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For the third consecutive year, Oregon showed improvement in the household food securitya of its residents. In 
fact Oregon showed more improvement in recent years than almost all other statesb. The most recently 
available measure of Oregon’s food insecurity rate (11.1%) now closely resembles that of the U.S. as a whole. 
The very-low-food-security rate (sometimes referred to as “hunger”) is no longer significantly higher in Oregon 
(compared to the national figure), yet it remains stubbornly near what it was before the Great Recession. 
 

 
 
Because the state rate is calculated as a 3-year average, the recent steep decline in food insecurity is likely 
the result of both the exclusion of the 2015 data (with higher food insecurity) and the inclusion of 2018 data 
(with lower food insecurity). While this report does not test the direct effects of the improving economy 
during this period, it is worth noting that Oregon’s impressive improvement in food security took place 
during a time of a rising minimum wage as well as declining unemployment throughout much of the state. 
This period is also marked by sustained high rates of participation in federal nutrition programs such as SNAP 
(“food stamps) and free/reduced price school meals.  
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The current rate of 11.1% represents about 438,000c Oregon adults and children in food insecure households  
which is an improvement of almost 62,000 since last year’s estimate (2015-2017). Moreover, when 
compared to the peak year of food insecurity (16.6% in 2013-2015), there has been a decline of almost 
185,000 people in food insecure households in Oregon. The current very-low-food-security rate of 4.8% 
represents around 190,000c adults and children facing this more severe form of food insecurity. This is an 
improvement of 20,000 compared to last year’s estimate, and an improvement of almost 50,000 people 
fewer with “hunger” since 2013-2015.   
 
Widespread Improvement and Persistent Inequalities 
 
For almost ten years, an important observation about Oregon’s food insecurity was its consistently higher 
rate compared to the rest of the U.S. Higher rates were observed in many different groups such as renters, 
single mothers, and residents without high school diplomas. These wide spread inequalities between 
Oregonians and the rest of the U.S. have diminished considerably while inequalities within the state remain.  
Hence, rather than comparing to the rest of the U.S., we here report comparisons between Oregon’s 
situation in 2013-2015 and 2016-2018, the period when the overall food insecurity rate steadily declined.   
 
Housing: The food insecurity and very-low-food-security rates have improved for renters in Oregon. Since 
2013-2015, renters in Oregon saw a 9 percentage-point decline in food insecurity and an almost 3 
percentage point drop in very-low-food-security. It is well known that rents in Oregon have been climbing 
during this same period of declining food insecurity among renters, suggesting that increased incomes 
overcame some of those rising prices. About one in four renting households are food insecure in Oregon. It is 
not clear how these food insecurity rates may vary in different rental markets around the state.  
 

 Hunger/Food Insecurity Rates in Oregon 

 2013-2015 2016-2018 

Renters 13.6%/32.1% 10.8%/23.1% 

Owners 2.1%/6.6% 1.1%/3.8% 
                     Note:  Numbers to the left of slash-marks are “very low food security” (hunger)  
        rates; to the right are the food insecurity rates. 

       
Education: Food insecurity declines with greater levels of educational achievement. In the past, Oregon’s less 
educated households were significantly more likely to suffer from food insecurity or hunger when compared 
to similarly educated households in the rest of the U.S.  This pattern has changed dramatically with food 
security improvements especially among the less educated. Back in 2013-2015, we observed food insecurity 
and hunger rates for those without high school degrees that were twice what they are now. So, there 
appears to be significant recent improvement for the least educated.    
 

 Hunger/Food Insecurity Rates in Oregon 

 2013-2015 2016-2018 

Less than high 
school 

12.8%/31.5% 7.3%/15.8% 

High school  8.6%/20.1% 6.3%/15.5% 

Associates 6.1%/14.9% 2.5%/9.9%  

Bachelors     2.3%/6.9% 3.4%/5.8% 
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Household Composition: All categories of households in Oregon appear to have experienced improved food 
security in recent years. Couples with children and single mothers each had declines in food security of 
around 10 percentage points.  
 
Wide spread improvements have not significantly changed the relative rates of food insecurity between 
categories of households. For example, single mother households still show the highest rate of food 
insecurity (34.7%), followed by women living alone (16.6%). The persistence of higher food insecurity 
among female-headed households suggests again the need to understand which root causes are making 
adult women more food insecure. 
 

 Hunger/Food Insecurity Rates in Oregon 

 2013-2015 2016-2018 

Couples with 
children 

3.1%/16.6% .8%/6.0% 

Couples without 
children at home 

3.0%/6.5% 1.3%/4.4% 

Single mothers 15.4%/44.1% 11.9%/34.7%  

Alone 
   -  women 
   -  men 

 
11.0%/21.7% 
8.3%/14.5% 

 
9.2/16.6% 

5.6%/11.3% 

     
Rural v. urban: Food insecurity in rural Oregon appears to have diminished in recent years, falling by around 
6 percentage points. For most of the last decade, rural Oregon’s food insecurity rates were both higher than 
the rest of rural America and higher than urban Oregon. The gap between rural and urban Oregon has 
reduced in recent years, and as of last year rural Oregon’s food insecurity rate resembled that of the rest  
 

 Hunger/Food Insecurity Rates in Oregon 

 2013-2015 2016-2018 

Rurald 8.4%/19.9% 8.2%/13.2% 

Urband 6.3%/15.5% 4.5%/10.9% 

 
of rural America. We must be especially cautious interpreting rural and urban distinctions for two reasons.  
First, the data for rural Oregon are few and during the past several years the Census Bureau has changed 
how it samples households in rural Oregon. Second, rural households are categorized by the designation of 
their county as a rural or urban county, but within counties that are designated “urban” there are 
unofficially “rural”  communities that by all indications are small and distant from city centers. 
 
Non-white ethnic minority groups in Oregon: Because the population of Oregon is not as ethnically and 
racially diverse as much of the U.S., sample sizes for such groups in these survey data are fairly small. Thus 
it is important to aggregate additional years of data to have large enough samples to better assess food 
insecurity among different racial and ethnic groups. Unfortunately that means we need to combine data 
from 2014 through 2018, thus using somewhat dated information. Nonetheless, such a computation can 
identify social inequities that would otherwise be overlooked. With such data, we can examine the Oregon 
situation over the previous five years. The numbers reported here update last year’s estimates but show 
no appreciable change. 
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Hunger/Food Insecurity Rates in Oregon (2014-2018) 

White, non-Hispanic 4.7%/10.5% 

Hispanic (any race) 8.1%/26.3% 

Black or multiracial  
including Black 

 
12.1%/21.4% 

American Indian (A.I.) or 
multiracial include A.I. 

 
17.0%/32.4% 

Asian/Pacific Islander or 
multiracial including 
Asian/Pacific Islander 

 
 

4.3%/12.7% 

   
During this five-year period, it is clear that racial and ethnic minority residents in Oregon have had 
substantially higher food insecurity and hunger rates than White, non-Hispanic residents. While reasonable 
people may disagree over how best to divide and distinguish groups or how to categorize multi-racial, 
multi-ethnic individuals and households, the strong impression from this imperfect set of categories is that 
minority communities in Oregon face greater vulnerabilities to food insecurity. The food insecurity rates for 
Hispanic, Black, and American Indian headed households are all significantly higher (p<.01) than the rate 
for White, non-Hispanic households. The Asian/non-Asian households’ food insecurity rate was not 
significantly different from that of White, non-Hispanic households. 
 
Age: Improvements in food security in Oregon have occurred among households with younger and middle 
aged adults. These are the same categories of households most vulnerable to food insecurity several years 
ago and who remain so. Food insecurity rates for seniors may be somewhat underestimated due to 
hesitancy of older respondents to acknowledge various indicators of food insecurity. However, even at the 
national level, measured food insecurity declines steadily after age 55 well into later years.   

 

 Hunger/Food Insecurity Rates in Oregon 

Age 2013-2015 2016-2018 

65+ 2.4%/6.4% 2.5%/5.9% 

46-64 9.2%/19.6% 4.4%/11.9% 

18-45 7.2%/19.8% 6.7%/14.2% 

 
Summing Up and Possible Implications 
 
The food insecurity rate in Oregon has continued to decline over the past several years, with 
improvements widespread among historically vulnerable groups (e.g., single mothers, renters, less 
educated residents). Tens of thousands fewer Oregonians are food insecure now compared to 5 years ago. 
Oregon’s rates of food insecurity and very low food security now resemble those of the U.S. as a whole.  
 
Challenges remain with nearly 440,000 people still in food insecure households and almost 200,000 of 
these in the even more serious situation of very low food security. Single mothers and women living alone 
remain more vulnerable to food insecurity than others. Black, Hispanic, and American Indian households 
also continue to struggle significantly more than White non-Hispanic households. While improved 
economic conditions and sustained efforts to increase participation in federal nutrition programs likely 
have improved the situation for vulnerable households, an uncertain economy and current federal efforts  
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to roll back access to nutrition programs threaten to erode these impressive gains of the past several years.   
 
Endnotes 
 

a) Respondents are asked a battery of questions about their previous year’s experiences feeding 
themselves and their families. If they provide 3 or more indications of difficulties, they are 
categorized as food insecure. For households without children, if they provide 8 or more indications, 
they are further categorized as having very-low-food-security, a concept referred to by many as 
“hunger”. For households with children, they are asked additional questions and then 10 affirmative 
answers indicate that those households have very-low-food-security. For a further discussion of this 
measurement, consult the USDA’s Economic Research Service website.  

b) https://www.ers.usda.gov/publications/pub-details/?pubid=94848 
c) These estimates are based on an Oregon sample of 1,740 households, and on Census data indicating 

that in 2018 Oregon had 1.571 million households, with an average of 2.51 persons per household.   
d) In this report “Urban” refers to those residing in “Metropolitan” counties and “Rural” refers to those 

living outside such counties, according to the 2013 Office of Manage and Budget definitions for 
“Metropolitan” and “Non-metropolitan” counties. 
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