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Recommendations 
It is recommended that the Board of Health:  

1. Receive the report for information. 
2. Share the Wellington-Dufferin-Guelph Nutritious Food Basket (NFB) survey 

results with the following groups to increase community awareness of the cost of 
healthy eating: 
 Consumers through Public Health’s website and other communications 

vehicles as appropriate. 
 Local health and social service groups and officials. 

Key Points 
• The Nutritious Food Basket (NFB) tool was used to estimate the cost and 

affordability for an individual or household to eat healthy in Wellington, Dufferin 
and Guelph (WDG) in 2023. 
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• In 2023, the cost of the NFB in WDG for a reference household of four people is 
$311.61 per week, compared to $272.67 per week in 2022 (an increase of 14%).  

• The highest risk groups for food insecurity include low-income households, 
households with limited assets (e.g., homeownership, savings), Indigenous 
households and other racial/cultural groups, female-led lone-parent households 
and households reliant on income supports. 

• Public Health must continue to work with community partners to raise awareness 
about the root causes of food insecurity and advocate for effective policies that 
ensure people are not financially constrained and can afford adequate nutritious 
food.  

Background 

Food Insecurity Definition 

Food insecurity is defined as, “inadequate or insecure access to food due to financial 
constraints.”1,2 Household food insecurity is tightly linked to other indicators of social 
and economic disadvantage and is a marker of material deprivation.2 The following 
helps to identify the different levels of how food insecurity can be classified: 

Food Secure 
No indication of any income-related 
problems of food access 

Marginally Food Insecure Some concern or problem of food access 

Moderately Food Insecure Compromises in the quality and/or 
quantity of food consumed. 

Severely Food Insecure Extensive compromises including 
reduced food intake2 
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Prevalence of Food Insecurity 

Nationally, food insecurity has increased past pre-pandemic levels (Figure 1). The dip in 
rates observed in 2020 and 2021 is likely related to various government-issued COVID-
19 supports that were available during those years such as new wage subsidies and 
other short-term interventions to support households through the pandemic.2 Over the 
past two years the cost of living has increased significantly, including the cost of food. 
The Canadian Consumer Price Index shows that there has been a 4% increase in all 
items listed in the index and a 7% increase in the cost of food in Canada from August 
2022 to August 2023.3   

Figure 1: Number of people living in food-insecure households in the ten 
provinces of Canada, 2019-20224   

 

In 2022, 19% of households in Ontario were food insecure.4 That means almost 1 in 5 
households in Ontario are experiencing some level of food insecurity.4  

A 2023 Public Health Ontario report analyzed data from the Canadian Income Survey 
and reported that, from 2020-2022,17.9% of households were food insecure in the 
WDG region.5 Based on the Canadian Health Survey of Children and Youth (CHSCY), 
17.3% of children 1 to 17 years old in WDG lived in food-insecure households in 2019.6  
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In 2022, the University of Guelph reported that 39.5% of students were food insecure.7 
This is much higher than previous food insecurity rates (20%) among students reported 
in a 2019 survey.8 The two surveys used different methods of measuring food 
insecurity, so caution needs to be taken when making comparisons between these 
findings. Although these rates are very high, it is also important to note that other 
Canadian research found food insecurity rates are higher among non-students of similar 
age compared to students in post-secondary education.9 This study showed that food 
insecurity was 15% among full-time post-secondary students, 16% among part-time 
students and 19% among non-students.9 Young adults who were not attending post-
secondary school were more vulnerable to food insecurity especially severe food 
insecurity compared to full-time post-secondary students.9 Rising inflation rates and 
these survey findings suggest that food insecurity among young adults at risk will 
continue to increase. It is important to consider effective policy interventions focused on 
young, working-age adults or students as another key group to target when addressing 
food insecurity.  

Food Bank Usage 

Food Banks Canada (FBC) reported over 1.9 million visits to food banks during the 
month of March 2023. Since March 2022, there has been a 32% increase in food bank 
usage and a 78.5% increase since 2019.10 The main reasons people accessed a food 
bank were low wages or not enough hours of work and food and housing costs. Those 
reliant on social assistance make up the largest portion of people accessing food 
banks.10 Forty-two percent of households accessing food banks reported social 
assistance as their main source of income and one in six reported employment as their 
main source of income. Single adult households account for 44% of households 
accessing food banks.10  

WDG Public Health’s Nutritious Food Basket 

WDG Public Health has used the Nutritious Food Basket (NFB) survey tool since 1998 
to monitor the cost and affordability of healthy eating.11 This is the second year that the 
newest version of NFB costing tool and protocol was used and therefore comparisons 
can be made between 2022 and 2023 data. The NFB data obtained in 2023 is of high 
quality and can help to inform community action on household food insecurity.  
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Discussion 

NFB methods 

The NFB survey was conducted in May of 2023 by a WDG Public Health nutritionist and 
a health promotion specialist. Seven grocery stores were used for food pricing, including 
chain and independent stores across WDG. These stores were assessed using the new 
2022 Ontario Dietitians in Public Health Nutritious Food Basket Guidance document.12 
To compare incomes and expenses for the purchase of food and rental housing for 
people in a variety of scenarios, case scenarios were created for analysis (Appendix A). 
The average rental rates in the City of Guelph were used for the data in the income 
scenarios and were accessed from the 2022 Primary Rental Market Statistics for 
Guelph from the Canadian Housing Mortgage Housing Corporation.13 Shelter is a fixed 
expense, so it is important to consider housing costs when assessing food affordability. 
Shelter is often prioritized over other expenses like healthy food since housing is a 
critical need. 

NFB results  

The results of the 2023 NFB costing activity can be viewed in Appendix A.  For a 
reference family of four, the cost of the NFB in WDG is $1349.27 per month ($311.61 
per week). In 2022, the cost of the NFB in WDG was $1180.70 per month ($272.67 per 
week).14 The 2023 NFB cost for a reference family of four is 14% higher than in 2022. 
National data also reveals significant increases to the cost of food. The Canadian 
Consumer Price Index shows a 7% increase in the cost of food in Canada from August 
2022 to August 2023.3  

The results clearly show that many people in WDG do not have enough income to 
afford healthy food. The largest expense for most low-income residents is housing. 
Housing is considered affordable if it costs less than 30% of a household’s income.15 
The income spent on rent is much higher than 30% (35 percent to 114% percent) in 
nine out of the ten income scenarios presented in Appendix A, leaving very little money 
to purchase food and cover other basic expenses after rent is paid.   

Of all the income scenarios, a single person receiving Ontario Works (OW) fares the 
worst, requiring 114% of their income to afford rent. This means a single person on OW 
does not have enough money for rent or any other expenses, including food. A single 
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person on OW would require 56% of their income to afford healthy food excluding other 
basic living expenses (Appendix A). If a single person on OW paid rent and purchased 
the NFB they would exceed their monthly income by $609 (Refer to Table 1). 

Estimates show a family of four with a median Ontario income would spend 
approximately 19% of its income on rent, 15% on food, and would have $6182 left over 
to cover other monthly expenses (Table 1). A family of four with a median Ontario 
income (assumes 2 income earners) can afford rent and the NFB as this case scenario 
demonstrates. The case scenario for a family of four on Ontario Works (OW) estimates 
it would cost about 63% of their income to afford rent and about 43% of their income to 
purchase healthy food. This scenario estimates that this family would require an 
additional $308 to afford only rent and food let alone any other expenses (Table 1).  

Four out of the ten income scenarios require more income (11-70%) to afford the 
nutritious food basket and rent, regardless of any other expense (See table 1). These 
four income scenarios were all dependent on social assistance (OW and ODSP) as an 
income source and three out of the four scenarios that cannot afford rent and food are 
single-person households reliant on social assistance. This demonstrates that relying on 
social assistance (especially for single people) puts an individual at serious risk of being 
food insecure.  

Four other low-income scenarios also show very little money left for other expenses 
after paying for rent and food. These four scenarios have a range of 12-26% of their 
income to afford other expenses (e.g., utilities, transportation, clothing etc.).  

Table 1: Presentation of select income scenarios from Appendix A 

Income 
Scenario 

Percentage 
income 
required for 
monthly rent 

Percentage 
income 
required to 
purchase the 
NFB for a 
month 

Total 
percentage of 
income 
required for 
mothy rent and 
the NFB 

Money left for 
all other 
monthly 
expenses 

Family of four 
median income 
(two income 
earners) 

19% 15% 34% $6181.73 

Family of four on 
OW 

63% 48% -11% -$(308.27) 

Single person on 
OW 

114% 56% -70% -$(608.76) 
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Single person on 
ODSP 

98% 35% -33% -(454.76) 

Single pregnant 
person on 
ODSP 

95% 33% -28% -(387.58) 

 

A scenario that includes a family of four with two minimum-wage earners is not included 
in the NFB tool in Appendix A. However, estimating a scenario with two minimum-wage 
earners, such a family would struggle to afford basic expenses. The Canadian Centre 
for Policy Alternatives released a 2022 report stating that for most Census Metropolitan 
areas in Canada, the average rents far exceed what workers earn on the minimum 
wage.16  

Based on the scenarios presented in Appendix “A”, families with adequate incomes can 
afford the nutritious food basket but low-income households dependent on social 
assistance cannot afford healthy nutritious food. This is concerning since local statistics 
indicate the average number of monthly OW beneficiaries in Wellington County between 
January and July 2023 was 1853, a 6% increase from 2022.17 The average number of 
monthly OW beneficiaries in Dufferin in (Q2, 2023) was 482 compared to 427 in Q2 
2022 which is a 10% increase over the previous year.18  It is important to note the 
beneficiaries of OW includes various family structures but the two family structures 
making up most of the cases are single individuals without children (65% of cases) and 
single individuals with children (30% of cases).17 Single individuals without children do 
not receive the Canada Child Benefit and have significantly less income and would 
struggle far more to afford rent and food.  

Coping with Food Insecurity 

Food insecure households often cope through strategies that manage income and many 
also resort to strategies that manage food. For example, parents have cut back on their 
own food intake to feed their children.19 Other strategies households use to make 
income go further include using coupons, returning bottles, postponing bill payments, 
borrowing money, borrowing food, selling possessions and buying food on credit.19 
Many households also consume cheaper foods, skip meals or eat less.19  Canadian 
research revealed that food insecure university students have used coping strategies 
such as applying for a loan or bursary, seeking employment, working more hours and 
purchasing food using a credit card.19 In addition, housing affordability can lead to 
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undesirable sharing and crowding.20 Individuals’ overall quality of life and mental health 
have been shown to be negatively impacted by insecure renting arrangements.21  

Health Equity Implications   

WDG Public Health’s 2023 Poverty and Health Board of Health Report found poverty 
has significant negative impacts on health. According to the report, “poverty and poor 
health outcomes create a self-perpetuating cycle that is incredibly challenging to 
escape.”22 Putting food on the table is a constant struggle for food insecure households 
and a significant source of stress.19 

Inadequate intake of key nutrients and poor health outcomes are negative outcomes 
that result from food insecurity. 23 People experiencing food insecurity have a higher 
rate of being diagnosed with chronic conditions including mental health disorders (e.g., 
depression and suicide ideation) and non-communicable diseases 24-27,28,29 (e.g., heart 
disease, stroke and diabetes) than those who are food secure. People living with food 
insecurity are diagnosed with infections more than those that are food secure.30-32 There 
are significant negative health outcomes on a child’s wellbeing for those who are 
experiencing food insecurity including increased risk for asthma, depression and 
suicidal ideation in adolescence and early adulthood.33,34 An Ontario study revealed that 
children and adolescents living in households that are experiencing food insecurity have 
a greater use of health services for mental health and substance use disorders than 
children and adolescents living in food secure homes.35 

Managing chronic conditions are more difficult when someone is experiencing food 
insecurity (i.e., inability to afford healthy food or medications) leading to increased 
chance of negative disease outcomes, hospitalization and, in worst cases, premature 
death.32, 36,37, 38 Food insecure individuals had 1.42 times higher incidence rates of pain-
driven emergency department visits compared with food secure individuals.39 This study 
also found that food insecurity was associated with site-specific pain and found that 
severely food-insecure individuals had significantly higher pain incidence than 
individuals who were food secure.39 Severe food insecurity was associated with more 
frequent, multi-cause, critical and after-hours emergency department visits.39 This study 
concluded that household food insecurity status is significantly associated with pain-
driven emergency department visits and that policies targeting food insecurity may 
reduce pain and emergency department utilization in the Canadian population.39  
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This also takes a significant toll on the health care system and health system costs.40,41 
Not surprisingly, children and adults who experience higher degrees of food insecurity 
(i.e., severe food insecurity) have an increased likelihood of severe adverse health 
outcomes.26,42  

Individuals particularly at risk for food insecurity include: 

• Low-income households 
• Households with limited assets 
• Indigenous households and other cultural/racial groups (See Figure 2) 
• Female-led lone parent households 
• Households reliant on income supports (other than public pensions)2 

Certain cultural/racial groups are at higher risk to food insecurity, due to Canada’s long 
history of colonialism and systemic racism.44 White individuals are at the lowest risk 
when compared to other cultural or racial groups in the population who have much 
higher rates of food insecurity (refer to Figure 2). Black people were the highest 
percentage of individuals living in food-insecure households in 2022 at 39.2% followed 
by indigenous peoples at 33.4%.4   

Figure 2: Percentage of people living in food-insecure households by racial/cultural 
identity & Indigenous status in the ten provinces, 20224 

 



Nutritious Food Basket 2023 Report BH.01.DEC0623.R32  10 of 16 

 

Addressing Root Causes of Food Insecurity 

Second Harvest – a national food recovery network – reported there are four times 
more food charities (i.e., churches, temples, mosques, senior centres, schools, or social 
programs) than there are chain and independent grocery stores across Canada.44 An 
estimated 33 billion dollars in food was provided by charities to people in Canada in 
2020.45 In 2021, there were at least 39 food access programs in Guelph-Wellington 
serving food insecure households.45 Due to the University of Guelph’s high rate of food 
insecurity, five student food access programs have been established on campus.46 Only 
25% of food insecure households access these emergency services due to a variety of 
barriers (e.g., transportation, food variety, hours of operation ).45  

WDG Public Health, Our Food Future and Toward Common Ground conducted a local 
survey with 22 food and social service providers in Guelph Wellington. Staff who 
completed this survey shared ideas on how to improve food access and acknowledged 
that addressing the root causes of food insecurity would require income-based policy 
solutions.45 Individuals experiencing food insecurity also report that income-based 
solutions would be the most effective interventions to help them access nutritious 
foods.45 

Inflation and current high costs of living put people living in WDG at increasing risk for 
food insecurity.2 Strategies focused on effective income-related policies for areas such 
as housing, employment and public income supports will help families meet their basic 
needs and support their well-being.47-49 It is critical that evidence-based policy 
interventions to reduce food insecurity are considered to address food insecurity in 
WDG. 

Conclusion 
After housing and other living expenses are considered, the 2023 NFB data and income 
scenario analysis clearly shows that many people with low incomes in WDG do not 
have enough money to purchase nutritious food on a consistent basis. Food insecurity 
is a critical public health issue since it impacts all areas of health (i.e., mental, physical, 
social). The highest risk groups for food insecurity include low-income households, 
households with limited assets, Indigenous households and other racial or cultural 
groups, female-led lone parent households and households reliant on income supports.  
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Food access programs support many food insecure individuals, but they are unable to 
address the root causes of why households are financially constrained. Inflation and the 
current costs of living is a major concern. If measures are not taken to address the 
underlying reasons households lack the financial means to afford basic living expenses 
and keep up with the rising costs of living, many households will continue to experience 
food insecuirty.2 WDG Public Health will continue to monitor food costs and affordability 
trends through the NFB protocol annually to identify who in WDG is at highest risk and 
raise awareness of the issue of food insecurity in WDG as a significant public health 
issue.  

It is essential that WDG Public Health continue to work with groups working to address 
poverty and food insecurity such as the Guelph and Wellington Task Force for Poverty 
Elimination, Centre Wellington Community Foundation, Dufferin County Equity 
Collaborative, the Ontario Dietitians in Public Health’s Food Security Work Group and 
Headwaters Food and Farming Alliance. It is important that effective policy changes are 
considered to support adequate incomes and the additional factors (i.e., structural and 
systemic racism) that limit household’s ability to afford healthy food.47-49 It is critical that 
WDG Public Health and community partners work with all levels of government to 
ensure food insecurity is addressed with income-based solutions (e.g., guaranteed 
basic income, adequate social assistance rates, and reduced precarious employment 
conditions) so that households can afford healthy food and reduce health inequities 
associated with food insecurity.  

Ontario Public Health Standards 
Foundational Standards  

 Population Health Assessment  
 Health Equity  
 Effective Public Health Practice  
 Emergency Management  

 
Program Standards  

 Chronic Disease Prevention and Well-Being  
 Food Safety  
 Healthy Environments  
 Healthy Growth and Development  
 Immunization  
 Infectious and Communicable Diseases Prevention and Control  
 Safe Water  
 School Health  
 Substance Use and Injury Prevention 
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2023 WDGPH Strategic Directions 
 People & Culture: WDG PUBLIC HEALTH has an organizational culture of 

engagement, inclusion and agility. 

 Partner Relations: WDG PUBLIC HEALTH collaborates with partners to address 
priority health issues in the community. 

 Health System Change: WDG PUBLIC HEALTH is positioned to be an agent of 
change within the broader health sector. 
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