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FOREWORD

It is hard to believe that in the United States, 40 million Americans may not
know where they will find their next meal. Map the Meal Gap provides local
estimates of food insecurity and food cost across the nation and brings to
light the challenges faced by so many to simply put food on the table.

Map the Meal Gap’s strength lies in its ability to initiate conversations, insights
and actions across a broad spectrum of hunger-relief partners. Now in its
ninth year, the study impacts many aspects of the hunger-relief landscape and
is the foundation for evidence-based initiatives, strategies and
communications.

Feeding America uses Map the Meal Gap to understand and approach the
hunger crisis at the local level. It is an invaluable resource that informs our
strategic planning and goal-setting as we seek to help households live free
from hunger. Additionally, legislators, hunger-relief partners, academics and
community organizations use its findings to develop policies, research and
programs to address hunger and its related social and economic issues.

As we work to end hunger in America, our path is clear. Together, building on
Map the Meal Gap as our foundation, we will we continue to develop, test and
expand creative hunger-relief initiatives to address domestic hunger and
bring more food to people in need.

Feeding America is deeply grateful to The Howard G. Buffett Foundation as
Founding Sponsor of Map the Meal Gap. On behalf of our network, hunger-
relief partners and, most importantly, the people we serve, thank you for your
visionary leadership.

i

Claire Babineaux-Fontenot
Chief Executive Officer
Feeding America
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ABOUT FEEDING AMERICA

Feeding America® is the largest hunger-relief organization in the Unites States.
Through a network of 200 food banks and 60,000 food pantries and meal
programs, we provide meals to more than 46 million people each year.
Feeding America also supports programs that prevent food waste and
improve food security among the people we serve; educates the public about
the problem of hunger; and advocates for legislation that protects people
from going hungry.
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GLOSSARY

AGENCY

A charitable organization that provides food supplied by a food bank directly to
people in need through various types of programs, like food pantries.

AMERICAN COMMUNITY SURVEY (ACS)

A U.S. Census Bureau survey based on a sample of 3 million addresses. ACS data are
used to produce Map the Meal Gap estimates. In order to provide valid estimates for
areas with small populations, the county-level ACS data used in Map the Meal Gap
were averaged over a five-year period.

AVERAGE MEAL COST

The national average dollar amount food-secure people report spending per week on
food, as estimated in the Current Population Survey (CPS), divided by 21 (assuming
three meals eaten per day). This number is then adjusted by the cost-of-food index
(see below).

CHARITABLE FOOD PROVIDERS

Charitable feeding programs like food pantries, meal programs, kitchens and shelters,
whose services are provided to people in times of need.

CHILD FOOD INSECURITY

The household-level economic and social condition of limited or uncertain access to
adequate food, as reported for households with children under age 18; it is assessed
in the Current Population Survey (CPS) and represented in U.S. Department of
Agriculture (USDA) food-security reports.

CHILD FOOD-INSECURITY RATE

The percentage of children living in households in the U.S. that experienced food
insecurity at some point during the year. The child food-insecurity estimates in this
study are derived from the same questions used by the USDA to identify food
insecurity in households with children at the national level.

COST-OF-FOOD INDEX

A measure that uses food price data provided by Nielsen to estimate the relative
cost of food in each county. The index consists of county multipliers that reflect the
cost (after taxes) of purchasing the equivalent of a USDA Thrifty Food Plan (TFP)
market basket relative to the national average. These multipliers are then used to
generate local estimates of the national food budget shortfall and average meal cost.
CURRENT POPULATION SURVEY (CPS)

A nationally-representative survey conducted by the U.S. Census Bureau for the
Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) providing employment, income, food insecurity and
poverty statistics. Selected households are representative of civilian households at
the state and national levels. The CPS does not include individuals living in group
quarters, including nursing homes or assisted living facilities.
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FOOD BANK

A charitable organization that solicits, receives, inventories and distributes donated
food and grocery products pursuant to industry and appropriate regulatory
standards. The products are distributed to charitable social-service agencies, which
provide groceries and meals directly to people in need through various charitable
feeding programs. Some food banks also distribute food directly to individuals in
need.

FOOD BUDGET SHORTFALL

The amount of money per week food-insecure people report needing to meet their
food needs, as assessed in the Current Population Survey. This amount is annualized
for the purposes of this study.

FOOD INSECURITY

The household-level economic and social condition of limited or uncertain access to
adequate food. It is assessed in the Current Population Survey and represented in
USDA food-security reports.

FOOD-INSECURITY RATE

The percentage of the population that experienced food insecurity at some point
during the year.

HIGH FOOD-INSECURITY COUNTIES

The top 10% of counties with the highest food-insecurity (or child food-insecurity)
rates as compared with rates across all counties in the United States.

INCOME ELIGIBILITY THRESHOLD FOR FEDERAL NUTRITION PROGRAMS

A dollar amount tied to the federal poverty line that determines whether a household
is income-eligible for federal nutrition programs like the Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program (SNAP) or the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for
Women, Infants, and Children (WIC). Income eligibility is one aspect of eligibility,
which varies by state and include other tests based on assets and net income.
MEAL GAP

The equivalent of the food budget shortfall in meals calculated by dividing the food
budget shortfall in a specified area by the average meal cost in that area.
METRO-MICRO AREAS

County-based geographic categories defined by the Office of Management and
Budget (OMB). Metropolitan (metro) areas have a core urban area of 50,000 or
more residents while micropolitan (micro) areas have a core urban area between
10,000 and 50,000. Metro and micro areas consist of one or more counties and
include the counties containing both the core urban area, as well as any adjacent
counties that have a high degree of social and economic integration with the urban
core. Here we use counties categorized as part of nonmetro areas to broadly define
“rural” counties although we analyze food insecurity in micro counties as well.
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NONMETRO/RURAL COUNTIES

Counties that are categorized as part of nonmetro areas by the Office of
Management and Budget (OMB) and used here to define “rural” counties. Nonmetro
counties are located outside the boundaries of metropolitan (metro) areas and are
widely used to study conditions in “rural” America. They can be subdivided into
micropolitan (micro) and all remaining counties (neither metro nor micro), and
further subdivided using USDA ERS Rural-Urban Continuum Codes (RUCCSs).

PERCENT OF POVERTY LINE

A multiple of the federally established poverty guideline, which varies based on
household size. These percentages are used to set income eligibility thresholds for
federal nutrition programs, such as SNAP.

PERSISTENT-POVERTY COUNTY

A term used by the USDA Economic Research Service (ERS) to refer to counties
where at least 20 percent of the population has been living in poverty over the last
30 years.

RURAL-URBAN CONTINUUM CODES

A classification scheme used by the USDA that subdivides metro counties into three
categories by the population size of their metro area, and nonmetro counties into six
categories by degree of urbanization and adjacency to a metro area. Here we use
RUCCs to analyze food insecurity across and within metro and nonmetro counties.
SUPPLEMENTAL NUTRITION ASSISTANCE PROGRAM (SNAP)

Formerly known as the Food Stamp Program, SNAP is the largest of the federal
nutrition programs and provides qualified recipients with resources, in the form of an
electronic payment card, to buy groceries.
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ABOUT MAP THE MEAL GAP

We believe that addressing the problem of hunger requires a thorough
understanding of the problem. For the ninth consecutive year, Feeding
America has undertaken the Map the Meal Gap analysis to continue learning
about how the face of food insecurity can vary at the local level. By better
understanding variations in local need, communities can develop more
targeted strategies to better reach people struggling with hunger.

Although Feeding America continually seeks to meet the needs of food-
insecure people, quantifying the need for food within a community can be
challenging. In September 2018, the United States Department of Agriculture
(USDA) Economic Research Service released its most recent food insecurity
report, indicating that more than 40 million people in the United States live in
food-insecure households, of whom more than 12 million are children
(Coleman-Jensen et al., 2018a). While the magnitude of the problem is clear,
national and even state estimates of food insecurity can mask the variation
that exists at the local level.

Prior to the inaugural Map the Meal Gap release in March 2011, Feeding
America used national and state-level USDA food-insecurity data to estimate
the need. However, the 200 Feeding America member food banks that
comprise the network are rooted in their local communities and need specific
information at the ground level in order to be responsive to unique local
conditions. Many food banks used poverty rates as an indicator of local food
needs because it was one of few variables available at the county level.
However, national data reveal that about 59% of people struggling with
hunger earn incomes above the federal poverty level and 61% of people living
in poor households are food secure (Coleman-Jensen et al., 2018b). Measuring
need based on local poverty rates alone provides an incomplete illustration of
a community’s potential need for food assistance. Better community-level
food-insecurity data are a valuable and unique resource for informing and
engaging community members, leaders and partners in our mission to end
hunger through a quantifiable and data-driven approach. In order to do this,
Map the Meal Gap generates four types of community-level data: overall food-
insecurity estimates, child food-insecurity estimates, average meal costs and
food budget shortfalls.
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RESEARCH GOALS
In developing Map the Meal Gap, Feeding America identified several research
goals:

1 Reflect major known determinants of the need for food.

Reflect well-established and transparent research methods.

Provide data that is consistently applied to all U.S. counties

Avoid taxing the limited resources of food banks.

Be updated on an annual basis.

Reflects the potential effect of economic downturns.

Analyze household income and eligibility for federal nutrition assistance.

= =4 4 -4 -8 -

METHODOLOGY OVERVIEW

Following is an overview of the methodology for this study. A more detailed
description can be found in the technical appendix.

FOOD-INSECURITY ESTIMATES

Before producing county-level estimates, we assess the state-level
relationship between food insecurity and associated factors using Current
Population Survey (CPS) data supplemented with data from the Bureau of
Labor Statistics (BLS). The specific variables used are: unemployment,
poverty, homeownership, and other demographic variables that are publicly
available at both the county and state level. County-level estimates are
derived from the state-level relationships that exist between these variables
and food insecurity. Food-insecurity estimates at the county level may vary
more from year to year than state or national estimates due to smaller
geographies, particularly in counties with very small populations. For that
reason, we take efforts to guard against unexpected fluctuations that can
occur in these counties by using five-year averages from the American
Community Survey (ACS). However, unemployment is based on a one-year
average estimate for each county as reported by the BLS. Estimates are
sorted by income categories associated with eligibility for federal nutrition
programs, such as the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP),
using ACS data on population and income at the county level.

MAP THE MEAL GAP 9



ESTIMATING FOOD INSECURITY AT THE COUNTY LEVEL

Using the annual USDA Food Security Survey, we model the relationship
between food insecurity

d oth iables at bl o 0
and other variables at S, SR “
the state level and, using 4 4 s
information for these % SRE I b 4
a's

variables at the county
level, we establish food-
insecurity rates by
county.

The food-insecurity
model demonstrates the
relationship between
food insecurity and
several indicators, ool Tnascuriiyilies g
including unemployment 1519% | 2024%  25-29% AMERICA
and poverty.

As expected, after controlling for other factors, higher unemployment and
poverty rates are associated with higher rates of food insecurity. A one
percentage-point increase in the unemployment rate leads to a 0.52
percentage-point increase in the overall food-insecurity rate, while a one
percentage-point increase in poverty leads to a 0.25 percentage-point
increase in food insecurity.

An interactive map that illustrates data from Map the Meal Gap can be found
online at map.feedingamerica.org.

WHAT ABOUT UNDEREMPLOYMENT?
Underemployment occurs when a person is in the labor force, but is not
obtaining sufficient hours or wages to make a living. This includes people
who work less than full-time but would be working full-time if possible,
and people who are in jobs not commensurate with their training or
financial needs. Although unemployment continues to be associated with

food insecurity, underemployment is another important condition that
can lead to a strained household food budget. Currently, uniform BLS
data on underemployment are not available at the county level; as a
result, underemployment cannot be included in the Map the Meal Gap
model estimating county-level food insecurity.
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CHILD FOOD INSECURITY ESTIMATES

Children are particularly vulnerable to the economic challenges facing families
today. Although food insecurity is harmful to any individual, it can be
especially devastating to children,
due to their critical stage of
development and the potential for
long-term consequences. Feeding
America has replicated the food-
insecurity model used for the
general population to reflect the
need among children.

Similar to the calculations used to
derive food-insecurity estimates Food Insecurty Rates : . -
for the overall population, CPS data EE— AmeRica
are used to assess the relationship between state-level child food insecurity
and associated variables (e.g. unemployment rates, child poverty rates,
homeownership rates for families with children, etc.) that are publicly
available at the county, congressional district, and state levels through the
CPS, BLS and ACS.

Child food-insecurity estimates are sorted by the income categories used to
identify eligibility for federal child nutrition programs (above and below 185%
of the poverty line) such as the National School Lunch Program (NSLP), the
School Breakfast Program (SBP) and the Special Supplemental Nutrition
Program for Women, Infants and Children (WIC) in order to estimate how
many food-insecure children are eligible and ineligible for federal child
nutrition programs.

WHAT ABOUT SENIOR FOOD INSECURITY?
Although local estimates of food insecurity among seniors are not
available through Map the Meal Gap, we know that 5.5 million (7.7%) of
seniors (age 60 and older) are food insecure (Ziliak & Gundersen, 2019).
State-level rates range from 2.8% in Minnesota to 12.3% in Louisiana. The
aging population has unique socioeconomic circumstances that may

increase their need for food assistance and the need among community
partners for local-level senior food-insecurity estimates. The variables
used in the Map the Meal Gap model, however, are not as applicable to
seniors. In addition, the sample size of seniors at the county level is often
too small to allow for estimates as reliable as those for children and the
general population.

MAP THE MEAL GAP 1



FOOD PRICE VARIATION

In order to compare food prices across the country, a relative price index was
developed by Nielsen, on behalf of Feeding America.! Nielsen analyzed
nationwide sales data from Universal Product Code (UPC)-coded food items
and assigned each UPC-coded food item to one of the 26 food categories in
the USDA'’s Thrifty Food Plan (TFP).2 These categories, representing major
food groups, were weighted within the TFP market basket based on pounds
purchased per week by age and gender. The market basket total was then
translated into a county-specific multiplier (normalized to a mean value of 1)
so that food prices can be compared across geographies. This multiplier can
be applied to any dollar amount to estimate the relative local price of the item
in question.

FOOD BUDGET SHORTFALL AND NATIONAL AVERAGE MEAL COST
The CPS asks respondents how much additional money they would need to
buy enough food for their household (this follows questions regarding weekly
food expenditures but precedes food-insecurity questions). On average, in
2017, food-insecure individuals reported needing an additional $16.99 per
person per week, a decrease of less than 2% from $17.263 in 2016. This amount
is the average weekly food budget shortfall that food-insecure people
experience.

To arrive at an annualized food budget shortfall experienced by all food-
insecure people, this value is first multiplied by the number of food-insecure
persons. Because USDA analyses of CPS data reveal that food-insecure
households are not food insecure every day of the year, but typically
experience food insecurity for about seven months per year, 7/12 is used as a
multiplier to arrive at the total estimated annual food budget shortfall across
all food-insecure individuals. (Coleman-Jensen et al., 2018a).

X X X S X

FOOD INSECURE $16.99 WEEKLY FOOD COST-OF-FOOD 52 WEEKS PER 7 of 12 MONTHS
PERSONS BUDGET SHORTFALL INDEX VALUE YEAR (USDA)
(CPS)

In recognition that food costs are not the same across the nation, the average

TIn cases of counties with populations smaller than 20,000, Nielsen imputed a price based on data collected from all
surrounding counties.

2 The USDA TFP market basket is used to understand the relative differences in major food categories in a
standardized way. It is not intended to evaluate the appropriate mix of food that people might purchase.

3 In 2017 inflation-adjusted dollars. The nominal weekly food budget shortfall per food-insecure person in 2016 was
$16.90, the equivalent of $17.26 in 2017 dollars.
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food budget shortfall was also adjusted using the county multiplier from the
local cost-of-food index, with 1 representing the national cost-of-food index.

To help equate the dollar amount of the food budget shortfall to meals, it is
translated into an estimated meal shortfall, or “meal gap,” using an average
meal cost. The national cost-per-meal was derived from CPS data about how
much the respondent’s household spends on food in a week. We only include
food costs reported by food-secure households to ensure that the result
reflects the cost of an adequate diet. According to CPS data, we find that
food-secure individuals spend an average of $63.42 per week, which, when
divided by 21 (based on the assumption of three meals per day, seven days
per week), amounts to an average meal cost of $3.02.

-+ % [

$63.42 SPENT ON 3 MEALS PER 7 DAYS A WEEK
FOOD PER WEEK DAY
(CPS)

As with the food budget shortfall, the average meal cost of $3.02 is adjusted
to reflect differences in food prices across counties by using the
aforementioned cost-of-food index. This local cost of a meal can then be used
to translate the local food budget shortfall into an estimated number of
additional meals needed. Estimates of meal costs and meal gaps are not
intended to be definitive measures; however, the concept of a “meal”
provides communities with a context for the scope of need.

Although food prices are one of many cost pressures that people face in
meeting their basic needs (housing, utilities and medical expenses are other
critical components), the ability to reflect differences in food costs across the
country provides insight into the scope of the problems facing people who
are food insecure and struggling to make ends meet.
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Map the Meal Gap estimates the number of food-insecure individuals and
children in every county and congressional district in the United States. The
study also estimates the share of the food-insecure population who likely
qualify for federal nutrition assistance programs, like SNAP.

This section reviews findings from the ninth year that Feeding America has

conducted Map the Meal Gap. To identify any notable shifts, food-insecurity
estimates for 2017 (the focus of this year’s study) are compared to those in

each of the prior four years.

Nationally, the food-insecurity rate decreased significantly from 12.9% in 2016
to 12.5% in 2017 (Coleman-Jensen et al., 2018).4 At the county level, the
average unweighted food-insecurity rate in 2017 remained roughly the same
(13.3% versus 13.7% in 2016), with rates ranging from a high of nearly 36% in
Jefferson County, Mississippi to a low of 3% in Steele County, North Dakota.

Food Unemployment Poverty Homeownership Median Income
Insecurity

2016 2017 2016 2017 2016 2017 2016 2017 2016 2017
22.4% 21.4% 7.3% 6.5% 275% 272% 65.6% 65.1% $34,756  $35,213
13.7% 13.3% 53% 4.6% 16.4%  16.0% 71.2% 71.3% $48,995 $49,754
129% 125% 49% 4.4% 14.0% 13.4% 63.1% 63.9% $58,844 $60,336

Just over one percent (N=35) of all 3,142 counties in the U.S. experienced a
statistically significant change between 2016 and 2017, with most (91%)
experiencing a decrease. When 2017 estimates are compared to those from
prior years, however, there are more counties with a statistically significant
difference in their food-insecurity rate. Rates are significantly different for 10%
(N=329) of all counties since 2015, 25% (N=799) since 2014, and 42% (N=1,314)
since 2013.

Unemployment and poverty - two of the key indicators of food insecurity -
also decreased in 2017 (see Table 01). The unweighted average
unemployment rate across all counties decreased from 5.3% in 2016 to 4.6% in

4 The food-security module asks individuals about the prior 12 months, although it is plausible that individuals’
responses may be most affected by their recent experience.

5 County-level averages are unweighted. Individual-level estimates of food insecurity from the U.S. Department of
Agriculture; unemployment from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics; poverty and homeownership (American
Community Survey) and median income (Fontenot et al., 2018). from the U.S. Census Bureau.
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2017, while the average poverty rate also fell from 16.4% to 16.0%.
Homeownership increased slightly (from 71.2% to 71.3%), and median income
continued to rise even after accounting for inflation (from $48,995 to
$49,754). 6 Despite these improvements, however, notable differences remain
when comparing all counties to those with the highest rates of food insecurity
across all economic indicators, suggesting persistent challenges facing
communities with relatively high need.

The following sections explore current (2017) county-level findings in greater
detail. Any statistically significant differences are noted.

COUNTIES WITH THE HIGHEST RATES OF FOOD

INSECURITY

Of the 3,142 counties in the United States, we looked at the top 10% (N=317)
whose food-insecurity rates are the highest in the nation.” Although the
average food-insecurity rate across U.S. counties remains at roughly 13%, the
average rate for these 317 “high food-insecurity rate” counties is 21%. In other
words, within these highest risk counties, more than 1in 5 residents struggle
with hunger.

GEOGRAPHY

To better understand geographical variation across these counties, we
analyzed them using the U.S. Office of Management and Budget (OMB)
categories of metropolitan (metro) and micropolitan (micro) areas. We also
considered less populous and more remote counties associated with neither
metro nor micro areas. Most counties, whether metro or nonmetro, micro or
other, contain a combination of urban and rural populations. For the purposes
of this study, we define “rural” counties as those that fall within the broader
category of nonmetro counties. In other words, rural (nonmetro) counties are
located outside the boundaries of more populous metro areas and may be
part of smaller micro areas or even less populated and more remote
geographic areas.

TABLE 02: HIGH FOOD-INSECURITY RATE COUNTIES BY GEOGRAPHIC AREAS, 2017

County Type High Food-Insecurity Rate All Counties
Counties

221% 37.1%
23.3% 20.4%
54.6% 42.5%
100% 100%

& Median income data for 2016 have been adjusted for inflation to 2017 values.
7 All 3,142 counties defined by the U.S. Census Bureau were included in the analysis of 2017 data.
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Consistent with 2016 findings, high food-insecurity counties are more likely to
be rural compared to the average U.S. county (see Table 02). While rural
counties make up 63% of all counties, they represent 78% of counties with the
highest estimated rates of food insecurity in the country.

Counties with the Highest Food Insecurity are

Disproportionately Rural
Share of counties by food insecurity and labor-market area, 2017

All counties (n=3,142) mTop 10% of counties by food insecurity rate (n=317)

90%
80%
70%
60%
50%
40%
30%

20%

10%

0%
Rural (nonmetro) Urban (metro)

Note: "Rural” counties are those outside of metropolitan (metro) areas as defined by the ¢
Office of Management and Budget (OMB); they include counties that are either FEED“NG
micropolitan (micro) or neither metro nor micro. AMERICA

High food-insecurity rate counties are located in eight of the nine U.S. Census
Bureau geographic divisions (see Table 03).8 The South, which encompasses
the South Atlantic, East South Central, and West South Central divisions,
contains 87% of the high food-insecurity rate counties. Although New England
is not represented among the distribution of high food-insecurity rate
counties, this geographic area includes some of the most populous counties in
the U.S. and thus some of the largest numbers of food-insecure individuals.

8 U.S. Census Bureau Geographic Divisions: South Atlantic (DE, DC, FL, GA, MD, NC, SC, VA and WV), East South
Central (AL, KY, MS and TN), West South Central (AR, LA, OK and TX), Mountain (AZ, CO ID, MT, NV, NM, UT and
WY), West North Central (A, KS, MN, MO, NE, ND and SD), Pacific (AK, CA, HI, OR and WA), East North Central (IL,
IN, MI, OH and WI), Middle Atlantic (NJ, NY and PA), and New England (CT, ME, MA, NH, Rl and VT).
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TABLE 03: HIGH FOOD INSECURITY COUNTIES BY U.S. CENSUS DIVISIONS, 2017

U.S. Census Division (Region) Counties (#) Counties (%)

99 31%
91 29%
87 27%
15 5%
14 4%
6 2%
4 1%
1 0%
0 0%
317 100%

UNEMPLOYMENT, POVERTY, MEDIAN INCOME AND
HOMEOWNERSHIP

By definition, high food-insecurity rate counties are more economically
disadvantaged than the average U.S. county and the U.S. population as a
whole, as seen in Table O1. The average annual unemployment rate among
high food-insecurity counties was more than 7%, compared to 5% across all
counties, with the county-equivalent Kusilvak Census Area, Alaska having the
highest unemployment rate at 20%. The average poverty rate across these
counties was also high, averaging 27% compared to 16% for all counties, and
as high as 52% in Todd County, South Dakota. Not surprisingly, the average
median household income in this group was lower than the national average:
$35,067 versus $49,754 for all counties. The lowest median income in the
group was $19,264 in McCreary County, Kentucky, less than half of the
average of all counties. Homeownership rates were also lower in these
counties at an average of 65% compared to 71% for all counties.

PERSISTENT-POVERTY COUNTIES

The USDA Economic Research Service (ERS) developed the term persistent
poverty to track counties with consistently high percentages of people living
below the poverty line. A county is considered a persistent-poverty county if
at least 20% of its population has been living in poverty over the last 30 years
(USDA ERS, 2017). Based on the most recent USDA data, there are 353 of
these counties, 85% of which are rural. There is notable overlap between these
counties and those that fall into the top 10% for food insecurity; nearly two-
thirds (66%) of the “high food-insecurity rate” counties are also persistent-
poverty counties. This confluence of long-standing poverty and heightened
food insecurity underscores that low-income people living in these areas have
been facing a number of interrelated problems that require complex, long-
term solutions.
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Some racial and ethnic minority groups in the U.S., such as African Americans
and American Indians, are disproportionately at risk for food insecurity
(Coleman-Jensen, Rabbitt, Gregory, & Singh, 20187), especially in these
counties that have consistently struggled with poverty. In addition to having
higher-than-average food-insecurity rates, persistent-poverty counties include
a disproportionate share of counties with majority non-white populations,
highlighting the deep and pervasive nature of the systemic challenges faced
by many minority communities.

Counties with Persistent Poverty are Mostly White, but
have Disproportionately Large Minority Populations

Share of counties by persistent poverty and race/ethnicity, 2017
m Counties with persistent poverty (n=353) m All counties (n=3,142)
100%
80%

60%

40%

N -
0% [ ]

Majority White, Majority Black, Majority AIAN,
non-Hispanic non-Hispanic non-Hispanic
Source: Data from U.S. Census Bureau and USDA ERS, calculated by Feeding America Kﬁ%ggg

For example, while majority African-American counties form only 3% (N=97)
of the 3,142 counties in the U.S., 92% (N=89) of them are high food-insecurity
rate counties and 75% (N=73) are persistent-poverty counties.? With an
average poverty rate of 29%, majority-African-American counties
disproportionately experience poverty when compared to both high food-
insecurity rate counties (27%) and the average county (16%). One such
disadvantaged community is Jefferson County, Mississippi, where 86% of
residents are African American. With a poverty rate of 47%, Jefferson County
also has the highest food-insecurity rate in the U.S. at more than 36%.

2 This analysis was completed for all non-Hispanic African Americans.
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Most Counties that are Majority Black or American Indian

have Persistent Poverty
Share of counties by race/ethnicity and persistent poverty, 2017

H Counties with persistent poverty All other counties

Majority Black, non-Hispanic o
(n=97) 5%

Majority AIAN, non-Hispanic

(n=26) 097%

Majority White, non-Hispanic

(n=2,770) 7%

Source: Data from U.S. Census Bureau and USDA ERS, calculated by Feeding America

Note: Majority reflects 50% or more of the population FEED|NG

AMERICA
Similarly, more than two-thirds (69%) of majority-Native American counties
are persistent-poverty counties, with an average poverty rate of 33%. Even
though majority-Native American counties represent less than 1% of all
counties in the U.S. (N=26), most of them (69%) also fall into the high food-

insecurity rate category.!° Although a relatively small percentage of the total

U.S. population identifies as Native American, county-level analysis helps
bring to light the obstacles faced by reservation communities (Gordon &
Oddo, 2012; Gundersen, 2008).

For example, Apache County, Arizona, which includes parts of the Navajo
Nation, Zuni and Fort Apache reservations, is designated as a persistent-
poverty county with a poverty rate more than double the national average
(36% versus 16%) and a food-insecurity rate of 24%.

0 This analysis was completed for all non-Hispanic Native Americans.
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FURTHER EXPLORATION OF COUNTIES

The following section analyzes county food insecurity by other dimensions,
including low prevalence, large numbers of people, as well as rurality and
region.

LOW FOOD-INSECURITY RATES

Over half (N=28) of the 50 counties with the lowest food-insecurity rates are
found in North Dakota. This is consistent with the state’s low unemployment
rate and below-average poverty rate. In these 28 North Dakota counties, the
estimated number of food-insecure individuals ranges from 40 to 1,910, and
the food-insecurity rate ranges from 3% to 6%, nationally, the number of food-
insecure individuals ranges from 10 to 1,135,710 and the food-insecurity rate
ranges from to 3% to 36%.

Highlighting the critical difference between food-insecurity rates and number
of food-insecure people, Suffolk County, New York is one of the 50 counties
with the lowest food-insecurity rates, at just under 6%; however, there are still
nearly 82,100 people who are food insecure in this county. It is important to
note, as shown in Table 04, that in more populous areas, low food-insecurity
rates do not necessarily translate into low numbers of food-insecure people.

HIGHEST NUMBERS OF FOOD-INSECURE INDIVIDUALS

While food-insecurity rates help illustrate the prevalence of need, populous
counties with relatively low food-insecurity rates are home to some of the
largest numbers of food-insecure people (see Table 04).

TABLE 04: COUNTIES WITH THE HIGHEST NUMBER OF FOOD-INSECURE

INDIVIDUALS, 2017

County (metro area) Food Insecurity (#) Food Insecurity

(%)
New York (five boroughs, collectively) 1,179,690 13.0%
Los Angeles 1,135,710 11.2%
Harris (Houston) 739,120 16.3%
Cook (Chicago) 630,380 12.0%
Maricopa (Phoenix) 571,060 13.7%
Dallas 438,830 17.2%
San Diego 360,530 11.0%
[l Wayne (Detroit) 344,440 19.5%
Tarrant County (Fort Worth) 316,980 16.0%
Philadelphia County 314,820 20.1%

Among the 50 counties with the highest number of food-insecure people, the
average food-insecurity rate is 14%, slightly exceeding the average across all
counties. Although homeownership (55%) rates in these counties are lower
than the average across all counties, their average poverty rate and average
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unemployment rate are roughly equivalent to the national county average
(16% for poverty and 4.4% versus 4.6% for unemployment).

While most of the 50 counties with the largest numbers of food-insecure
people encompass the entirety of large cities, there are some exceptions.
Oakland County, Michigan (135,440 food-insecure individuals) includes the
suburbs northwest of Detroit, and DeKalb County, Georgia (131,820 food-
insecure individuals) includes parts of Atlanta, but also suburbs to the east of
the city, illustrating that the issue of hunger is not isolated to large
metropolitan areas.

FOOD INSECURITY IN RURAL AMERICA

As discussed above, counties with the highest rates of food insecurity may be
disproportionately rural and located in the South, but how does local food
insecurity compare across all counties by region and rurality?

Across all rural (nonmetro) counties, the average food-insecurity rate (13.7%)
is slightly higher than the average rate across all counties (13.3%) and higher
still compared to urban (metro) counties (12.5%) (See Table 05). It is possible
to further examine rural and urban county food insecurity by U.S. Census
regions. For instance, rural counties in the South have some of the highest
rates of food insecurity in the country while urban counties in the Northeast
have some of the lowest. In fact, southern rural counties have the highest
average food-insecurity rate in the country (16%) relative to regional averages
from rural counties in the West (13%), followed by the Northeast (12%) and
Midwest (12%).

TABLE 05: County Food-Insecurity Rates by Geographic Area, 2017
National South West Midwest Northeast

Urban (metro) 12.5% 13.7% 12.0% 11.3% 10.5%
Rural (nonmetro) 13.7% 16.1% 13.0% 11.5% 11.6%
All counties 13.3% 15.1% 12.7% 11.4% 11.0%
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County Food Insecurity Highest in the Rural South
Average county food insecurity rates by region and labor-market area,
2017

Urban (metro) m®mRural (nonmetro)

South West Midwest Northeast

Source: Food insecurity data from Map the Meal Gap 20719.
Note: Averages are unweighted; rural counties are defined as those in nonmetropolitan
areas per the Office of Management and Budget (OMB).

In the South region, some of the most food-insecure counties are those with
small towns far from big cities. One such county is Leflore County, Mississippi,
which has a food-insecurity rate of 30% and contains the town of Greenwood,
population of 15,000. The nearest city to Greenwood is Jackson, Mississippi,
nearly 100 miles away. Conversely, urban counties in the Northeast have some
of the lowest rates of food insecurity in the country. Among urban counties
across Census regions, the lowest average county food-insecurity rates are in
the Northeast (11%), followed by the Midwest (11%), West (12%), and South
(14%).

The variation in county food-insecurity rates becomes even more apparent
using the USDA classification scheme known as Rural-Urban Continuum
Codes (RUCCs). Using this classification, urban (metro) counties are
subdivided into three categories based on the population size of their metro
area and nonmetro counties are subdivided into six categories based on their
degree of urbanization and adjacency to a metro area. Using these definitions,
rural counties in the South with populations of 20,000 or more that are not
adjacent to a major metro area have relatively high rates of food insecurity
(17% on average). Conversely, urban counties in the Northeast with
populations of 1 million or more tend to have much lower rates of food
insecurity (10% on average).
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Analyzing food insecurity by geography highlights that individuals’ need for
food may vary across rural and urban communities, as well as by national
region. As practitioners and policymakers seek to address food insecurity
across the United States, they should strive to include areas that are more
difficult to reach, and where communities may have insufficient infrastructure
and resources needed to help meet the needs of their food-insecure
neighbors.

FOOD INSECURITY AND INCOME

Estimating food-insecurity rates by level of income can provide important
insight into the potential strategies that can be used to address hunger.

Federal nutrition programs like SNAP use various income thresholds to
determine a family or individual’s eligibility for that program. These income
thresholds are tied to multiples (e.g., 100%, 135%, 185%) of the federal poverty
line. The poverty guidelines, which vary by household size, reflect a minimum
amount of money that a family needs to purchase basic necessities.

WHAT IS THE FEDERAL POVERTY LINE?
The poverty thresholds were established in 1963 based on research that
indicated the average family spent about one-third of its annual income
on food. The official poverty level was set by multiplying food costs by
three for a “bare bones” subsistence meal plan (Blank & Greenberg,
2008). Although the figures are updated annually to account for inflation,

they have otherwise remained unchanged, despite the fact that modern
family budgets are divided very differently than they were more than 50
years ago (Blank & Greenberg, 2008). Now, household budgets include
myriad expenses that have increased relative to food prices or were
virtually non-existent when the official poverty measure was created.

SNAP AND OTHER FEDERAL NUTRITION PROGRAMS

Federal food assistance programs such as the Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program (SNAP), the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for
Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) and school meals, including the School
Breakfast Program (SBP) and the National School Lunch Program (NSLP)
determine eligibility thresholds by multiplying the official poverty line by 130%
or 185% to provide a rough proxy for need beyond the scope of the official
poverty level (see Table 06). SNAP eligibility thresholds are state-specific and
range from 130% to 200% of poverty, while WIC and reduced-price school
meals are typically only available to children in households with incomes
below 185% of poverty.
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For example, the poverty guideline for a family of four in the lower 48 states
is a pre-tax income of $25,750 (HHS, 2019). To determine the federal income
limit for SNAP eligibility, one would multiply $25,750 by 130% to arrive at
$33,475. This means that, among other eligibility criteria, in many states, a
family of four earning more than $33,500 is unlikely to qualify for SNAP."

TABLE 06: Poverty Guidelines and SNAP Eligibility for the 48 Contiguous States and

D.C.
Household Size Poverty Guideline (2019)

SNAP Income Limit

1 $12,490 $16,237
$16,910 $21,983
$21,330 $27,729
$25,750 $33,475

Source: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, U.S. Department of Agriculture
Note: Gross income limits for SNAP vary by state, ranging from 130-200% of poverty

Because of the common use of these federal nutrition program thresholds, the
Map the Meal Gap analysis estimates how many food-insecure people’s
incomes fall within each income bracket. For more information about the
methodology of calculation the income bands among the food-insecure
population, please reference the technical brief.

Areas with a high percentage of food-insecure individuals eligible for SNAP
(based on gross income) might benefit from increased awareness, outreach
and application assistance for enrollment in SNAP. Looking across income
eligibility estimates provides context for determining what federal and state
programs are available to food-insecure people and what gaps are left to be
addressed by charitable food assistance like food banks. Understanding the
overlap between food insecurity and federal nutrition program eligibility
provides local agencies with the level of information needed to tailor
programs to meet local need.

ELIGIBILITY FOR FEDERAL NUTRITION PROGRAMS

Federal nutrition programs are the first line of defense against hunger, but not
everyone who is food insecure receives adequate support or even qualifies for
federal assistance. Nearly three in 10 (29%) individuals in food-insecure homes
with reported incomes earn too much to qualify for most federal nutrition
assistance (Coleman-Jensen et al., 2018).

At the local level, we find that virtually every county (99%) is home to people
who are food insecure and unlikely eligible for these programs. Given the
variation in food insecurity and state income and asset limits for certain

T The SNAP gross income eligibility level varies across states, ranging from 130 to 200 percent of the federal poverty
level. The SNAP net income eligibility level must fall at or below 100 percent of the federal poverty level.
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programs, the share of the population at risk of hunger and likely ineligible
reaches as high as 80% in Daggett County, Utah.

National 51% 19% 29%

New Hampshire 48% 52%

California 75% 25%

Daggett County

T 13% 8% 80%

Bronx County

(NY) 100%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

In every state except New Hampshire, and in most counties, a majority (50%
or more) of people estimated to be food insecure are likely to qualify for
some form of federal nutrition assistance. Many states, however, contain a mix
of counties wherein some contain a majority food-insecure population that
are eligible for SNAP while others have a majority food-insecure population
that is likely ineligible for any form of federal food assistance. In fact, there are
132 counties in which a majority of food-insecure people are unlikely to qualify
for any government food assistance programs.

Among counties with the highest rates of food insecurity (those in the top
10%), it is less common for people to be food insecure and ineligible for
government food assistance. Whereas across all counties, on average 30% of
people estimated to be food insecure earn more than the state gross income
limit, among counties with the highest food-insecurity rates, on average 22%
of food-insecure individuals are unlikely to qualify. What these findings
suggest, however, is that even in high food-insecurity counties there are
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