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Food insecurity and its potential consequences

The third edition of The State of Food Security and Nutrition
in the World reports that 2 billion people worldwide face
moderate or severe food security, that is, the lack of regular
access to nutritious and sufficient food™. In this issue of
Public Health Nutrition, we have 7 papers that address food
insecurity, mostly these are about the association with
adverse outcomes. These studies include people living
with HIV in Canada®, women in Bangladesh®, children
4 and Brazil®, Latinos in the US©® and people
in Brazil”. The papers reflect the widespread nature of
food insecurity globally, across developing countries and
vulnerable populations in developed countries. The sev-
enth paper on food security in this issue reports on a gov-
ernment scheme of cash transfers to families, which aimed
to reduce food insecurity®.

Of 116 people living with HIV in Vancouver, 74%
reported food insecurity in the previous 12 months, and this
was associated with poorer adherence to combined antire-
troviral therapy (cART), even after adjusting for potential
confounders. Participants were part of an integrated care
program that provided support, including two meals a
day, and the authors hypothesised that this might attenuate
the previously observed association between food insecu-
rity and poor adherence to cART. This cross-sectional study
cannot answer questions about the mechanism by which
food insecurity could impact on cART adherence, but
points to the need to continue to address food insecurity
as well as treatment adherence®.

Women of reproductive age in Bangladesh who were
participating in the Food and Agricultural Approaches to
Reducing Malnutrition (FAARM) trail, were studied to
assess the relationship between food insecurity and
depression. Food insecurity was associated with double
the odds of depression in women who were classified as
peripartum (pregnant or within 12 months of parturition)
or non-peripartum (all other women)®. Better dietary
diversity and higher intakes of some foods were associated
with reduced risk of depression, but it was not possible
from the study design to determine whether this was the
mechanism for the observed association.

Children aged-2 to 6 years in Brazil, in families who
received one litre of milk per day as part of a food assis-
tance package were studied to assess the relationship
between body weight status and food insecurity. Around
25% of the total sample fell into each of four food security
classifications: food secure, mild food insecurity, moderate
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food insecurity and severe food insecurity, making 76%
with some level of food insecurity. Overall there was no
association between food insecurity and weight status, in
contrast to other studies that found reduced/increased
obesity in children from food insecure households receiv-
ing food assistance®™. In 362 low-income pre-school age
children residing in Pennsylvania, USA, child food insecu-
rity was associated with poor child-sleep quality™®. This
association did not appear to be mediated by parent
psychosocial factors. Given the associations identified
between poor sleep and poor educational, emotional
and behavioural outcomes, it is important to understand
these observations.

In Massachusetts, USA, 580 Latinx adults were recruited
from a community health centre for a study of the associ-
ation between food insecurity and emotional eating. The
authors hypothesised a positive association between food
insecurity and emotional eating, mediated by perceived
stress. The results were consistent with the hypothesis
but the cross-sectional design limits the interpretation‘®.

Based on data from two large national surveys in Brazil,
Kubo et al used modelling to predict the risk of severe food
insecurity in people with nutrient intake data (POF survey),
based on findings from the other survey (PNAD survey),
which included the Brazilian Food Insecurity Scale
(EBIA). The risk prediction model included area, educa-
tion, income, physical characteristics of the house and
number of inhabitants'”. After predicting risk, people with
dietary intake data were divided into quarters and their
intakes of energy, macro- and micronutrients compared.
Intakes tended to be lower in the group at highest risk
for severe food insecurity, but inadequate micronutrient
intakes were common across groups. No adjustment for
potential confounders was included™.

All of these studies have identified adverse conditions
associated with food insecurity, leading to the question
of what should be done about it. The last of the studies
on food insecurity included in this issue shows that in
one very low socioeconomic status region of Brazil, cash
transfers from the government improved the food security
of families over 3 years”. Previous studies of cash transfers
as part of social protection programs have had inconsistent
outcomes and this study was designed to overcome some
weaknesses of earlier studies using a prospective design
with almost 6000 households™, and the validated EBIA
as a measure of food insecurity. Using population-
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attributable risk fraction it was calculated that that without
the cash transfers 10 % of the households that switched
from food insecure to food secure over the study would
have remained food insecure”. The FAO food security
reports also notes the importance of such social protection
programs‘V.

This collection of papers has identified several potential
adverse consequences of food insecurity, pointing to the
need to address this wherever it occurs. While cash transfer
programs may work in the short term, a combination of
other approaches will be required in the long term, and
we look forward to reading more in the pages of PHN in
the future.
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