
 

Q&A: Food insecurity already affects 12
million US homes—and reductions in SNAP
benefits won't help
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Millions of Americans struggle to afford healthy meals and nutritious
food. Known as "food insecurity," this problem was already rising when
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, or SNAP,
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benefits—previously called food stamps—were cut in 35 states this
spring. SciLine interviewed Hilary Seligman, professor of medicine at
the University of California, San Francisco, on rising grocery prices, the
misconceptions about hunger in the U.S., and how food insecurity
diminishes school and work performance.

Below are some highlights from the discussion. Answers have been
edited.

What is food insecurity?

Hilary Seligman: Food insecurity is defined by the U.S. Department of
Agriculture as the limited or uncertain access to enough food for a
healthy life.

What are the trends in food insecurity rates?

Hilary Seligman: The most recent data suggests that about 1 in 10
households in the U.S. are food insecure. And this rate is even higher
among certain groups, like Black and brown households and households
with children.

What factors cause food insecurity?

Hilary Seligman: Food insecurity is an inability to access enough
resources for your basic needs. So it's not having sufficient money in the
household to meet a food budget. And that may be because of disability,
because of unemployment, because of inadequate educational
opportunities, or all of these root causes.

How does inflation affect food insecurity rates?
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Hilary Seligman: It's clear that when food prices rise, households have
to stretch a food budget even more. People have to make difficult
choices about the kind of food they eat, and the amount of food they eat.

In many cases, when household budgets are stretched thin, people have
to shift their purchases toward foods that are cheaper. And in the U.S.,
cheaper foods are almost always less healthy for you, more caloric and
more deficient in vitamins and nutrients.

How does food insecurity affect people's health?

Hilary Seligman: Over the last couple of decades, we've seen that food
insecurity can have a profound impact on physical health and mental
health, whether children, adults or older adults.

These cheaper foods tend to be really highly processed, nutritionally
poor, shelf-stable foods. And we know these foods are bad for people's
health in the long term. They predispose people toward weight gain,
diabetes, cardiovascular disease and even cancer.

We also know that when you live in a food-insecure household, it makes
it difficult to afford other things that are good for your health. For
example, it would make it more difficult to afford your copayment to
see your primary care doctor, or your medications.

How does food insecurity affect success at work or school?

Hilary Seligman: We know that food insecurity is associated with poor
academic performance among children.

Parents are probably really familiar with the way that their children
behave when they're hungry. And those same things happen in school
environments when kids show up to school having not had the
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opportunity to eat a healthy breakfast.

The evidence is clear that food insecurity is associated with behavioral
problems in school, absenteeism from school and poor academic
performance. And this can have lifelong consequences for children.

A similar thing plays out with adults. Adults who are living in food-
insecure households are less likely to be able to hold down a sufficient
number of work hours to meet their household budget needs. They're
less likely to be able to devote a lot of hours to finding employment,
because finding food takes a lot of time and a lot of energy.

Are there any common misconceptions about hunger?

Hilary Seligman: One of the misconceptions is that people who are
experiencing food insecurity don't want access to a healthier diet.

In many, many cases, if not most cases, the evidence is clear that people
at all income levels often want access to a healthier diet. But in a
household experiencing food insecurity, a healthier diet is simply out of
reach financially.

Many people living in food-insecure households will tell you they 
perceive fruits and vegetables to be luxury items. They only splurge on
fruits and vegetables when they have extra money in their budget. And
so one of the things that we have to guard against is an assumption that
people with lower incomes don't want to eat a healthy diet.

What else works to reduce or eliminate food
insecurity?

Hilary Seligman: The best solution for food insecurity is SNAP, which
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used to be called the food stamps program.

It is very, very clear that SNAP is enormously effective at supporting
food security in U.S. households. And anything that reduces access to
SNAP or makes it more difficult to enroll in SNAP is going to have the
effect of increasing food insecurity rates in the United States.

An example of this would be the work requirements that will push
people out of the SNAP program and likely increase food insecurity
rates.

Things like earned income tax credits protect families against food
insecurity. Emergency stimulus checks like we saw during the COVID
pandemic also protect families.

Watch the full interview to hear more.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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