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More than 12 million children under the age of eighteen in the United States are 

food insecure—unable to consistently access adequate amounts of nutritious food 

necessary for a healthy life. More than three million children under the age of five are 

food insecure. 

What does this mean for the United States? The costs of child food insecurity are 

great. Food insecurity not only affects a child and his or her family, but is a problem 

that impacts society economically through a variety of channels. By affecting a child’s 

health, education, and workforce and job readiness, the impacts of child hunger are 

more far reaching than one might anticipate.

Child hunger is a health problem.
•  Hungry children are sick more often,  

and more likely to have to be hospitalized  
(the costs of which are passed along to the 
business community as insurance and  
tax burdens); 

•  Hungry children suffer growth impairment  
that precludes their reaching their full  
physical potential;

•  Hungry children incur developmental 
impairments that limit their physical, intellectual 
and emotional development. 

Child hunger is an educational problem.
•  Hungry children ages 0-3 years cannot learn  

as much, as fast, or as well, because chronic 
undernutrition and toxic stress harm their 
cognitive development during this critical period 
of rapid brain growth. This actually changes the 
fundamental neurological architecture of the 
brain and central nervous system;

•  Hungry children do more poorly in school  
and have lower academic achievement because 
they are not well prepared for school and 
cannot concentrate; 

•  Hungry children have more social and behavioral 
problems because they feel bad, have less energy 
for complex social interactions, and cannot 
adapt as effectively to environmental stresses. 

Child hunger is a workforce and job  
readiness problem. 
•  Workers who experienced hunger as children 

are not as well prepared physically, mentally, 
emotionally or socially to perform effectively  
in the contemporary workforce; 

•  Workers who experienced hunger as children 
create a workforce pool that is less competitive, 
with lower levels of educational and technical 
skills, and seriously constrained human capital. 

1 in 6 children under 
the age of five live at 
risk of hunger in the U.S. 

What type of 
problem is childhood 
food insecurity and 
what are the results?



Child hunger leads to greater health care 

costs for families and employers. 

•  Short-term: 

hungry children have greater odds of being 

hospitalized, and the average pediatric 

hospitalization costs approximately $12,000. 

•  Long-term: 

the results of chronic undernutrition 

contribute to high health care costs 

throughout life. 

•  Child hunger leads to greater absenteeism, 

presenteeism (present but not fully productive) 

and turnover in the work environment, all of 

which are costly for employers. Child sick days are 

linked to parent employee absences, for instance.
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Child hunger is totally preventable  

and unnecessary in the United States. 

•  The federally-funded nutrition assistance infrastructure 

works: nutrition assistance programs provide the first-line 

defense against child hunger, if adequately funded. 

•  Good nutrition is just like a good antibiotic or vaccine in 

preventing illness. The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 

Program (formerly The Food Stamp Program), WIC, the 

National School Lunch and Breakfast Programs, Child  

and Adult Care Food Program, TEFAP and other public 

nutrition assistance programs are good medicine, but  

the dose is often not strong enough and the prescription 

is not for a long enough time period. Many families 

cannot overcome the barriers to access to these services 

which are crucial for health. 

•  Private food assistance programs guarantee that no child 

falls through the cracks by buttressing, complementing 

and supporting the public nutrition infrastructure—the 

food bank network makes up the difference in dose 

required and duration for which it is needed to cure  

the serious health problem of child hunger. 

•  Working together, in mutually supportive partnership,  

the national public and private food assistance systems 

can prevent and eradicate the unnecessary health problem 

of childhood hunger, if we the people choose to do so.

Costs of Child Food 
Insecurity to our Nation

Federal and Network Member Programs

FEDERAL PROGRAMS  NETWORK PROGRAMS
Many network members support or operate federal programs in addition to network programs.
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CACFP Child and Adult Care Food Program

CSFP Commodity Supplemental Food 
Program (for mothers, children and elderly)

SNAP Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program (formerly the Food Stamp Program)

TEFAP The Emergency Food Assistance 
Program

FOOD PANTRIES    

SHELTERS

SOUP KITCHENS

CACFP Child and Adult Care Food Program

NSLP National School Lunch Program

SBP School Breakfast Program

SFSP Summer Food Service Program

WIC (Age 0-4) Special Supplemental Nutrition 
Program for Women, Infants and Children

FOOD PANTRIES

SHELTERS

SOUP KITCHENS

CSFP (Age 0-5) Commodity 
Supplemental Food Program 
(for mothers, children and 
elderly)

WIC Special Supplemental 
Nutrition Program for 
Women, Infants and Children

FOOD PANTRIES

SHELTERS

SOUP KITCHENS

CSFP Commodity Supplemen-
tal Food Program (for 
mothers, children and elderly)

WIC Special Supplemental 
Nutrition Program for Women, 
Infants and Children

FOOD PANTRIES

SHELTERS

SOUP KITCHENS

BACKPACK PROGRAM – 
WEEKEND PROGRAM

KIDS CAFE PROGRAM – 
AFTER SCHOOL PROGRAM
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 TERMS

Food Security 
Access at all times to enough food for an active, 
healthy life.  

Food Insecurity 
The lack of access at times to enough food for an 
active, healthy life; limited or uncertain availability 
of nutritionally adequate foods.

Low Food Security (Formerly Food Insecure 
Without Hunger) 
reported reduction in quality, variety, or 
desirability of diet but little or no indication  
of reduced food intake.

Very Low Food Security  
(Formerly Food Insecure with Hunger) 
Reported reduction in food intake and disrupted 
eating patterns due to inadequate resources  
for food. 

Hunger  
The uneasy or painful sensation caused by a lack 
of food; an individual level physiological condition 
that may result from food insecurity. “A potential 
consequence of food insecurity that because  
of prolonged, involuntary lack of food, results  
in discomfort, illness, weakness, or pain that can 
go beyond the usual uneasy sensation.”

Child Development  
The ways in which children’s bodies and brains 
grow, enabling them to obtain skills in developing 
language, memory, cognition, motor skills, behavior, 
perception, and social interaction.

Poverty Thresholds 
A set of dollar amounts the Census Bureau utilizes 
that vary by family size and composition in order 
to determine who is living in poverty.    

Poverty Guidelines 
A simplified version of the poverty threshold that 
is used to determine financial eligibility for some 
federal programs.

The nation’s economic growth depends  

on the well-being of our children. 

By investing in the health of our nation’s children,  

we ensure that our economy will continue to grow.  

The future of our economy is dependent on producing 

healthy, strong, and well-educated children. America’s 

Business Leaders can play a central role in the nation’s 

economic growth by investing in America’s children.

Child hunger can be prevented  

through advocacy. 

It is critical that federal child nutrition programs are 

strengthened by working to eliminate barriers in accessing 

these programs, streamlining the administration of these 

programs, and ensuring that these programs are adequately 

funded. As Congress prepares for the reauthorization of 

child nutrition programs, Feeding America and its network 

of over 200 food banks are advocating for children  

by working to strengthen the quality and efficiency  

of all child nutrition programs; reaching more low income 

children at times when school lunch is not available, such 

as summertime and weekends; and offering new and 

innovative approaches to reach children in underserved 

areas, such as in rural communities.

Investing in  
our Nation’s Children


