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FOOD INSECURITY AND OBESITY IN TENNESSEE 
UNDERSTANDING THE PARADOX 

INTRODUCTION 
Access to affordable, healthy food is a driver of health and well-being. Food insecurity occurs when a household has 
limited access to food. (1) Households that experience food insecurity have an increased risk of negative health 
outcomes such as cardiovascular disease and diabetes.  

Research shows that food insecure adults are also more likely to be obese than food secure adults. (2) The correlation 
between food insecurity and obesity may seem counterintuitive, but they actually share many of the same risk factors.  

This policy brief looks at the research on food insecurity and obesity in Tennessee and the U.S. as a whole. 

WHAT IS FOOD INSECURITY? 
According to the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) data, households considered food secure “have consistent, 
dependable access to enough food for active, healthy living.” Food insecurity, on the other hand, occurs when 
households have limited or uncertain access to nutritious foods because of money or other resource constraints. (1) (3) 

• Food insecure households spend 27% less on food compared to food secure households. (1)
• When households experience food insecurity, they are typically food insecure for 7 months out of the year. (1)

FOOD INSECURITY IN TENNESSEE 
• 17% of households in Tennessee are food insecure. (Figure 1)
• Tennessee is one of 12 states with a food insecurity rate higher than the national average by a statistically

significant amount. (1)
• The prevalence of food insecurity varies greatly across the state – from 8% of all households in Williamson County

to 23% in Haywood County. (3) (Figure 2)
• Food insecurity rates among households with children range from 15% in Williamson County to 32% in Cocke

County. (3) (Figure 3)

ADVERSE CONSEQUENCES OF FOOD INSECURITY 
Food insecurity is associated with a variety of negative outcomes, including: (4) 

• A higher rate of diabetes, obesity, and cardiovascular disease,
• Decreased school performance and cognitive development among children,
• Iron deficiency anemia and increased risk of hospitalization among children,
• Decreased worker productivity due to related health conditions, and
• Poor maternal nutrition, which is important for fetal development and a healthy pregnancy.

http://www.sycamoreinstitutetn.org/tn-health-well-being-index/
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FIGURE 1. FOOD INSECURITY IN TENNESSEE (2014) 

 
 

 Tennessee    United States                                            
 
Source: Feeding America, Map the Meal Gap 2016  
Note: 2014 is the most recent data available. 
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
FIGURE 2. FOOD INSECURITY IN TENNESSEE COUNTIES (2014) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Feeding America, Map the Meal Gap 2016  
 
 
 
 
 

FIGURE 3. FOOD INSECURITY AMONG HOUSEHOLDS WITH CHILDREN IN TENNESSEE COUNTIES 
(2014) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Source: Feeding America, Map the Meal Gap 2016  
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WHAT IS OBESITY? 
Obesity is defined as having a Body Mass Index (BMI) of 30.0 or higher. (5)  Non-Hispanic Blacks, Hispanics, older and 
middle aged adults, and low-income women are more likely to be obese compared to other groups. (6) 

OBESITY IN TENNESSEE 
• Tennessee has a higher obesity rate than the United States average (Figure 4). Similar to Tennessee, other 

southern states have higher obesity rates than other parts of the United States. (7) 
• Adult obesity rates vary greatly across the state – Williamson County had the lowest rate (26%), and McNairy 

County had the highest rate (39%) (Figure 5). 
• Measures of obesity do not include individuals who are considered overweight, which is defined as having a 

BMI between 25.0 and 29.9. 69% of Tennessee adults are considered overweight or obese, compared to 65% 
nationally. (8) 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

FIGURE 4. ADULT OBESITY IN TENNESSEE (2015) 

 
 

                                          Tennessee    United States   
 
Source: U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System 2015 data 
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

FIGURE 5. ADULT OBESITY IN TENNESSEE COUNTIES (2013) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: County Healthy Rankings 2017  
Note: 2013 is the most recent county-level data available 
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FOOD INSECURITY AND OBESITY IN TENNESSEE 
Food insecure adults in Tennessee and nationwide are more likely to be obese than food secure adults. The rates 
of food insecurity and obesity in Tennessee counties show positive correlation. This means that as one increases or 
decreases, so does the other (Figure 6). (9)  
 
Research also shows that the food insecurity-obesity link is strongest among women nationally. (10) Food insecure 
children may also be more likely to be overweight, but the evidence is mixed. (10) (11) 

 
 
FIGURE 6. CORRELATION OF FOOD INSECURITY AND OBESITY IN TENNESSEE 

  
 
Source: Sycamore Institute analysis of County Health Rankings 2017 data and Map the Meal Gap 2016 data 
Note: Pearson correlation, r = 0.39, p < .05  
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

WHAT FACTORS LINK FOOD INSECURITY AND OBESITY? 
Food insecurity does not cause obesity, but research shows an association between the two. Food insecurity and 
obesity often exist in the same environments because both are linked to many of the same risk factors and social and 
economic challenges. (12) 
 
A mix of individual behaviors and characteristics, household factors, and social and economic environments influence 
food insecurity and obesity. These factors are often complex and interconnected. (4) For example, the following types 
of households are more likely to experience higher rates of food insecurity both in Tennessee and the U.S.:  

• Low-income households, 
• African American, American Indian, and Hispanic households,  
• Households with children, and 
• Households that include someone with a disability. (4) 

Economic and environmental factors like food and energy prices, housing costs, and unemployment rates also influence 
food insecurity rates. (4) (See our report The Housing and Health Connection.) 
 
The risk factors for obesity are also complex and include individual health behaviors and environmental factors.  
Unhealthy eating patterns and a lack of physical activity can both contribute to obesity. Environmental factors also 
influence risks for obesity — including access to healthy and affordable food, neighborhood exposure to fast food 

The RED DOTS represent 
the percentage of food 
insecure households in each 
TN county and are 
positioned based on the 
county’s obesity rate.  
 
The BLACK LINE represents 
a correlation analysis, which 
predicts rates of food 
insecurity and obesity based 
on the pattern of actual food 
insecurity and obesity in TN 
counties. 
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http://www.sycamoreinstitutetn.org/2017/04/20/housing-and-health/
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restaurants, access to recreational facilities and parks, and the comparative costs of foods with greater nutritional value 
and fewer calories. (13) (14) 
 

HOW THE RISK FACTORS OVERLAP 
The risk factors outlined above overlap in ways in that contribute to both food insecurity and obesity.  

 
Food insecurity may lead to a cycle of food deprivation and overeating, which can cause obesity. When food is 
scarce, people facing food insecurity may miss meals or eat less. When food is abundant, people dealing with food 
insecurity tend to binge and overeat. This type of eating pattern is associated with increased body fat and weight gain. 
(15) 
 
The resources available in a neighborhood can contribute to both food insecurity and obesity. For example, low-
income communities are less likely to have a full-service grocery store or farmers market that sell nutritious foods. On 
the other hand, these communities often have fast-food restaurants and neighborhood corner stores that sell foods with 
less nutritional value.  
 
Income contributes to food security while influencing the choices that affect obesity. Having a low-income is the 
greatest risk factor for food insecurity. (4) Income determines the ability to buy and access needed services. When 
resources are limited, households must choose between housing, transportation, health care, food costs, and other 
needs. To make ends meet, households may buy less expensive, high-calorie, and energy-dense foods instead of more 
costly, higher quality foods. (12)  

 
Access to transportation can influence both food insecurity and obesity. “Vehicle access is perhaps the most 
important determinant of whether or not a family can access affordable nutritious food,” according to USDA. (16)  If 
families cannot get nutritious food in their own neighborhoods, their access to it depends on having reliable 
transportation. At the same time, transportation and infrastructure systems affect the types of opportunities and amount 
of time people have to engage in physical activities that help maintain a healthy weight. (See our report How 
Transportation Impacts Public Health.) 

 
Food insecurity contributes to stress and poor mental health, which is a risk factor for weight gain. The financial 
pressures of food insecurity, living in a resource-poor neighborhood, and lack of access to other needed services are 
associated with poor mental health, stress, and weight gain. Weight gain often results from stress-induced hormonal 
changes, poor eating habits, and physical inactivity. (12) 
 

MORE INFORMATION ABOUT THE DRIVERS OF HEALTH 
To learn more about the factors that influence health and well-being in across our state, check out the Tennessee Health 
& Well-Being Index. 
 
 
 
 
  

http://www.sycamoreinstitutetn.org/2017/02/21/transportation-impacts-public-health/
http://www.sycamoreinstitutetn.org/2017/02/21/transportation-impacts-public-health/
http://www.sycamoreinstitutetn.org/tn-health-well-being-index/
http://www.sycamoreinstitutetn.org/tn-health-well-being-index/
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