
The past two decades in Canada have
been marked by high levels of poverty,
unemployment, and underemployment,1-3

and by fundamental changes in social poli-
cies and programs for people experiencing
the hardships of poverty and unemploy-
ment.4 In the wake of these changes, com-
munities have struggled to respond to
growing problems of hunger and homeless-
ness. One such response has been the
establishment of food banks, ad hoc, vol-
untary organizations which collect and dis-
tribute donated foodstuffs to those ‘in
need’. The utilization of food banks has
steadily increased since they began in the
early 1980s, with 1.4 million people seek-
ing assistance in 1989,5 and more than
double that number being helped in
1997.6

Food bank utilization is generally
thought to be indicative of household food
insecurity* (popularly termed ‘hunger’)
and to denote nutritional vulnerability,8

but little is known about the actual food
intakes or nutritional well-being of those
who use food banks. To begin to address
these questions, a study of food insecurity
and nutritional vulnerability among
women in families using food banks was
undertaken. The focus on women arose

because of research suggesting that women
may compromise their own intakes to pro-
vide for their children in times of severe
constraint.9-12 In this paper, the families’
living circumstances are described, house-
hold food insecurity is assessed, and its
relation to food bank use is explored. 

METHODS

Study participants were recruited from a
stratified, random sample of 21 emergency
food hamper programs in Metropolitan
Toronto. A detailed description of the
sampling and recruitment appears else-
where.13 Women were deemed eligible if
they were age 19-49, non-pregnant, had at
least one child under the age of 15 in their
household, had used a food bank at least
one other time in the previous 12 months,
and possessed sufficient English fluency to
participate in oral interviews. Study
recruitment occurred between May 1996
and April 1997. Participation was volun-
tary and confidential. A final sample of
153 women was achieved, reflecting a par-
ticipation rate of 68%. Comparison of the
demographic profile of study participants
with that of women responding to Daily
Bread Food Bank’s 1997 client survey
indicates that our sample was typical of the
larger population of women seeking emer-
gency food hampers in this region (person-
al communication, W. Husbands, 1997).

Three in-person interviews were con-
ducted with each participant by the same
interviewer who recruited her. The inter-
views were designed to be supportive,
interactive, and nonhierarchical. They gen-
erally spanned the month following
recruitment and typically occurred in the
participants’ homes. At each interview, a
24-hour dietary intake recall and question-

A B S T R A C T

Over the past two decades, the demand
for charitable food assistance has steadily
grown, and a massive ad hoc system of food
banks has become established in Canada. To
assess the food insecurity and nutritional vul-
nerability of one subgroup of food bank
users, interviews were conducted with a sam-
ple of 153 women in families using emer-
gency food relief programs in Metropolitan
Toronto. Ninety percent reported household
incomes which were less than two-thirds of
the ‘poverty line’, and 94% reported some
degree of food insecurity over the previous
12 months. Seventy percent reported some
level of absolute food deprivation, despite
using food banks. The findings highlight the
limited capacity of ad hoc, charitable food
assistance programs to respond to problems
of household food insecurity which arise in
the context of severe and chronic poverty.

A B R É G É

Au cours des deux dernières décennies, la
demande d’aide alimentaire auprès des
organismes caritatifs n’a cessé d’augmenter et
un important système de banques alimen-
taires s’est mis en place au Canada. Pour
évaluer la précarité et la vulnérabilité alimen-
taires d’un sous-groupe d’usagers des banques
alimentaires, on a interviewé un échantillon
de 153 femmes dans des familles faisant
appel aux programmes d’aide alimentaire
d’urgence dans la région métropolitaine de
Toronto. Quatre-vingt dix pour cent d’entre
elles ont déclaré disposer d’un revenu
représentant moins de deux tiers du revenu
correspondant au « seuil de pauvreté », et
94 % d’entre elles ont déclaré avoir craint
manquer de nourriture au cours des 12 mois
précédents. Soixante dix pour cent ont
déclaré un certain manque absolu de nourri-
ture malgré leur recours aux banques alimen-
taires. Les résultats soulignent les capacités
limitées des programmes d’aide alimentaire
caritatifs pour répondre aux problèmes
d’insécurité alimentaire vécue dans les foyers
souffrant de pauvreté extrême et chronique.
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ways.” 7



naire were completed. Data were collected
on household demographics, food procure-
ment and provisioning strategies, self-
reported health, and health-related behav-
iours. Household food insecurity over the
previous 12 months and previous 30 days
was assessed at the third interview using
the USDA Food Security Module14,15 with
minimal modifications for use in a
Canadian context. This instrument
includes questions about perceived house-
hold food sufficiency, food resource scarci-
ty, and hunger experience, assessing both
the respondent’s experiences of food depri-
vation and her perceptions of the level of
deprivation experienced by other house-
hold members. Participants’ experiences
and perceptions of food assistance pro-
grams were explored through a series of
open-ended questions. 

Participants were asked about their
household income and major expenditures
in the one month preceding the first inter-
view. While verification of employment
incomes and housing costs was not feasi-
ble, comparison of a random sample of
reported incomes for participants receiving
social assistance and shelter allowances
with current provincial benefit guidelines
indicated good correspondence.

All statistical analyses were performed
using SAS/PC Version 6.10 for Windows
(SAS Institute, Cary, NC). Household
food security status was determined from
responses to the Food Security Module,
with severity of insecurity defined in terms
of the frequency and duration of food
deprivation reported for adults and chil-
dren over the time frame of interest.14 Six
items from the Radimer/Cornell index16

included in this module were examined
individually to explore specific psychologi-
cal and qualitative dimensions of food
insecurity. Analysis of variance (PROC
GLM) and Chi-squared (PROC FREQ)
tests were used to examine relationships
between household food security status
and demographic variables. Relationships
between frequency and duration of food
bank usage and indicators of household

food security were examined using
Spearman correlations and Kruskal-Wallis
(Chi-Square Approximation) tests. A con-
tent analysis of women’s responses to
open-ended questions about food bank use
was conducted and their remarks summa-
rized, using Ethnograph v417 to facilitate
the coding and sorting of comments into
content-related categories.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Description of sample
Participants ranged in age from 19 to 48

(mean age 33 years ± 7). A summary of
their sociodemographic characteristics is
presented in Table I. Sixty-three percent
were born outside Canada, although only
20% had come to this country in the pre-
vious five years. Household size ranged
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TABLE I
Sociodemographic Characteristics

of Sample (n=153)

Characteristic Number (% of sample)

Region of Birth
Canada 57 (37.3)
Caribbean, West Indies 27 (17.6)
South/Latin America 19 (12.4)
Central Europe 14 (9.2)
Eastern Europe 12 (7.8)
Asia 11 (7.2)
Middle East, Africa, other 13 (8.5)

Level of Education
No secondary school certificate 53 (34.6)
Secondary school certificate 37 (24.2)
Some college or university training 48 (31.4)
College or university training 
completed 15 (9.8)

Primary Source of Household Income
Social assistance 107 (69.9)
Social assistance + employment 22 (14.4)
Employment 15 (9.8)
Employment Insurance 6 (3.9)
Other 3 (2.0)

Woman Living with a Partner?
Yes 54 (35.3)
No 99 (64.7)

Number of Children in Household
1 41 (26.8)
2 60 (39.2)
3 31 (20.3)
4 16 (10.5)
5 or more 5 (3.3)

TABLE II
Household Food Security Status*

Over Past 12 Months % (number) 95% Confidence Intervals
1. Food secure 6.5% (10) 2.6%, 10.4%
2. Food insecure with no hunger evident 23.5% (36) 16.8%, 30.2%
3. Food insecure with moderate hunger evident 43.1% (66) 35.3%, 50.9%
4. Food insecure with severe hunger evident 26.8% (41) 19.8%, 33.8%

Over Past 30 Days
1. No food insecurity with hunger evident 43.1% (66) 35.3%, 50.9%
2. Food insecure with moderate hunger 35.3% (54) 27.7%, 42.9%
3. Food insecure with severe hunger evident 21.6% (33) 15.1%, 28.1%

* Classifications based on thresholds and definitions developed for use with the Food Security
Module14

Figure 1. Observed distribution of household incomes expressed as percent
of Statistics Canada Low-Income Cut-offs (1995).

Fr
eq

ue
nc

y 
(C

ou
nt

)
Median = 53% of

‘Poverty Line’
90% below
this level

66% of ‘Poverty Line’

Percent of Statistics Canada’s Low Income cut-offs

35

30

25

20

15

10

5

0

5-
10

10
-1

5

15
-2

0

20
-2

5

25
-3

0

30
-3

5

35
-4

0

40
-4

5

45
-5

0

50
-5

5

55
-6

0

60
-6

5

65
-7

0

70
-7

5

75
-8

0

80
-8

5

85
-9

0

90
-9

5

95
-1

00

10
0-

10
5

10
5-

11
0



from 2 to 10, with a median of 3 persons.
The majority of households were support-
ed either in whole or in part by social assis-
tance programs, a finding which is consis-
tent with other examinations of food bank
use in Canada.4,18 Although 18 women
(12%) were employed outside the home,
most worked in part-time and/or tempo-
rary service sector jobs. Only one woman
had full-time work. 

As a means to interpret household
income relative to Canadian standards,
reported income for the month was
expressed as a percentage of the 1995
Statistics Canada Low-Income Cut-offs
(LICOs) (Figure 1). These cut-offs, com-
monly referred to as ‘poverty lines’, define
low-income in relation to average house-
hold expenditure patterns; LICOs are dol-
lar values below which the average house-
hold spends 56% or more of their gross
income on the basic necessities of food,
shelter, and clothing, adjusted for degree of
urbanization and household size.2

Household incomes were, on average,
52.8% ± 0.13% of the ‘poverty line’.
Ninety percent of households had incomes
which were less than two thirds of the
‘poverty line’.

Only 26% of households in this sample
lived in rent-geared-to-income housing;
the mean rental charge among these house-
holds was $338 ± 141 per month. The
average monthly rent for those living in
market rental accommodation was more
than twice as high ($713 ± 152), and rent
charges averaged 65.5% of total income
among these households (compared to
28.5% for households in rent-geared-to-
income housing). At the time of Interview
1, 11 households in market rental accom-
modation and 3 in rent-geared-to-income
housing had failed to make full rental pay-
ments for the month. 

Food insecurity
Although the extent of reported food

deprivation varied widely among house-
holds, 94% reported some degree of food
insecurity over the previous 12 months,
and 57% reported food insecurity with
some hunger over the previous 30 days
(Table II). Households classified as food
insecure with moderate hunger are those
which reported reduced food intake among
adult members to an extent that implies
adults had repeatedly experienced the
physical sensation of hunger, but did not

report such reduced food intakes among
the children.14 Households classified as
food insecure with severe hunger are those
reporting reduced food intake such that
the children have experienced actual physi-
cal hunger and adults have repeatedly
experienced more extensive reductions in
food intake.14 The high prevalence of food-
related anxiety and perceived compromise
in dietary quality reported (Table III)
highlights the chronically compromised
nature of food supplies in the households
studied. It should be noted that all of the
food insecurity reported here occurred in
the context of food bank usage; all of the
households reporting moderate or severe
hunger in the previous 30 days had
received emergency food assistance during
this time. Furthermore, using food banks
was just one of the strategies women
reported employing to augment scarce
household resources in the context of food
insecurity (manuscript in preparation).

No associations were observed between
reported severity of food insecurity and
any of the sociodemographic variables
measured in this study, except for a weak
association between number of children in
the household and household food security
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TABLE III
Relation Between Qualitative Dimensions of Household Food Insecurity and Food Bank Utilization over the Last 12

Months (n=153) 

* These items were drawn from the Food Security Module.13 The participant was asked whether each statement was often, sometimes or never true for
her over the last 12 months

† Chi-Square Approximation with 2 df

Qualitative Dimension of Food Insecurity*

“I worried about whether our food would run out before we got money
to buy more.”

“The food we bought just didn’t last and we didn’t have money to get
more.”

“I relied on only a few kinds of low-cost food to feed the children
because we were running out of money to feed the children.”

“I couldn’t afford to eat balanced meals.”

“I couldn’t feed the children a balanced meal because I couldn’t afford
that.”

“The children were not eating enough because we just couldn’t afford
enough food.”

Distribution of Responses,
Number (%)

Often
Sometimes
Never

Often
Sometimes
Never

Often
Sometimes
Never

Often
Sometimes
Never

Often
Sometimes
Never

Often
Sometimes
Never

Kruskal-Wallis
Test of

Association†

Chi2 = 1.2375
p =0.5386

Chi2 = 3.2654 
p = 0.1954

Chi2 = 2.5265
p = 0.2827

Chi2 = 2.3986
p = 0.3014

Chi2 =0.55813 
p = 0.7565

Chi2 = 9.4237
p = 0.0090

Use of Food
Banks, Median

(mean)

11.5 (13.5)
12 (12.4)
13 (14.8)

12 (14.8)
10 (12.4)
7 (9.6)

12 (14.0) 
9 (12.2)

12 (12.2)

12 (15.1)
10.5 (11.7)
10 (11.8) 

12 (14.2)
11.5 (12.0)
12 (13.8)

15.5 (19.7) 
8 (10.4)

12 (13.7)

91 (61.4%)
51 (33.3%)
8 (5.2%)

69 (45.1%)
71 (46.4%)
13 (8.5%)

85 (55.6%)
52 (34.0%)
16 (10.5%)

69 (45.1%)
68 (44.4%)
16 (10.5%)

45 (29.4%)
62 (40.5%)
46 (30.1%)

20 (13.1%)
59 (38.6%)
74 (48.4%)



status over the previous 30 days (F-value
3.24, p=0.0421, 2 df). A post-hoc least
squares means comparison revealed that
women classified as food insecure with
severe hunger tended to have more chil-
dren than women in households where no
hunger was evident. Perhaps because
household incomes were so low generally,
no association could be detected between
relative poverty and severity of food inse-
curity within this sample. 

Use of food banks
Food hamper programs in this region

typically endeavour to supply three days’
worth of food to clients, and most have
policies in place to restrict assistance to
once per month per family except with
evidence of exceptional need. The aver-
age number of times families in this
study had obtained assistance over the
previous twelve months was 13 ± 11
(median 12, range 2 - 72 times). On
average, they reported obtaining food
assistance 1.28 ± 0.91 times per month in
the last year (median once/month). Food
bank utilization rates were not signifi-
cantly correlated with household food
security status, but the number of times a
household sought food assistance was
positively associated with expressed con-
cerns about food sufficiency among chil-
dren (Table III).

For most women, using a food bank was
a relatively new phenomenon. The median
time since first using a food bank was 2.2
years, and 28% of women had begun using
a food bank in the previous 12 months.
The longer it had been since a woman first
sought food assistance, the more severe her
reported household food insecurity over
the previous 12 months (Spearman
r=0.20123, p=0.0126), and the more fre-
quently she had sought charitable food
assistance during this period (Spearman
r=0.46361, p=0.0001). 

In recounting the circumstances of their
first food bank visit, 43% of women sim-
ply said they found themselves without
food and without money to buy more
food, but others described specific events
which had precipitated financial crises
(Table IV). The vast majority (84%) of
women described feeling shame, embar-
rassment, degradation, and humiliation at

this first visit. Since then, women’s
remarks implied that most had come to
accept charitable food assistance as a neces-
sary part of their food procurement strate-
gies – an attitude also expressed by food
bank users interviewed in a recent
Montreal study.18 Nevertheless, the
women’s sensitivity to the social stigma of
food bank use was apparent when they
spoke about their children in relation to
this system. Only 57% of women reported
that their children were currently aware
that they used food banks, and many of
these said they would not take their chil-
dren to a food bank if they could avoid it.
Nineteen women (17%) said they were
determined to never let their children
know of their reliance on food banks.
Among those whose children knew they
used food banks, it was a source of embar-
rassment and even anger for some children,
whereas others were reportedly sanguine
about the necessity of such assistance. Still
others were appreciative of the food (and
‘treats’) received from food banks. 

IMPLICATIONS AND 
CONCLUSIONS

This study has revealed a disturbing pic-
ture of poverty, food scarcity and depriva-
tion. The results confirm that food bank
use is a marker of household food insecuri-
ty, which may in turn denote nutritional
risk. In this study, women in households
characterized by severe or moderate hunger
over the previous 30 days had systematical-
ly lower energy and nutrient intakes than
those not reporting hunger and appeared
to be at risk of deficiency for several nutri-
ents.13 While the short-term consumption
of an inadequate diet is unlikely to have
major health consequences, there is no
indication that the situations documented

here are short-term or transient. Poverty
among Canadian families is growing,2 and
reductions in welfare benefit levels have
occurred in many jurisdictions.19

Furthermore, it must be recognized that
food insecurity is just one dimension of the
insecurity and deprivation experienced by
families living in severe and chronic pover-
ty.

To date, arguments that food banks are
an inappropriate response to problems of
hunger have centred on their relation to
recent social policy reforms and on the
social stigma associated with food bank
use.3,4,20-23 The high levels of household
food insecurity documented here raise an
additional concern about the entrench-
ment of ad hoc, charitable food assistance
programs as a response to ‘hunger’. While
charitable food assistance may have allevi-
ated some of the absolute food deprivation
in the households studied, it clearly did
not prevent members from going hungry.
Given the supply-driven (i.e., donor-
driven) nature of this system and the fact
that demand for food assistance has long
surpassed supply, food banks cannot be
expected to resolve the kinds of food prob-
lems described here. More effective
responses, ideally addressing the severe and
chronic poverty which underlines house-
hold food security and other manifesta-
tions of household economic insecurity,
are urgently needed.
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TABLE IV
Circumstances Surrounding First Visit to a Food Bank (n=153)

Circumstance Number (% of sample)

No money for food 66 (43.1)
Additional expenses associated with new baby or pregnancy 26 (17.0)
Additional expenses associated with Christmas 16 (10.5)
Job loss 15 (9.8)
Newly arrived in the city (and in some cases, the country) 15 (9.8)
Advised of opportunity to obtain food assistance by a friend 8 (5.2)
Recent separation from partner 5 (3.3)
Other reasons 2 (1.3)
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