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Consumer Corner 

Food insecurity 

This issue of Consumer Corner will examine food insecurity 

in Canada and more specifically in Alberta. The issue of food 

insecurity falls under Goal 2, Zero Hunger, of the UN 

Sustainable Development Goals. Over the past year, 

COVID-19 has affected food and agricultural sectors across 

the globe.  As such, there has been an increased focus on 

the economic and food security implications of a worldwide 

pandemic, which has shed a light on food insecurity in 

particular.  

Defining food insecurity 

The Government of Canada defines food insecurity as 

“inability to acquire or consume an adequate diet quality or 

sufficient quantity of food in socially acceptable ways, or the 

uncertainty that one will be able to do so”.1 

There are three distinct categories of food insecurity which 

include: 

 Marginal – “exists when there is a single indication 

of worry about running out of food and/or limited 

food selection due to a lack of money for food” 

 Moderate – “exists when there is a compromise in 

the quality or quantity of food consumed” 

 Severe – “exists when there is a reduced food 

intake or disrupted eating pattern” 

Food insecurity in Canada 

In the past, Canadian food insecurity was measured by 

Statistics Canada’s Canadian Community Health Survey 

(CCHS) through the Household Food Security Survey 

Module (HFSSM). Beginning in 2019 (for the reference year 

2018), the Household Food Security Survey Module 

(HFSSM) was incorporated into the annual Canadian 

Income Survey (CIS). The latest round of surveys were 

conducted in 2019 and include only Canadian provinces. 

However, it should be noted that food insecurity in Canadian 

territories remains quite high.   

Most recent Canadian data (2018/2019) concluded that 15.6 

per cent of people in Canadian provinces experienced food 

insecurity - either marginal, moderate or severe. Figure 1 

describes food insecurity in Canada. In 2018/2019, of those 

surveyed 5.0 per cent experienced marginal food insecurity, 

                                                           

1 Government of Canada. Household food insecurity in Canada: 

Overview. 

7.4 per cent experienced moderate food insecurity, and 3.2 

per cent experienced severe food insecurity.2 

FIGURE 1. PERCENTAGE OF PERSONS BY HOUSEHOLD 

FOOD INSECURITY STATUS, 2018 AND 2019 

Source: Statistics Canada 

 

 

 

2 Statistics Canada, Canadian Income Survey: Food insecurity and 

unmet health care needs, 2018 and 2019 
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FIGURE 2. PERCENTAGE OF PERSONS BY HOUSEHOLD FOOD INSECURITY STATUS AND PROVINCE, 2018 AND 2019 

Source: Statistics Canada 

Food insecurity across Canadian provinces 

At a provincial level, the rate of food insecurity has varied. In 

2019, Statistics Canada reported that only Quebec had 

significantly lower food insecurity rates compared to the 

national average and Nova Scotia and Alberta had rates that 

were significantly higher. Figure 2 shows that Nova Scotia 

had the highest rate of food insecurity within households 

(18.8 per cent). On the other hand, Quebec had the lowest 

rate of food insecurity within households (10.6 per cent).2 

Food insecurity in Alberta 

As shown by Figure 2, Alberta ranked second in regards to 

the percentage of households that reported food insecurity 

(18.4 per cent) - which was noted to be higher than the 

Canadian average (15.6 per cent).2 

As previously mentioned, food insecurity can vary by 

province but it can also vary by age group and sex. In 2019, 

Statistics Canada data concluded that Albertans under the 

age 18 had household food insecurity rates that were higher 

than those aged 18 to 64 and those 65 years and over. In 

addition, males were slightly more likely to experience food 

insecurity (18.5 per cent) than females (18.4 per cent). 

Alberta males who were age 65 years and over had the 

lowest rates of food insecurity (9.2 per cent) while males 

under 18 years of age had the highest rates of food 

insecurity (21.4 per cent).2 

Furthermore, food insecurity may also vary by economic 

family type (Table 1). In 2019, Alberta households that were 

classified as “persons in elderly families” were least likely to 

experience some level of food insecurity (9.6 per cent). 

While, “persons in lone-parent families” were more likely to 

experience some level of food insecurity (25.8 per cent).  

 

Did you know? 
 In 2020, between 720 and 811 million 

people worldwide faced hunger 

 

 Since 2014, the prevalence of moderate or 

severe food insecurity has been on the rise. 

However, in 2020, the estimated increase 

was equal to that of the past five years 

combined 

 

 In 2020, 2.37 billion people worldwide did 

not have access to adequate food – an 

increase of 320 million people from 2019 

 

 

Source: FAO. The State of Food Security and 

Nutrition in the World 2021 
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Food insecurity and health 

Household food insecurity is a problem that has the potential 

to directly impact an individual’s health and well-being. 

Statistics Canada states that “[f]ood insecurity refers to the 

inability to access a sufficient quantity or variety of food 

because of financial constraints, and is an established 

marker of material deprivation in Canada”.3 There is 

evidence that suggest a lower diet quality, numerous 

physical health problems (i.e., cardiovascular disease and 

increased risk of diabetes), and adverse mental health 

outcomes (i.e., higher rates of depression, stress, and 

anxiety) are associated with household food insecurity.3 

Factors impacting food insecurity 

COVID-19 and food insecurity 

The COVID-19 pandemic has potentially impacted 

household food insecurity across Canada. During the week 

of May 4 to 10, 2020, Statistics Canada collected survey 

data that assessed the level of food insecurity that was 

experienced by Canadians.3 The survey concluded that 14.6 

per cent of Canadians indicated that they experienced food 

insecurity within the last 30 days.  

                                                           

3 Statistics Canada. Food insecurity during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

May 2020 

This survey also indicated that during the collection period of 

May 4 to May 10, 2020, higher rates of food insecurity were 

reported among Canadian households with children (19.2 

per cent) compared to households with no children (12.2 per 

cent). Table 2 (next page) provides a comparison of food 

insecurity in households with children versus those with no 

children. In addition, this survey indicated that Canadians 

who were employed the weeks of April 26, 2020 to May 2, 

2020, but were then absent from work due to business 

closure, layoff, or personal circumstances due to COVID-19 

were more likely to report food insecurity (28.4 per cent) than 

those who worked (10.7 per cent).3 

Income, food prices and food insecurity 

In Canada, food insecurity has been shown to vary 

substantially by income group. There is evidence that food 

insecurity exists in all quintiles. However, food insecurity is 

less prevalent as income increases. For example, the 

highest rates of food insecurity (moderate or severe) were 

reported by those who were in the lowest income quintile in 

2019 (22.4 per cent). On the other hand, those in the highest 

income quintile had the lowest rates of food insecurity 

(moderate or severe) in 2019 (3.0 per cent).2 
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In 2022, it is anticipated that food insecurity will continue to 

be a major issue with increasing food price in Canada. 

Canada’s Food Price Report 2021 states that food inflation 

in Canada has outpaced general inflation over the past 

twenty years. Between 2000 and 2020, a typical grocery bill 

increased by 70 per cent.4 

Furthermore, data shows that between 2015 and 2019, 

median income increased by 6.6 per cent while the national 

average food expenditure (including food retail and food 

service) increased by 16.3 per cent. This means that 

Canadians must allocate a higher proportion of their income 

to food. According to the Global Food Security Index, 

Canada ranked 24th in the world when measuring food 

affordability – a drop in ranking from 18th in 2019.  

In addition there is a relationship between geography, 

income, and food insecurity. Chen & Gregg (2017) describe 

these types of food landscapes as either food deserts, food 

swamps, or food mirages.5 These types of food landscapes 

are defined as: 

 Food deserts are “geographic areas that have 

limited access to healthy food” and 

“[n]eighbourhood residents may lack economic 

resources or transportation required to overcome 

geographical barriers to access affordable healthier 

food”. Individuals in food deserts may have lower 

quality diets as they may be dependent on fast-food 

restaurants or convenience stores. Due to long 

travelling distances, Canadians in rural 

communities may experience food desert 

conditions.  

 Food swamps are “geographical area with 

adequate access to healthy food retail, but that also 

features an overabundance of exposure to less 

healthy food and beverages.” This type of food 

landscape is more common in Canada than a food 

desert. 

 Food mirages are “a barrier for individuals 

experiencing low-incomes to access healthy, 

affordable food in their neighbourhood” and the 

“effect of a food mirage is the same as a food 

desert in which residents need to travel a distance 

away from home in order to obtain affordable, 

healthy food.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

                                                           

4 Canada’s Food Price Report 2021 

 
 
 
 

5 Chen, T., Gregg, E. (2017). Food deserts and food swamps: A primer. 

National Collaborating Center for Environmental Health. 
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Key take-aways 

 
 Food insecurity is defined in Canada as the “inability to 

acquire or consume an adequate diet quality or 

sufficient quantity of food in socially acceptable ways, or 

the uncertainty that one will be able to do so.1 There are 

three distinct categories of food insecurity which include 

marginal, moderate, or severe. 

 

 Food insecurity is an issue that impacts people at a 

worldwide, national, and provincial-level. In Canada 

alone, 15.6 per cent of people experienced some level 

food insecurity. 

 

 Evidence suggests that household food insecurity is 

associated with a number of physical health problems, 

lower quality diets and adverse mental health outcomes.  

 

 In comparison to other Canadian provinces, Alberta had 

the second highest percentage of households that 

experienced food insecurity (18.4 per cent) which was 

noted to be higher than the Canadian average (15.6 per 

cent). Quebec had the lowest percentage of households 

that experienced food insecurity (10.6 per cent). 

 

 Food insecurity may vary due to a variety of factors 

including age, sex, or economic family type. 

 

 Across Canada, the COVID-19 has impacted food 

insecurity. Higher rates of food insecurity were reported 

among Canadian households with children and for 

those who were absent from work due to business 

closure, layoff, or personal circumstances due to 

COVID-19. 

 

 Increasing food prices may cause Canadians to allocate 

a larger percentage of their income towards foods and 

this may have an impact on the number of people who 

experience food insecurity

 


