
The Spending Patterns of Food Insecure Households

Household food insecurity - the inadequate or insecure access to food due to financial constraints - is a serious public health 
problem in Canada. It negatively impacts physical, mental, and social health, and costs our health care system considerably.

Statistics Canada began monitoring household food insecurity in 2005 through the Canadian Community Health Survey (CCHS).1 
The most recent national prevalence estimate from 2012 showed that 1 in 8 households in Canada are food insecure. This amounts 
to over 4 million Canadians, including 1.15 million children, living in homes that struggle to put food on the table.
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In 2010, food insecurity was measured in the 
Survey of Household Spending, which collected 
detailed information on the expenditures of more 
than 9000 households living in the ten provinces. 
Analyses of these data show that the spending 
patterns of food insecure households differ 
markedly from those of food secure households.2

As the severity of household food insecurity 
increases, spending decreases because 
households have fewer economic resources.

Food insecure households prioritize spending 
on basic needs above all else.

Compared to food secure households, food 
insecure households spend a larger proportion 
of their budget on basic needs (food, clothing, 
and housing). This is achieved by allocating 
fewer resources to discretionary expenses, 
investments, and assets.

Food insecure households spend substantially 
less than food secure households on everything.
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Other Necessities
- Transportation
- Household operations and supplies
- Personal care
- Out-of-pocket health expenses
- Education

Discretionary Expenses
- Recreation and leisure activities
- Child camp and toys
- Legal and financial services
- Support payments
- Charitable donations

Investments and Assets
- Personal insurance
- Pension plans
- Employment Insurance premiums
- Durables

Basic Needs

These findings, together with previous research,3 

indicate that given more money, food insecure 
households will spend more on basic needs. This 
adds to the growing body of evidence that 
improving the economic resources of vulnerable 
households will reduce food insecurity.4-9
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