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According to the United States Department of
Agriculture (USDA), 12.8 percent of United States
households, or 17 million households, were food
insecure’ at least once during 2022. This is a roughly
2.3 percent increase since 2020.2 Food insecurity
disproportionately affects people who experience
poverty. Not having the option to buy food, let alone
nutritious food, can have adverse effects on a
person’s physical and mental well-being.

WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO BE FOOD INSECURE?

The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United
Nations defines a person as “food insecure” when
they lack regular access to enough safe and nutritious
food for healthy growth and development and an
active and healthy life.* However, a more inclusive
definition would account for other aspects of an
individual’s life, such as access to culturally responsive
foods or options that align with their culture; disabled
persons who may have certain dietary requirements
being able to afford those specific foods; or a person
having the agency to choose their own food. Food
insecurity also has consequences for one’s
psychological well-being, including feelings of
deprivation or anxiety about food.*

POVERTY AND FOOD INSECURITY

As rates of depression, anxiety, and other mental
health conditions steadily increase, lawmakers must
act to address the connection between mental health
and access to food. When discussing legislation that
addresses this issue, lawmakers should consider the
following:

1. The main causes of food insecurity include
access to health care and racial discrimination
but differ by state. State-specific policies around
affordable housing, unemployment insurance,
average wages, nutrition assistance programs,
and the state Earned Income Tax Credit impact
the resources and assistance available to
individuals and families.>-¢7

A significant number of people face challenges
accessing affordable and nutritious food.?
According to the Supplemental Poverty Measure,
the overall poverty rate in 2022 was 12.4 percent
or 40.9 million people. ®

Young people between the ages of 12 and 17
are particularly impacted by food insecurity.
Food insecurity is associated with greater odds of
experiencing mental health conditions, including
depression, anxiety, and panic attacks. This time
of life is critical, as inadequate access to food

can have a detrimental impact on a young
person’s intellectual development and slow their
growth.10,11,12,13

The stress caused by the lack of readily
available nutrient-rich food can adversely
impact physical and emotional health over
both the short and long term.' Negative
impacts can include prolonged stress, anxiety,
and depression.



5. Mothers may experience food insecurity
differently than others. While food insecurity
can affect anyone, mothers may experience
maternal deprivation, prioritizing feeding their
children and going without food themselves.
Food insecurity in mothers is significantly
associated with psychological distress.’ ¢

6. Food-insecure children are more likely to exhibit aggression, depression, anxiety, hyperactivity, and
problems with attention.'” Children with these behaviors are often labeled “bad” without considering the
impact of food insecurity on their behavior. This can lead to over-criminalization in schools and lower
academic performance.

CLASP urges members of Congress to work together to reauthorize the Farm Bill and consider food insecurity as a
root cause of mental health challenges. We encourage partners and individuals to raise greater awareness about
the association between mental health and food insecurity through guidance and education.
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