Food Security Among the Working Poor
THIS ISSUE FOCUSES ON FOOD
SECURITY FOR THE WORKING POOR AND
PROFESSIONAL GUIDANCE FOR THOSE
HELPING FAMILIES WITH THESE MATTERS.
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Food Security is used to describe inadequate access to enough food at all times for
a healthy, active life. Food insecurity is also measured in terms of not having
enough to eat or missing meals “sometimes” or “often.” It can be a warning sign for
hunger. In 2000, the Food Research and Action Center estimated that 31 million
people in the United States experienced food insecurity. Many of these persons also
experienced hunger on a regular basis. In California, according to the Center on
Hunger and Poverty, 1.3 million Californians experience hunger with 4.4 million
people considered food insecure.
According to the study, Hardships in America: The Real Story of Working
Families (1996), forty-one percent of families worried about affording or not having enough food in 1996. Families facing food shortages were also struggling to
pay other bills. They sometimes fell short on food as they struggled to meet rent or
mortgage payments, pay unexpected medical bills, or keep their children in childcare so they could remain employed. Addressing food security and hunger is therefore linked to helping families meet other needs. The high cost of goods and services necessary to meet the demands of work, such as high-quality child care,
access to quality, preventative health care, affordable housing, and safe transportation were out of reach for many families, which resulted in many families falling
short on meeting their food and other survival needs. The findings of the study
—continued on page 3

Food Stamps and Low-Income Working Families:
A Critical Connection
For low-income working families, food
stamps can make a key difference in
keeping a family fed throughout the
month. Food Stamps add an average of
$70 per person per month to a participating family’s food budget. For families
who are barely making ends meet, this
additional support is of great value in
improving their food security. However,
although many working families are eligible for food stamps, they often mistakenly believe that they are not.
Misunderstandings about eligibility

among the working poor are likely to be
a major factor in the declining participation rate in the food stamp program
noted throughout California. According
to a study by California Food Policy
Advocates, between 1996 and 1999,
participation around the State has
declined by more than 40%. Is this due
to the booming economy of the late
90’s? Probably not. While the numbers
of people eligible to receive food
stamps in the State has declined somewhat, the numbers of those enrolling
—continued on page 2
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Family Food Budget
The USDA regularly publishes a food cost
table entitled Cost of Food at Home—
Estimated Food Plans at Four Cost Levels.
The Cost of Food at Home table summarizes estimated food costs for one month
and one week. Food costs are presented in
four different spending levels—thrifty,
low-cost, moderate-cost, and liberal. A copy
of the latest issue of the table (Aug. 2001) is
available at http://www.usda.gov/cnpp/
using3.htm).
When reading the table, it is important
to keep in mind that this information is
based on nationwide averages, it excludes
non-food items purchased at grocery
stores, and it assumes ALL meals are eaten
at home. Footnotes are provided to assist in
adjusting food costs based on varying family sizes.
California families may find that their
food budgets vary from national averages.
Possible reasons for these variations
include regional price differences in food.
Our large supermarkets offer a variety of

non-food products which consumers consider to be “part of their food bill,” and we
commonly eat some of our meals away
from home.
Researchers at the Economic Research
Services, USDA, have conducted research,
which may assist educators working with
low-income households to better manage
their food budgets.Various data sources
show low-income households spend less
per person for food than do higher income
households. These households also tend to
purchase lower cost items within the food
groups.
Even though lower income households
select less expensive foods, on the average,
low-income households face higher food
prices due to localities where they live and
the types of food stores where they generally shop. Past research suggests that shopping at “smaller stores” costs an average of
10% more than at supermarkets.
Additionally, food prices in urban and
rural areas (where the majority of low-

income families live) average about 4%
higher than suburban areas.
This research indicates that many lowincome households already know how to
select lower priced food items. For families
who do not have knowledge of how to get
the most food for their dollar, perhaps the
role of the educator should be to help lowincome families determine if they shop at
higher priced stores. If so, the educator can
explore with the client ways to overcome
barriers (i.e., time, transportation, etc.) to
shopping at lower priced food stores.
Internet users can obtain additional information about home food budgets at the
Consumer Credit Counseling of Greater
Washington, DC. Website—
http://www.ccsdc.org/budget-3.html.
Source: Shirley Peterson,“Update Newsletter,” 1998,
Connie Evers, Feeding Kids Newsletter,” Jan/Feb 1998
and Phil Kaufman and Steven Lutz,“Competing
Forces Affect Food Prices for Low-Income
Households,” Food Review. May/June1997.

Food Stamps and Low-Income Working Families: A Critical Connection (cont.)
has declined much more quickly.
This means that families who could
be putting more food on the table by
using Food Stamps are not doing so
because of various misunderstandings
and barriers.
One very common misconception is
that food stamps are a welfare program,
and thus, many people mistakenly
believe that once they start work they
are no longer eligible for Food Stamps.
Improved outreach is needed to let
working families know that they may in
fact qualify.
Barriers are another problem.
Working families may not have time
during regular business hours to go to
the Food Stamp office and fill out their
application. Some counties are extend2

ing office hours into the evening to
accommodate working families. Efforts
are also underway to streamline the
lengthy Food Stamp application, which
may be a barrier for some families who
don’t feel they have time to go through
the process.
Eligible individuals and families
may not know that they can send
someone to apply on their behalf, or
have a home visit if they can not go to
the food stamp office or find someone
to go for them.
Another issue is eligibility of immigrants. Most legal immigrants are eligible for food stamps if they meet the
income criteria, yet frequently believe
that they are not, or that receiving food
stamps will somehow affect their

immigration status.
Excellent tools and outreach materials are available to assist in getting the
word out to those who would benefit
from Food Stamps but don’t know that
they may be eligible. California Food
Policy Advocates “Food Stamps Works”
kit provides fliers, public service
announcements, easy-to-read eligibility
information and much more. Their
booklet “15 Ways to Promote Food
Stamps in Your Community” offers
invaluable ideas for what we can all do to
get the word out. California Food Policy
Advocates is on the web at www.cfpa.net.
The address is 116 New Montgomery
Street, Ste. 530, San Francisco, CA 94105.
The phone is (415) 218-3663.

Food Security Among the Working Poor (cont.)
point to the conclusion that, for many
families, employment is insufficient to
ensure that they can make ends meet
and avoid hardships. Researchers
reported that families headed by single
parents, young workers, minority workers, or workers with less than a high
school degree were more likely to struggle to make ends meet. Critical to their
success in remaining self-sufficient will
be the ability to adequately feed their
families. These working families need

help and support to meet their basic
needs and avoid hardship.
Agency staffs, educators, professionals, and others can help by identifying
and encouraging eligible working families, and individuals to enroll and participate in federally funded food and
nutrition programs such as food
stamps, WIC, and free or reduced-price
lunch/breakfast at school; and by teaching individuals, families and eligible
recipients how to make the best use of

their food resources by stretching their
food stamps and limited food dollars in
nutrition education programs such as
the Expanded Food and Nutrition
Education (EFNEP) and the California
Food Stamp Nutrition Education
Program (FSNEP). Participation in
these programs may also help to reduce
nutrition related health problems that
cause low-income workers to miss time
on the job and cause children to miss
school.

Additional Resources
• Food Stamp Program. Contact your local Food Stamp
office or the United States Department of Agriculture
(USDA) toll free number 1-800-221-5689. People can call
to get information about eligibility and benefits in the
food stamp program. This is a voice mailbox where the
caller can leave their name and address to receive information by mail about food stamps.
Food Stamp Program outreach materials:
http://www.fns.usda.gov/fsp/fsp-outreach1/
• School lunch/breakfast programs. These programs
make sure that students get good, nutritious breakfasts
and/or lunches each school day. Eligible students are able
to participate in school lunch program free. Most children
participate in free breakfast program without charge.
• WIC. Women, Infant and Children Program, established
in 1974, provides food vouchers and nutrition education
to low-income families. This nutrition program offers targeted nutrition and health counseling to pregnant
women, nursing mothers, infants and children under five.
Food and Nutrition Education Programs and
Resources Available from the University of
California Cooperative Extension
• Expanded Food and Nutrition Education Program
(EFNEP) is an educational program for families with
young children, offered free to limited income families in
many California counties. Contact your county
Cooperative Extension office for more information.

• California Food Stamp Nutrition Education Program
(FSNEP) is a program sponsored by the UC Cooperative
Extension and the California Department of Social
Services to improve the nutrition-related skills of Food
Stamp recipients, specifically those skills related to selecting, purchasing and preparing a low-cost nutritional diet
for themselves and their families. Contact your county
Cooperative Extension office to find out if a program is
available in your community or Website:
http://www.fsnep.ucdavis.edu.
• “Gateway To A Better Life” program is a “workforce preparedness” curriculum offered by UC Cooperative
Extension designed to help prepare welfare recipients to
enter and remain in the work force. The module,“Making
Every Dollar Count” is designed to help those transitioning
from welfare to work to stretch their limited resources.
Contact your county Cooperative Extension office. For
more information or to order curriculum materials, call 1800-994-8849 for ordering information.

Welfare to Work Curriculum
Help prepare

welfare
recipients
to enter the

workforce.

Instructor’s Kit Includes
• 24 Lesson Plans
• English & Spanish Handout
masters
• PowerPoint visuals CD
• Printed Notebook

FOR INFORMATION OR ORDERING CALL

1-800-994-8849
3

SUBSCRIPTION INFORMATION
California residents should contact
their local county Cooperative
Extension Nutrition, Family and
Consumer Science advisor. Their phone
number can be found in the county
section of the government pages of
your local phone directory.
Out of state subscription requests
should be sent to Connie Costello,
University of California, Riverside, 135
Highlander Hall, Riverside, CA 92521,
or connie.costello@ucr.edu. Electronic
subscriptions are free.
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Official USDA Food Plans: Cost of Food at Home at Four Levels,
U.S. Average, August 20011
WEEKLY COST
AGE-GENDER
GROUPS

MONTHLY COST

Thrifty
plan

Low-cost
plan

Moderatecost plan

Liberal
plan

Thrifty
plan

Low-cost
plan

INDIVIDUALS2
CHILD:
1 year
2 years
3-5 years
6-8 years
9-11 years

16.40
16.40
17.80
22.10
26.20

20.10
20.10
22.10
29.40
33.30

23.60
23.60
27.30
36.60
42.70

28.60
28.60
32.70
42.60
49.30

71.10
71.10
77.10
95.80
113.50

87.10
87.10
95.80
127.40
144.30

102.30
102.30
118.30
158.60
185.00

123.90
123.90
141.70
184.60
213.60

MALE:
12-14 years
15-19 years
20-50 years
51 years and over

27.10
27.90
29.80
26.90

37.70
38.90
38.70
36.70

46.80
48.50
48.20
45.20

55.00
55.90
58.30
54.30

117.40
120.90
129.10
116.60

163.40
168.60
167.70
159.00

202.80
210.20
208.90
195.90

238.30
242.20
252.60
235.30

FEMALE:
12-19 years
20-50 years
51 years and over

27.20
27.10
26.50

32.50
33.70
32.80

39.40
41.10
40.70

47.60
52.60
48.60

117.90
117.40
114.80

140.80
146.00
142.10

170.70
178.10
176.40

206.30
227.90
210.60

FAMILIES:
FAMILY OF 23 :
20-50 years
51 years and over

62.60
58.70

79.60
76.50

98.20
94.50

122.00
113.20

271.20
254.50

345.10
331.20

425.70
409.50

528.60
490.50

91.10
105.20

114.60
135.10

140.20
168.60

172.20
202.80

394.70
455.80

496.60
585.40

607.60
730.60

746.10
878.70

FAMILY OF 4:
Couple, 20-50 years
and children—
2 and 3-5 years
6-8 and 9-11 years

Moderatecost plan

Liberal
plan

1

Basis is that all meals and snacks are purchased at stores and prepared at home. For specific foods and quantities of foods in the Thrifty
Food Plan, see Thrifty Food Plan, 1999, Executive Summary, CNPP-7A; for specific foods and quantities of foods in the Low-Cost,
Moderate-Cost, and Liberal Plans, see Family Economics Review, No. 2 (1983). The Thrifty Food Plan is based on 1989-91 data and
the other three food plans are based on 1977-78 data; all four plans are updated to current dollars using the Consumer Price Index for
specific food items.
2
The costs given are for individuals in 4-person families. For individuals in other size families, the following adjustments are suggested:
1-person—add 20 percent; 2-person—add 10 percent; 3-person—add 5 percent; 5- or 6-person—subtract 5 percent; 7- (or more)
person—subtract 10 percent.
3
Ten percent added for family size adjustment.
This file may be accessed on CNPP’s home page at: http://www.cnpp.usda.gov
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