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1 Introduction 
 
The right to food is enshrined in the Bill of Rights in the Constitution of South Africa (GOSA, 1996) and 
has been a key priority of all post – apartheid administrations since 1994. This commitment is aligned to 
the United Nations (UN) Millennium Development Goal (MDG) of halving the number of people who are 
hungry in South Africa and to the government’s commitment to reducing poverty by 50% between 2004 
and 2014. Achieving household level food and nutrition security is critical to realising these goals (GOSA, 
2010).  
 
South Africa is considered food secure as a country in that it produces sufficient amounts of staple foods 
and has the ability to import foods where required, to meet the nutritional needs of the population.  
However evidence suggests that at a household level, large number of households are food and 
nutritionally insecure (Jacobs, 2009) and the extent of food insecurity is incomplete mainly as a result of 
lack of quality data and the lack of an accepted definition of food insecurity in South Africa (Altman, 
2009; Hart, 2009). 

This policy brief outlines the importance of accurately measuring household level food and nutrition 
security, identifies some of the conceptual and methodological challenges to measuring food security 
and outlines recommendations in this regard.  This paper is a desk top review of available evidence on 
food security measurement drawing extensively on work spearheaded by the Human Sciences Research 
Council (HSRC)1.  

2 Policy Framework 
 
In keeping with internationally accepted definitions of food security, the Integrated Food Security 
Strategy (IFSS) for South Africa defines food security as “the right to have access to and control over 
physical, social and economic means to ensure sufficient, safe and nutritious food at all times to meet 
the dietary food intake requirements for a healthy life by all South Africans” (DoA, 2002, p15). South 
African government recognises the three dimensions of food security namely food availability, food 
access and food utilisation and stability (DAFF, 2011).  
 
According to FAO (2006) although these food security dimensions are interrelated, they can exist in 
isolation because food security on one dimension does not imply the same for all other dimensions.  

 Food availability refers to the production and procurement of sufficient quantities of food available 
on a consistent basis. However, availability of food on its own does not ensure food security as food 
surpluses can exist alongside hunger and malnutrition. 

 Food access refers to the availability of sufficient resources to obtain appropriate food/s for a 
nutritious diet. This relates to promoting sustainable farming practises, enabling access to land for 
agricultural production and employment for income generation; promoting agriculture by small 

                                                           
1
 Dr Peter Jacobs and Mr Tim Hart are two of the key researchers who have led the initiative around food security 

measurement at the HSRC.  
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scale farmers and subsistence farming and implementing social protection measures for the poor 
and vulnerable.  

 Food utilisation refers to appropriate use of food based on knowledge of basic nutrition and care, 
as well as adequate water and sanitation. Interventions focussing on maternal and child health, 
programmes to improve infant feeding and access to health care for the prevention and treatment 
of diseases all contribute to improved food utilisation.  

 Stability of availability and access to food refers to sustained access to nutritious food despite 
suffering shocks such as conflict, droughts, or death or unemployment at household level. 

 
To help achieve the target of halving poverty and hunger government adopted the IFSS in 2002 with the 

specific goal of eradicating hunger and nutritional deficits, specifically targeting low income households 

(DoA, 2002). While the IFSS does not make mention of the Constitutional right to food the approach 

adopted is rights based and obliges the state to take reasonable measures, legislative or other to 

progressively realise the right (DoA, 2002).  

 Among the several strategic objectives of the IFSS is the need to “improve analysis and information 

management system” (DoA, 2002, p 6) with Statistics South Africa identified as the lead department to 

management this particular objective and with the key outcome being that there would be “greater 

availability of reliable, accurate and timely analysis, information and communication, on the conditions 

of food the food insecure and the impact of food security improvement interventions”(DoA, 2002, p10).   

3 Why is measurement Important?  
 
Food security is complex and multifaceted with a range of factors which impact on food supply, access, 

adequacy, utilisation and acceptability. Hendricks (2005) suggests that this make measurement of food 

security complex, expensive and thus challenging.  

Measurement is important for many reasons (Jacobs, 2009, Hendricks, 2005 & Hart, 2009)-: 

 Food security measurements broaden our understanding of the existing causes of chronic food 

insecurity  

 In the context of scarce resources targeting of interventions is critical and for this we need good 

quality data. It is important to determine households which are food insecure and those which 

are vulnerable to food insecurity.  A challenge for institutions concerned with implementing 

interventions addressing food security is the ability to differentiate between food secure and 

food insecure households.   

 A precondition for monitoring, evaluating and assessing the impact of interventions to address 

food insecurity by key institutions is the availability of good information systems and relevant 

data collection tools to track progress. Such monitoring and evaluation contributes to 

assessment of the efficiency and effectiveness of policy prescripts and programme interventions 

implemented and in the design of effective household food policy interventions.  

 Measurement is also important for early warnings and for predicting problems in relation to 
food insecurity.  
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4 Conceptual Issues relating to measuring food insecurity  
 

There have been major shifts in thinking about food insecurity and in measuring it over the last few 

decades since the 1980’s. Webb et al (2006) identify three conceptual developments that have been 

informed current thinking about measurement of food security. 

 The first development draws from Sen (1981) who introduced broader concept of food 

security away from a focus only on availability of food supplies to household’s ability to 

access food.  Here the shift was away from measuring food availability and utilisation to 

measuring household access to hold. Much of this changed emphasis was inspired by 

research findings (Haddad, ) which showed poor correlation between food availability and 

household food security.  

 The second conceptual development was the shift in focus from objective to subjective 

measures. Here again the evolution of food security measures has followed the debates 

relating to poverty measurement, where largely o Objective measures used such as poverty 

lines defined by monetary assessment of financial wellbeing (namely expenditure on goods 

and services) was the basis for defining poverty. This approach was deemed too theoretical 

in that it did not take into account the lived experiences of poverty. The resulting shift to 

more subjective measures where household’s perceptions of their food insecurity were 

made explicit through qualitative research.    

 The third conceptual development has been on emphasis on focussing on fundamental 

measurement rather than reliance on proxy measures, with proxy measures being largely 

indirect measures such as children’s nutritional status, agricultural productivity and food 

storage.  

 Webb et al (2006) included a fourth conceptual development namely the recognition of 

exposure of households to external risks  such as climate change, conflict, global economic 

crises and the related job losses, etc.   

It is clear that there is no single measure for measuring all aspects of food insecurity. Most household 
food security measurements are a collection of fundamental (direct) and derived (indirect) indicators. 
 
Webb et al (2006) explain that derived indicators refer to  proxy measures used such as, dietary 
diversity, food storage estimates at specific times of the year, subsistence potential for mainly agrarian 
households (ratio of dietary energy requirement and food availability) and nutritional assessments such 
as anthropometric indicators. These links are not proven and can be tenuous. An example cited is that 
income will relate differently to food insecurity depending on whether a household consumes home 
grown products rather than purchases them. Indirect household food security indicators are used where 
access to such information is either unavailable or too costly to collect.  
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Direct indicators measure the experience of food insecurity itself (for example: household perceptions 

of food insecurity or hunger and food frequency measurements). Direct indicators are best measured by 

observing households over time, along with in-depth interviewing of members of households (Webb, 

2006). These are often qualitative measurements which seek to broaden our understanding and 

awareness of the multiple factors involved in understanding food security. However they make food 

security determination increasingly complex.  

Jacobs (2009) outlines the different categories of food security indicators-:  

 Household food supply/availability indicators focus on national food supply. These include 
agricultural production, pest management, regional conflict, market access and institutional 
support structures;  

 Food utilization indicators include infant and young child feeding and care practices;  

 Food access indicators include food entitlement and socio-economic indicators that indicate the 
ability of households to cope with various stresses induced by economic and social change/s. 
They measure the monetary value of food as a proxy for food consumption. Measures of food 
access are useful to assess the severity of food shortfalls, characterise the nature of household 
food insecurity (for example, seasonal versus chronic), monitor changes in circumstances, assess 
the impact of various interventions, and the capacity of households affected by social and 
economic shocks and disasters to withstand the effects of these shocks. 

 Composite indexes attempt to integrate available dimensions into a single index, such as the 
Human Development Index. 

 

5 Food Measurement Architecture of South Africa  
 

While South Africa has several national instruments which contribute to measuring different dimensions 
of food insecurity in South Africa, it lacks a national survey which assesses all dimensions of food 
insecurity. These national instruments are elaborated below:  

A. October Household Survey (OHS): this was implemented annually between 1994 and 1999. The 
survey included a question on the ability of the household to feed children as an assessment of 
food insecurity as a proxy indicator. A key weakness identified by Koch (2011) has been the 
inconsistency in the phrasing of the questions between years which has made comparisons over 
time difficult. Irrespectively it enables certain patterns to emerge and it suggested that between 
25 and 33 per cent of households were unable to buy food to meet the dietary requirements of 
children at any given time. 
 

B. National Food Consumption Survey (NFCS): This national survey was conducted twice, in 1999 
and 2005. The focus of the survey was households with children between the ages of 1 and 9 
years. The survey assessed food procurement, anthropometric indicators and food inventories 
of households. The sample population for this study was drawn from the national census 
sampling framework. According to Hendricks (2005), the instruments used to assess nutritional 
status included the following: 

 Socio-demographic household factors related to the environment in which the child 
lived. 
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 A 24-hour recall of food consumption for the child. 

 A qualitative food frequency questionnaire for the past six months. 

 An inventory of food procurement and household food stocks. 

 A hunger scale questionnaire providing information on actual hunger experienced (or 
not) by the child. 
 

The 2005 National Food Consumption Survey – Fortification Baseline (NFCS-FB) reported that 
the national prevalence of stunting, underweight and wasting was 18%, 9.3%, and 4.5% 
respectively (Koch, 2011). 
 

C. Food insecurity Vulnerability Information and Mapping System (FIVIMS): FIVIMS is an 
internationally developed tool with the purpose of providing decision makers with reliable 
information about geographic areas and sectors of the population that suffer from hunger and 
malnutrition, or may be at risk. A regional study was piloted in two phases in 2004 and 2006 in 
selected areas (Mpumalanga and Limpopo) which measured hunger in households. This was an 
initiative of the DoA Food Security Directorate in partnership with the HSRC, Agricultural 
Research Council (ARC) and the Medical Research Council (MRC).  The motivation for this pilot 
was the gap in information available from existing data sets which did not track progress on 
food security indicators nor did they focus sufficiently on household level responses to food 
security. These existing studies were also inadequate in focusing on the multidimensionality of 

food security. The effort to establish a FIVIMS system was abandoned –largely due to the 
fact that the FIVIMS system is data intensive and did not render clear indicators for food 
security, although it was successful in identifying ‘hunger hot spots’ across the country.  
 

D. General Household Survey (GHS): is a large national study which asks general questions and 
which focus on hunger over time. Between 2002 and 2008, the GHS asked households to 
indicate whether and how often adults and children went hungry because there was not enough 
food in the household. The question was discontinued in 2009 but reinstated in the 2010 
questionnaire. Since 2009, the GHS questionnaire included a set of questions based on the 
Household Food Insecurity Access Scale (HFIAS) to determine households’ access to food. In the 
revised module it probed questions relating to coping strategies adopted by households. These 
questions aimed to measure household food access by asking households about modifications 
they made in their diet or eating patterns during the previous month because of limited sources 
to obtain food (Stats SA, 2012). 2009 GHS reported that an estimated 20% of South African 
households have inadequate or severely inadequate access to food with food access problems 
being more severe in the mainly rural provinces in South Africa (Koch, 2011).The General 
Household Survey can also be used to assess the incidence of child hunger or perceived hunger 
as a proxy for food insecurity.  
 

E. Income and Expenditure Survey (IES): explores the extent of poor household’s expenditure on 
food. The IES provides information on the food spending and home food production patterns. 
This national survey collects information on income levels and sources of households and 
expenditure patterns. In the 2005/6 survey the diary method was used for the first time 
together with the recall method. Households were requested to record in a diary provided all 
the acquisitions of that household over a period of 4 weeks. 
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F. The Integrated Food Security Strategy (IFSS): the IFSS used adequacy of daily energy intake (set 
at 2000 kcal/day), based on World Health Organisation’s (WHO) as the best direct measure of 
food insecurity. The IFSS using the seven day recall expenditure data estimated that 39% of the 
population did not meet their daily energy requirement (2000 kcal/day) (DoA, 2002). Also, the 
IFSS used income earning capacity of households to measure food insecurity.  The IFSS used the 
average price of the food basket compared to household income and expenditure to assess food 
insecurity at household level.  
 

G. The South African Medical Research Council (MRC): measures food insecurity in relation to 
undernourishment. The MRC classifies someone as food insecure if they receive less than 2261kj 
per day. In monetary terms this is R 211 per person based on 2000 prices.  
 

Table 1: Measuring Food Insecurity according to different Proxies and Methods   
Source Date Proxy Used Estimated Level of Food 

Insecurity 

General Household Survey 2009 Household Food Insecurity 
Access Scale (HFIAS) 

20% 

Nutrition Indicators 2004 Stunting 1-9 years 21.6% 

October Household Survey 1999 Household’s ability to feed 
children 

25-33% 

General Household Survey 2007 Perceived hunger, incidence 
of child hunger 

18% 

Measuring Poverty, IFSS 2002 Household Income and 
food basket expenditure 

35% 

Measuring Poverty, IFSS 2002 Daily Energy Intake 36% 

Source: Koch (2011)  

Table 1 above illustrates the challenge when there is an absence of a single integrated measure of food 
security. It is unsurprising that the different data sets give a slightly different assessment of the food 
insecurity situation in South Africa ranging from 18% to 35% levels of food insecurity. 
  

6 Challenges in the Measurement of Household Food Security in 

South Africa  
 
 
Hart (2009) suggests three main constraints to accurate food security measurement in South Africa 
namely -: 

• the absence of current national data; 
• the use of different methodologies and criteria for selecting respondents; and 
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• the relatively long period between nutritional surveys  

 
Despite the many indicators and proxies for food security status as found in the many national data sets 
we remain unclear as to the extent and nature of household level food insecurity in South Africa a 
finding confirmed in the 2010 MDG Country Report for South Africa (GOSA, 2010).Table 1 illustrated the 
absence of a single measurement for food insecurity in South Africa.  
 
Jacobs (2009) notes that the different categories of food security indicators (elaborated on earlier) have 
their strengths and limitations. He posits that food availability indicators ignore individual nutritional 
status and focus almost exclusively on national food supply.  Similarly he notes that food expenditure 
and access indicators which measure the monetary value of food as a proxy for food consumption, 
exclude individual nutritional status (or other anthropometric measurements) and finally he raises a 
concern about composite indexes where the weights attached to components of the index might 
misrepresent their values in practice. 
 
In respect of the use of different methodologies and selection criteria Jacobs (2009) notes that the 
evidence on the state of hunger generated by the General Household Survey (GHS) and the National 
Food Consumption Survey (NFCS) differed with the NFCS finding a much higher percentage of the 
population in hunger at similar average incomes to the GHS. This conflicting evidence raises the 
question of which methodological approach to use to determine a meaningful food security baseline.  
Determining a national food security target is dependent on reliable baseline information 
 
Hart (2009) warns that not only are national data problematic for determining progress towards MDG-1, 

but they also mask the intra-country differences, especially between the prevalence rates in the 

different provinces and among different groupings of people and households (e.g. farmworker 

households). 

An opportunity for the development of food security measurement instruments is provided through the 

establishment of the Government Programme of Action (PoA) monitoring system and the setting 
up of a Department of Performance Monitoring and Evaluation(DPME) in the Presidency in 
2010. It demonstrates government commitment to ensuring that government policy and 
programmes make meaningful impacts on the lives of its people (DPME, 2013). 
http://www.thepresidency-dpme.gov.za/dpmewebsite/  
 

7 Recommendations  
 
7.1. Establishment of a common food security target 
 
Jacobs (2009) makes a strong plea for establishing a common food security target for South Africa with 
the motivation that a food security target will enable more effective pro – poor policy responses and will 
ensure efficiency in fiscal spending in relation to food security interventions (Jacobs, 2009). According to 
Jacobs (2009) the development of a household food security target should take into account the 
following:  
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1. Household composition: household size and the number of children (to account for economies 
of scale in consumption); 

2. Wealth and livelihood strategy: income, education and assets (land, livestock, labour etc.) 
3. Geography: rural/urban location and formal/informal settlements – e.g. distance from food 

markets and the related costs; 
4. Institutions: markets, the state, social capital/networks 
5. Time: whether the food security condition is transitory or chronic 
6. Risk: shocks that are weather-related, health-related and so forth, commodity price movements 

 
Jacobs further proposes that government utilise a food expenditure approach to identify a preliminary 
food security target.   It is also suggested that using a recommended nutrient intake for all South Africa 
be used as a method for measuring food insecurity.  

Development of this target must involve diversity of stakeholders including civil society organisations 
and research institutions among others.  

 

7.2. Development of a food and nutrition security monitoring and evaluation system 

Jacobs (2009) proposes that government urgently invest resources to the development of such a system 
based on an agreed upon food security target. Such a system must include impact assessment ex-post 
which can feed in to learning, reviews and design of interventions.  This Jacobs (2009b) suggests will 
require further work to develop the conceptual and methodological tools for generating more nuanced 
food security baseline information and for the development of composite indicators for food security 
targeting. Of necessity will be the need to identify appropriate tools and methodologies for measuring 
levels of food insecurity. An opportunity exists for harnessing government performance monitoring and 
evaluation commitment and Infrastructure to develop this system.  
 

 
7.3. Enable improvements to current national survey instruments  

Ailber (2009) suggests that there is value in expanding the questions in current national research tools 
such as the General Household Survey (GHS) which probes issues of food security more deeply. He 
proposes that a mini food security module will emerge which will take advantage of size and regularity 
of the GHS instrument to provide reliable and relevant data. Instruments need to be inter-disciplinary 
and inter-sectoral in focus. 
 

7.4. Investment in Qualitative In-depth Studies 

Hendricks (2005, 118) argues that quantitative studies have limitations to helping us understand the 
experience of poverty at household level. She therefore proposes that in the absence of national, 
representative panel studies funding and support should be provided for qualitative local studies of 
household experiences of vulnerability and insecurity “..... to develop a baseline knowledge of how 
households respond to food security shocks and stressors.....”.  Hart (2009) supports this call with a 
request for local studies to adopt a more combined and multidimensional approach to understanding 
the effects of stressors on households.  Studies also need to identify and focus on the vulnerable, 
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including children under five, orphans, older persons, female-headed households, etc., and their 
responses to shocks.  
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