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Nearly one in four young people experience
food insecurity from adolescence to

adulthood
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Recent U.S. government data shows that 11% of
households experienced food insecurity in the past
year. Food insecurity, which is defined by lacking
dependable access to enough food for active and
healthy living, can be especially hard on young
people maturing from adolescence into "emerging
adulthood" (i.e., 18-26 years old). Young people
who experience food insecurity are more likely to
suffer health problems, such as elevated blood
pressure or prediabetes and linked risk factors.

A new University of Minnesota School of Public
Health study recently examined the prevalence of
food insecurity in young people and found that
nearly one in four people making the transition
from adolescence to adulthood lacked enough
food to eat. The study was completed prior to the
economic disruption of the COVID-19 pandemic,
which likely has increased the extent and severity
of food insecurity in the U.S. The findings were
recently published in the American Journal of
Public Health.

Researchers used data from Project EAT, a

population-based, long-term study tracking weight-
related health behaviors among adolescents into
adulthood. The data includes information from
1,568 people who were surveyed as adolescents in
2009-2010 and again as adults in 2017-2018.
Participants in the survey were recruited from 20
urban schools in Minneapolis-St. Paul, Minnesota.
Food insecurity was identified through responses
from survey takers indicating that they ate less than
they thought they should or did not eat when
hungry due to lack of money to buy food.

In addition to determining the prevalence of food
insecurity among young people, the study also
found:

¢ food insecurity was linked to poorer diet
guality (e.g., less vegetables and whole
grains, more sugar-sweetened drinks and
added sugars), lower home availability of
healthy foods, skipping breakfast, frequently
eating at fast-food restaurants, binge eating,
binge drinking and substance use;

¢ vulnerable groups that may benefit from
targeted food insecurity interventions
include emerging adults living with their own
child(ren), persons in households receiving
public assistance, and those who are not
presently students but have no
postsecondary degree/certificate;

» several health risk factors (e.g., binge
drinking) co-occurred with food insecurity,
suggesting that programs addressing
emerging adult food insecurity may need to
be coordinated with other health service
interventions;

e there was no evidence that adolescent food
insecurity leads to participating in health risk
behaviors in emerging adulthood; however,
young people who experience adolescent
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food insecurity may be more likely to also
experience food insecurity in emerging
adulthood.

"Our results add to consistent research findings that
the transition from adolescence to adulthood is a
period of vulnerability for food insecurity," said
study lead Nicole Larson, a nutritional
epidemiologist in the School of Public Health.
"Risky health behaviors might be linked to food
insecurity due to the psychological and emotional
stresses associated with experiencing disrupted
access to adequate food or chronic stresses of
living in poverty. Although binge drinking and
substance use were elevated among food insecure
emerging adults, the observed differences were not
high enough to suggest expenditures for alcohol
and substances are a cause of insufficient money
for food."

Larson recommends:

e creating assistance programs to address
existing gaps in preventing food insecurity
for emerging adults, and coordinating those
programs with other health services (e.g.,
screening and treatment for binge eating,
substance abuse);

¢ developing nutrition programs that teach
food skills to emerging adults;

e instituting policies to prevent food insecurity
in emerging adulthood, including those
aimed at simplifying the process of applying
for Supplemental Nutrition Assistance
Program (SNAP) benefits and expanding
outreach around nutrition assistance
programs to better reach emerging adults.

More information: Nicole Larson et al. Food
Insecurity, Diet Quality, Home Food Availability,
and Health Risk Behaviors Among Emerging
Adults: Findings From the EAT 2010-2018 Study,
American Journal of Public Health (2020). DOI:
10.2105/AJPH.2020.305783
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