
Food Insecurity 
According to the United States Department of Agriculture, household food insecurity is 
“limited  or  uncertain  availability  of  nutritionally  adequate  and  safe  foods  or  limited  or  
uncertain ability to acquire acceptable foods in socially acceptable  ways.”29 Food insecurity 
has two levels. Households with low food security reduce the quality of their food but not 
the quantity, while households with very low food security must reduce their quantity of 
food.29 Housing instability and food insecurity go hand in hand, and limited access to 
appropriate food intensifies the health implications of inadequate housing. 
Food insecurity is a local problem. In Pennsylvania, 9.8% of households have food 
insecurity,30 and about 13% of the state population receives the Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program, formerly known as food stamps.31 In Philadelphia, the proportion 
is higher. Twenty-eight percent of residents, or 440,000 people, receive SNAP benefits. 
Another 150,000 Philadelphia residents are eligible but not enrolled to receive this 
benefit.32 
 
Food insecurity and housing instability often coincide and influence each other. 
Nationally, about 38% of people who received food stamps also received housing 
assistance, and about 30% of people who received housing assistance also received food 
stamps.33 The number of housing problems that a family experienced was a significant risk 
factor for child hunger,34 and children in food-insecure households without housing 
assistance were more likely to be underweight.2 A study of homeless and poor, housed 
families in Worcester, MA found that 56.2% of children experiencing severe hunger were 
also homeless.35 

 

Food insecurity influences child health and family health care utilization. A nationally 
representative study showed that families with food insecurity were more likely to 
postpone medical care and medications, and their children were less likely to receive the 
recommended number of well-child visits.15 Children with severe hunger had about twice as 
many chronic health conditions, higher anxiety scores, and more stressful life events. 
Meanwhile, mothers of these children were more likely to be disabled by conditions like 
PTSD, substance abuse, depression, or anxiety disorders, posing an additional challenge to 
families trying to overcome food insecurity.35 Finally, a study that defined hardship as an 
index incorporating measures of housing, food, and energy insecurity found increasing 
hardship for children associated with worse overall health and increased developmental 
risk.36 


