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Food Insecurity, Stress, and Obesity among US children 
 
The issue.  Approximately 1 in 6 children in the U.S. are obese and another 1 in 6 are overweight with rates of each 
much higher for children in low-income households. Childhood obesity has negative physical, psychological, and 
social consequences that have important current and future implications, making addressing childhood obesity a 
central concern of policymakers.  On the other end of the nutrition spectrum, 1 out of 5 children in the United States 
live in a food insecure household (i.e. a household that does not have the financial means to access enough food to 
sustain active and healthy living for all members).  Like with childhood obesity, food insecurity has been associated 
with numerous negative health outcomes. 

Besides the high levels of overweight and food insecurity, children in low-income families experience a 
myriad of adverse psychosocial conditions that result in high levels of stress. The stressors experienced by low-
income families may originate from within individuals, family members, neighborhoods, and/or communities.  
Using data from the 1999-2002 National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey, the authors examine the direct 
association between maternal stress (stress emanating from the child’s mother) and childhood obesity, between food 
insecurity and childhood obesity, and the interactive association of maternal stress and food insecurity with 
childhood obesity.   
 
According to our research. In most specifications, there was no direct association between food insecurity or 
maternal stressors and overweight for children of any age. Among 3- to 10-year olds, the interaction of food 
insecurity and maternal stressors was significantly linked to the probability of being overweight; more specifically, 
an increase in maternal stressors amplified a food secure child’s probability of being overweight or obese. This 
result is robust to alternative specifications of maternal stressors.  
 
Policy conclusions. There have been numerous recent policy and programmatic recommendations that address 
childhood obesity.  Our research demonstrates that policies and programs which reduce maternal stress may also 
help reduce childhood obesity, especially for children between the ages of 3 and 10 years.  
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