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 We produce enough food in the world to feed everyone.. 
 

 … and the 2015 MDG 1 target of halving poverty and hunger has 
been met …. 
 

 … yet about 1 billion continue to live in extreme poverty and 800 
million people are food insecure 
 
 
 
 

 

Food Insecurity and Rural 
Poverty 
 

1 billion 
extreme 

poor 

800 million 
food 

insecure 

More than 2 
billion 

malnourished  
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Most progress in Latin America 
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…… but still more than 30 million undernourished in region (of which 1.8 million in 
Ecuador) 
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How do we measure food insecurity? 
• caloric needs in the population (considering 

distribution gender, age, body mass and physical 
activity levels)  

• estimate proportion of individuals whose average 
caloric intake over the year is below their specific 
caloric requirement 

• multiply proportion by total population size to 
obtain total number of individuals who are 
"undernourished" (likely having insufficient caloric 
intake to fulfill the needs for a normal and healthy 
life) 
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“While the last 20 years have seen a deepening understanding of the 
concept of food security, its measurement has lagged behind.  

At the global level, there are no direct estimates of the number of 
food insecure people. The most widely-cited indirect measure is the 
‘prevalence of undernourishment’ (POU), constructed by the United 
Nations Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO)[…] 

These estimates give no sense of the severity of hunger” 

 
HLPE, 2012. Social protection for food security.  
A report by the High Level Panel of Experts on Food Security and Nutrition  
of the Committee on World Food Security, Rome 2012.  

Are we measuring correctly? 
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Debunking myths 
• Measuring food consumption at the household or individual level to assess 

if somebody “is eating enough” is awfully difficult 
• Assessing habitual food consumption requires repeated measures to control for 

intra-individual variability 
• Assessing individual requirements to match with observed consumption is very 

difficult, even just for dietary energy 

• The depreciated FAO PoU methodology, based on a probabilistic model and 
a combination of macro and micro data is still best way to avoid grossly 
biased estimates. 
• Unfortunately “these estimates give no sense of the severity of hunger” or do not 

tell us who the food insecure people are, where they live, why are they so. 

• “Quick” solutions such as the Food Consumption Score or the Household 
Dietary Diversity Score, while interesting, still lack the analytic 
requirements to be considered proper measures. 
• How to compare measures and define thresholds that lead to comparable 

classification?  
• How to assess reliability (both trueness and precision) 
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An alternate route to define food 
insecurity  

• Food insecurity as an experienced condition (Radimer et al. 1990, Coates 
et al. 2006) 

• There are common, recurrent “domains” in experiences associated with 
a condition of food insecurity 

• Experiences can be ranked in terms of severity from the least severe to 
the most severe 
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The analytic concept behind the FIES 

• Linking the latent trait to observable facts:  
• The more food insecure a person is, the more likely he or she will report 

having suffered from the worst experience 

• A long established psychometric model (Rasch measurement model) 
is used to estimate the severity of each respondent’s condition, based 
on the reported experiences 
• The individual measure of severity depends on the entire pattern of 

responses. The answers to all questions are used to increase the precision of 
the measure. 

• An innovative method (inspired by current practice in educational 
testing equalization) is developed to equalize measures obtained in 
different countries and to define a global reference standard 
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The Voices of the Hungry Project 
• To establish a globally valid standard for measuring the severity of food 

insecurity for comparisons over time, across countries and social groups: 
the Food Insecurity Experience Scale (FIES) 
• A new metric for measuring the severity of the food insecurity condition of 

households and individuals  
• A questionnaire of 8 simple yes/no questions to reveal food-related behaviours and 

experiences 
• Provides a direct assessment of the adequacy of food access 

• The FIES questionnaire has implemented in 150 countries in 2014 round of 
the Gallup® World Poll (GWP)  

• To estimate the prevalence of moderate and severe food insecurity in 150+ 
countries in 2014 and to set a benchmark against which to monitor 
progress at national level. 

• To promote adoption of the FIES in national food security monitoring 
systems, by including the module in national household surveys 
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  A four 

minute 
interview 
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Preliminary results for 146 countries: 
- In 33 countries more than 20% 
population suffers severe food insecurity 
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Strong correlation FIES and key 
human wellbeing indicators 
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Main benefits from using the FIES 
• Produces timely, reliable and meaningful information on the depth of food 

insecurity (mild, moderate, or severe) in terms of struggle in access to food 
is obtained at household or individual level. 
• A sound methodology (Item-Response Theory) allows assessment of reliability and 

precision of the measures. 

• Easily applied, rapid and at low cost. Can be included in virtually any 
survey. 
• Food security status can be linked to other socio-demographic and  health 

conditions. 

• Measures are worldwide comparable as they are expressed on a global 
reference scale. 

• Allows assessment of food insecurity experiences at the individual level, 
thus permitting proper analysis of gender related food insecurity 
disparities. 

16 



So, is FIES the new standard? 

• Further validation of method is needed 

• Data collected through the GWP is good enough for national 
level prevalence rates for global monitoring 

• More detailed analyses will require more data from larger samples 

• Ecuador could offer to experiment 

• Further research of determinants is needed 
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http://www.fao.org/economic/ess/ess-fs/voices/en/ 

 
Voices-of-the-Hungry@fao.org 

Carlo.Cafiero@fao.org 
Rob.Vos@fao.org 
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