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THE US HOUSEHOLD FOOD SECURITY SURVEY
MODULE AND ITS RELATIONSHIP WITH NUTRITION
Access to adequate, nutritious food, particularly in early
childhood, is essential for keeping current and future gener-
ations healthy across the life span. When families lack
enough resources to afford competing basic necessities, such
as housing, utilities, health care, medication, and child care,
food is often where they economize.1 Coping strategies
include reducing the quality of food purchased, decreasing
the quantity of food eaten or served to family members,
acquiring food from emergency private food assistance
sources (eg, charities and food pantries), and other behaviors.
An oft-used abbreviated definition of food insecurity, “lack

of consistent access to enough healthful food for an active
healthy life,”2 is directly linked to inadequate availability of
household-level financial resources, which in turn is a
consequence of persistent societal inequities and systemic
barriers.3 Food insecurity negatively influences cognitive
function and the physical and mental health of children and
adults.4-6 Food insecurity aggravates a wide variety of co-
occurring adverse health conditions,7-10 disproportionately
burdening families with low socioeconomic status, families of
color, and immigrant families.11

Preceding the development of a food security measure,
food insecurity was indirectly assessed to inform mitigation
of the social problem of hunger. Aggregate food availability
indicators (eg, Food and Agriculture Organization of the
United Nations [FAO] food balance sheets, and indicators of
malnutrition prevalence), poverty indicators (eg, income and
education), nutritional status indicators (eg, anthropometric,
biochemical, and clinical indexes), and food intake indicators
(eg, 24-hour recall and food frequency) all were used to infer
food insecurity.12

Nutrition, nutritional status, and nutritional state were all
prominent features of the conceptualization and definition of
food security by the Life Sciences Research Office of the
Federation of American Societies for Experimental Biology.2

An expert panel of the Life Sciences Research Office,
including highly regarded experts in nutrition from around
the United States (eg, William H Dietz Jr, MD, PhD; Johanna
Dwyer, DSc; and Jean-Pierre Habicht, MD, MPH, PhD) artic-
ulated a conceptual framework for nutritional state defined
as “the assimilation and utilization of nutrients by the body
plus interactions of environmental factors such as those that
affect food consumption and food security. Thus, evaluation
of nutritional state requires assessment of food consumption
and food insecurity as well as biochemical, clinical, and
anthropometric indices of nutritional status.2”
Later, during development and validation of the US

Household Food Security Survey Module (HFSSM), four di-
mensions were incorporated as its foundational basis:
“quantity of food intake, quality of food intake, anxiety about
the adequacy of food supply, and social acceptability of the
sources of food.”2 Based on this construct, the expanded
definition of food security was stated as “access by all people
at all times to enough food for an active, healthy life. Food
security includes at a minimum: (1) the ready availability of
nutritionally adequate and safe foods, and (2) the assured
ability to acquire acceptable foods in socially acceptable ways
(e.g., without resorting to emergency food supplies, scav-
enging, stealing, or other coping strategies).”13 In turn, food
insecurity was defined as “whenever the availability of
nutritionally adequate and safe foods, or the ability to acquire
acceptable foods in socially acceptable ways is limited or
uncertain.” In this sense, the core HFSSM dimensions and
definitions of food security and food insecurity were under-
stood as an outcome of systemic/societal factors influencing
economic deprivation,14 which in turn affected people’s
ability to be nourished.

PREVIOUS DEFINITION OF NUTRITION SECURITY
INCLUDES NUTRITION COUPLED WITH OTHER
NECESSARY SYSTEMS FOR A HEALTHY LIFE
Nutrition security has long been defined by the FAO as “a
situation that exists when secure access to an appropriately
nutritious diet is coupled with a sanitary environment,
adequate health services and care, in order to ensure a
healthy and active life for all household members.”15 Over the
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past year, a new suggested definition of nutrition security as
“having consistent access, availability, and affordability of
foods and beverages that promote well-being and prevent
(and if needed, treat) disease”16 has been proposed in the
United States.
Although concern for ensuring all people in the United

States have access to sufficient healthful, affordable food and
avoid diet-related diseases is a widely shared goal, domains
included in the new definition of nutrition security were, in
fact, core to development of the US food security definition
and measure. Furthermore, this new, suggested definition
narrows the established FAO definition that also considers
nutrition security to include health and hygiene, sanitation,
and adequate health care, in addition to dietary adequacy.15

Thus, shifting from food security to the proposed nutrition
security definition comes with grave concern because it is
based on a partial understanding of existing internationally
established concepts, historical context, the core essence of
the food security measure, and its relation to nutritional
state, while also undermining 25 years of robust national,
state, and local data and research solidifying causes and
consequences of food insecurity.

WHY IS THE PROPOSED NEW DEFINITION OF
NUTRITION SECURITY LIKELY TO POSE A RISK FOR
FOOD POLICY?
The steady increase since the 1970s in prevalence of non-
communicable diseases, such as obesity, hypertension, and
type 2 diabetes, is without doubt a public health issue that
requires attention.17 Nutrition-sensitive conditions and in-
come are the main motivations cited as the need for a
nutrition security measure.16 However, to address these
conditions, it is crucial to understand that they are products
of complex trends in our political and economic system that
influence the entire population, not just individual consumer
behaviors or choices. For example, a 2017 Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention brief18 showed that among men,
obesity prevalence is similar at all income levels, with a
tendency to be higher at income levels above 130% of the
federal poverty level; and among women, obesity prevalence
increases as income decreases. Thus, obesity is multifactorial
and not entirely dependent on income. Comparing data
points between 1999 and 2014, the prevalence of obesity
increased in adults at all income and education levels,
meaning that obesity is present in all strata of society inde-
pendent of financial access to food.
When high prevalence of obesity and other related non-

communicable diseases and their relationship with income
are proposed as reasons for shifting focus from food insecu-
rity to nutrition security, it must be acknowledged that this
shift comes with complications for food policy and program
implementation. Specifically, when a new terminology is
proposed, it needs to be studied, developed and validated19

before being advertised as a substitute for an established,
internationally accepted reference measure. Policy makers,
health care and service providers, and community leaders
rely heavily on recognized researchers to make informed
decisions. Thus, there is a special responsibility on the part of
researchers to ensure that they are accurately representing
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context and research when sharing information. The primacy
of the proposed nutrition security term over food security is
likely to result in erroneous and misleading assumptions, as
already seen happening in the halls of Congress.20 In addi-
tion, serious concerns arise when such claims are also used as
a rationale for circumscribing what people with low incomes
can purchase in perhaps well intended but misguided at-
tempts to improve their nutritional state. Poor quality diets
are a society-wide problem in the United States, not merely
an individual choice, and thus solutions must also be socie-
tal.21 Fundamental systemic changes in food advertisement
to children and adults,22,23 ensuring that work pays real cost-
of-living wages,24 reining in rampant “financialization” of the
economy,25 eliminating inequities in education attainment,
earnings, and incomes by race, ethnic origin, nativity, and
gender,26,27 and reducing the excessive influence of corporate
food and agriculture industries on the US food system28,29 are
all necessary to decrease rates of noncommunicable diseases.
None of these factors are addressed by shifting the emphasis
from food security to the proposed narrow definition of
nutrition security. Thus, it is important to recognize systemic
causes of low prices and unlimited availability of poor quality,
energy-dense, nutrient-sparse foods, and limited availability
and high costs of healthful foods, instead of attributing high
prevalence of noncommunicable diseases to people’s poor
choices—and, more specifically, the choices of people who are
poor.30
CONCLUSIONS
Replacing food security, the well-established and widely used
HFSSM measure that is backed by 25 years of data and
empirical research, with the new, ambiguous and poorly
defined construct of nutrition security, for which there is no
measure, has the potential to have detrimental effects on
research, policy, and ultimately on the health and well-being
of people. Although focusing on and emphasizing the ne-
cessity for all people to have a healthy nutritional state is
essential and laudable, shifting focus from food security to
nutrition security, or healthy nutritional state, is similarly
risky because food security is a necessary condition for a
healthy nutritional state, or nutrition security. Instead, focus
should be given to action-oriented research examining the
multiple systemic, politicaleeconomic factors that perpet-
uate food insecurity and make a healthy nutritional state
unachievable for a large proportion of the US population.
Those factors include inequitable and exclusionary social
policies, lack of jobs that pay living wages, food advertising to
adults and children, inequitable education funding mecha-
nisms and low education attainment, and trends in corporate
food production and marketing that strongly influence
nutritional state in all sociodemographic groups. Nutrition
scientists and other leaders in the field can play important
roles in mitigating the adverse influence of these factors;
however, continued insistence on shifting attention, re-
sources, and effort from reducing and eliminating food
insecurity to nutrition security is certain to be damaging to
those living with food insecurity and others in need of
improvement in their nutritional state.
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