
Poverty, Nutrition and health –
The Individual vs. Society



Individual right, collective 

responsibility

• Adequate access to food is both an individual right 
and a collective responsibility under both the 1948 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the 
International Covenant on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights developed nearly 20 years later. 

• The majority of countries, 141, have recognized the 
right to adequate food as contained in the 
International Covenant on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights. 



• 21 States have already enshrined food rights 

explicitly in their national constitution.

• Many more recognize and protect closely 

related rights, such as the right to an adequate 

standard of living, the right to social security, 

minimum wage and care for specifically 

vulnerable groups.



H um an Rights C ovenants

  C ountries that H ave Ratified

U . S. U . K. O E C D A ll C ountries

C ovenant on  Econom ic,  Social

and C ultural R ights

N o Y es 27/29

(U . S. )

(T urkey)

141/191

C ovenant on  C ivil and

Political R ights

Y es Y es 28/29

(T urkey)

143/191

C ovenant on  the R ights of the

C hild

N o Y es 28/29

(U . S. )

189/191

C ovenant on  the E lim ination

of A ll F orm s of

D iscr im ination A gainst

W om en

N o Y es 27/29

(U . S. )

(So.

Korea)

163/191

G eneva C onvention IV

R elative to the P rotection  of

C ivilian  Persons in  T im e of

W ar

Y es Y es 29/29 184/191



http://www.kidlink.org/english/voice/starve/poverty.jpg


Sufficient supplies of food for all 
people at all times

Availability

Physical & economic access to 
food for all at all times

Accessibility

Culturally acceptable & 
appropriate food & distribution 
systems

Acceptability

Nutritional quality, safety, 
sustainability oa available 
sources/methods of food supply

Adequacy

Ensuring the social & economic 
infrastructures are in place to 
enable action that will ensure 
the previous 4 elements of food 
security

Action





Availability

• Despite a broad response - the 

population in need is larger than 

anticipated.

• The need is not only in quantity but also 

in quality.



Accessibility

• Purchasing power

• Curfews

• Transport

• Distribution

• Targeting



Adequacy

• Life cycle (children, BF, pregnant, elderly)

• Special nutrition and feeding (metabolic 

diseases, tube-feeding, TPN, etc.)

• Sick and disabled

http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=www.alphacommunities.org/g/meal.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.alphacommunities.org/plans.html&h=208&w=308&prev=/images%3Fq%3Dmeal%26num%3D20%26hl%3Den%26sa%3DG


Vulnerable Groups

Pregnant & lactating women 

• Adolescents

• Elderly

• Children under 5y 
(“indicators”)



Famine

• An extreme and general scarcity 

of food

– usually life-threatening hunger



Malthus's Observation

Plants, animals and men 
produce far more offspring 
than can survive. 

Poverty and famine were 
natural outcomes of
population growth and were
God's way of preventing man 
from being lazy.





• He blamed the decline in living conditions 
in England in the 19th century on three 
elements: 
– The overproduction of young; 

– The inability of resources to keep up with 
the rising human population; 

– The irresponsibility of the lower classes;

• Suggested the regulation of family size 
of the lower class 



Neo-Malthusian Perspective
• Prior to 1980, most of the literature 

on famines focused on food 
production and availability

• Malthusians and Neo-Malthusians 
concentrate on food output per capita
– claim that exogenous events, such as 

draught and floods, cause famines



Professor Amartya Sen –
Nobel Prize Winner, 1998

"famines have occurred 
even when the supply 
of food was not
significantly lower 
than during previous 
years"



Bypassing and neglecting people
The Soul of Economy• Market has great role to play in 

processing information at a low cost. 

• But what, if people are bypassed in 
the process ? 

• He has taken economics into new 
areas including moral philosophy.



Role of Public Policy• Malnutrition in the modern world is 
preventable by human action 

• There is almost invariably some massive
social failure

• During famines, the victims typically come 
from the bottom layers of society –
– these layers of society need protection by 

the state.



Bypassed populations –

Day to day

http://www.newsherald.com/archive/answer/graphics/monkeys.gif


Engel’s Law

The proportion of a family’s 
budget devoted to food 
declines as the family’s 

income increases

http://charlestonfoodnotbombs.20megsfree.com/images/intro_hand.gif


Bennett’s Law

• The proportion of calories derived 
from starchy staples declines 
with increases in income
–reflects the seemingly universal 
desire for variety in the diet and 
for high quality protein and refined 
sugar

http://waltonfeed.com/self/pic/grains.jpg






The two faces of 
food & nutrition insecurity

Obesity has been declared an epidemic

Both obesity and hunger = food insecurity

Their existence sounds contradictory
those with insufficient resources to purchase 

adequate food can still be overweight

Policymakers and the public need to better 
grasp this apparent paradox



Food Insecurity –
The Hidden Crisis

• OBESITY IS GROWING IN ALL POPULATION GROUPS 
Simply stated, obesity results when energy intake exceeds 
energy expenditure

• This explanation, however, provides little insight into the 
important social and environmental causes of higher energy 
consumption or lower energy expenditures

• These causes include energy-dense high-fat foods and larger 
portion sizes, for example, and lower levels of physical 
activity 

• Overall, the Israeli population is growing more obese
– More from lower SES

• ...and we know why...



CAN OBESITY CO-EXIST WITH 

HUNGER AND FOOD INSECURITY? 

• Most Israelis are affected by the 

social and environmental causes of 

higher energy consumption or lower 

energy expenditures

• Additional burdens to households 

with low income - Insufficient money 

to buy food



Can a lack of adequate resources 

for food result in Obesity?



The need to maximize caloric intake –

Low SES families need to stretch their food 
money as far as possible
Without adequate resources they must make decisions 

to maximize the number of calories they can buy so that 
their members do not suffer from hunger
when they lack the money to purchase healthier, balanced and 

more nutritious foods

The greater the economic constraints - the harder it is 
to achieve the nutritional quality of foods they desire

This in turn affects the overall energy density of the diet



The trade-off between food quantity & quality

Shown by research on coping strategies 

among food-insecure households:

Along the continuum of typical coping 

strategies, food quality is generally affected 

before the quantity of intake

Households reduce food spending by 

changing the quality or variety of food 

consumed before they reduce the quantity of 

food eaten (6)



Overeating when food is available

Obesity can be an adaptive response to periods 
when people are unable to get enough to eat

Research indicates that chronic ups and downs in food 
availability can cause people to eat more, when food is 
available, than they normally would (7 )

Over time, this cycle can result in weight gain (8)

Research among food-insecure families shows that l 
mothers first sacrifice their own nutrition in order to protect 
their children from hunger (9)

Contributing to obesity among poor women?



Physiological changes

• The body can compensate for periodic food 

shortages by becoming more efficient at 

storing more calories as fat (10)



COSTLY CONSEQUENCES

• With fewer resources to buy food - the poor are 
susceptible to damage from food insecurity





Social Capital

Nutrition

Human Capital



POVERTY IN THE MIDST OF 
PLENTY

"I don’t think that there is 
contradiction between there being a 
lot of food in the country and some 

people not having access to it. 

All one needs to have is the means to 
buy the food.“

Sen



vulnerability: 

living on the edge

http://home.student.uu.se/h/hevr8265/AO/edge.JPG


Thinking About Poverty

I.  What is Poverty?

II. The Measurement of Poverty

III. Data and Trends



What is Poverty?

• Absolute poverty: a basket of 

goods for subsistence

• Relative poverty: a relation to a 

community’s standard of living 

e.g. ½ the median family income





Thank you


