in the text or foot notes.

3. Manu scripts should be double- spaced, on 8-1/2" x 11" pa per, have 1-1/4" margins,
    and use 10 or 12 pitch type size.

4. Manu scripts should in clude an ab stract of no more than 150 words.

5. Ab stract, text, ref er ences, ta bles, and fig ures should not ex ceed 30 pages.

6. Each ta ble or fig ure should be placed on a sepa rate page. 

7. Upon ac cep tance, authors must send a 3-1/2" com puter disk copy of the fi nal 
    ac cepted ver sion of the manu script in Word Per fect 7.0 or lower. Disks and 
    manu scripts will not be re turned.

8. All authors and co authors must sign a re lease ac knowl edg ing that con tents of 
    the Re view are in the pub li c do main.

9. Please send four cop ies to:
Julia M. Dink ins, Edi tor
Fam ily Eco nom ics and Nu tri tion Re view
USDA, Cen ter for Nu tri tion Pol icy and Pro mo tion
1120 20th Street, NW, Suite 200 North Lobby
Wash ing ton, DC  20036
(202) 606- 4876



Fam ily Eco nom ics and Nu tri tion Review

Edi to rial Board

Cheryl Achter berg Alan S. Levy
The Penn syl va nia State Uni ver sity U.S. Food and Drug Ad min istra tion

Ron nette Briefel Su zanne Mur phy
Na tional Cen ter for Health Sta tis tics Uni ver sity of California- Berkeley

U.S. De part ment of Health and Hu man Serv ices
Ro dolfo Nayga

Robin Douthitt Texas A&M Uni ver sity
Uni ver sity of Wisconsin- Madison

Jane Schuchardt
David B. East wood Re search, Edu ca tion, and Eco nom ics

Uni ver sity of Ten nes see U.S. De part ment of Ag ri cul ture

Jay Hirsch man David Small wood
Food and Nu tri tion Serv ice Eco nomic Re search Serv ice

U.S. De part ment of Ag ri cul ture U.S. De part ment of Ag ri cul ture

Eileen Ken nedy Wells Wil lis
Re search, Edu ca tion, and Eco nom ics Re search, Edu ca tion, and Eco nom ics

U.S. De part ment of Ag ri cul ture U.S. De part ment of Ag ri cul ture

Joyce Jones
Kan sas State Uni ver sity

 




