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‘Hunger in early life’: exploring 
the prevalence and correlates of child food 
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Abstract 

Background:  Although food is a basic human right, food insecurity remains a major problem in the Global North 
including Canada. Children constitute a subgroup that is particularly vulnerable to food insecurity, with recent 
evidence showing that 1 in 6 Canadian children are food insecure. The rising rate of child food insecurity alongside 
its links with several adverse health outcomes reinforce the need to pay attention to its determinants. Although food 
insecurity is a multidimensional phenomenon shaped by diverse factors, in the Global North, including Canada, it is 
generally framed as a financial problem. Consequently, food policy has largely prioritized income support programs 
to the neglect of potentially important non-monetary factors. These non-monetary factors are also rarely explored in 
the literature despite their potentially relevant role in shaping policy responses to child food insecurity. Drawing data 
from the Canadian Community Health Survey (N = 21,455 households with children) and broadening the scope of 
potential predictors, this paper examined the correlates of child food insecurity in Canada.

Results:  Findings show children in visible minority households (OR = 1.12, p < 0.01), single-parent households 
(OR = 1.55, p < 0.001), households with five or more members (OR = 1.35, p < 0.001), households with the highest 
level of education being secondary education or lower (OR = 1.14, p < 0.05), households where the adult respondent 
reported a very weak sense of community belonging (OR = 1.32, p < 0.001), poor physical health (OR = 1.61, p < 0.001) 
and poor mental health (OR = 1.61, p < 0.001) had higher odds of being food insecure. Children in lower income 
households were also more likely to be food insecure.

Conclusions:  This study demonstrates the multidimensional nature of child food insecurity and highlights the need 
for food policy to pay attention to relevant social factors. Although commonly highlighted economic factors such as 
household income and employment status remain important correlates of child food insecurity in Canada, non-
monetary factors such as visible minority status, sense of community belonging and living arrangement of parents/
guardians are noteworthy predictors of child food insecurity that need equal policy attention.
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Background
This paper explores the prevalence and predictors of 
child food insecurity in Canada. Although food is a basic 
human need and an important determinant of health, 

food insecurity—defined in the Canadian context as the 
limited access to food resources due to financial con-
straints—remains a major problem [1]. In the year 2020, 
one in seven (14.6%) Canadians lived in a household that 
experienced food insecurity [2], an increase from 12.4% 
in 2018 [3]. Although these household-level statistics 
provide a good picture of the increasing food insecu-
rity situation in Canada, there is the potential for these 
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statistics to mask differences across population sub-
groups [4]. Children are a subgroup particularly vulner-
able to food insecurity [5]. Recent statistics show that 1 in 
6 Canadian children (under 18 years) are affected by food 
insecurity [6]. At the household level, 15.6% of house-
holds with children below 18 were food insecure com-
pared to households without children (10.4%) [6]. The 
current rate of child food insecurity is remarkably higher 
compared to the prevalence of 1.2% and 1.6% reported in 
the National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth 
in 1994 and 1996, respectively [7]. Child food insecurity 
in Canada is also geographically variable, with Nunavut 
and the Northwest Territories having the highest preva-
lence rates ― 60% and 29%, respectively.

Although considerable scholarly work has focused on 
food insecurity in Canada, the majority of studies have 
been at the broader household level with very little atten-
tion to child food insecurity [6, 8]. This broader focus at 
the household level, has the potential to  mask the food 
insecurity experiences of children. This is despite the 
fact that children are a population sub-group who are 
in a crucial phase of growth, where adequate nutrition 
is crucial [9]. The rising rate of child food insecurity in 
Canada, coupled with its links with several adverse physi-
ological and psychosocial health outcomes further  rein-
force the need to pay attention to its determinants. For 
instance, empirical research demonstrates a link between 
child food insecurity and compromised immune function 
(Gundersen and Ziliak, 2015), retarded physical devel-
opment [11, 12], poor physical health-related quality of 
life [13, 14], and reduced cognitive ability and psycho-
social dysfunction [15]. Severely food insecure children 
have also been found to be more likely to be lethargic, 
withdrawn, and nervous [13, 16, 17]. Food insecurity 
among children has also been found to be associated 
with chronic conditions such as cardiovascular disease 
and diabetes [18–21]. Some studies [10, 22–24] have also 
demonstrated how food insecurity  related illnesses and 
associated hospitalization of children further impoverish 
already struggling families. Particularly worrisome is the 
fact that compromised nutrition during the early periods 
of growth can adversely shape current and future well-
being [25–27].

The high prevalence of child food insecurity in Canada 
is despite enormous policy attention at the provincial 
and national levels [1]. Since gaining policy attention in 
the 1980s, food insecurity in the Canadian context has 
been framed as a function of socioeconomic vulnerabil-
ity linked to the lack of financial resources [28]. Result-
ant policy efforts have, therefore, also focused largely on 
poverty alleviation measures that target increasing the 
real incomes of poor households. This income-based 
approach to addressing child food insecurity gained 

traction following the landmark ‘House of Commons’ 
resolution in 1989 that mandated the government to 
eliminate child poverty by the year 2000. Following this 
policy commitment, several poverty alleviation strat-
egies have been implemented including the Canada 
Child Benefit program. The CCB is a monthly payment 
(a maximum amount of $553.25 per month per eligible 
child under 6 years and $466.83 per month per child for 
children aged six to 17) made to families to subsidize the 
cost of childcare. Payments from the CCB are income-
based and tend to decrease as family income increases. 
These income-based approaches are meant to ensure the 
affordability of healthy foods [4].

While there is evidence of the positive effect of income-
based interventions such as the CCB on the overall 
well-being of Canadian children, especially children in 
low-income households [29, 30], the increasing preva-
lence of food insecurity points to the need for food secu-
rity research to further explore the possible role of other 
socio-political factors. For instance, aside from income, 
child food insecurity may be shaped by factors such as 
the sense of belonging, living arrangement, race and culi-
nary skills of parents [4, 5, 31], some of which remain 
underexplored. This study contributes in this regard by 
broadening the scope to explore the role of other concep-
tually relevant social factors such as sense of community 
belonging, living arrangement and mental health of par-
ents and/or guardians on the food security experiences of 
children. Moreover, food insecurity is a temporal experi-
ence, with the potential for its drivers to change markedly 
over time. This further reinforces the need for continuous 
research to enhance understanding of its dynamic nature 
and associated predictors to inform the design and 
implementation of time-sensitive and contextually rel-
evant policies. To the best of the author’s knowledge this 
is the first study focusing exclusively on the predictors of 
child food insecurity in Canada using a child status meas-
ure from a nationally representative data set.

Materials and methods
This study is based on data from the 2017–2018 round 
of the  Canadian Community Health Survey (CCHS). 
The CCHS is a nationally representative survey that uses 
three sampling frames (i.e., an area frame, a list frame, 
and a random digit dialing frame) to obtain health infor-
mation from Canadians aged 12 and older from ten prov-
inces and three territories. The sampling frameworks 
excluded residents living on reserves, full-time members 
of the Canadian Forces, and the institutionalized popu-
lations. The CCHS asked adult respondents (18  years 
or older) about children’s experiences on food security 
in their households. Therefore, respondents aged 17 or 
younger were excluded, bringing the analytical sample to 
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21,455 adult respondents whose households included at 
least one child. In terms of geographical scope, this anal-
ysis covers the 10 provinces and territories that adminis-
tered the food security model in the 2017–2018 round of 
the CCHS. Figure 1 shows the study provinces and their 
respective child food insecurity levels relative to the sur-
vey sample.

Dependent variable
Our dependent variable is ‘food insecurity status’, 
which was constructed based on the Household Food 
Security Survey Module—Child Scale. Specifically, 
there are seven indicators to measure the food experi-
ence of children in the last year: (1) did you or other 
adults in your household rely on only a few kinds of 
low-cost food to feed children, (2) did you or other 
adults in your household couldn’t feed children a bal-
anced meal, (3) children were not eating enough, (4) 

did you or other adults in your household ever cut 
the size of any of the children’s meals, (5) were any 
of the children ever hungry (6) did any of the chil-
dren ever skipped meals, and (7) did any of the chil-
dren ever not eat for a whole day. Based on responses 
to these questions, the CCHS generates three food 
security categories (0 = food secure; 1 = moderately 
food insecure; 2 = severely food insecure). While this 
food insecurity variable is originally ordinal, as shown 
in Table  1, because the proportion of severely food 
insecure is very small, analyzing this variable with an 
ordered logistic regression presents serious analyti-
cal challenges, especially with concomitant biased and 
higher odds ratios. Consequently, the ‘moderately food 
insecure’ and ‘severely food insecure’ categories were 
combined into a single category called ‘food insecure’ 
(0 = food secure; 1 = food insecure).

Fig. 1  Map of Canada showing the provinces of study and their respective child food insecurity levels
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Independent variables
A range of relevant demographic, economic/social and 
health-related variables of adults in the household were 
adjusted for in the analysis. Demographic variables 
include immigrant status (0 = no; 1 = yes), visible minor-
ity status (0 = no; 1 = yes), living arrangement (0 = cou-
ple; 1 = lone; 2 = other), household size (0 = 2; 1 = 3; 
2 = 4; 3 = 5 or more), province of residence (0 = Quebec; 
1 = Newfoundland and Labrador; 2 = Prince Edward 
Island; 3 = Nova Scotia; 4 = New Brunswick; 5 = Ontario; 
6 = Manitoba; 7 = Saskatchewan; 8 = Alberta; 9 = Brit-
ish Columbia; 10 = territories). Four socioeconomic 
factors including household education (0 = more than 
secondary education; 1 = secondary education; 2 = less 
than secondary education), household income (0 = more 
than 80 K; 1 = 60 K to 80 K; 2 = 40 K to 60 K; 3 = 20 K to 
40  K; 4 = less than 40  K), employment (0 = yes; 1 = no), 
and sense of belonging to community (0 = very strong; 
1 = somewhat strong; 2 = somewhat weak; 3 = very weak) 
were also included. Finally, two health indicators, namely 
self-rated physical health (0 = excellent; 1 = very good; 
2 = good; 3 = fair; 4 = poor) and mental health (0 = excel-
lent; 1 = very good; 2 = good; 3 = fair; 4 = poor) of adult 
respondents in surveyed households were also included 
in the analysis.

Statistical analysis
There are three separate analyses for this study. First, 
univariate analysis is employed to understand the char-
acteristics of the study sample. Second, bivariate analysis 
is conducted to understand the independent relation-
ship between the covariates and child food insecurity. 
Finally, multivariate analysis was conducted to exam-
ine the adjusted relationship between the independent 
variables and child food insecurity. For the bivariate and 

Table 1  Sample characteristics

Variable Percentage

 Child food insecurity

 Food secure 94.85

 Food insecure 5.15

Immigrant status

 No 76.51

 Yes 23.49

Visible minority status

 No 79.71

 Yes 20.29

Living arrangement

 Couple 73.74

 Lone 17.11

 Other 9.15

Household size

 2 7.72

 3 29.41

 4 40.51

 5 or more 22.36

Province of residence

 Quebec 21.72

 Newfoundland and Labrador 2.42

 Prince Edward Island 1.46

 Nova Scotia 3.57

 New Brunswick 2.80

 Ontario 29.87

 Manitoba 5.12

 Saskatchewan 4.36

 Alberta 14.68

 British Columbia 12.56

 Territories 1.44

Household education

 More than secondary education 86.12

 Secondary education 10.84

 Less than secondary education 3.03

Household income

 More than $80 K 62.13

 60 K to 80 K 12.33

 40 K to 60 K 11.00

 20 K to 40 K 9.15

 Less than 20 K 5.37

Employment

 Yes 79.91

 No 20.09

Sense of belonging to community

 Very strong 17.43

 Somewhat strong 53.45

 Somewhat weak 23.24

 Very weak 5.88

Self-rated physical health

Table 1  (continued)

Variable Percentage

 Excellent 26.54

 Very good 40.96

 Good 25.31

 Fair 5.63

 Poor 1.56

Self-rated mental health

 Excellent 31.26

 Very good 38.74

 Good 23.37

 Fair 5.43

 Poor 1.20

 Total 21,455
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multivariate analyses, negative log–log regression was 
used. Although the dependent variable is dichotomous 
(as shown in Table 1), the distribution is skewed and not 
equally probable, with 5.15% of the respondents falling 
under the ‘yes’ category. In this case, the negative log–log 
link function is recommended, since a simple logit model 
that assumes a symmetric distribution can generate 
biased estimates (Smith and McKenna, 2012). The Akaike 
Information Criteria for three different models, namely 
negative log–log, complementary log–log, and logit 
models was calculated. The negative log–log technique 
produced the lowest score, implying the best model fit. 
To ensure robustness, it was also important to employ 
alternative measures of food insecurity. Although data 
limitations associated with the CCHS militated against 
the use of alternative measures, such as the Rasch model, 
a principal component analysis was employed to reduce 
the different variables used in creating the dependent 
variable into a scale. This variable was subsequently used 
as the dependent variable to produce estimates using 
ordinary least squares regression analysis. The results 
were largely consistent with the results from the negative 
log–log regression.

For the bivariate and multivariate analyses, findings are 
reported with odd ratios (ORs). ORs larger than 1 imply 
that respondents are more likely to be food insecure, 
while those smaller than 1 indicate the lower odds of 
experiencing food insecurity. Sampling weights provided 
by Statistics Canada were applied to all the analyses.

Results
Table  1 shows results from univariate analysis. About 
5.15% of households reported child food insecurity. The 
majority of adults respondents from households sur-
veyed were native-born (76.51%), non-visible minor-
ity (79.71%), and employed (79.91%). In the majority of 
households (73.74%), children lived with both parents. 
In most households (86.12%), the highest level of edu-
cation was above secondary education. About 62% of 
households had an annual household income of more 
than $80,000. The largest proportion of households are in 
Ontario (29.87%), followed by Quebec (21.72%), Alberta 
(14.68%), and Saskatchewan (4.36%). It is also notewor-
thy that only 26.54% and 31.26% of adult respondents 
in sampled households reported excellent physical and 
mental health, respectively.

Table  2 shows results from the bivariate analysis. 
Immigrant (OR = 1.08, p < 0.01) and visible minority 
(OR = 1.13, p < 0.001)  households were more likely to 
report child food insecurity than their native-born and 
non-visible minority counterparts, respectively. Similarly, 
children living under lone parental care or family arrange-
ment were more likely to be food insecure than those in 

Table 2  Bivariate analysis of the dependent and independent 
variables

Variable OR SE 95% CI

Immigration status

 No Reference

 Yes 1.08** 0.02 1.02 1.12

Visible minority status

 No Reference

 Yes 1.13*** 0.03 1.08 1.18

Living arrangement

 Couple Reference

 Lone 1.85*** 0.04 1.76 1.94

 Other 1.22 0.04 1.14 1.30

Household size

 2 Reference

 3 0.65*** 0.02 0.60 0.70

 4 0.58*** 0.02 0.54 0.62

 5 or more 0.67*** 0.02 0.62 0.72

Province of residence

 Quebec Reference

 Newfoundland and Labrador 1.27*** 0.08 1.12 1.43

 Prince Edward Island 1.18* 0.10 1.00 1.39

 Nova Scotia 1.22*** 0.07 1.10 1.36

 New Brunswick 1.28*** 0.08 1.14 1.44

 Ontario 1.14*** 0.03 1.08 1.20

 Manitoba 1.03 0.05 0.93 1.14

 Saskatchewan 1.07 0.06 0.96 1.19

 Alberta 1.14*** 0.04 1.07 1.22

 British Columbia 1.04 0.04 0.97 1.11

 Territories 0.89 0.09 0.73 1.08

Household education

 More than secondary education Reference

 Secondary education 1.42*** 0.04 1.34 1.50

 Less than secondary education 1.71*** 0.08 1.55 1.88

Household income

 More than $80 K Reference

 60 K to 80 K 1.42*** 0.05 1.33 1.51

 40 K to 60 K 1.63*** 0.05 1.53 1.74

 20 K to 40 K 2.27*** 0.07 2.13 2.41

 Less than 20 K 2.57*** 0.10 2.38 2.78

Employment

 Yes Reference

 No 1.38*** 0.03 1.32 1.44

Sense of belonging to community

 Very strong Reference

 Somewhat strong 1.05 0.03 0.99 1.11

 Somewhat weak 1.21*** 0.04 1.13 1.29

 Very weak 1.59*** 0.07 1.46 1.74

Self-rated physical health

 Excellent Reference

 Very good 1.11*** 0.03 1.05 1.17

 Good 1.37*** 0.04 1.30 1.45
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households, where parents lived as a couple (OR = 1.85, 
p < 0.001). In terms of geographical location, living in 
Newfoundland and Labrador (OR = 1.27, p < 0.001), 
Prince Edward Island (OR = 1.18, p < 0.05), Nova Sco-
tia (OR = 1.22, p < 0.001), New Brunswick (OR = 1.28, 
p < 0.001), Ontario (OR = 1.14, p < 0.001) and Alberta 
(OR = 1.14, p < 0.001) is positively correlated with child 
food insecurity  comapred to Quebec. However, chil-
dren in households of five or more (OR = 0.67, p < 0.001), 
four (OR = 0.58, p < 0.001), and three people (OR = 0.65, 
p < 0.001) had lower odds of experiencing child food inse-
curity than those in households with only two people. In 
terms of socioeconomic factors, households with lower 
education, income, and unemployment were more likely 
to report child food insecurity than households  with 
higher education, income, and employment. In addition, 
households with a very weak (OR = 1.59, p < 0.001) and 
somewhat weak (OR = 1.21, p < 0.001) sense of belonging 
to the community were more likely to report child food 
insecurity than those with a very strong sense of com-
munity belonging. Finally, self-rated physical and mental 
health were significantly associated with child food inse-
curity. Specifically, the poorer physical and mental health 
of the adult respondent in the household is positively 
associated with child food insecurity.

Table  3 shows results from multivariate analysis. 
Consistent with the bivariate level, visible minor-
ity households (OR = 1.12, p < 0.01) were more likely 
to report child food insecurity. In addition, children 
in lone parental households were still significantly 
more likely to be food insecure than those in house-
holds, where parents lived as a couple (OR = 1.55, 
p < 0.001). Moreover, living in Newfoundland and Lab-
rador (OR = 1.35, p < 0.001), Nova Scotia (OR = 1.24, 
p < 0.01), New Brunswick (OR = 1.33, p < 0.001), 
Ontario (OR = 1.18, p < 0.001), Saskatchewan 

Table 2  (continued)

Variable OR SE 95% CI

 Fair 2.04*** 0.09 1.88 2.22

 Poor 2.46*** 0.17 2.15 2.82

Self-rated mental health

 Excellent Reference

 Very good 1.08** 0.03 1.03 1.14

 Good 1.35*** 0.04 1.28 1.43

 Fair 1.92*** 0.08 1.77 2.08

 Poor 2.68*** 0.22 2.29 3.14

SE Standard Errors
* p < 0.05
** p < 0.01
*** p < 0.001

Table 3  Multivariate analysis of the dependent and 
independent variables

Variable OR SE 95% CI

Immigrant status

 No Reference

 Yes 1.02 0.04 0.94 1.11

Visible minority status

 No Reference

 Yes 1.12** 0.05 1.03 1.21

Living arrangement

 Couple Reference

 Lone 1.55*** 0.06 1.44 1.67

 Other 1.05 0.04 0.97 1.13

Household size

 2 Reference

 3 1.03 0.05 0.94 1.13

 4 1.19** 0.06 1.07 1.31

 5 or more 1.35*** 0.07 1.21 1.49

Province of residence

 Quebec Reference

 Newfoundland and Labrador 1.35*** 0.10 1.17 1.57

 Prince Edward Island 1.14 0.11 0.94 1.39

 Nova Scotia 1.24** 0.08 1.09 1.41

 New Brunswick 1.33*** 0.09 1.16 1.53

 Ontario 1.18*** 0.04 1.10 1.27

 Manitoba 1.09 0.07 0.97 1.23

 Saskatchewan 1.19** 0.07 1.05 1.34

 Alberta 1.28*** 0.05 1.18 1.39

 British Columbia 1.12* 0.05 1.03 1.22

 Territories 1.18 0.13 0.95 1.48

Household education

 More than secondary education Reference

 Secondary education 1.11** 0.04 1.04 1.19

 Less than secondary education 1.14* 0.07 1.02 1.28

Household income

 More than $80 K Reference

 60 K to 80 K 1.35*** 0.05 1.26 1.44

 40 K to 60 K 1.46*** 0.05 1.36 1.57

 20 K to 40 K 1.88*** 0.07 1.74 2.02

 Less than 20 K 1.95*** 0.09 1.78 2.15

Employment

 Yes Reference

 No 1.03 0.03 0.98 1.09

Sense of belonging to community

 Very strong Reference

 Somewhat strong 1.07* 0.04 1.00 1.15

 Somewhat weak 1.15*** 0.04 1.07 1.24

 Very weak 1.32*** 0.07 1.19 1.46

Self-rated physical health

 Excellent Reference

 Very good 1.07* 0.04 1.01 1.15

 Good 1.21*** 0.04 1.12 1.30
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(OR = 1.19, p < 0.01), Alberta (OR = 1.28, p < 0.001), 
and British Columbia (OR = 1.12, p < 0.05) was posi-
tively correlated with child food insecurity. The direc-
tion of the association between household size and 
child food insecurity reversed at the multivariate 
level. Children living in households with five or more 
(OR = 1.35, p < 0.001) and four (OR = 1.19, p < 0.01) 
members were now significantly more likely to be food 
insecure than those in households with two people. 
Similarly, children in households, where the highest 
level of education among adults was secondary educa-
tion or lower had a higher chance of being food inse-
cure than their counterparts with tertiary education. 
In addition, higher income households were still less 
likely to report child food insecurity. Households with 
the adult respondents having a very weak (OR = 1.32, 
p < 0.001) and somewhat weak (OR = 1.15, p < 0.001) 
sense of belonging to a community (OR = 1.07, 
p < 0.05) were still more likely to report child food 
insecurity than those with a very strong sense of com-
munity belonging. Finally, children in households, 
where the adult respondent reported poor self-rated 
physical and mental health had higher odds of being 
food insecure than those living in households, where 
the adult respondents had excellent self-rated physical 
and mental health.

Discussion
The study examined the correlates of child  food 
insecurity in Canada using data from the 2017–
2018 CCHS. Child food insecurity is primarily a 

consequence of parent’s inability to provide food [10, 
32]. This inability, is typically  an outcome of a  com-
plex blend of  socio-economic factors. Notwithstand-
ing growing literature on household food security 
in the Global North [8, 30, 33], child food insecurity 
remains less well understood.  

Findings from this study show that children living in 
lower income households were more likely to be food 
insecure. This is consistent with other studies that 
confirmed the crucial role of income in household 
food security [34, 35]. Specific to child food insecu-
rity, household income shapes the food purchasing 
power of parents/guardians. Thus, households with 
higher incomes may be in a better position to provide 
quality and diverse foods for child nourishment than 
households with lower incomes. Aside from access, 
income further plays a key role in the food desirability 
aspects of food security. Children in wealthier house-
holds may have access to different foods to choose 
from when compared to children from households 
with lower incomes, who may be restricted to con-
suming cheaper foods.

Children who lived with a single parent were more 
susceptible to food insecurity than children living 
with both parents. Parental support is important in 
child food security both in terms of food provision-
ing and utilization [10]. Financially, a single-parent 
household may indicate a single stream of income 
which limits the parent’s purchasing power to meet all 
children’s dietary and nutritional needs. It is, there-
fore, not surprising that higher income households 
were significantly less likely to report child food inse-
curity. More so, children living with a single parent, 
especially in divorce or the death of the other parent, 
may not have the adequate emotional and psychologi-
cal support to efficiently utilize food. Familial social 
capital as expressed in the presence of a spouse at 
home may also improve the food security of children 
in the household [36]. Aside from providing support 
in doing groceries and helping with food preparation 
for children in the household, having both parents in 
the household may also provide constant emotional 
and companionship to ensure children eat regularly. 
Indeed previous studies have highlighted the role of 
familial social capital in the food consumption of the 
elderly [37, 38]. The buffering role of spousal support 
on food insecurity is even crucial for younger children 
who require constant parental support to be able to 
feed [39].

The positive association between having a weak 
sense of community belongingness and child food 

Table 3  (continued)

Variable OR SE 95% CI

 Fair 1.55*** 0.08 1.40 1.71

 Poor 1.61*** 0.14 1.36 1.90

Self-rated mental health

 Excellent Reference

 Very good 1.05 0.03 0.99 1.12

 Good 1.14*** 0.04 1.07 1.23

 Fair 1.35*** 0.07 1.22 1.50

 Poor 1.53*** 0.14 1.28 1.84

 Log likelihood  −3433.233

 AIC 6938.466

 BIC 7225.519

SE Standard errors
* p < 0.05
** p < 0.01
*** p < 0.001
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insecurity further reinforces the potential role of 
social capital on household food security [33, 37]. 
Sense of community belonging as expressed through 
feeling connected, secure, and accepted in the com-
munity is an indicator of the social capital and net-
works which can be vital in food provisioning as 
demonstrated in other settings in the Global North 
and Global South (Dean et al., 2011; Díaz et al., 2002; 
Locher et al., 2005; Ogg, 2005). A sense of community 
enhances social support and reciprocity among com-
munity members which can promote sharing of vital 
resources including food. Thus, the social connections 
of parents who may be financially constrained can 
serve as fall back in getting financial assistance or in-
kind food assistance to feed children. More so, having 
a weak sense of community belonging may also impact 
the emotional well-being of children and lead to poor 
food utilization even, where supplies are available.

Children in visible minority households were also 
more likely to be food insecure than those in white 
households. This finding is consistent with Kansanga 
et  al. [33] and may be explained by the low-income 
status of visible minorities in Canada and the potential 
effect of racial discrimination in accessing food sup-
port programs. Given that most visible minorities are 
typically in lower income categories, accessing nutri-
tious food consistently may be a challenge for such 
households due to low purchasing power. Although 
food assistance programs such as food banks are a 
crucial fallback for such households, visible minorities 
are often victims of racial discrimination, which may 
prevent them from accessing food from such public 
outlets [42].

The size of the household was also a significant pre-
dictor of the odds of child food insecurity in Canada. 
Larger households had high odds of child food insecu-
rity compared to two-member households. This find-
ing is consistent with Olabiyi & McIntyre (2014), who 
suggest that larger family sizes have adverse impacts 
on household food security outcomes. Larger family 
sizes may translate to increased food expenditure and 
competition for limited household resources among 
the many members. This may be particularly relevant 
in  situations, where the majority of family members 
are not part of the labor force (i.e., children and older 
adults) and must depend on a few working individu-
als. This dependency burden is important to consider 
given that Canada’s population structure reveals a sig-
nificant young adult population, the majority of whom 
must depend on their parents for basic needs includ-
ing food.

Consistent with previous studies on food security 
among other population sub-groups (see [8, 33, 43]), 
poor self-rated mental and physical health of adult 
respondents in the household was associated with 
child food insecurity. First, physical health can directly 
limit parents’ ability to access food. For example, poor 
physical health may hinder parents/guardians from 
doing groceries and preparing meals for children. In 
addition, poor physical health may negatively affect 
parents’ food purchasing power by limiting their 
engagement in income-generating activities. Health 
care may also compete with household food budgets. 
In the long run, food insecurity may in turn reinforce 
ill-health given the demonstrated bidirectional rela-
tionship between food security and health [44].

Living in Ontario, New Brunswick, Alberta, Sas-
katchewan, and Nova Scotia was also associated with 
higher odds of child food insecurity than Quebec. This 
is finding consistent with Leroux et al.’s (2018) analysis 
of food insecurity among older adults in Canada. The 
observed spatial differences in child food insecurity 
may be understood through provincial socio-economic 
initiatives and policies. As highlighted earlier, in Can-
ada, food insecurity is mitigated largely by provincial 
support programs [30]. These programs and the associ-
ated financial packages vary, affecting households’ pur-
chasing power. The protection associated with residing 
in Quebec may reflect the relatively better financial 
support for households in the province compared to 
other provinces [44]. For example, Quebec has subsi-
dized childcare and much longer paid parental leaves 
[43]. In addition, the Provincial Government of Que-
bec in 2002 initiated legislation (Act to Combat Poverty 
and Social Exclusion), in which the government prior-
itized financial support and food security [46].

Despite the relevance of this study to policy and lit-
erature on child food insecurity in Canada, the find-
ings ought to be interpreted with consideration of a 
number of limitations. First, the study used a cross-
sectional survey, thus limiting the study’s ability to 
infer causality. In addition, the measure of child food 
insecurity was based on a self-reported measure by 
parents, which may not directly reflect children’s 
actual food insecurity levels. Moreover, food insecurity 
is a differentiated experience, thus parents’ percep-
tion of their food security may differ from children’s. 
Given that distance to grocery stores is important in 
food access, a heterogeneity analysis based on distance 
grocery stores would have been important in further 
contextualizing our findings. This was, however, not 
possible given due to data limitations with the CCHS. 
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Food insecurity is also a temporal phenomenon, future 
research may, therefore, benefit from using longitu-
dinal studies to understand how food insecurity may 
vary across different temporal periods. Another area 
of focus for future studies on this theme is a compara-
tive analysis across countries in the Global North.

Conclusions and policy implications
As highlighted earlier, despite the complex set of factors 
that shape child food security outcomes, food insecurity 
in Canada is generally framed as a problem of income. 
In line with this income-based framing, food policy 
has focused largely on income support programs as a 
way to improve the purchasing power of low-income 
households. While these programs are necessary and 
timely as expressed through the link between household 
income and food insecurity in this analysis, this study 
makes an important contribution by demonstrating the 
important role of other socioeconomic factors such as 
visible minority status, parental living arrangement, 
sense of and community belonging in shaping child 
food insecurity. Consistent with the arguments of other 
scholars (e.g., [47, 48]), I argue that food insecurity is 
not merely a financial issue that can be addressed by 
providing income support to households. By extending 
the scope of analysis to include other conceptually rel-
evant factors, this study contributes to the literature by 
going beyond commonly tested predictors of child food 
insecurity opens the space for more research and policy 
conversations on the relevance of non-monetary strate-
gies and programs in addressing child food insecurity. 
While income support and other economic programs 
have been demonstrated to alleviate food insecurity in 
Canada [1, 30], this study demonstrates such income-
based programs may not be sufficient in the fight to end 
child food insecurity. A combination of income-based 
initiatives and attention to constraints in the social envi-
ronment may ensure a more robust fight against child 
food insecurity. For instance, food security policy that 
promotes programs to enhance the well-being and sense 
of community belonging of parents, particularly among 
low-income immigrant and minority groups may be 
more promising in addressing child food insecurity.
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Appendix
See Table 4

Table 4  Ordinary least squares regression analysis of child food 
insecurity 

Variable COEF p 95% CI

Immigration status

 No Reference

 Yes  − 0.01 0.57  −0.07 0.04

Visible minority status

 No Reference

 Yes 0.11 0.00 0.05 0.16

Living arrangement

 Couple Reference

 Lone 0.38 0.00 0.33 0.44

 Other 0.00 0.93  −0.06 0.05

Household size

 2 Reference

 3 0.08 0.03 0.01 0.15

 4 0.16 0.00 0.08 0.23

 5 or more 0.23 0.00 0.15 0.31

Province

 Quebec Reference

 Newfoundland And Labrador 0.14 0.01 0.04 0.24

 Prince Edward Island 0.05 0.43  −0.07 0.18

 Nova Scotia 0.11 0.01 0.03 0.20

 New Brunswick 0.14 0.00 0.04 0.23

 Ontario 0.10 0.00 0.06 0.15

 Manitoba 0.03 0.44  −0.04 0.10

Saskatchewan 0.06 0.14  −0.02 0.13

 Alberta 0.09 0.00 0.04 0.14

 British Columbia 0.03 0.20  −0.02 0.09

 Yukon 0.07 0.26  −0.05 0.20

Household education

 More than secondary education Reference

 Secondary education 0.08 0.00 0.03 0.13

 Less than secondary education 0.27 0.00 0.18 0.36

Household income

 More than $80 K Reference

 60 K to 80 K 0.12 0.00 0.07 0.16

 40 K to 60 K 0.21 0.00 0.16 0.26

 20 K to 40 K 0.49 0.00 0.43 0.54

 Less than 20 K 0.71 0.00 0.63 0.78

Employment

 Yes Reference

 No 0.05 0.01 0.01 0.09

Sense of belonging to community

 Very strong Reference

 Somewhat strong 0.02 0.25  −0.02 0.06

 Somewhat weak 0.09 0.00 0.05 0.14

 Very weak 0.22 0.00 0.15 0.30

Self-rated physical health

 Excellent Reference

 Very good 0.02 0.43 −0.02 0.05

 Good 0.06 0.01 0.02 0.11



Page 10 of 11Kansanga ﻿Agriculture & Food Security           (2022) 11:32 

Acknowledgements
This research used data collected by Statistics Canada. The author is also grate-
ful to the anonymous reviewers and colleagues for their suggestions.

Funding
This research did not receive any specific grant from funding agencies in the 
public, commercial, or not-for-profit sectors.

Availability of data and materials
The data sets generated and/or analyzed during the current study are avail-
able in the [Statistics Canada] repository, [https://​www23.​statc​an.​gc.​ca/​imdb/​
p2SV.​pl?​Funct​ion=​getIn​stanc​eList​&​Id=​13141​75].

Declarations

Ethics approval and consent to participate
Not applicable.

Consent for publication
Not applicable.

Competing interests
The author declares that there are no competing interests.

Received: 20 September 2021   Accepted: 23 March 2022

References
	1.	 Brown EM, Tarasuk V. Money speaks: reductions in severe food insecurity 

follow the Canada Child Benefit. Prev Med (Baltim). 2019;129:105876.
	2.	 Statistics Canada. Food insecurity during the COVID-19 pandemic, May 

2020. June 24, 2020. 2020.
	3.	 Valerie T, Timmie L, Andrew M, Naomi D. Commentary-the case for more 

comprehensive data on household food insecurity. Heal Promot chronic 
Dis Prev Canada Res policy Pract. 2018;38(5):210.

	4.	 McIntyre L. Food security: more than a determinant of health. Policy 
Options-Montreal. 2003;24(3):46–51.

	5.	 Gundersen C, Kreider B. Bounding the effects of food insecurity on chil-
dren’s health outcomes. J Health Econ. 2009;28(5):971–83.

	6.	 Tarasuk V, Mitchell A, Dachner N. Household Food Insecurity in Canada: 
2014. PROOF: Research to Identify Policy Options to Reduce Food Insecu-
rity; 2016. https://​proof.​utoro​nto.​ca/​wp-​conte​nt/​uploa​ds/​2016/​04/​House​
hold-​Food-​Insec​urity-​in-​Canada-​2014.​pdf.

	7.	 Kirkpatrick SI, Tarasuk V. Food insecurity in Canada. Can J Public Heal. 
2008;99(4):324–7.

	8.	 Tarasuk V, St-Germain A-AF, Mitchell A. Geographic and socio-demo-
graphic predictors of household food insecurity in Canada. BMC Public 
Health. 2019;19(1):12.

	9.	 Bhawra J, Kirkpatrick SI, Hammond D. Food insecurity among Canadian 
youth and young adults: insights from the Canada Food Study. Can J 
Public Heal. 2021;112:663.

	10.	 Gundersen C, Ziliak JP. Food insecurity and health outcomes. Health Aff. 
2015;34(11):1830–9.

	11.	 de Oliveira KHD, de Almeida GM, Gubert MB, Moura AS, Spaniol AM, 
Hernandez DC, et al. Household food insecurity and early childhood 
development: systematic review and meta-analysis. Matern Child Nutr. 
2020. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1111/​mcn.​12967.

	12.	 Winicki J, Jemison K. Food insecurity and hunger in the kindergarten 
classroom: its effect on learning and growth. Contemp Econ Policy. 
2003;21(2):145–57.

	13.	 Drennen CR, Coleman SM, de Cuba SE, Frank DA, Chilton M, Cook JT, et al. 
Food insecurity, health, and development in children under age four 
years. Pediatrics. 2019;144(4):e20190824.

	14.	 Schmeer KK, Piperata BA. Household food insecurity and child health. 
Matern Child Nutr. 2017;13(2):e12301.

	15.	 Alaimo K, Olson CM, Frongillo EA. Food insufficiency and American 
school-aged children’s cognitive, academic, and psychosocial develop-
ment. Pediatrics. 2001;108(1):44–53.

	16.	 Pollitt E, Golub M, Gorman K, Grantham-McGregor S, Levitsky D, Schürch 
B, et al. A reconceptualization of the effects of undernutrition on chil-
dren’s biological, psychosocial, and behavioral development. Soc Policy 
Rep. 1996;10(5):1–22.

	17.	 Jyoti DF, Frongillo EA, Jones SJ. Food insecurity affects school chil-
dren’s academic performance, weight gain, and social skills. J Nutr. 
2005;135(12):2831–9.

	18.	 Campbell AA, de Pee S, Sun K, Kraemer K, Thorne-Lyman A, Moench-
Pfanner R, et al. Relationship of household food insecurity to neonatal, 
infant, and under-five child mortality among families in rural Indonesia. 
Food Nutr Bull. 2009;30(2):112–9.

	19.	 Kidane D, Woldemichael A. Does inflation kill? Exposure to food inflation 
and child mortality. Food Policy. 2020;92:101838.

	20.	 Thomas MMC, Miller DP, Morrissey TW. Food insecurity and child health. 
Pediatrics. 2019;144(4):e20190397.

	21.	 Clemens KK, Le B, Anderson KK, Shariff SZ. Childhood food insecurity 
and incident diabetes: A longitudinal cohort study of 34 042 children in 
Ontario, Canada. Diabet Med. 2021;38(5):e14396.

	22.	 Cook JT, Frank DA, Berkowitz C, Black MM, Casey PH, Cutts DB, et al. Food 
insecurity is associated with adverse health outcomes among human 
infants and toddlers. J Nutr. 2004;134(6):1432–8.

	23.	 Berkowitz SA, Seligman HK, Basu S. Impact of food insecurity and SNAP 
participation on healthcare utilization and expenditures. 2017.

	24.	 Tarasuk V, Mitchell A, McLaren L, McIntyre L. Chronic physical and mental 
health conditions among adults may increase vulnerability to household 
food insecurity. J Nutr. 2013;143(11):1785–93.

	25.	 Currie J, Rossin-Slater M. Early-life origins of life-cycle well-being: research 
and policy implications. J policy Anal Manag. 2015;34(1):208–42.

	26.	 Cohen S, Janicki-Deverts D, Chen E, Matthews KA. Childhood socioeco-
nomic status and adult health. Ann N Y Acad Sci. 2010;1186(1):37–55.

	27.	 McIntyre L, Williams JVA, Lavorato DH, Patten S. Depression and suicide 
ideation in late adolescence and early adulthood are an outcome of child 
hunger. J Affect Disord. 2013;150(1):123–9.

	28.	 McIntyre L, Patterson PB, Anderson LC, Mah CL. Household food insecu-
rity in Canada: problem definition and potential solutions in the public 
policy domain. Can Public Policy. 2016;42(1):83–93.

	29.	 Milligan K, Stabile M. Do child tax benefits affect the well-being of chil-
dren? Evidence from Canadian child benefit expansions. Am Econ J Econ 
Policy. 2011;3(3):175–205.

	30.	 Men F, Urquia ML, Tarasuk V. The role of provincial social policies and eco-
nomic environments in shaping food insecurity among Canadian families 
with children. Prev Med (Baltim). 2021;148:106558.

	31.	 Cook JT, Frank DA, Levenson SM, Neault NB, Heeren TC, Black MM, et al. 
Child food insecurity increases risks posed by household food insecurity 
to young children’s health. J Nutr. 2006;136(4):1073–6.

	32.	 Miller DP, Nepomnyaschy L, Ibarra GL, Garasky S. Family structure and 
child food insecurity. Am J Public Health. 2014;104(7):e70–6.

	33.	 Kansanga MM, Sano Y, Bayor I, Braimah JA, Nunbogu AM, Luginaah I. 
Determinants of food insecurity among elderly people: findings from the 

Table 4  (continued)

Variable COEF p 95% CI

 Fair 0.39 0.00 0.31 0.46

 Poor 0.59 0.00 0.46 0.72

Self-rated mental health

 Excellent Reference

 Very good 0.04 0.03 0.00 0.08

 Good 0.10 0.00 0.06 0.15

 Fair 0.39 0.00 0.31 0.46

 Poor 0.88 0.00 0.74 1.03

https://www23.statcan.gc.ca/imdb/p2SV.pl?Function=getInstanceList&Id=1314175
https://www23.statcan.gc.ca/imdb/p2SV.pl?Function=getInstanceList&Id=1314175
https://proof.utoronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/Household-Food-Insecurity-in-Canada-2014.pdf
https://proof.utoronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/Household-Food-Insecurity-in-Canada-2014.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1111/mcn.12967


Page 11 of 11Kansanga ﻿Agriculture & Food Security           (2022) 11:32 	

•
 
fast, convenient online submission

 •
  

thorough peer review by experienced researchers in your field

• 
 
rapid publication on acceptance

• 
 
support for research data, including large and complex data types

•
  

gold Open Access which fosters wider collaboration and increased citations 

 
maximum visibility for your research: over 100M website views per year •

  At BMC, research is always in progress.

Learn more biomedcentral.com/submissions

Ready to submit your researchReady to submit your research  ?  Choose BMC and benefit from: ?  Choose BMC and benefit from: 

Canadian Community Health Survey. Ageing Soc. 2021. https://​doi.​org/​
10.​1017/​S0144​686X2​00020​81.

	34.	 Deaton BJ, Deaton BJ. Food security and Canada’s agricultural sys-
tem challenged by COVID-19: one year later. Can J Agric Econ Can 
d’agroeconomie. 2021;69:161.

	35.	 Fernandes SG, Rodrigues AM, Nunes C, Santos O, Gregório MJ, de Sousa 
RD, et al. Food insecurity in older adults: results from the Epidemiology of 
chronic diseases cohort study 3. Front Med. 2018;5:203.

	36.	 Park JY, Saint Ville A, Schwinghamer T, Melgar-Quiñonez H. Heterogene-
ous factors predict food insecurity among the elderly in developed 
countries: insights from a multi-national analysis of 48 countries. Food 
Secur. 2019;11:541.

	37.	 Dean WR, Sharkey JR, Johnson CM. Food insecurity is associated with 
social capital, perceived personal disparity, and partnership status among 
older and senior adults in a largely rural area of central Texas. J Nutr 
Gerontol Geriatr. 2011;30(2):169–86.

	38.	 Wolfe WS, Olson CM, Kendall A, Frongillo EA Jr. Understanding 
food insecurity in the elderly: a conceptual framework. J Nutr Educ. 
1996;28(2):92–100.

	39.	 Unger JB, McAvay G, Bruce ML, Berkman L, Seeman T. Variation in the 
impact of social network characteristics on physical functioning in elderly 
persons: MacArthur Studies of Successful Aging. Journals Gerontol Ser B 
Psychol Sci Soc Sci. 1999;54(5):S245–51.

	40.	 Locher JL, Ritchie CS, Roth DL, Baker PS, Bodner EV, Allman RM. Social iso-
lation, support, and capital and nutritional risk in an older sample: ethnic 
and gender differences. Soc Sci Med. 2005;60(4):747–61.

	41.	 Ogg J. Social exclusion and insecurity among older Europeans: the influ-
ence of welfare regimes. Ageing Soc. 2005;25(1):69–90.

	42.	 Burke MP, Jones SJ, Frongillo EA, Fram MS, Blake CE, Freedman DA. 
Severity of household food insecurity and lifetime racial discrimination 
among African-American households in South Carolina. Ethn Health. 
2018;23(3):276–92.

	43.	 Olabiyi OM, McIntyre L. Determinants of food insecurity in higher-income 
households in Canada. J Hunger Environ Nutr. 2014;9:433.

	44.	 Tarasuk V, Cheng J, Gundersen C, de Oliveira C, Kurdyak P. The relation 
between food insecurity and mental health care service utilization in 
Ontario. Can J Psychiatry. 2018;63(8):557–69.

	45.	 Leroux J, Morrison K, Rosenberg M. Prevalence and predictors of food 
insecurity among older people in Canada. Int J Environ Res Public Health. 
2018;15(11):2511.

	46.	 Noël A. A law against poverty: Quebec’s new approach to combating 
poverty and social exclusion. Canadian Policy Research Networks Ottawa. 
2002.

	47.	 Kirkpatrick SI, Tarasuk V. Assessing the relevance of neighbourhood char-
acteristics to the household food security of low-income Toronto families. 
Public Health Nutr. 2010;13(7):1139–48.

	48.	 Loopstra R, Tarasuk V. Severity of household food insecurity is sensitive 
to change in household income and employment status among low-
income families. J Nutr. 2013;143(8):1316–23.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in pub-
lished maps and institutional affiliations.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X20002081
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X20002081

	‘Hunger in early life’: exploring the prevalence and correlates of child food insecurity in Canada
	Abstract 
	Background: 
	Results: 
	Conclusions: 

	Background
	Materials and methods
	Dependent variable
	Independent variables
	Statistical analysis

	Results
	Discussion
	Conclusions and policy implications
	Author’ contributions
	Acknowledgements
	References




