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Abstract 
 
 
Background: Immigrants comprise over one-fifth of the Canadian population and are 

consistently shown to have a higher prevalence of household food insecurity than the 

general population.  

Methods: Using the 2011 Canadian Community Health Survey, a multivariate logistic 

regression was used to evaluate immigration, economic and household characteristics 

for associations with increased odds of food insecurity. 

Results: Number of years since arrival, region of birth, region of settlement within 

Canada and non-use of an official language in the household are significantly 

associated with household food insecurity as are some economic and household 

characteristics. Households present for 6-10 years have higher odds of being food 

insecure than those which arrived more recently, and households in which neither 

English nor French are spoken are less likely than others to be food insecure   

Discussion: Further research is required in order to determine what places certain 

immigrant households at higher risk of food insecurity.  
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Introduction 
Background 
Newspapers across the country protested when Olivier De Schutter, United Nations 

Special Rapporteur for Food Security, gave a scathing review of the state of food 

security in Canada. “Hypocritical UN council sends envoy on Kafka-esque Canadian 

visit”, read a headline in the National Post at the end of De Schutter’s visit in May, 2012 

(Ivison, 2012). Then-Immigration Minister Jason Kenney gave voice to a common 

opinion when he told reporters that the UN “should focus its efforts on those countries 

where there is widespread hunger, widespread material poverty and not get into political 

exercises in developed democracies like Canada” (as cited in Schmidt, 2012). Canada 

was the first developed nation visited by the rapporteur, and some felt that his time 

would be better spent in developing countries, where, as Kenney described, “people are 

starving” (Schmidt, 2012). Unfortunately, De Schutter’s findings, supported by recent 

research, demonstrated the very need his detractors denied: Canada has unacceptably 

and unnecessarily high rates of food insecurity (De Schutter, 2012). 

 

Food insecurity is defined as “the limited, inadequate or insecure access of individuals 

and households to sufficient, safe, nutritious, and personally acceptable food both in 

quality and quantity to meet their dietary requirements for a healthy and productive life.” 

(Tarasuk, 2001). The consequences of food insecurity reach far beyond just nutritional 

deficits; evidence demonstrates that food insecurity is accompanied by the deterioration 

of physical and mental health, as well as negative social consequences in the 

household such as modified eating patterns or rituals and disrupted household 

dynamics. 
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In ratifying the 1976 United Nations International Covenant on Economic, Social and the 

Cultural Rights, Canada formally recognized the right to adequate food as a human 

right. But beyond social justice, there are more reasons to be concerned about food 

insecurity in Canada. Household food insecurity produces negative societal implications 

including reduced productivity, “hindered conviviality” and an increased burden on the 

health care system, affecting the entire population (Hamelin, Habicht & Beaudry, 1999, 

p. 527S). 

 

Though much of De Schutter’s report focused on the challenges of accessing adequate 

food supplies faced by aboriginals across the nation, other vulnerable groups have been 

found to have an increased prevalence of food insecurity, including lone-parent 

households, the elderly, and people with disabilities (Che & Chen, 2001; Bartfield & 

Dunifon, 2006; Nord & Kantor, 2006; Health Canada, 2007). Likewise, recent immigrant 

households have also been routinely found to have higher incidences of food insecurity 

than their domestic-born counterparts in Canada (Che & Chen, 2001; Health Canada, 

2007; Girard & Sercia, 2013), the U.S. (Kasper, Gupta, Tran, Cook, & Meyers, 2000; 

Kaiser et al., 2006; Kalil & Chen, 2008; Chilton et al., 2009), Australia (Burns et al., 

2000), and New Zealand (McPherson, 2006). In Canada, the prevalence of household 

food insecurity in recent immigrant households has been found to be 2-6% higher than 

among the general population (Che & Chen, 2001; Health Canada, 2007; Health 

Canada, 2010). 

 

This is no small concern, as the number of immigrants in Canada continues to increase. 
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The 2011 National Household Survey (NHS) showed that over one-fifth of Canadian 

residents are immigrants, constituting a population of nearly seven million people - and 

a further 230,000 people are granted Canadian residency every year (Statistics 

Canada, 2013). While recent arrivals to Canada have on average much higher levels of 

education than the Canadian-born population, it has been widely documented that 

economic outcomes of newcomers are poor comparatively, and are declining even 

relative to previous cohorts (Biles, Burstein & Frideres, 2008; Picot & Sweetman, 2012). 

This is most clearly seen by comparing low-income rates: in 1980 the low-income rate 

among recent immigrants was just 1.3 times that of Canadian-born residents - by 2005 

this rate had nearly doubled to 2.5 times higher than Canadian-born residents (Picot, Lu 

& Hou, 2009). 

 

Food security is most strongly associated with inadequate income. However, a variety 

of other environmental factors seem to affect the chance that a household will 

experience food insecurity. These include other economic considerations, such as 

home ownership and education; household characteristics, such as the composition and 

location of the household; and personal characteristics, such as race and language 

abilities. But even when these characteristics are taken into consideration immigrants’ 

households still have higher levels of food insecurity, suggesting other factors are at 

work (Che & Chen, 2001; Health Canada, 2007; Kalil & Chen, 2008; Health Canada, 

2010).  

 

Research Objectives and Hypothesis 
The objective of this Major Research Project is to identify characteristics which may 
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place a recent immigrant household in Canada at increased risk of food insecurity. 

Using data from the 2011 Canadian Community Health Survey (CCHS), I will 

investigate the factors that may influence a recent immigrant’s household’s odds of 

experiencing food insecurity. Based on these findings, I will make recommendations for 

further research and new policies which may help mitigate these risks. 

 

To accomplish these objectives, twelve variables representing demographic, socio-

economic, and immigration factors were examined. Univariate and bivariate analyses 

demonstrated the distribution of each characteristic and their relationships with 

household food insecurity. Using multivariate logistic regression, the variables were 

analyzed to predict the odds that a household with a given characteristic was food 

insecure. I hypothesized that length of time in Canada would have a negative 

relationship with food insecurity, though that this relationship would not be linear. A 

second hypothesis was that households from regions with many ‘less developed 

countries’ would have higher odds of food insecurity than more wealthy regions such as 

Europe and the United States.  

 

This research will be described in five sections below. In the first section, I provide a 

review of the literature on household food insecurity and its measurement, implications, 

and associated factors. This section also contains an examination of food security in the 

context of immigrants. In the methodology section, I provide an overview of the CCHS, 

the measures used, and the statistical analyses performed in this research. The third 

section contains the findings from the analysis, and in the fourth I discuss these 
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findings. In the final section, I discuss the implications and limitations of this study and 

make recommendations for further research and for Canadian policy-makers. 
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Literature Review 
Household Food Insecurity 
As noted above, household food insecurity is “the limited, inadequate or insecure 

access of individuals and households to sufficient, safe, nutritious, personally 

acceptable food both in quality and quantity to meet their dietary requirements for a 

healthy and productive life” (Tarasuk, 2001). This definition recognizes “the need to 

have the physical or financial means to obtain sufficient good-quality food to meet 

nutritional needs on a consistent and sustainable basis” (Gorton, Bullen & Mhurchu, 

2009, p. 1). It also acknowledges that a truly secure food supply must take into account 

“the social and cultural dimensions of food production, collection, and consumption” 

(Gorton et al., 2009, p. 1). 

 

Food security was originally conceptualized only on a large scale, referring to regions or 

nations. The increased prevalence of food insufficiency, food deprivation, and hunger in 

developed nations led to the Right to Food movement in the 1970s and 1980s. This 

movement brought focus to smaller units of analysis, and particularly the individual and 

household levels (Cook, 2006). Though food security was initially conceived through an 

examination of hunger, the two terms are not synonymous. Hunger is “the uneasy or 

painful sensation caused by a lack of food…the recurrent and involuntary lack of access 

to food” (Bickel et al., 2000, p. 6). Food insecurity is a much broader condition, and 

hunger a severe stage nested within it. In other words, hunger is a potential but not 

inevitable consequence of food insecurity. 

 

In their initial development of the concepts of individual and household food insecurity, 
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Radimer et al. (1992) found the experience of food insecurity to manifest in four 

dimensions: quantitative, qualitative, psychological and social. They additionally found 

that each dimension is experienced differently at the individual and household levels, 

resulting in the conceptual framework summarized in Table 1. 

 

Table 1. Dimensions of individual and household food insecurity 

Dimension Individual level Household level 
Quantitative Insufficient intake Food depletion 
Qualitative Nutritional inadequacy Unsuitable food 

Psychological Lack of choice, feelings of 
deprivation Food anxiety 

Social Disrupted eating patterns Food acquisition in socially 
unacceptable ways 

Note: From Radimer et al., (1992) 

 

The first component, quantitative deprivation, is central to the concept of food insecurity. 

Per the framework above, for individuals, this means an insufficient intake of food - 

reduced portion sizes, skipped meals, and at the extreme, the physical sensation of 

hunger. At the household level, it describes the depletion of the household food supply. 

Qualitative insecurity at the individual level results in nutritional inadequacy, often with a 

reliance on inexpensive non-nutritious food. For the household, this is labelled 

unsuitable food, and can include the consumption of unsafe food, or less healthful or 

less preferred versions of food (e.g. canned versus fresh or frozen vegetables). The 

third dimension captures the psychological aspects of food insecurity, which for 

individuals can include feelings of deprivation stemming from a lack of choice and a 

preoccupation with food. At the household level, it presents as uncertainty or worry 

about the sufficiency of the food supply - food anxiety. The fourth, social, dimension of 
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individual food insecurity includes the effects of disruptions to the usual eating patterns, 

like not being able to eat three meals per day. For a household, the social dimension 

refers to food that is acquired in socially unacceptable ways, including seeking food 

from food banks, family or friends, or by food theft (including of disposed food). Social 

ramifications at the household level can also include disruptions in “sociofamilial eating 

patterns, frictions around food in the home, and the inability to participate in meal-based 

cultural traditions and rituals” (Tarasuk, 2001, p. 11).  

 

Radimer et al. (1992) further describe the experience of individual and household food 

insecurity as a managed process. While the experiences and management of food 

insecurity differ between households, Radimer et al., and others since (Bickel et al., 

2000; Hamelin, Beaudry & Habicht, 2002; Coates et al., 2006) have demonstrated 

certain commonalities in the experience. As described by Bickel et al. (2000) the first 

stage of this process is characterized by anxiety about the sufficiency of a household’s 

food budget and supplies, and adjustments are made to acquisition habits including the 

purchase of lower quality food. In the second stage, the food intake of adults is reduced, 

and they experience hunger. The third and most severe stage results in children 

suffering reduced food intake. However, Radimer et al. (1992) found that those 

responsible for managing the household food supply do have “some control over the 

sequence in which various components of hunger are experienced, by whom they are 

experienced, as well as the level to which one component is compromised before 

another is affected” (p. 39S). Thus, they conclude, households, adults and children 

experience each dimension of food insecurity at different times and to different degrees 
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(Radimer et al., 1992). This finding is corroborated by more recent work, which has 

differentiated the experiences of children of different ages (Nord & Hopwood, 2007).   

 

In addition to variations in the level of analysis and between members of the household, 

a third aspect of food insecurity is that it is a dynamic process which varies across time, 

affected by “pattern[s] of financial resource constraints” (Tarasuk, 2001, p. 15). Food 

insecurity is often experienced chronically, but may also be experienced cyclically due 

to insufficient income or episodically in the event of a financial crisis (Hamelin et al., 

2002). Cyclical food insecurity may result simply from money running out between 

paycheques (or between receipt of entitlement payments), but other factors that have 

been associated with cyclical food insecurity are seasonal differences in heating and 

cooling costs (Nord & Kantor, 2006) and seasonal differences in the prices of certain 

food items (Kamphuis et al., 2006). Financial crises may include the loss of a job, a 

change in social assistance benefits, or the unexpected addition of an extra member to 

the household. 

 

In summary, food security is a broad condition which encapsulates quantitative, 

qualitative, psychological and social factors. The experiences of each of these differ 

between the individual and household levels. Food insecurity is carefully managed by 

those in the household, resulting in differences in the experiences between members of 

a household. The condition is also dynamic rather than static. The next section 

describes the instruments developed to measure food insecurity in households.  
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Measurement of Household Food Insecurity 
Even though food insecurity seems to arise primarily due to constrained financial 

resources, traditional measures of income and poverty do not accurately assess 

household food situations (Bickel et al., 2000). While many studies have found income 

to be the strongest predictor of insecurity, many low-income households report a secure 

food supply while more affluent households report food insecurity (Rose, 1999; Che & 

Chen, 2001; Broughton, Janssen, Hertzman, Innis & Frankish, 2006; Health Canada, 

2007). Likewise, the measures of nutritional status (anthropometric, clinical or 

biochemical measurements) used in less developed countries to evaluate levels of 

hunger and food insecurity are not applicable in the context of food-rich countries, 

where obesity, rather than wasting, is often associated with poverty (Kendall et al., 

1995). New measures had to be developed for the North American setting. 

 

Much of the development of the household food insecurity measures now used in 

Canada occurred in the United States. The first documented US attempt to develop a 

population-wide measurement of hunger was in 1977-78 with the inclusion of three food 

insufficiency questions in the US Nationwide Food Consumption Survey. Further 

understanding of the complex and multidimensional nature of household food insecurity 

led to the Community Childhood Hunger Identification Project (CCHIP) in the early 

1980s, and the Radimer/Cornell questionnaire later that decade. In the 1990s, the Food 

Security Core Module (FSCM) was developed by the United States Department of 

Agriculture, incorporating knowledge gained from each of the previous studies. This 

instrument has since been widely adopted and translated for a variety of populations, 

including for use with Pacific Islanders in Hawai’i (Derrickson & Anderson, 1999), in 
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Trinidad and Tobago (Gulliford, Nunes & Rocke, 2006), Brazil (Melgar-Quinonez, Nord, 

Perez-Escamilla & Segall-Correa, 2008), Colombia (Isanaka, Mora-Plazas, Lopez-

Arana, Baylin & Villamor, 2007) and Iran (Rafiei, Nord, Sadeghizadeh & Entezari) as 

well as in Canada (Broughton et al., 2006; Vahabi, Damba, Rocha & Montoya, 2011; 

Statistics Canada, 2012a). 

 

The Household Food Security Survey Module (HFSSM) is the Canadian adaptation of 

the FSCM. It was first used in a national population survey in the 2004 CCHS, and first 

administered to the entire general population beginning with the 2007/08 CCHS 

(previously it was optional and only administered in certain provinces) (CCHS 2011 

User Guide; Kirkpatrick, 2008). Prior to its adoption, Canadian studies had incorporated 

aspects of all four of the instruments in the U.S., including food insufficiency questions, 

the CCHIP and Radimer/Cornell questionnaires; table 2 enumerates the use of these 

instruments in population-wide surveys, and includes information on the indicator(s) 

used and the estimated prevalence food insecurity (Tarasuk, 2001; Tarasuk, 2005; 

Kirkpatrick, 2008). However, because of the use of different instruments and 

methodologies, estimates are not directly comparable and it is not possible to discern 

whether fluctuations are a result of change in the population or simply reflective of the 

different methodologies. 
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Table 2. History of population-wide household food security measurement in Canada 

Survey Indicator(s) Estimated 
Prevalence 

1994 National 
Longitudinal 
Survey of Children 
and Youth 

Has your child ever experienced being hungry because the 
family had run out of food or money to buy food? (Child 
hunger was indicated by an affirmative response) 

 
1.2% 

1996 National 
Longitudinal 
Survey of Children 
and Youth 

 
1.6% 

1996/97 National 
Population Health 
Survey 

Over the past 12 months, did your household ever run out of 
money to buy food? If yes, which of the following best 
describes the food situation in your household? 
• always enough food to eat 
• sometimes not enough food to eat 
• often not enough food to eat 
(Food insufficiency was indicated by sometimes or often not 
having enough food to eat) 

 
4.0% 

1998/99 National 
Population Health 
Survey 

In the past 12 months, did you or anyone else in your 
household: 
• not eat the quality or variety of foods you wanted to eat 
because of a lack of money? 
• worry that there would not be enough to eat because of a 
lack of money? 
• not have enough food to eat because of a lack of money? 
 
Response options: yes, no 
(Food insecurity was indicated by an affirmative response to 
one or more indicator) 

 
10.4% 

2000/01 Canadian 
Community Health 
Survey (cycle 1.1) 

In the past 12 months, how often did you or anyone else in 
your household: 
• not eat the quality or variety of foods you wanted to eat 
because of a lack of money? 
• worry that there would not be enough to eat because of a 
lack of money? 
• not have enough food to eat because of a lack of money? 
Response options: often, sometimes, never 
(Food insecurity was indicated by an affirmative response – 
sometimes or often – to one or more indicator) 

 
14.7% 

2004 Canadian 
Community Health 
Survey (cycle 2.2) 18-item Household Food Security Survey Module 

(Food insecurity was indicated by reported compromises in 

quality and/or quantity of food consumed among adults 

and/or children) 

Householda: 
9.2%  
Indv: 8.8%  

2007/08 Canadian 
Community Health 
Survey 

Householda: 
7.7% 
Indv: 5.7%  

2009/10 Canadian 
Community Health 
Survey 

 
b 
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2011 Canadian 
Community Health 
Survey 

c 

Householda: 
8.2% 
Indv: 7.8%  

Notes: Adapted from Tarasuk (2005) and Kirkpatrick (2008). 
a Household weights have been released with the CCHS since 2004, permitting estimations of 
the proportion of households that experience food insecurity. Prior to their development, the 
interpretation of prevalence was of the proportion of individuals who live in households which 
experienced food insufficiency/insecurity. 
b The Household Food Security Survey Module was optional in this year and was not asked in 
Prince Edward Island nor New Brunswick, thus no estimate of national prevalence is available. 
c Estimates from the author’s own analysis; see table 5. 

	  
 

The FSCM is considered the best measure of household food security, though it does 

have limitations. The module and its derivatives are technically well-grounded and have 

been confirmed for face, content, and internal/construct validity (Kendall, Olson & 

Frongillo, 1995; Frongillo, 1999; Health Canada, 2007). It is easily interpreted and 

compared across time and space. The FSCM’s unidimensional focus on quantitative 

deprivation is both a strength and a limitation: strong in that quantitative deprivation is 

the “most unambiguous aspect of food insecurity” (Tarasuk, 2001, p. 35), but limited in 

that it may exclude those households relying on socially-unacceptable or 

psychologically-challenging means to ensure an adequate food supply. It also relies on 

respondents evaluating their food situation against a personal baseline (of acceptability 

or adequacy) which may vary between people. Additionally, the instrument measures 

whether the household was able to meet basic needs, not, as the definition says, if the 

household’s food intake was sufficient to lead ‘active, healthy lives’. The HFSSM does 

not consider the duration or frequency of instances of food insecurity. Lastly, the 

arbitrary nature of the categorizations resulting from the module has been broadly 

criticized (Derrickson & Anderson, 1999; Tarasuk, 2001; Nord & Hopwood, 2007; Health 

Canada, 2007), and may exclude households living in mildly – but not inconsequentially 



 14	  

– food insecure conditions.  

 

Implications  
Food insecurity is recognized as a determinant of health by the Public Health Agency of 

Canada and as a major public health issue (Health Canada, 2007; Tarasuk, 2004, 

Kirkpatrick & Tarasuk, 2008). A large body of literature indicates that household food 

insecurity is associated with a variety of negative outcomes, including reduced nutrient 

intake, poor physical and mental health, and negative social implications. Kirkpatrick 

(2008) analyzed 24-hour dietary recall and household food security information from the 

2004 CCHS and found poorer dietary intakes among adults and adolescents in food-

insecure households compared to the general population. These individuals were also 

estimated to have a higher prevalence of nutrient inadequacy, most apparently of 

proteins, B-vitamins, and some minerals (Kirkpatrick, 2008). These findings did not 

extend to children, though children in food insecure households did consume fewer 

servings of fruits, vegetables and dairy, suggesting that some constraints exist. The only 

such study in the Canadian context, these findings confirm that food insecurity is a 

marker of dietary compromises for older children and adults, and that such insecurity 

heightens the risk of nutrient inadequacies. This conclusion is corroborated by other 

findings in the U.S. (Bhattacharya, Currie & Haider, 2004; Chilton et al., 2009; 

Kilanowski & Moore, 2010). 

 

While longitudinal studies examining the health effects of these dietary deficiencies 

have not yet been done in Canada, cross-sectional studies have shown an association 

between household food security and poor physical health. Analyses of data from the 
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1996/97 and 1998/99  NPHSs showed that those living in food-insecure households 

were more likely to report diabetes, heart disease, or another chronic condition (Vozoris 

& Tarasuk, 2003; Che & Chen, 2001). In the same studies, individuals in food insecure 

households also reported a higher prevalence of distress, and their odds of reporting 

major depression were three times higher than for an individual in a food-secure 

household (Che & Chen, 2001). The odds of obesity are increased among women in 

food-insecure households, though this association is not seen among men (Lyons, Park 

& Nelson, 2007; Broughton et al., 2006). In one of the few longitudinal studies in 

Canada, McIntyre and Potestio documented long-term effects of hunger in childhood 

and found negative impacts on health, educational achievement, socio-behavioural 

problems, and family function (2007, as cited by Kirkpatrick, 2008). These findings are 

largely consistent with research from the U.S (Bhattacharya, Currie & Haider, 2004; 

Chilton et al., 2009; Kilanowski & Moore, 2010; Ashiabi & O’Neal, 2008; Slack & Yoo, 

2005; Cook & Frank, 2008; Dinour, Bergen & Yeh, 2007; Peterman et al., 2013; Heflin, 

Siefert & Williams, 2005; Gao et al., 2009) 

 

Environmental Factors 
Many factors in the household and community environments have been associated with 

household food insecurity in developed nations. Insufficient income is, logically, shown 

to be the primary risk factor in studies in Canada and abroad (for example: Che & Chen, 

2001; Broughton et al., 2006; Gorton et al., 2009; Health Canada, 2010; Kirkpatrick & 

Tarasuk, 2010), yet, non-economic factors have also been shown to be potential 

barriers to food security. These factors include household, community and political 

environments as well as sociocultural influences. 
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It is to be expected that economic factors, specifically income, are consistently found to 

have the largest effect on food insecurity as financial inadequacy is stipulated in each 

question of the FSCM. However, the relationship between income and food insecurity is 

not direct, as discussed previously. Other economic factors which may compound 

income insufficiency include accessing social assistance, dwelling ownership, level of 

education and living expenses. In Canadian studies, reliance on social assistance has 

been associated with tripled odds of food insecurity (Che & Chen, 2001), and data from 

the 2004 CCHS shows prevalence of food insecurity among these households to be six 

times that of the general population (Health Canada, 2007; also Tarasuk, Mitchell & 

Dachner, 2013). These same studies found that households who rented their dwelling 

had approximately four times the prevalence of food insecurity than those who owned 

their homes. Lower levels of education have been associated with increased food 

insecurity in many studies in both Canada and the U.S. (Health Canada, 2007; Health 

Canada, 2010; Vahabi et al., 2011; Kaiser et al., 2002; Kalil & Chen, 2008; Peterman, 

Wilde, Sillka, Bermudez & Rogers, 2013; Hadley et al., 2007; Hadley, Patil & Nahayo, 

2010). High living expenses have also been associated with inadequate spending on 

and access to food in Canada (Kirkpatrick & Tarasuk, 2007a; Kirkpatrick & Tarasuk, 

2007b). Likewise, in the U.S. context, one study found that for each $100 increase in a 

state’s median rent, there was a 17.5% increase in the odds of food insecurity in that 

state (Bartfield & Dunifon, 2006). A review of the literature by Gorton, Bullen and 

Mhurchu (2009) found that many of these patterns were replicated in studies from the 

U.S., Australia, and New Zealand. 
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Household characteristics have also been linked to food insecurity. The presence of 

children in Canadian households is accompanied by an increased prevalence of food 

insecurity (20-40% higher), even more so if the children are under 6 years old (Che & 

Chen, 2001; Health Canada, 2007; Health Canada, 2010). Lone-parent households are 

among the most vulnerable, particularly those headed by women; Che and Chen (2001) 

found that, other things remaining constant, lone-parent households had 1.5 times the 

odds of being food insecure. While two American studies found larger household sizes 

were linked to increased food insecurity (Hadley et al., 2007; Kalil & Chen, 2008), a 

recent study by Kirkpatrick and Tarasuk (2007b) found overcrowding in the household 

was not linked to food insecurity, perhaps due to an increased number of income 

earners or due to overcrowding being used as a strategy to reduce housing costs such 

that resources may be allocated to food. The location of households also seems to 

affect their odds of food security; Canadian urban households report approximately 30% 

higher levels of food insecurity than their rural counterparts (Health Canada, 2007; 

Health Canada, 2010), a result that mirrors U.S. and Australian findings (Gorton et al., 

2009).   

 

Other household considerations have been associated with food insecurity in Canadian 

and international studies, such as culinary skills, kitchen facilities, and social capital. A 

Vancouver study found that in low-income lone-parent households, mothers who rated 

their cooking skill as low had eight times the odds of being in a food insecure household 

than those who rated their skill higher (Broughton et al., 2006). However, similar results 
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were not evident in a Montreal study; Girard and Sercia (2013) found no significant 

difference in self-rated culinary skill between immigrants in food insecure and food 

secure households. Likewise, DeWolfe and Greaves (2003) found that increased 

culinary skill resulting from a six-week community cooking program did not result in a 

reduction of prevalence of food insecurity. Poor kitchen facilities can also foster food 

insecurity; Broughton et al. (2006) reported that, after accounting for income, skill and 

other factors, households with less equipped kitchens had three times higher odds of 

food insecurity than other households. A U.S. study by Martin, Rogers, Cook and 

Joseph (2004) found that the interactions that members of a household have with the 

rest of the community may also affect their food security. Households and communities 

with higher social capital (such as social trust and community reciprocity) had 

respectively 10% and 50% lower odds of food insecurity than those with lower social 

capital. 

  

Lastly, the political context may affect food insecurity. A New Zealand examination of 

the effects of government policies found that taxation reforms, goods and services 

taxes, labour market reforms (limiting collective employment contracts), and changes to 

welfare and housing policy were all linked to increased food bank usage, suggesting 

some increases in food insecurity were a result of each (Uttley, 1997, as cited by Gorton 

et al., 2009). Canada has been witness to the implementation of similar neoliberal 

policies over the last three decades, and they have been accompanied by increasing 

food bank use - the number of Canadians using food banks tripled between 1989 and 

2005 (Canadian Association of Food Banks, 2005) - suggesting the association also 
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applies in this context.  

 

Many factors appear to affect levels of food insecurity, including economic, household, 

community and political influences. In addition to those mentioned above, it seems that 

recent immigrants may face extra challenges in securing an adequate food supply; I 

examine these in the following section. 

 

Immigrants and Food Insecurity 
As noted above, nearly seven million residents reported being an immigrant in the 2011 

NHS, over one-fifth of the Canadian population (Statistics Canada, 2013). The majority 

of immigrants to Canada come from Asia, though an increasing proportion also arrive 

from Africa, the Caribbean and Central and South America. More than two-thirds of 

immigrants settle in one of the three largest metropolitan areas, Montreal, Toronto or 

Vancouver, or in Calgary, the fourth largest city and the hub of a booming energy sector 

(Statistics Canada, 2012b). A full third of Canada’s foreign-born population immigrated 

within the past decade - a population of approximately 2.4 million people at increased 

risk of food insecurity (Statistics Canada, 2012d; Statistics Canada, 2013). 

 

Studies show that recent (≤10 years) immigrant households in Canada have a higher 

prevalence of food insecurity than both the general Canadian population and settled 

immigrants (Table 3) (Che & Chen, 2001; Health Canada, 2007; Health Canada, 2010). 

These persistently higher levels of food insecurity may be attributable to a variety of 

challenges unique to recent immigrants: difficulty entering the Canadian labour market; 

challenges in securing affordable housing; the unavailability or high cost of customary 
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foods; difficulty in acquiring groceries in a new food environment; limited information 

about shopping and cooking options; changes in lifestyle; and pressures for integration 

(Koç & Welsh, 2002; Hadley et al., 2007; Hadley et al., 2010; Garnweidner, Terragni, 

Pettersen & Mosdøl, 2012). Che & Chen (2001) reported over a decade ago that 

prevalence of food insecurity among immigrant households tends to converge with 

Canadian-born households five years after arrival, but this convergence point has not 

been reported on since - and the trend of declining economic outcomes for new 

immigrants (Picot & Sweetman, 2012) suggests that this convergence point may be 

even further delayed now. 

 
Table 3. Prevalence of food insecurity among recent immigrant (≤10y), settled 
immigrant and non-immigrant households 

 Recent 
immigrant 

Settled 
immigrant 

Non-immigrant 

1998/99 National Population 
Health Survey a 

13% -- 11% 

2004 CCHS b 14.8% 8.6% 9.1% 
2007/08 CCHS c  12.6% 7.8% 7.5% 
 
Notes: As the methodologies differ between each survey, the results are not directly 
comparable; see Table 2 for details. 
a Che & Chen (2001) 
b Health Canada (2007) 
c Health Canada (2010) 
 

Labour market outcomes. 
The labour market outcomes of recent immigrants are poor compared to native-born 

Canadians with equivalent qualifications, and the disparity between these two groups 

has been growing. For example, the average newcomer male in 1980 earned 85% of 

what his Canadian-born counterpart earned; in 2005, this figure was just 63% 
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(Drummond & Burleton, 2008). This disparity has contributed to a growing number of 

low-income recent immigrants. In the Greater Toronto Area (GTA) in 2006, for example, 

46% of all immigrants who had been in Canada for five years or less were considered to 

be living with a low income, compared to 23% of longer-term immigrants and 19.5% of 

the Canadian born population. These newcomer households, though forming less than 

11% of the population in the GTA represented 36% of low-income households (Khandor 

& Koch, 2011). It is not only the disparity in compensation that is increasing. The global 

recession in 2008 also affected unemployment rates for newcomers disproportionately 

compared to native-born workers. In 2005, 13% of recent immigrants were unemployed 

compared to 7% of the Canadian-born. In 2009, these rates increased to 17% for recent 

immigrants, but only to 8.7% for Canadian-born workers (Khandor & Koch, 2011). High 

levels of education do not insulate newcomers from these effects: unemployment 

among Canadian-born people with university degrees increased by 50% from 2008 to 

2009; for similarly-educated immigrants, unemployment more than doubled.  

 

This growing disparity between economic outcomes of immigrant and Canadian-born 

workers is often attributed to three significant barriers faced by new entrants to the 

Canadian labour market: a lack of Canadian work experience, non-recognition of foreign 

credentials, and discrimination in the hiring process. Education and work experience 

acquired outside of Canada are not always recognized in the Canadian labour market 

(Picot & Sweetman, 2005; Galarneau & Morissette, 2008). Perhaps the best evidence of 

this is reflected in a 2011 study by Oreopoulous and Dechief in which thousands of test 

resumes were sent to companies in Vancouver, Toronto and Montreal areas, varying 
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names, education and work experience. The study found that that the inclusion of Indian 

or Chinese education and work experience on the resume reduced the callback rate by 

as much as 80% compared to resumes with Indian or Chinese names but only 

Canadian education and work experience (Oreopoulous & Dechief, 2011).  

 

Non-recognition of foreign credentials also has an impact for many immigrants, 

particularly those in regulated professions such as medicine, nursing, engineering or 

law. In 1990, the proportion of established immigrants trained in these professions but 

working in occupations with lower educational requirements approximated the rate 

among the Canadian-born. Since then, this proportion has increased sharply and 

continues to rise, despite shortages in some fields (e.g. medicine, nursing) (Galarneau 

& Morissette, 2008). This would be even more pertinent for recent immigrants who must 

navigate a difficult process in order for their credentials to be recognized. However, 

Picot and Sweetman (2005) emphasize that this is relevant only for a small proportion of 

immigrants to Canada, and that credential non-recognition is not a major contributor to 

the overall reduction in economic outcomes of immigrants. Regardless, they identify it 

as a major hurdle. 

 

The third barrier attributed to poor economic outcomes of recent immigrants is 

discrimination. Discrimination may occur on the basis of race, language proficiency, 

accent, place of origin, religion, ability, sex, sexual orientation, or marital or family status 

(Centre for Equality Rights in Accommodation, 2009). Of these, most research has 

focused on discrimination on the basis of race/ethnicity and language proficiency or 
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accent. In Canada, race (measured by Statistics Canada as ‘visible minority’) and 

immigration are closely tied: seventy-eight percent of newcomers in the 2011 NHS self-

identified as a visible minority, and two-thirds of all visible minority Canadians are 

immigrants (Statistics Canada, 2013). Canadians of colour across the country have 

higher rates of under- and unemployment and lower incomes than Canadians of 

European descent (Mikkonen & Raphael, 2011). Economic returns on education and 

work experience are lower for racialized immigrants, and racialized immigrant men earn 

only 69% of what non-racialized immigrant men earn (Mikkonen & Raphael, 2011). 

Discrimination on the basis of language also seems to play a role in poor economic 

outcomes of immigrants. Picot & Sweetman (2005) state that language skills “appear to 

have significant direct and indirect influences on labour market success” (p. 8), and 

higher returns to educational credentials are found for those with higher language 

proficiency.  

 

Together, these three barriers result in downward occupational mobility: in 2006, the 

proportion of immigrants with university degrees working at jobs with lower educational 

requirements (such as cashiers, clerks, truck and taxi drivers) was 28% for men and 

44% for women. For native-born Canadians, this figure was much lower at only 10% 

(Galarneau & Morissette, 2008). These jobs are more likely to be temporary positions, 

and much less likely to be unionized or to receive employment benefits (Khandor & 

Koch, 2011). This can have long-term repercussions: Goldring & Landolt (2009) report 

that immigrants whose early experiences are characterized by these precarious jobs are 

more likely to remain in precarious work over time.   
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As expected, these poor labour market outcomes result in poor economic outcomes. In 

2006, the median wage of recent immigrant workers were half that of a similarly-aged 

Canadian-born worker (Oreopoulous & Dechief, 2011). Frenette and Morissette (2005) 

found that this wage gap only closed to 25%, even after a decade in Canada. With low 

income being the primary risk factor of food insecurity, it is no surprise that recent 

immigrants’ households have higher rates of food insecurity than those of the Canadian-

born population. Low incomes can also result in marginal housing situations or 

homelessness for some recent immigrants, which are also associated with food 

insecurity (Bocskei, 2011).  

 

Housing & neighbourhood effects. 
Housing and neighbourhood outcomes may also affect the food security of recent 

immigrants. Obtaining housing upon arrival in Canada poses a significant problem for 

many newcomers (Ghosh, 2012). While some do buy homes, in 2006, 75% of 

immigrants who had arrived in the previous five years lived in a rental unit (Khandor & 

Koch, 2011). Many immigrants plan to rent an apartment upon arriving in their 

destination, but find the rental market to be more difficult to navigate than expected. 

Similar to the labour market, entering the rental market in most parts of Canada can be 

difficult for those without a previous Canadian landlord as a reference, or without a 

Canadian credit history (Ghosh, 2012; Centre for Equality Rights in Accommodation 

(CERA), 2009). There have been many recorded instances of landlords exploiting 

recent immigrants, who often have little knowledge of the housing market or local 

regulations, by illegally requiring them to make a deposit of six months rent or more 
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(Ghosh, 2012). This exploitation can eliminate a family’s savings, limiting their future 

ability to move to better housing situation (Ghosh, 2012).  

 

A second barrier to obtaining housing is discrimination. A 2009 study by the Centre for 

Equality Rights in Accommodation in Toronto found in paired testing research - or a 

‘discrimination audit’ - that one-quarter of inquiries to landlords by male participants with 

South Asian accents or lone-mothers with Caribbean accents experienced differential 

treatment compared to controls. Accents are not the only way discrimination occurs; 

one South Asian male informant commented in the Ontario Human Rights 

Commission’s 2008 report, Right at Home: Report on the Consultation on Human 

Rights and Rental Housing in Ontario that: 

“… [when] I called to book an appointment ... I used a Canadian accent and the 
superintendent gave me the interview and was quite cordial and even went the 
extra mile. Once I showed up for the viewing with my family, the superintendent 
was making various excuses which seemed quite unusual at that particular time. 
He claimed that the apartment was already rented out. Later in the week I had 
my White friend call and go in for a viewing and it turned out to be the same 
apartment that I was supposed to view. My White friend was successful in 
viewing and applying for the apartment” (as cited by CERA, 2009, p. 19). 

 

It can be difficult to identify racism in the rental housing market, the results of the CERA 

study and this quotation demonstrate that so-called hidden discrimination is common, 

and likely to affect many of the 180,000 visible minority immigrants who arrive in 

Canada every year. 

  

Challenges in securing housing can result in a limited ability to choose the 

neighbourhood of settlement, and thus recent immigrants are overrepresented in lower-
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income neighbourhoods in some Canadian cities (Khandor & Koch, 2011). These lower-

income communities generally have fewer food outlets offering healthful food than 

higher-income neighbourhoods, restricting accessibility to fresh and nutritious foods at 

affordable prices (Bocskei, 2011). Though Powell, Slater, Mirtcheva, Bao and 

Chaloupka (2007) found food to be cheaper in low-income neighbourhoods, the 

decreased quality, freshness and diversity of food available meant that food 

accessibility was still very poor. To obtain fresh and affordable food, particularly that 

which is culturally appropriate, many recent immigrants must travel. This can be 

challenging, as rates of car ownership among recent immigrants is low and many low-

income neighbourhoods are poorly equipped with public transportation (Khandor & 

Koch, 2011). Results from one Australian study suggest that adequate transportation 

systems are actually more important for alleviating food insecurity than increasing food 

outlets (Coveney & O'Dwyer, 2009, as cited by Khandor & Koch, 2011, p. 8). One other 

negative aspect of many low-income neighbourhoods is that they are less likely to have 

social services than higher-income communities (Khandor & Koch, 2011), which may 

prohibit some immigrants from accessing charitable food, support for labour market 

integration, or support in obtaining housing. 

 
Other aspects of immigration. 

Aspects of the immigration experience beyond labour market integration and housing 

challenges have also been associated with food insecurity among newcomers. The 

relationships between food insecurity and language, dietary acculturation, and certain 

immigration characteristics are considered in this subsection. While some of these 

aspects are relevant to the employment and housing factors described above, it is 
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possible they affect levels of food insecurity through other means, and so are discussed 

once again. 

 

Language has a complicated relationship with food insecurity. As detailed above, 

increased proficiency in the local language is associated with improved employment 

and housing outcomes, which are in turn linked to more secure food situations. In 

agreement with this, several studies confirm an association between increased 

language skill and decreased odds of food insecurity (Hadley & Sellen, 2006; Hadley et 

al., 2007; Hadley et al., 2010, Kasier et al., 2002; Peterman et al., 2013). However, not 

all research finds this to be true, emphasizing the need for further research in this area; 

Mazur, Marquis and Jensen (2003) found that Hispanic immigrant households in the 

U.S. in which only English was spoken actually had higher odds of food insufficiency 

than Spanish-only or bilingual households.  

 

It is probable that the language proficiency factor has different effects depending on the 

context; Peterman et al., 2013, found that the presence of a well-developed 

ethnocultural community can mitigate some of the challenges of integration, and 

perhaps help protect against the risk of food insecurity. However, a well-developed 

cultural community can come with financial obligations which can strain a small budget 

(Gorton et al., 2009). The presence or absence of such a well-developed ethnocultural 

community may affect levels of food insecurity by complicating a relationship between 

acculturation and food insecurity; Gorton et al. found that “limited acculturation has been 

shown to be both protective against, as well as predictive of, food insecurity” (2009, p. 
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25). Cultural conditions may also affect food insecurity among lower-income immigrants 

by obligating some to send remittances to the home country. Remittance-sending was 

associated with an increased risk of food insecurity among Pacific peoples in New 

Zealand (Gorton et al., 2009). 

 

Dietary acculturation, or the “process whereby immigrants adopt the food habits and 

food consumption patterns of the larger society [in which they] find themselves” may 

also affect food insecurity among immigrants (Himmelgreen, Perez-Escamilla & 

Bermudez, 2005, p. 106). This term encapsulates food-related aspects of the integration 

process such as learning how to shop, prepare and eat local foods and learning where 

to obtain traditional foods in the new food environment (Hadley et al., 2007; Satia, 

2010). As newcomers learn to navigate their new food environment, it is expected that 

their costs would diminish; this appears to be validated by at least one U.S. study which 

found an association between increased dietary acculturation and reduced odds of food 

insecurity (Hadley et al., 2007).  

 

There are other factors unique to the immigrant experience which have been associated 

with food security. Length of time since immigration, which is often included as an 

indicator of acculturation or dietary acculturation, has been found by several studies to 

be negatively related to food insecurity (Hadley et al., 2007, Chilton et al., 2009, Rush et 

al., 2007). It seems that factors intrinsic to citizenship status may also affect food 

insecurity. After adjusting for socio-demographic factors, Kalil & Chen (2008) found in 

the U.S. that both foreign- and domestic-born kindergarteners of non-citizen mothers 
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were more likely to be food insecure than those children whose mothers held U.S. 

citizenship. Lastly, all of the above factors may have different effects on immigrants 

from different regions and cultures; controlling for a variety of factors, prevalence of food 

insecurity among South American and Indian immigrants in one Quebec study was 

much higher than among any other region of origin, and much lower among Chinese-

born immigrants (Girard & Sercia, 2013).  
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Methods 
Canadian Community Health Survey  
The Canadian Community Health Survey (CCHS) is an annual cross-sectional survey 

administered by Statistics Canada which collects information related to health status, 

health care utilization, and health determinants. It uses a large sample size in order to 

provide reliable estimates at a national, provincial, and health region level. Formerly 

biannual, data collection now occurs on an ongoing basis and results are presented 

both annually and biannually. The CCHS is a flexible and evolving instrument which 

allows for the rapid inclusion of emerging issues. Food security modules have been 

included in some form in all cycles since the inception of the CCHS in 2000/01. 

 

Population.  
Secondary analysis of the 2011 Annual Component of the Canadian Community Health 

Survey (CCHS) (n=63,542) was performed using a cross-sectional design. The CCHS 

samples Canadian residents at least 12 years of age in private dwellings across the 

country. The sample excludes members of the Canadian Forces and Aboriginal people 

living on reserves. The response rate in 2011 was 69.8%. While the survey does not 

ask directly about immigration status (i.e. citizen, permanent resident, temporary foreign 

worker, international student, undocumented migrant), 18% (n=11,993) of respondents 

indicated through questions about citizenship and country of birth that they had 

immigrated to Canada. For this study, only those households where the respondent had 

immigrated ten or fewer years ago were included in the analysis (household-weighted 

n=3,567). All respondents were asked the questions in the food security module. Along 

with questions related to income, if a respondent was under 16 years of age the food 
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security module was answered by an adult in the household.  

 

Data collection.  
CCHS interviews were conducted in person or by phone between January and 

December 2011. Interviews were conducted in the language of the respondent’s choice. 

Of the sample of recent immigrants, 90% responded to the survey in either English or 

French.  

 

Household Food Security Survey Module  
The HFSSM is an 18-item questionnaire which asks respondents to evaluate a “variety 

of specific conditions, experiences, and behaviours that serve as indicators of the 

varying degrees of severity of the condition” (Bickel et al., p. 8). The instrument is 

designed to be administered to the person in the household most responsible for food 

acquisition and preparation. Generally, respondents are asked to consider their 

household food situation over the previous twelve months. Questions stipulate unmet 

needs due to financial constraints. As Bickel et al. describe in the USDA Guide to 

Measuring Household Food Security (2000), the module asks about:  

• “Anxiety that the household food budget or food supply may be insufficient to 
meet basic needs; 

• The experience of running out of food, without money to obtain more; 
• Perceptions by the respondent that the food eaten by household members 

was inadequate in quality or quantity; 
• Adjustments to normal food use, substituting fewer and cheaper foods than 

usual; 
• Instances of reduced food intake by adults in the household, or 

consequences of reduced intake such as the physical sensation of hunger or 
loss of weight; and 

• Instances of reduced food intake, or consequences of reduced intake, for 
children in the household” (p. 8). (See Appendix A for the full questionnaire). 
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The questionnaire evaluates the food security status of the household as well as of the 

adults and children (if any) separately, giving a possible three statuses. Statuses are 

calculated through a complex tabulation of the affirmative answers given by a 

respondent. Responses to individual questions cannot be taken alone to be a 

meaningful measure of food insecurity (Bickel et al., 2000). In the CCHS, two or more 

affirmative responses will result in a ‘food insecure’ status. Whether that status is 

‘moderate’ or ‘severe’ will depend on which responses were positive and whether there 

are children in the household.  

 

The HFSSM was developed through rigorous qualitative and quantitative study, and 

provides a linear and one-dimensional evaluation of household food security. Questions 

are organized in order of severity, such that in nearly all cases, a household whose 

respondents indicates a positive response to one question will have indicated a positive 

response to all the questions above it (Bickel et al., 2000; Tarasuk, 2001).  

 

Measures 
Dependent variable. 

The outcome variable, household food security status, was derived from responses to 

the 18-item Household Food Security Survey Module. Respondents (or a responsible 

adult, if the respondent was less than 16 years old) were asked if or how often the 

members of the household had experienced, over the previous twelve months and due 

to financial constraints, a symptom of food insecurity. Households were classified into 

one of three stages of food security/insecurity: secure, moderately insecure (denotes a 

compromise in quality or quantity of food consume) or severely insecure (denotes a 
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reduced food intake and disrupted eating patterns). Two or more affirmative responses 

resulted in an insecure status. 

 

As both moderate and severe food insecurity can have substantial adverse effects, as 

well as for statistical purposes, the variable was dichotomized into a binary variable 

representing those food secure and insecure households. This treatment is common in 

the literature of food insecurity in North America (Girard & Sercia, 2013; Hadley et al., 

2010; Vahabi et al., 2011).  

 

Independent variables. 
Available data on immigration characteristics included years in Canada and country of 

birth. Years since landing was derived from a question asking the respondent’s year of 

arrival in Canada, and was coded into four groups: 0-1, 2-3, 4-5 and 6-10 years. These 

groupings were based on prevalences of food insecurity among recent immigrants, and 

supported by Girard and Sercia’s (2013) findings that insecurity did not decrease with 

years in a linear manner, as well as the understanding that acculturation is not a linear 

process (Hadley et al., 2007). Country of birth was asked of all respondents, and was 

coded into regions. US & Oceania were grouped together due to cultural similarities, as 

were Mexico, Central and South America and the Caribbean. China (including Hong 

Kong) and India, as the two largest sending countries, were left separate from the rest 

of the Asian countries. Per coding by Statistics Canada, Russia was considered a 

European country.  

 

Though it is unlikely that the country of birth reported by the respondent in fact applies 
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to every member of their household in every case, the reported country of birth was 

assumed to apply to the entire household for the purposes of these studies. The 

majority of permanent residents entering Canada are accompanied by their spouse or 

families, and members of a family unit tend to be born in the same global geographic 

region. This imperfect measure allows for the examination of food insecurity on the 

household level. 

 

Socioeconomic characteristics included income, highest level of education, dwelling 

ownership and whether social assistance was accessed. Household income, a 

continuous variable, was based on the best estimate of the earnings of all members of 

the household during the previous year. As in many surveys, income-related questions 

had a high non-response rate (29.7%) and were imputed by Statistics Canada using a 

nearest neighbour method. For ease of interpretation, income was coded in the tens of 

thousands of dollars. Households who reported an income larger than five standard 

deviations from the mean were excluded from the analysis. Household highest level of 

education was determined by the highest level achieved by any member of the 

household, and divided into those households in which someone has achieved a 

university degree and those which had not. Dwelling ownership indicated whether a 

household owned or rented their home. As no other variable existed to represent 

wealth, dwelling ownership stands in as an indicator of wealth. Whether any social 

assistance was accessed in the previous year was also included as a dichotomous 

indicator. 
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Household characteristics included household composition (children and adults), main 

language spoken in household, whether a household was situated in a major immigrant-

receiving city, and region of Canada. Children present indicated if there was anyone 

under 16 in the household. Number of adults 18 or over was included continuously, 

calculated by subtracting the number of children 17 or younger from the reported 

household size. Languages spoken in the household was derived from a question 

allowing respondents to report up to three languages which are spoken in the home; it 

was dichotomized into English and/or French, or neither official language. Major 

immigrant-receiving city indicated whether the respondent lived in the metropolitan 

areas of Montreal, Toronto, Vancouver or Calgary, or lived outside these cities.  Region 

of Canada was divided into four areas based on province of residence, with British 

Columbia and the Northern territories, the three Prairie Provinces, Ontario, the largest 

province, and Quebec and the four Maritime provinces grouped together.  

 

Analysis 
The de-identified CCHS 2011 master file was accessed and analyzed at the RDC, using 

SPSS version 20 (IBM Corp., Armonk, NY). Univariate analyses were conducted to 

examine the sample distribution, filter outliers and create descriptive statistics. Bivariate 

analyses, including significance tests,  were used to develop the model predicting food 

insecurity, to assess correlations between independent variables, and to generate 

comparisons by immigration, socioeconomic, and household characteristics. Those 

variables that were significant at the p<0.05 level, or those previously found to be 

predictors of food insecurity in recent Canadian literature were retained for regression 

analysis. Multivariate logistic regression was used to assess the independent effects of 
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each characteristic on household food insecurity of the sample. Independent variables 

included in the model were tested for collinearity, and no substantial interactions were 

found. 

 

Survey weights. 
Survey weights were calculated by Statistics Canada to indicate how many households 

or individuals were represented by each respondent to the survey. A normalized master 

household weight was applied for all analyses reported below. 

 

Ethics 
Ryerson University does not require that research using secondary data analysis is 

reviewed by the Ryerson Ethics Board. Approval for use of the de-identified dataset was 

granted by Statistics Canada, at the Research Data Centre (RDC) at the University of 

Toronto. All data was vetted by a Statistics Canada analyst prior to release to ensure 

that the privacy of the respondents is maintained. 
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Results 
Univariate Analysis 
Approximately one in ten (9.6%) recent immigrant households reported food insecurity 

(Table 3). Respondents’ number of years since landing were approximately evenly 

distributed across each year, and as such, the 6-10 years since landing group was the 

largest at 43.4%. The majority of immigrants reported a birthplace in Asia (China/Hong 

Kong: 13.0%, India 11.5%, other Asia countries: 31.3%), followed by Europe (15.5%) 

and Mexico, Central and South America and the Caribbean (14.7%). The mean 

household income was $58,800 (median: $50,000, SD: $45,500). In most households 

(63.6%) at least one person had achieved a bachelor’s degree. Only 41.0% of 

households owned their dwelling and just 4.4% accessed social assistance. Nearly half 

(47.8%) of households contained children under 16, and the average number of adults 

was 2.09 (SD: 0.86). Forty-two percent (42.0%) of households did not report that either 

English or French was spoken in the household. Nearly three-quarters of all recent 

immigrant households (73.3%) were located in one of Canada’s four biggest 

metropolitan areas. The largest portion, at 45.1%, lived in Ontario, with Quebec and the 

Maritimes second (22.4%), B.C and the Territories third (17.5%), and the fewest in the 

Prairie Provinces (15.0%). 

 
Table 4. Distribution of dependent and independent variables (n=3,567) 

 Distribution 
Dependent (Outcome) Variable  
Food Security  
 Secure 90.4% 
 Insecure 9.6% 
Immigration Characteristics   
Years Since Landing  
 0-1 years 15.5% 
 2-3 years 22.7% 
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 4-5 years 18.4% 
 6-10 years 43.4% 
  
Region or Country of Birth  
 US & Oceania 4.2% 
 Mexico, C. & S. America & Carib. 14.7% 
 Europe 15.5% 
 Africa 9.6% 
 China 13.0% 
 India 11.5% 
 Other Asian countries 31.3% 
Economic Variables  
Household Income   

Mean $58,800 
Median $50,000 

Standard Deviation $49,500 
  
Household Highest Level of Education  
 Degree  63.6% 
 No Degree 36.4% 
  
Dwelling Ownership  
 Owns 41.0% 
 Rents 59.0% 
  
Social Assistance Accessed  
 No 95.6% 
 Yes 4.4% 
Household Characteristics  
Children Present  
 No 47.8% 
 Yes    52.2% 
  
Number of Adults   

Mean 2.09 
Standard Deviation 0.86 

  
Main Language Spoken in Household  
 English or French 58.0% 
 Neither English nor French 42.0% 
  
Living in major immigrant-receiving city   
 In Montreal, Toronto Vancouver, Calgary 73.3% 

Not in Montreal, Toronto Vancouver, 
Calgary  26.7% 

  
Region of Canada  
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 BC & Territories 17.5% 
 Prairies 15.0% 
 Ontario 45.1% 
 Quebec & Maritimes 22.4% 

 
 
Bivariate Analyses 
There are significant differences between the rates of food insecurity among the 

Canadian-born, settled, and recent immigrant households (table 4). Recent immigrant 

households reported the highest prevalence of food insecurity, at 9.6%, followed by 

non-immigrant households. Settled immigrant households reported the lowest 

prevalence of food insecurity, at 6.4%. 

 
Table 5. Household food insecurity by immigration status (n=63,542) 

 
Household  

Food Insecurity 
Non-immigrant 8.4% 

Settled immigrant 6.4% 

Recent immigrant 9.6% 

All residents 8.2% 

Note: χ2=20.42  df=2   p<0.000 
  

 
Food insecurity was significantly associated with many of the variables at the p<0.05 

level (Table 5). Years since landing had an interesting and non-linear association with 

food insecurity (p=0.02). Households present for 0-1 years (9.4%) and 6-10 years 

(9.5%) had a prevalence of food insecurity consistent with the sample overall (9.6%); 

however, the households of respondents who had been in Canada for 2-3 years had the 

highest prevalence of food insecurity (12.2%) and the households of respondents who 

had been in Canada for 4-5 years had the lowest (6.4%). There were also significant 
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differences in reported levels of food insecurity based on region of birth, with 

respondents from China reporting the lowest prevalence of food insecurity in their 

households (3.5%) and respondents from Africa reporting the highest prevalence of 

food insecurity in their households (18.0%; p<0.000). Comparing means, the average 

income of food insecure households was one-third less than those in secure 

households ($61,000 versus $38,100, p<0.000). The prevalence of food insecurity 

among renters was double that among home owners (12.1% to 5.9%, p<0.000). Those 

accessing social assistance had food insecurity rates 350% higher than those not 

accessing it (30.4% to 8.6%, p<0.000). Households with children had a higher 

prevalence of food insecurity (11.4%) than households without (7.8%, p<0.000). 

Surprisingly, households speaking mainly a non-official language reported significantly 

(p=0.006) lower levels of insecurity (8.6% versus 11.4%).There was not a significant 

difference between the prevalence of food insecurity among respondents in the major 

immigrant receiving cities and those outside of them, (9.0% versus 11.1%, p=0.055). 

Lastly, households in the Prairie Provinces had the highest prevalence of food 

insecurity, and those in B.C. the lowest. 

 
Table 6. Frequency of food security and insecurity by independent variables (n=3,567) 

 Food Security 
 Secure Insecure 
Immigration Characteristics    
Years Since Landing**   
 0-1 Years 90.6% 9.4% 
 2-3 years 87.8% 12.2% 
 4-5 years 93.6% 6.4% 
 6-10 years 90.5% 9.5% 
  χ2=14.3   df=3   p=0.002   
   
   
Region of Birth***   
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 US, Oceania & Antarctica 93.4% 6.6% 
 Mexico, C. & S. America & Carib. 88.0% 12.0% 
 Europe 88.8% 11.2% 
 Africa 82.0% 18.0% 
 China 14.2% 3.5% 
 India 94.7% 5.3% 
 Other Asian countries 89.8% 10.2% 
  χ2=70.7 df=6   p<0.000   
Economic Variables   
Household Income***   

Mean $61,000 $38,100   
Standard Deviation $50,500 $31,500 

          p<0.000   
   
Household Highest Level of Education***   
 Degree  94.3% 5.7% 
 No Degree 83.7% 16.3% 
  χ2=105.8  df=1   p<0.000   
   
Dwelling Ownership***   
 Owns  94.1% 5.9% 
 Rents 87.9% 12.1% 
  χ2= 38.2  df=1   p<0.000   
   
Social Assistance Accessed***   
 No  91.4% 8.6% 
 Yes 69.6% 30.4% 
  χ2= 82.9  df=1   p<0.000   
Household Characteristics   
Children Present***   
 No     92.2% 7.8% 
 Yes 88.6% 11.4% 
  χ2=12.9   df=1   p<0.000   
   
Number of Adults    

Mean 2.09 2.03 
Standard Deviation 0.86 0.87 

          p=0.216   
   
Main Language Spoken in Household*   
 English or French  88.6% 11.4% 
 Neither English nor French 91.4% 8.6% 
  χ2= 7.43  df=1   p=0.006   
   
Living in major immigrant-receiving city    
 In Montreal, Toronto Vancouver, Calgary 91.0% 9.0% 
 Not in Montreal, Toronto, Vancouver, 88.9% 11.1% 
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Calgary 
  χ2=3.687  df=1   p=0.055   
   
Region of Canada**   
 BC & Territories 94.1% 5.9% 
 Prairies 87.5% 12.5% 
 Ontario  90.6% 9.4% 
 Quebec & Maritimes 89.2% 10.8% 
  χ2= 16.4  df= 3   p=0.001   
   
Note: *** p<0.001   ** p<0.005   *p<0.05   
 
 
Multivariate Analysis 
Results of a logistic regression analysis (Table 6) show that, controlling for other 

variables, some immigration, economic and household characteristics are significantly 

associated with food insecurity. After taking the other factors into account, the most 

recent immigrants had 40% lower odds of food insecurity than those who arrived 6-10 

years ago. The odds of food insecurity among households of immigrants who arrived in 

Canada 2-3 years ago was not significantly different than the households of immigrants 

who arrived 6-10 years ago. Compared to those born in the U.S. or Oceania, the 

chances of food insecurity among households of African-born immigrants are higher 

(OR=2.24), and among households of Chinese-born immigrants the chances are lower 

(OR=0.34). Income had the largest effect in this model: an increase in household 

income of $10,000 decreases the odds of experiencing food insecurity by 16%. Among 

other economic variables, not having a degree (OR=2.42), renting (OR=1.57) and 

accessing social assistance (OR=2.16) were each associated with increased odds of 

household food insecurity. For household characteristics, the odds of food insecurity 

were nearly double among households with children (OR=1.80) compared to those 

without. Having an additional adult in the household was not significantly associated 
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with higher odds experiencing food insecurity. Surprisingly, not speaking English or 

French among the top three languages in the household was associated with a 26% 

decrease in the odds of experiencing food insecurity. While households in the Prairie 

Provinces are more likely to have experienced food insecurity (OR=1.59), those in B.C. 

(OR=0.60) and Quebec (OR=0.68) regions were less likely to have done so. Once the 

other characteristics were accounted for, living in a major immigrant-receiving city was 

not significantly associated with household food insecurity. 

 

Table 7. Results of multivariate logistic regression predicting food insecurity among 
recent immigrant households (n=3,567) 

 
Coeffici
ent (b) Sig. 

Odds 
Ratio 

95% C.I. 
Lower Upper 

Immigration Characteristics       
Years Since Landing      
 0-1 years* -0.49 .010 0.61 0.42 0.89 
 2-3 years -0.19 .216 0.82 0.61 1.12 
 4-5 years*** -0.67 .000 0.51 0.35 0.75 
 6-10 years  (ref. group)     1.00     
      
Region of Birth      
 US & Oceania (ref. group)     1.00     
 Mexico, C. & S. America & Carib. 0.16 .678 1.17 0.55 2.47 
 Europe 0.61 .109 1.84 0.87 3.90 
 Africa* 0.81 .036 2.24 1.05 4.78 
 China** -1.08 .021 0.34 0.14 0.85 
 India -0.29 .492 0.75 0.32 1.72 
 Other Asian countries 0.25 .498 1.29 0.62 2.69 
Economic Variables      
Household Income***    (in $10,000s) -0.17 .000 0.84 0.80 0.88 
           
Household Highest Level of 
Education***           

 Degree (ref. group)     1.00     
 No Degree 0.88 .000 2.42 1.88 3.12 
           
Dwelling Ownership**           
 Owns (ref. group)     1.00     
 Rents 0.45 .004 1.57 1.15 2.14 
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Social Assistance Accessed***           
 No (ref. group)     1.00     
 Yes 0.77 .000 2.16 1.43 3.26 
Household Characteristics      
Children Present***      
 No (ref. group)        1.00     
 Yes 0.59 .000 1.80 1.40 2.31 
           
Number of Adults 0.15 .053 1.16 1.00 1.35 
           
Main Language Spoken in Household*           
 English or French (ref. group)     1.00     
 Neither English nor French -0.30 .022 0.74 0.57 0.96 
           
Living in major immigrant-receiving 
city           

 In Montreal, Toronto Vancouver, 
Calgary (ref. group)     1.00     

 Not in Montreal, Toronto 
Vancouver, Calgary 

-0.09 .542 0.91 0.68 1.22 

           
Region of Canada           
 BC & Territories* -0.50 .013 0.60 0.41 0.90 
 Prairies* 0.46 .011 1.59 1.11 2.27 
 Ontario (ref. group)     1.00     
 Quebec & Maritimes* -0.38 .020 0.68 0.49 0.94 
      
Constant -2.507     
Note: Nagelkerke R2 = 0.197 
*** p<0.001   ** p<0.005   *p<0.05     
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Discussion 
 
It is a positive finding that household food insecurity across the Canadian population 

has decreased to 8.2% from 9.2% in the first national survey with the HFSSM, the 

2004/05 CCHS. However, the fact that the rate of food insecurity among the sub-sample 

of recent immigrants in 2011 was nearly 20% higher than that of the general population, 

and half again the rate among settled immigrants, emphasizes the need for increased 

attention to food security during the settlement process.  

 

In bivariate analysis, food insecurity was not found to decrease consistently as length of 

time in Canada increased (figure 1). Instead, those living in Canada for 2-3 years had 

the highest levels of food insecurity and those present for 4-5 years, the lowest. The 

lower-than-expected prevalence of food insecurity among the most recent immigrants is 

likely explained by the sum of money required to immigrate to Canada - for example, a 

family of four immigrating under the Federal Skilled Worker program must have $20,654 

(Citizenship and Immigration Canada, 2013) - money which would insulate the 

household from food insecurity. It is reasonable that over time, this fund may be 

exhausted and more households would experience food insecurity - as seen in the 

sharp increase in prevalence of food insecurity among those households present in 

Canada for 2-3 years. These interesting results are substantiated by a recent Quebec 

study in which Girard and Sercia (2013) found that the prevalence of food insecurity 

decreased after the second year of residence and then increase again until the tenth 

year of residence. However, in direct contrast to the present study, Girard and Sercia 

found that immigrants present for less than a year had the highest rate of food 
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insecurity, nearly double the next highest group, whereas this study found the most 

recent group to have average levels of insecurity. Girard and Sercia used a different 

food security survey instrument and different methodology, so the results are not 

directly comparable, but the findings do raise interesting questions about dietary 

acculturation and food insecurity. 

	  
Figure 1. Prevalence of household food insecurity of sample by years since landing; the 
sample mean is denoted by horizontal line at 9.6% (n=3,567) 

 

Findings from the regression analysis contradict the hypothesis that food insecurity 

would decrease as time in Canada increases. After accounting for other factors, the 

households of respondents that have been in Canada for 6-10 years have double the 

odds of being food insecure compared to those who immigrated 4-5 years ago, and 

65% greater odds compared those who immigrated only 0-1 years ago. It is surprising 

that being in Canada longer, and having more time and opportunity to learn to navigate 
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the new food environment does not decrease the odds of a household being food 

insecure. This could be linked to a variety of potential factors related to acculturation. 

One potential factor is that acculturating diets may rely more heavily on processed, 

‘Western’ foods which are generally more expensive than fresh ingredients, thereby 

increasing the financial resources required to feed the household (Désilets, Rivard, 

Shatenstein & Delisle, 2007; Satia, 2010). This may be particularly true for families with 

children, as children can be the most eager to embrace host country food habits 

(Garnweidner, Terragni, Pettersen & Mosdøl, 2012). Alternatively, the changing “health 

beliefs” (Satia, 2010) of immigrants may lead to different interpretations of the questions 

asked in the HFSSM. Derrickson, Sakai & Anderson (2001) problematize the imprecise 

and unstable understandings of the term ‘balanced meal’, for example, and propose that 

acculturation would change an individual’s perception of that term over time. ‘Enough 

food’ and ‘enough to eat’ are also ambiguous and may have changing meanings to 

some immigrants as they absorb over time the common North American ideas about 

portion size (Young & Nestle, 2012). Additionally, it could be that as immigrants spend 

more time in Canada, they acquire greater financial burdens (e.g. having more children 

or obtaining a mortgage), or are simply more comfortable admitting to challenges in 

procuring adequate food supplies when surveyed. Finally, out-migration could account 

for some variation in this result. Research demonstrates that the majority of immigrants 

to Canada who choose to then leave Canada do so within the first few years after arrival 

(Adyemir & Robinson, 2006). If food insecurity and the decision to emigrate are 

associated (most plausibly via income insecurity), and if many of these emigrants leave 
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during their second or third year after arrival, the observed decrease in the prevalence 

of food insecurity among the 4-5 years group would be a reasonable outcome. 

 

Regarding region of birth, being born in Africa was associated with increased odds of 

food insecurity (OR=2.24) compared to being born in the U.S. or Oceania. This 

suggests that, beyond the economic and household factors accounted for, some other 

factor or factors are contributing to food insecurity in this population. It may be that 

African-born immigrants may have a more difficult time acculturating, or that racism 

contributes to the food insecurity of some immigrant households (92% of the African-

born sample identified as non-white).  

 

The other population that was significantly different than the reference group were those 

born in China (or Hong Kong). A household’s odds of reporting food insecurity are 

reduced by two-thirds if the respondent indicated that he or she was born in China. This 

could be in part related to the high degree of institutional completeness of Chinese 

enclaves in several Canadian cities (Zucchi, 2007), and the potentially protective value 

of a strong ethnocultural community of settlement (Peterman et al., 2013). However, 

Girard and Sercia (2013) found that even those Chinese immigrants who consistently 

accessed emergency food aid were very unlikely to be classified as food insecure by 

their survey instrument. They speculate a cultural tendency to feel shame about being 

food insecure is responsible, but cultural or linguistic differences in interpreting the 

survey questions may also have an effect.  
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The effects of each economic variable are consistent with the literature. An inverse 

relationship between income and food insecurity corroborates other Canadian studies 

(Che & Chen, 2001; Hamelin, Beaudry & Habicht, 1998; Health Canada, 2007; Health 

Canada, 2010) and is expected since the survey instrument specifies a context of 

limited financial resources. For every $10,000 increase in household income, the odds 

of being food insecure decreased by 16%. Consistent also with these same studies, 

lower levels of education, renting the dwelling, and accessing social assistance also 

predicted food insecurity. Due to a lack of other indicators of wealth in the CCHS, 

dwelling ownership, particularly among new immigrants, can be seen as a proxy for 

wealth. This may explain why renting is associated with a 57% increase in odds of 

experiencing food insecurity. The finding that households accessing social assistance 

have double the odds of food insecurity compared to those that do not also supports 

concerns about the adequacy of the Canadian social assistance system (Kirkpatrick & 

Tarasuk 2007a). 

 

One of the household characteristics that was significantly associated with food 

insecurity was the ‘languages spoken in the home’ variable. Contrary to expectations, 

those households which do not report speaking one of the official languages at home 

had 26% lower odds of food insecurity than those households which did report using 

English or French at home. Since it is impossible in the CCHS to evaluate the language 

skills on a household level, this variable was included as a measure of both ability and 

attitude towards acculturation among allophones, per Okafor, Carter-Pokras, Picot & 

Zhan, 2013. It was thought that a decision to speak English or French at home, even as 
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a tertiary language, would be accompanied by some degree of (dietary) acculturation 

and therefore increased ease in navigating the Canadian food environment - but this 

does not appear to be the case. Perhaps these households which do not speak an 

official language at home are also more embedded in their ethnic community, where 

they may benefit from the protective effect of high social capital (Martin et al., 2004) or 

high institutional completeness (Gee, Kobayashi & Prus, 2004; Peterman et al., 2013). 

Unfortunately this variable does not reflect the ability of any of the individual household 

members to speak English or French, only what they choose to speak at home, so it is 

possible that this variable simply provides a poor measure of acculturation.  

 

Lastly, it is particularly interesting that region of settlement in Canada - but not living in a 

major immigrant-receiving city - significantly affects the odds of experiencing food 

insecurity. The most intriguing finding here is that while the prevalence of food insecurity 

in Quebec and the Maritime provinces is above average, once other factors are 

accounted for, living in this region is actually associated with 32% lower odds of 

experiencing food insecurity. This indicates that something about the immigrant 

population in this region places them at much higher risk of food insecurity - perhaps the 

higher concentration of African-born immigrants compared to other regions (Statistics 

Canada, 2013) or lower incomes (Statistics Canada, 2012c). Also interesting is the 

lower odds of experiencing food insecurity for households in British Columbia and the 

Territories (5.9%; OR=0.60). Though superficially this may seem positive, it could 

actually be caused by underreporting of food insecure conditions by immigrants born in 
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China or Hong Kong (as suggested by Girard & Sercia, 2013), who form a higher 

proportion of migrants in this region than any other (Statistics Canada, 2013).  
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Conclusion 
	  
Overall, the results from this study support previous work on economic and household 

predictors of food insecurity in Canada, and provide insights into factors which may 

place an immigrant household at higher risk of food insecurity. Most studies of 

household food insecurity in Canada have focused on the population at large, or 

specifically on Aboriginal populations. In light of the declining economic outcomes of 

recent immigrants, this closer examination of food insecurity among immigrant 

households is timely.  

 

The non-linear relationship between length of time in Canada and food insecurity 

corroborates other recent findings and illustrates the complexity of acculturation. A 

better understanding of what gives the households of respondents who immigrated 6-10 

years ago higher odds of experiencing food insecurity than their counterparts who 

immigrated 4-5 years ago would contribute greatly to our understanding of the 

processes of immigrating and acculturating in a new food environment. Likewise, the 

significant differences found in food insecurity outcomes between immigrants from 

different regions require more investigation to learn if certain groups should be targeted 

for interventions, and if so, in what form these interventions should occur. Lastly, the 

finding that settling in different regions of Canada affects the risk of food insecurity so 

greatly also calls for more examination.  

 

Future research in this area should further examine the complex relationship between 

dietary acculturation and food security among recent immigrants. Particularly of interest 
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is how immigrants from different countries and ethnocultural backgrounds acculturate to 

their new food environments, as this may allow for better communication about 

navigating the food environment to be passed on to future immigrants. A second area 

for investigation is how the category of immigration (i.e. economic, family class, refugee) 

under which a household arrives is associated with food insecurity; this analyses was 

not possible with CCHS data. Lastly, nearly all studies of immigrant food security have 

had a cross-sectional methodology, limiting the ability to attribute causation. 

Longitudinal studies of immigration characteristics and long-term food security 

outcomes should be undertaken in order to better understand how achieving food 

security influences and is influenced by the settlement process.  

 

Limitations 
The variables included in the CCHS data limited the measures that could be used in this 

study. Country or region of birth and length of time in Canada were the only immigration 

characteristics available for inclusion, and other potentially associated factors such as 

immigration status (Kalil & Chen, 2008), category of immigration, and wealth at 

immigration could not be accounted for. Also due to this limited information, this study 

assumed that the country of birth of each respondent was the same as all individuals in 

their household, but it is highly unlikely that this is true for every sampled household. As 

well, the use of the variable ’languages spoken in the household’ does not represent the 

level of skill in the official languages held by members of that household, nor their 

attitudes towards acculturation.  

 

There are also disadvantages to studying food insecurity at the household rather than 
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individual level; it precludes the use of individual-specific variables with which other 

studies have found associations. These variables include language ability (Hadley et al., 

2007; Hadley, et al., 2010), difficulty in the food environment (Hadley et al., 2007; 

Hadley, et al., 2010), food literacy (Howard & Edge, 2013; Gorton et al., 2009; Girard & 

Sercia, 2013), and health status (Chilton et al., 2009; Cook et al., 2004). 

 

The measurement of household food insecurity in the CCHS and the HFSSM itself also 

presents some limitations. Most importantly, the operational definition of food security 

embodied by the HFSSM is very restrictive in comparison to the conceptual definitions 

usually offered (Tarasuk, 2001). The HFSSM considers only the quantitative dimension 

of food insecurity, while failing to capture the qualitative, psychological, and social 

aspects of the phenomenon. As Coates et al., critiques: “in their search for a single 

scale with a single statistical dimension, developers of the U.S. HFSSM may have 

sacrificed aspects of content validity by discarding items that did not meet a 

unidimensional statistical model of severity along which only certain of these 

subdomains or domains can be arrayed.” (2006, p. 1447S). Additionally, the cut-off 

point between food secure and food insecure is artificial and arbitrary, and may leave 

out households that consistently experience less severe but none-the-less important 

food insecurity (Derrickson, Fisher, Anderson & Brown, 2001; Tarasuk, 2001). Lastly, 

while Health Canada (2007) has validated the HFSSM across English-speaking, 

French-speaking and Aboriginal Canadians, there have been no studies published on 

its validity for foreign-born respondents, nor among those who respond to the survey in 

a non-official language. More extensive research must be conducted to ensure that this 
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measure provides a valid assessment of food insecurity in these sub-populations.  

 

Recommendations 
De Schutter captured the essence of the problem of food insecurity when he told a 

press conference that “the question of hunger is not a technical question, it’s a political 

question” (Schmidt, 2012). Ultimately, food insecurity remains a financial problem 

(Rose, 1999; Tarasuk, 2005; Hamelin, 2011) that will only be abolished by ensuring a 

basic quality of life for every resident - as Canada committed to doing by ratifying the 

International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights nearly forty years ago. 

This will require large-scale collaboration from federal, provincial and local 

governments, communities, non-profit organizations and businesses, and will not occur 

quickly. In the long term, strategies must address the immigrant food insecurity at its 

roots: by addressing low income and poverty issues within the entire Canadian 

population. 

 

However, in the shorter term, more research must examine various aspects of food 

insecurity among recent immigrants:  

 

• Testing the performance of the HFSSM among immigrants of different 

ethnocultural and linguistic backgrounds. It is unknown at this point whether 

differences in prevalence and odds of food security of immigrants from varying 

regions reflect actual differences, or are merely a result discrepancies in the 

performance of the instrument between various groups.  
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• Understanding the interaction of years since arrival and food security. It was a 

surprising result that immigrants who arrived 6-10 years ago had the highest 

odds of food insecurity, considering the lower-than-average prevalence of food 

insecurity among settled immigrants. Research should examine food security of 

immigrants over a longer span of time after arrival, to discover how many years 

after arrival it takes for the odds of food insecurity to become equal to that of 

native-born Canadians. Furthermore, this research must consider the effects of 

out-migration on food security statistics among immigrants. 

 

• Understanding the interaction of dietary acculturation, food security and health. 

Little research in Canada has addressed changes to immigrants’ diets, and the 

effects of these changes on their ability to acquire adequate and appropriate 

foods. Research in this area should also include the health impacts of these 

dietary changes on immigrants, towards understanding the role food might play 

in the ‘healthy immigrant effect’.    

 

• Addressing high odds of food insecurity among African-born immigrants. 

Programs could address navigating the new food environment in Canada, 

including budgeting, shopping, preparing Canadian ingredients and meals, 

locating traditional food items, and Canadian replacements for traditional food 

ingredients. 

 

• Understanding and addressing food insecurity in Prairie provinces. The odds of 



 57	  

food insecurity were highest for respondents in the Prairie provinces. Recent 

immigrants in this region have 60% higher odds of food insecurity than those in 

Ontario, and even higher odds compared to those in other regions. This may be 

related to a number of factors that were not included in the dataset, such as cost 

of food, availability and accessibility of culturally-appropriate foods, availability of 

public transportation, among others. Research must work toward understanding 

these factors so that they may be addressed directly to reduce food insecurity. 

 

• Understanding why speaking neither of the official languages in the household is 

associated with reduced odds of food insecurity. This surprising outcome 

requires more investigation, most importantly into whether this is true of all 

groups or only certain ones, with particular reference to region of birth and 

location of settlement. Analysis of this data should be performed using a quantile 

regression model, which would allow for differentiating this relationship over the 

settlement period.  
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Appendix A 
 
CCHS Household Food Security Survey Module Questions with Interviewer 
Instructions 
 
The following questions are about the food situation for your household in the past 12 
months. 
Q1. Which of the following statements best describes the food eaten in your household 
in the past 12 months, that is since [current month] of last year? 
• You and other household members always had enough of the kinds of food you 

wanted to eat. 
• You and other household members had enough to eat, but not always the kinds of 

food you wanted. 
• Sometimes you and other household members did not have enough to eat. 
• Often you and other household members didn’t have enough to eat. 
– Don’t know / refuse to answer (Go to end of module) 
 
Note: Question Q1 is not used directly in determining household food security status. 
 
Questions 2–6 — ask all households 
Now I’m going to read you several statements that may be used to describe the food 
situation for a household. Please tell me if the statement was often true, sometimes 
true, or never true for you and other household members in the past 12 months. 
 
Q2. The first statement is: you and other household members worried that food would 
run out before you got money to buy more. Was that often true, sometimes true, or 
never true in the past 12 months? 
• Often true 
• Sometimes true 
• Never true 
– Don’t know / refuse to answer 
 
Q3. The food that you and other household members bought just didn’t last, and there 
wasn’t any money to get more. Was that often true, sometimes true, or never true in the 
past 12 months? 
• Often true 
• Sometimes true 
• Never true 
– Don’t know / refuse to answer 
 
Q4. You and other household members couldn’t afford to eat balanced meals. In the 
past 12 months was that often true, sometimes true, or never true? 
1. Often true 
2. Sometimes true 
3. Never true 
– Don’t know / refuse to answer 



 59	  

 
IF CHILDREN UNDER 18 IN HOUSEHOLD, ASK Q5 AND Q6; OTHERWISE, SKIP TO 
FIRST-LEVEL SCREEN 
 
Now I’m going to read a few statements that may describe the food situation for 
households with children. 
 
Q5. You or other adults in your household relied on only a few kinds of low-cost food to 
feed the children because you were running out of money to buy food. Was that often 
true, sometimes true, or never true in the past 12 months? 
1. Often true 
2. Sometimes true 
3. Never true 
– Don’t know / refuse to answer 
 
Q6. You or other adults in your household couldn’t feed the children a balanced meal, 
because you couldn’t afford it. Was that often true, sometimes true, or never true in the 
past 12 months? 
1. Often true 
2. Sometimes true 
3. Never true 
– Don’t know / refuse to answer 
 
FIRST-LEVEL SCREEN (screener for Stage 2): If AFFIRMATIVE RESPONSE to ANY 
ONE of Q2–Q6 (i.e. "often true" or "sometimes true") OR response [3] or [4] to Q1, then 
continue to STAGE 2; otherwise, skip to end. 
 
Questions 7–11 — ask households passing the First-Level Screen 
IF CHILDREN UNDER 18 IN HOUSEHOLD, ASK Q7; OTHERWISE SKIP TO Q8 
 
Q7. The children were not eating enough because you or other adults in your household 
just couldn’t afford enough food. Was that often, sometimes or never true in the past 12 
months? 
1. Often true 
2. Sometimes true 
3. Never true 
– Don’t know / refuse to answer 
 
The following few questions are about the food situation in the past 12 months for you 
or any other adults in your household. 
Q8. In the past 12 months, since last [current month] did you or other adults in your 
household ever cut the size of your meals or skip meals because there wasn’t enough 
money for food? 
1. Yes 
2. No (Go to Q9) 
– Don’t know / refuse to answer 
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Q8b. How often did this happen? 
1. Almost every month 
2. Some months but not every month 
3. Only 1 or 2 months 
– Don’t know / refuse to answer 
 
Q9. In the past 12 months, did you (personally) ever eat less than you felt you should 
because there wasn’t enough money to buy food? 
1. Yes 
2. No 
– Don’t know / refuse to answer 
 
Q10.  In the past 12 months, were you (personally) ever hungry but didn’t eat because 
you couldn’t afford enough food? 
1. Yes 
2. No 
– Don’t know / refuse to answer 
 
Q11.  In the past 12 months, did you (personally) lose weight because you didn’t have 
enough money for food? 
1. Yes 
2. No 
– Don’t know / refuse to answer 
 
SECOND-LEVEL SCREEN (screener for Stage 3):  If AFFIRMATIVE RESPONSE to 
ANY ONE of Q7–Q11, then continue to STAGE 3; otherwise, skip to end.  Questions 
12–16 — ask households passing the Second-Level Screen 
 
Q12.  In the past 12 months, did you or other adults in your household ever not eat for a 
whole day because there wasn’t enough money for food? 
1. Yes 
2. No (IF CHILDREN UNDER 18 IN HOUSEHOLD, ASK Q13; OTHERWISE SKIP TO 
END) 
– Don’t know / refuse to answer 
 
Q12b. How often did this happen? 
1. Almost every month 
2. Some months but not every month 
3. Only 1 or 2 months 
– Don’t know / refuse to answer 
 
IF CHILDREN UNDER 18 IN HOUSEHOLD, ASK Q13–16; OTHERWISE SKIP TO 
END 
 
Now, a few questions on the food experiences for children in your household. 
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Q13.  In the past 12 months, did you or other adults in your household ever cut the size 
of any of the children’s meals because there wasn’t enough money for food? 
1. Yes 
2. No 
– Don’t know / refuse to answer 
 
Q14.  In the past 12 months, did any of the children ever skip meals because there 
wasn’t enough money for food?  
1. Yes 
2. No 
– Don’t know / refuse to answer 
 
Q14b. How often did this happen? 
1. Almost every month 
2. Some months but not every month 
3. Only 1 or 2 months 
– Don’t know / refuse to answer 
 
Q15.  In the past 12 months, were any of the children ever hungry but you just couldn’t 
afford more food? 
1. Yes 
2. No 
– Don’t know / refuse to answer 
 
Q16.  In the past 12 months, did any of the children ever not eat for a whole day 
because there wasn’t enough money for food? 
1. Yes 
2. No 
– Don’t know / refuse to answer 
 
End of module 
 
 
Adapted from the CCHS 2011 Questionnaire (Statistics Canada, 2013) and Health 
Canada (2007). 
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