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What is food security & how is it measured?

• Access by all people at all times to enough food for an active, healthy life

• Conceptualized as a continuum:
• High food security
• Marginal food security
• Low Food Security
• Very Low Food Security

USDA definition  

• Responses to series of questions that indicate increasing  severity of hardship 
to determine food security status of households on this continuum

• 12-month reference period; last 30-day reference also collected
• Validated 6-item short form to reduce respondent burden and survey costs

USDA Food Security Scales (18-, 10-, and 6-item scales) 





USDA Annual Collection & 
Reporting of Food Security 
Data
• Current Population Survey Food Security 

Supplement (CPS-FSS) used to collect 18-item 
module since 1995. 

• Economic Research Service of USDA published data 
and summarized findings each year. 

• Food security prevalence estimates overall & for 
demographic, socioeconomic status, program 
participation status subgroups & time trends. 

• Included annual state level estimates based on 3-
year moving averages. 

• CPS-FSS also collected data on food spending and 
use of private and public food assistance programs. 

https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/food-nutrition-assistance/food-security-in-the-us/survey-tools
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How are food 
security estimates 

used?

• Federal policymakers use data to 
monitor performance of food assistance 
programs.

• Estimates are also a key indicator 
for Healthy People 2030 goals. 

• State and local policymakers and 
organizations use data to track well-
being and to target resources and 
interventions. 

• Researchers use data to understand 
causes and consequences of food 
insecurity, impact of food insecurity on 
well-being and to evaluate effectiveness 
of food assistance, nutrition and other 
programs.  



What was lost 
when USDA 

cancelled CPS-
FSS? 

• Long-running time trend of consistently 
measured food security estimates 

• State-level estimates based on 3-year 
moving averages

• Data on food spending and food 
assistance use in CPS-FSS, for which 
the large sample size enabled research 
on food security.

• National level estimates used as base of 
model-based estimates of state and 
local food security prevalence (e.g. 
Feeding America’s Map the Meal Gap).  



Importance of using 
USDA standardized 

measures of food 
security 

(18-, 10-, 6-item 
modules)

• USDA food security scale was developed, in 
part, to standardize the measurement of 
barriers to food access. 

• Extensive validity and reliability testing of 
USDA scales before they were implemented 
in 1995 and further refinement since.  

• Extensive research base on the causes and 
consequences of food insecurity using the 
USDA measure. Other measures do not 
have that research base.

• One goal of Food Security Data 
Collaborative is to promote validated and 
standardized measurement of food security 
& keep field focused on this important 
indicator. 



Food Security Data Collaborative

A researcher/practitioner 
initiative hosted by the 

Urban Institute

Goal is to bring voices 
across the field into the 

conversation and ensure 
continuity of guidance 
during federal pause in 

data collection

Guided by core steering 
committee made up of 
food security research 

experts

https://www.urban.org/projects/food-security-data-collaborative#projecthome
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Focus Areas of Data Collaborative



Food Security Data Collaborative Briefs

https://www.urban.org/projects/food-security-
data-collaborative#publications
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• Annual state-representative telephone 
survey (cell & landline) sponsored by 
CDC.

• All 50 states, D.C., and 3 territories
• Over 400,000 adults surveyed each year.

• Collects data on health-related risk 
behaviors, chronic health conditions, 
and use of preventive services.

• States can add survey questions to 
CDC core questionnaire through State 
Added Questions (SAQs) 

• Potential avenue to help understand 
food security during time of major 
changes to SNAP and other conditions.

Using the Behavioral 
Risk Factor 
Surveillance System 
(BRFSS) to Measure 
State-Level Food 
Security



• Data Collaborative & Feeding 
America are offering funding for 6-
item food security module as SAQs.

• FANO funding 9 questions (6-item scale 
+ 3 questions on food assistance use).

• Pennsylvania has applied for funding of 
9 questions through FANO. 

• We hope a sizable number of states 
will have food security data from 
2027 BRFSS.

Adding the 6-item 
food security module 
to state BRFSS 
surveys through 
SAQs.



Questions? 
Shelly Ver Ploeg 

Senior Fellow, National Center for Food and Agricultural Policy
sverploegprof@gmail.com

To join Food Security Data Collaborative, send an email to: FoodSecurityData@urban.org

https://www.urban.org/projects/food-security-data-collaborative#projecthome
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