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A Guaranteed Annual Income to tackle the problem of household food insecurity in 

Canada 
Valerie Tarasuk (PROOF – Research to identify policy options to reduce food insecurity) 

 
The problem: 

• Household food insecurity captures a level of financial vulnerability where households 
experience anxiety about not having enough food to eat and at most extreme levels, 
going without food. 

• By our most recent estimate (2012), there are at least  4 million Canadians living in 
households  

• experiencing some struggle to afford the food they need.   
• This is almost half a million more than the number affected by food insecurity in 2007 – 

five years earlier. 
• Of the 4 million Canadians affected by food insecurity in 2012, 1.15 million were under 

the age of 18. 
• Food insecurity takes a very real toll on people’s physical and mental health, so this is a 

serious public health problem and one inextricably linked to health care spending. 
 
The link to income: 

• The single best predictor of food insecurity is income.  As illustrated below, the 
probability of a household being food insecure rises as household income falls.   The 
dashed line at higher income levels reflects the statistical uncertainty of our estimates, 
because there are so few food insecure households with these incomes. 
 
Prevalence of food insecurity by household income (Canadian Community Health 

Survey 2011) 

 
 
 

• The relationship between household income and food insecurity is imperfect (i.e., there 
are food secure households with low incomes and food insecure households with what 
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would seem to be quite high incomes) because our measure of food insecurity is 
capturing the product of a household’s income and assets (including savings and access 
to credit) and their expenses (including shelter costs, food, prescription medications, 
debt, etc). 

Guaranteed Annual Incomes as a solution? 
• The introduction of a GAI would create an income floor, below which no household’s 

income would fall.  This means the GAI would remove the extraordinarily high 
vulnerability to food insecurity experienced now by individuals and families with very low 
incomes.  That group includes both people who are in the workforce but unable to earn 
enough money to cover their basic needs, and people who are reliant on the 
provincial/territorial social assistance programs that now provide many with insufficient 
benefits to make ends meet.   

• Because there is a curvilinear relationship between income and food insecurity, a 
substantial reduction in the rate of food insecurity in Canada can be achieved by 
improving the financial resources of households currently with very low incomes.  A 
crude estimate of the potential impact, assuming implementation of a GAI at the level of 
the Low-Income Measure (LIM) and working with 2012 data from the Canadian 
Community Health Survey, indicates that setting an income floor of the LIM would shift 
the household prevalence of food insecurity in Canada from 12.6% to 8.9%.  While that 
might not seem like a big change, it would mean almost half a million fewer households 
living in food insecure households (483,000 households to be exact).  This means 
roughly 1.2 million fewer people affected by food insecurity.   Note that these are very 
crude estimates; a more comprehensive analysis would likely yield even greater effects 
than the projections here. 

• Setting an income floor would result in an even bigger drop in the prevalence of severe 
food insecurity.  This term denotes households experiencing food deprivation (i.e., not 
able to consistently afford enough food, let alone nutritious food) because of insufficient 
funds.  While severe food insecurity is relatively rare in Canada, it is an extremely toxic 
state, associated with multiple negative health outcomes and dramatically increased 
health care needs (reflected in markedly higher health care utilization costs).  Severe 
food insecurity affected 2.6% of households in 2012.  A GAI set at the LIM would drop 
this prevalence to 1.1% - possibly even lower. 

• The use of the LIM as the target for a GAI in this illustration is arbitrary.  More careful 
consideration would need to be given in setting the income floor, including examination 
of the effects of a GAI on outcomes besides food insecurity. 

 
What makes PROOF think a Guaranteed Annual Income would be effective in reducing 
food insecurity? 

• Herb Emery, Val Fleisch, and Lynn McIntyre have done an extensive analysis of the 
benefits associated with the GAI that we currently provide to Canadian seniors (See link 
below.)  Their work suggests that the risk of food insecurity among low-income adults 
drops in half when they turn 65. 

 
Question for MPs:   
What can your party do to move forward with a policy intervention like the GAI that 
actually tackles the root cause of household food insecurity in our country? 
 
 
Additional resources: 
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How a guaranteed annual income could put food banks out of business.  Emery, Fleisch & 
McIntyre.  SPP Research Papers 2013; 6(37):1-20.  
http://policyschool.ucalgary.ca/sites/default/files/research/emery-foodbankfinal.pdf  
 
PROOF website:  http://nutritionalsciences.lamp.utoronto.ca/food-insecurity/   


