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6.5 CHOICE BETWEEN FOOD AND NECESSITIES 

Clients were asked whether their families had to choose between food and necessities 

during the 12-month period prior to the interview.  Table 6.5.1 summarizes the results. 

TABLE 6.5.1 
  

CHOICE BETWEEN FOOD AND NECESSITIES 

 Pantry Client 
Households 

Kitchen Client 
Households 

Shelter Client 
Households 

All Client 
Households 

In the previous 12 months, clients or 
their family who ever had to choose 
at least once between      

Paying for food and paying for 
utilities or heating fuel 

49.2% 33.2% 33.1% 46.1% 

Paying for food and paying for 
rent or mortgage 

40.6% 33.5% 38.3% 39.5% 

Paying for food and paying for 
medicine or medical care 

36.0% 26.2% 26.1% 34.1% 

Paying for food and paying for 
transportation 

35.1% 34.3% 34.4% 34.9% 

Paying for food and paying for 
gas for a car 

38.1% 24.5% 26.7% 35.6% 

     
Households with all five of the 
situations 

13.4% 8.2% 8.9% 12.4% 

Households with four of the five 
situations 

12.6% 9.0% 10.9% 12.0% 

Households with three of the five 
situations 

13.9% 11.8% 11.0% 13.4% 

Households with two of the five 
situations 

12.7% 12.1% 12.9% 12.7% 

Households with just one of the 
situations 

12.7% 13.5% 10.6% 12.7% 

SAMPLE SIZE (N) 42,441 13,552 5,092 61,085 
 
SOURCE: This table was constructed based on usable responses to Question 52 of the client survey. 
 
NOTES: All usable responses were weighted as described in Chapter 3 and in the Technical Appendix volume to 

represent all emergency food clients of the FA National Network.  The sample sizes (N) also include 
missing data. 

 
For choosing between food and utilities, missing, don’t know, and refusal responses combined are 
3.6% for pantry clients, 3.4% for kitchen clients, 1.3% for shelter clients, and 3.5% for all clients. 
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For choosing between food and rent (mortgage), missing, don’t know, and refusal responses combined 
are 3.6% for pantry clients, 3.3% for kitchen clients, 1.6% for shelter clients, and 3.4% for all clients. 
 
For choosing between food and medical care, missing, don’t know, and refusal responses combined are 
3.4% for pantry clients, 3.0% for kitchen clients, 1.7% for shelter clients, and 3.2% for all clients. 
 
For choosing between food and transportation, missing, don’t know, and refusal responses combined are 
3.8% for pantry clients, 3.1% for kitchen clients, 1.3% for shelter clients, and 3.6% for all clients. 
 
For choosing between food and gas for a car, missing, don’t know, and refusal responses combined are 
4.1% for pantry clients, 4.0% for kitchen clients, 1.5% for shelter clients, and 4.0% for all clients. 
 
For number of situations, missing, don’t know, and refusal responses combined are 2.9% for pantry 
clients, 2.3% for kitchen clients, 1.0% for shelter clients, and 2.7% for all clients. 
 
 

As shown in Table 6.5.1, among pantry client households, 49.2% had to choose between 

paying for food and paying for utilities or heating fuel, 40.6% between food and rent or 

mortgage, 36.0% between food and medicine or medical care, 35.1% between food and paying 

for transportation, and 38.1% between food and paying for gas for a car.  Results for kitchen and 

shelter client households are: 

!  Among kitchen client households, 33.2% had to choose between paying for food 
and paying for utilities or heating fuel, 33.5% between food and rent or mortgage, 
26.2% between food and medicine or medical care, 34.3% between food and 
paying for transportation, and 24.5% between food and gas for a car. 

!  Among shelter client households, 33.1% had to choose between paying for food 
and paying for utilities or heating, 38.3% between food and rent or mortgage, 
26.1% between food and medicine or medical care, 34.4% between food and 
paying for transportation, and 26.7% between food and gas for a car. 
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The responses to the question of whether the household had to make choices between 

buying food and spending money on other necessities provides another indicator of the 

constraints that households face. It is therefore of interest to examine how these responses are 

correlated with selected measures of household well-being such as food security. Table 6.5.2 

presents the results. 

TABLE 6.5.2 
  

HOUSEHOLD TRADE-OFFS, BY FOOD SECURITY STATUS 

  Food Security Status of Client Households 

 
All Client 

Households Food Secure 

Food Insecure 
with Low Food 

Security 

Food Insecure 
with Very Low 
Food Security 

Choose between food and 
utilities or heating fuel 

    

Yes 46.1% 16.6% 45.7% 66.5% 
No 53.9% 83.4% 54.3% 33.5% 
TOTAL 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

SAMPLE SIZE (N) 59,281 15,459 22,262 21,560 

Choose between food and rent 
or mortgage 

    

Yes 39.5% 12.7% 36.7% 60.5% 
No 60.5% 87.3% 63.3% 39.5% 
TOTAL 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

SAMPLE SIZE (N) 59,154 15,420 22,220 21,514 

Choose between food and 
medical care 

    

Yes 34.1% 9.8% 32.2% 52.5% 
No 65.9% 90.2% 67.8% 47.5% 
TOTAL 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
     

SAMPLE SIZE (N) 59,333 15,473 22,278 21,582 

Choose between food and 
paying for transportation 

    

Yes 34.9% 9.5% 31.2% 56.1% 
No 65.1% 90.5% 68.8% 43.9% 
TOTAL 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

     
SAMPLE SIZE (N) 59,196 15,449 22,220 21,527 
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Choose between food and 
paying for gas for a car 

    

Yes 35.6% 12.7% 35.4% 51.3% 
No 64.4% 87.3% 64.6% 48.7% 
TOTAL 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

     
SAMPLE SIZE (N) 59,011 15,397 22,193 21,421 
 
 
SOURCE: This table was constructed based on usable responses to Questions 52, 44, 44a, 45, and 46 of the client 

survey. 
 
NOTES: All usable responses were weighted as described in Chapter 3 and in the Technical Appendix volume to 

represent all emergency food clients of the FA National Network.  The sample sizes (N) also include 
missing data. 

 
For choosing between food and utilities, missing, don’t know, and refusal responses combined are 
0.4% for all clients, 0.4% for households that are food secure, 0.6% for households that are food insecure 
with low security, and 0.6% for households that are food insecure with very low security. 
 
For choosing between food and rent (mortgage), missing, don’t know, and refusal responses combined 
are 0.4% for all clients, 0.4% for households that are food secure, 0.6% for households that are food 
insecure with low security, and 0.5% for households that are food insecure with very low security. 
 
For choosing between food and medical care, missing, don’t know, and refusal responses combined are 
0.3% for all clients, 0.3% for households that are food secure, 0.6% for households that are food insecure 
with low security, and 0.4% for households that are food insecure with very low security. 
 
For choosing between food and transportation, missing, don’t know, and refusal responses combined are 
0.4% for all clients, 0.4% for households that are food secure, 0.8% for households that are food insecure 
with low security, and 0.5% for households that are food insecure with very low security. 
 
For choosing between food and gas for a car, missing, don’t know, and refusal responses combined are 
0.5% for all clients, 0.5% for households that are food secure, 0.8% for households that are food insecure 
with low security, and 0.7% for households that are food insecure with very low security. 
 
The differences between estimates for food secure households and food insecure households with low 
food security are statistically significant at the 0.05 level for all responses to each survey question. The 
differences between estimates for food secure households and food insecure households with very low 
food security are statistically significant at the 0.05 level for all responses to each survey question. 

 

Table 6.5.2 describes the proportions of households that face direct trade-offs among 

necessities for subgroups defined by food security status. Specific results include: 

!  9.8% of the food-secure households, 32.2% of the food-insecure households with 
low food security, and 52.5% of the food-insecure households with very low food 
security had to choose between food and medical care during the past year. 
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!  16.6% of the food-secure households, 45.7% of the food-insecure households 
with low food security, and 66.5% of the food-insecure households with very low 
food security had to choose between food and utilities (or heating fuel) during the 
past year. 

!  12.7% of the food-secure households, 36.7% of the food-insecure households 
with low food security, and 60.5% of the food-insecure households with very low 
food security had to choose between food and rent (or mortgage) during the past 
year. 

!  9.5% of the food-secure households, 31.2% of the food-insecure households with 
low food security, and 56.1% of the food-insecure households with very low food 
security had to choose between food and rent (or mortgage) during the past year. 

!  12.7% of the food-secure households, 35.4% of the food-insecure households 
with low food security, and 51.3% of the food-insecure households with very low 
food security had to choose between food and rent (or mortgage) during the past 
year. 
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There is also a notable association between household structure and reporting direct 

trade-offs between necessities (Table 6.5.3). 

TABLE 6.5.3 
  

HOUSEHOLD TRADE-OFFS, BY HOUSEHOLD STRUCTURE 

 

All Households 
Households 
with Seniors 

Households 
with Children, 

No Seniors 

One-Person 
Households 
with Neither 
Children Nor 

Seniors 

Households 
with Two or 

More People but 
with Neither 
Children Nor 

Seniors 

Choose between 
food and utilities or 
heating fuel 

     

Yes 46.1% 34.9% 54.7% 38.5% 53.9% 
No 53.9% 65.1% 45.3% 61.5% 46.1% 
TOTAL 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

SAMPLE SIZE 
(N) 59,412 11,821 18,343 19,551 9,697 

Choose between 
food and rent or 
mortgage 

     

Yes 39.5% 23.3% 46.5% 37.4% 46.1% 
No 60.5% 76.7% 53.5% 62.6% 53.9% 
TOTAL 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

SAMPLE SIZE 
(N) 59,283 11,772 18,312 19,522 9,677 

Choose between 
food and medical 
care 

     

Yes 34.1% 29.6% 35.5% 31.6% 40.7% 
No 65.9% 70.4% 64.5% 68.4% 59.3% 
TOTAL 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

SAMPLE SIZE 
(N) 59,463 11,834 18,347 19,571 9,711 

Choose between 
food and paying for 
transportation 

     

Yes 34.9% 21.7% 36.9% 37.5% 40.6% 

No 65.1% 78.3% 63.1% 62.5% 59.4% 
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All Households 
Households 
with Seniors 

Households 
with Children, 

No Seniors 

One-Person 
Households 
with Neither 
Children Nor 

Seniors 

Households 
with Two or 

More People but 
with Neither 
Children Nor 

Seniors 
TOTAL 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

SAMPLE SIZE 
(N) 59,321 11,789 18,302 19,536 9,694 

Choose between 
food and paying for 
gas for a car 

     

Yes 35.6% 26.0% 42.7% 30.2% 40.7% 

No 64.4% 74.0% 57.3% 69.8% 59.3% 

TOTAL 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

SAMPLE SIZE 
(N) 59,133 11,764 18,266 19,454 9,649 
 
SOURCE: This table was constructed based on usable responses to Questions 52, 44, 44a, 45, and 46 of the client 

survey. 
 
NOTES: All usable responses were weighted as described in Chapter 3 and in the Technical Appendix volume to 

represent all emergency food clients of the FA National Network.  The sample sizes (N) also include 
missing data. 

 
For choosing between food and utilities, missing, don’t know, and refusal responses combined are 
0.9% for all households, 0.9% for households with seniors, 1.1% for households with seniors and no 
children, 1.0% for one-person households with neither seniors nor children, and 0.6% for households with 
two or more people but neither seniors nor children. 
 
For choosing between food and rent (mortgage), missing, don’t know, and refusal responses combined 
are 0.8% for all households, 0.8% for households with seniors, 1.0% for one-person households with 
neither seniors nor children, 0.9% for one-person households with neither seniors nor children, and 0.6% 
for households with two or more people but neither seniors nor children. 
 
For choosing between food and medical care, missing, don’t know, and refusal responses combined are 
0.7% for all households, 0.7% for households with seniors, 1.1% for one-person households with neither 
seniors nor children, 0.9% for one-person households with neither seniors nor children, and 0.6% for 
households with two or more people but neither seniors nor children. 
 
For choosing between food and transportation, missing, don’t know, and refusal responses combined are 
1.0% for all households, 1.0% for households with seniors, 1.1% for one-person households with neither 
seniors nor children, 0.9% for one-person households with neither seniors nor children, and 0.6% for 
households with two or more people but neither seniors nor children. 
 
For choosing between food and gas for a car, missing, don’t know, and refusal responses combined are 
1.1% for all households, 1.1% for households with seniors, 1.2% for one-person households with neither 
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seniors nor children, 1.1% for one-person households with neither seniors nor children, and 0.7% for 
households with two or more people but neither seniors nor children. 

 
 
Key findings include: 

!  29.6% of households with seniors and 35.5% of households with children and no 
seniors reported making trade-offs between food and medical care, compared with 
34.1% for the whole population. 

!  The comparable percentages for trade-offs between food and utilities were 
34.9% for households with seniors and 54.7% for households with children but no 
seniors, compared with 46.1% for the whole population.  

The choice between food and rent (or mortgage payments) was faced by 46.5% of 

households with children but no seniors, compared with only 23.3% of households with seniors. 

 


