
Food insecurity is the primary measure of food hardship and 

is associated with poor health.1 Official estimates of food 

insecurity are released annually from the Current Population 

Survey Food Security Supplement (CPS-FSS). However, data 

for 2020 will not be released until September 2021. To track 

food hardship in real time during COVID-19, the Census has 

fielded the biweekly Household Pulse Survey (Pulse),2 which 

includes questions on “food insufficiency.” 

In addition to Pulse, a variety of surveys have been fielded 

to measure food hardship during the pandemic. Regardless 

of the data source, research has consistently found that 

food hardship has increased during COVID-19 and is higher 

among racial and ethnic minorities, households with children, 

and families where someone has had their hours cut or lost 

their job.3

Differences between CPS-FSS and Pulse data mean 

that food insecurity measures from 2019 are not directly 

comparable with food insufficiency measures from 2020. 

This means that we are likely underestimating the degree of 

food hardship during the pandemic. Here’s why.

1. Food insufficiency is more severe than food 
insecurity. Food insufficiency and food insecurity are 

fundamentally due to insufficient resources to meet basic 

needs and indicate economic hardship,4,5 but their meanings 

are different.

Food insecurity includes people who can’t afford a healthy 

diet (low food security) and people who are forced to eat 

less than they should on multiple occasions (very low  

food security). On the CPS-FSS, these two levels of food 
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Older Adults
Figure 1: Prior to COVID-19 and During COVID-19

FIGURE 1: Understanding Food Insecurity and Food Insufficiency

FOOD SECURITY

4 Access at all times to enough nutritious food for an active, healthy life
4 Always enough of the kinds of food you want to eat (food sufficiency)

FOOD INSECURITY

Low food security

4 Reduced quality / variety of foods
4 Worry about food running out

Very low food security

4 Reduced quality / variety of foods
4 Multiple signs of disrupted eating / reducing intake
4 Sometimes or often not enough to eat (food insufficiency)

Source: Food Research & Action Center 2021 © 

http://www.frac.org


insecurity can be distinguished because the survey includes 

10 questions (18 with children). 

In comparison, only one food insufficiency question is asked 

on the Pulse survey. Respondents are food insufficient if 

they “sometimes” or “often” do not have enough to eat. This 

disruption in eating patterns is more analogous to very low 

food security. 

2. The CPS-FSS and Pulse surveys are designed 
differently. While these differences have mixed effects, 

the net effect is that Pulse likely underestimates the extent 

of food hardship compared to the CPS-FSS data due to the 

shorter reference period (see Table 1). 
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Source CPS-FSS Pulse Effect on Estimation of Food Hardship

What is 
measured?

Food insecurity Food insufficiency

Questionnaire n The CPS-FSS is a series 
of 10 questions  
(18 if children are in  
the household).6

n Households are food 
insecure if they respond 
affirmatively to 3+ 
questions and have very 
low food security if they 
respond affirmatively to 
6+ questions (8+ with 
children).

n Food insufficiency is 
a single question and 
is asked twice, once 
about the respondent’s 
experience prior to 
COVID-19, and once about 
their current experience.7 

n Food insufficiency 
corresponds to selecting 
“Sometimes not enough  
to eat;” “Often not enough  
to eat.”

n The CPS-FSS is a more detailed picture 
of the severity and persistence of a 
household’s food insecurity.

n Food insufficiency implies disrupted 
eating patterns and is therefore more 
similar to the more serious condition of 
very low food security rather than to food 
insecurity in general.

Who is 
measured?

Households (50,000) Individuals (80,000)

In both cases, a large sample size means 
that rates can be compared among 
specific groups of people (for example, by 
income, race, or geography).

How is 
the survey 
conducted?

Phone and in-person 
interviews, once a year in 
December

Online, every two weeks
The type of person who responds to a 
survey on the phone versus online might 
be different.

Reference 
period 
for food 
insecurity

Last 12 months and last 30 
days

Last seven days; prior to 
COVID-19

A respondent is more likely to have been 
food insecure sometime over the past year 
compared to only the past week.

Method Households are screened 
using income8 and are 
asked survey questions 
in stages — households 
reporting food security in 
early questions are not 
asked later questions. 

There is no screening 
process, every participant is 
asked the food insufficiency 
questions.

Research9,10 finds that not including the 
screening process yields higher estimates 
of food insecurity.

TABLE 1: Comparing the Current Population Survey Food Security Supplement  
(CPS-FSS) Versus the Household Pulse Survey (Pulse)

http://www.frac.org


Key Takeaways:
1. Food insecurity and food insufficiency are both measures 

of food hardship that indicate limited access to food due 

to the economic or social conditions of a household, but 

they mean different things, which is important to keep in 

mind when comparing data across surveys.

2. The CPS-FSS is the gold standard for measuring food 

insecurity and a more detailed representation of the true 

degree of food hardship, but it’s expensive and only 

happens once a year.

3. The Pulse Survey measures food insufficiency, but is a 

less detailed representation of food hardship; however, it 

can be measured and released quickly, which is important 

during the pandemic.

4. Compare general patterns between surveys (for example, 

disparities by income, geography, or race and ethnicity).

5. Avoid comparing specific numbers across surveys  

(for example, food insecurity rates from the 2019  

CPS-FSS compared to food insufficiency rates from the  

May 2020 Pulse to look at the percentage increase in  

food hardship). 
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