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Food insecurity is a fairly pervasive problem throughout the United States that is especially burdensome 

for low-income regions. While the latter is generally recognized, there have been very few efforts to quantify 

the dollar costs of food insecurity, especially at the regional level. This study attempts to do so for El Paso 

County, Texas. This is achieved by first adjusting for inflation cost estimates in a prior national level study. 

Regional differences with respect to the nation are then utilized to calculate comparable costs for El Paso. 

Results indicate that the economic damage wrought by food insecurity in El Paso during 2023 exceeded 

$745 million. That represents nearly 2 percent of total personal income in the county for that year. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Food insecurity is a recurring problem that continues to affect more than 10 percent of all households 

in the United States (Nord, 2013; Duffy and Zizza, 2016; Rabbitt et al., 2023).Difficulties associated with 

food insecurity include health and educational impairment (Guha, 2022).While food insecurity has existed 

throughout history, there is much that remains undocumented about the various burdens associated with 

this problem. El Paso County, Texas is a region that faces pronounced poverty and income limitations 

(UWT, 2024). Quantifying the costs associated with food insecurity will help illuminate some of the 

burdens affecting this metropolitan economy. 

Among the burdens of food insecurity, the economic dimensions may be particularly salient. It is 

generally recognized that food insecurity incidence is more pronounced among low-income households and 

among certain ethnic groups (Gundersen, 2008).Regional characteristics of food insecurity incidence within 

the United States, and elsewhere, are far less quantified (Lazariu, Yu, and Gundersen, 2011).That includes 



 Journal of Applied Business and Economics Vol. 26(4) 2024 111 

financial costs associated with food insecurity. Regional and metropolitan data paucities contribute to those 

lacunae in this branch of study. 

This study attempts to partially fill that gap in the regional hunger economics literature by applying one 

potential approach for circumventing the regional data breach in El Paso, Texas. El Paso faces relatively 

serious problems with food insecurity (Chakraborty, Aun, and Schober, 2023; Fullerton and Fullerton, 

2024), but comprehensive cost estimates associated with confronting this issue have not previously been 

estimated. The approach selected is similar to what has been applied in other branches of regional 

economics when local data constraints are pronounced (Klein, 1969; Fullerton, 2001). Subsequent sections 

of the study include a review of the literature, a description of data and methodology, local cost estimates, 

and a conclusion. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Food insecurity is a fairly widespread problem throughout the United States. Shepard, Setren, and 

Cooper (2011) estimates that 48.8 million people faced food insecurity across the nation in 2010.That study 

also estimates the economic costs of hunger due to illness, sub-par educational achievement, and aggregate 

food donations. National hunger-induced costs are estimated at $167.5 billion, while the corresponding 

aggregate figures for Texas and New Mexico are $16.04 billion and $0.53 billion, respectively. 

Several studies have examined the causes of food insecurity (Bernell, Weber, and Edwards, 2006; 

Duffy and Zizza, 2016; Gundersen and Ziliak, 2018). Among the contributing factors to the prevalence of 

hunger, several stand out. Household incomes, education, and homeownership tend to be inversely 

correlated with food insecurity. Counties with higher percentages of African-American and/or Hispanic 

households generally observe higher rates of food insecurity than do other ethnic groups (Rabbitt et al., 

2023). Counties along the border with Mexico also exhibit greater rates of food insecurity than do other 

regions within the United States. 

In 2022, 12.8 percent of all U.S. households are estimated to be food insecure. That translates to more 

than 40 million people nationwide (Rabbitt et al., 2023). Because there is more variability at the state level, 

a 3-year moving average is utilized for individual state household estimates. The 2020-2022 average for 

Texas is 15.5 percent or 11.1 million households. 

The 2023 population for El Paso County is estimated at 869,880 (USCB, 2024). Schober et al. (2023) 

conducts an extensive survey of food insecurity in this county. Results obtained indicate that 35 percent of 

the residents in this corner of Texas faced food insecurity in 2023. 

Although regional and metropolitan data are fairly sparse, some studies have examined food insecurity 

costs at a national level of aggregation. Many of those efforts analyze national health care costs associated 

with food insecurity (Gundersen and Seligman, 2017; Gundersen, 2021).One study that specifically 

addresses annual costs associated with hunger across the United States is Shepard, Stern, and Cooper 

(2011).While it does not regionally disaggregate those costs, it is feasible to utilize those data to obtain 

regional and metropolitan estimates from the information contained therein. 

To date, very few studies examine food insecurity at the metropolitan level and almost never attempt 

to quantify the costs of food insecurity in those regions (Sriram and Tarasuk, 2016). Similarly, there are 

very few research efforts that analyze the economic costs of hunger in metropolitan economies or rural 

counties along the United States border with Mexico. This study takes a step toward partially filling that 

gap in the applied economic and public policy literature by compiling a partial empirical assessment of food 

insecurity costs in El Paso, Texas. Given the status of El Paso as one of 25 most impoverished urban 

economies and as an important border economy, it is a natural candidate for this type of research. The study 

data and methodology are discussed next. 

 

DATA AND METHODOLOGY 

 

The first step that is taken in the analysis to update the nominal dollar value of the cost estimates in 

Shepard, Stern, and Cooper (2011) prior to calculating any cost estimates for El Paso. Inflation has 
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undoubtedly increased the nominal dollar costs of food insecurity between 2010 and 2023.For this purpose, 

the personal consumption expenditures price index, PCE2023, is employed to update the original 2010 cost 

estimates. The personal consumption expenditures price index is widely regarded as one of the most 

accurate measures of inflation for the United States (Stock and Watson, 2016; Dunn, Grosse, and Zuvekas, 

2018). Between 2010 and 2023, the personal consumption expenditures price index increased by 33 percent 

(Prakken, 2024). 

Equation (1) shows how the adjustment for inflation is calculated. In Equation (1), USCOSTi,2023 stands 

for the 2023 national estimate of cost category i. USCOSTi,2010 is the value of the cost category i from 

2010.PCE2023 is the 2023 price index number used to update the estimates reported in Shepard, Stern, and 

Cooper (2011).For purposes of this study, 2017 is the base year and PCE2023 = 1. 

 

USCOSTi,2023 = USCOSTi,2010 * PCE2023 (1) 

 

Once the national costs have been updated, one approach to calculating regional hunger costs would be 

to simply multiply those estimates by a local to national population ratio as shown in Equation (2).In 

Equation (2), REGCOSTij is the regional estimate for cost category i in region j, USCOSTi is the national 

estimate for cost category i, REGPOPj is the population of region j, and USPOP is national population. For 

counties or states that closely match national averages for each of the sub-component cost categories, this 

procedure would likely provide acceptable estimates. 

 

REGCOSTij = USCOSTi,2023 * REGPOPj / USPOP (2) 

 

While the El Paso metropolitan economy is strongly influenced by national economic and demographic 

patterns, it differs notably from the rest of the country in numerous manners including per capita income 

levels (Fullerton and Fullerton, 2023). Consequently, adjustments to the national cost estimates that reflect 

regional heterogeneity are utilized to calculate the impacts for this border economy. Equation (3) shows the 

manner in which this is accomplished in this study. In Equation (3), REGFACTij is the adjustment factor 

for category i in region j relative to the national estimate for that cost category. 

 

REGCOSTij = REGFACTij * USCOSTi,2023 * REGPOPj / USPOP (3) 

 

For some cost categories, there may be more than one adjustment factor. For example, a higher 

percentage of El Paso households suffer from poor health than in the rest of the country and the regional 

price parity estimate indicates that operating costs are lower in El Paso than elsewhere. The paragraphs that 

follow in the rest of this section discusses each of the county (regional) adjustment factors that account for 

differences between El Paso and the United States as a whole. 

Nationally, 12.8 percent of all households are estimated to be food insecure. For Texas, the 

corresponding figure is 15.5 percent (Rabbitt et al., 2023). With a higher percentage of households living 

below the poverty line, El Paso County has a higher incidence of food insecurity than Texas. Schober et al. 

(2023) carefully examines this issue and estimates a 35 percent insecurity rate for 2022.That means that 

304,067 residents of El Paso County suffered food insecurity at some point during 2022. 

Income constrained persons are those who struggle to pay for housing, food, public utilities, and other 

basic necessities (Hoopes et al., 2024).The 35 percent food insecurity rate for El Paso is above the Texas 

state average and aligns with the 41 percent of adults falling into the lower income echelon calculated for 

the county by Bennett, Fry, Kochhar (2020).It is also compatible with the 53 percent of El Paso households 

who are estimated to be either income constrained or impoverished in other reports (Hoopes et al., 2024; 

UWT, 2024).It further aligns with estimates of the number of persons who receive food bank donations in 

El Paso (EPFH, 2024). 

A common outcome associated with food insecurity is poor health (Vozoris and Tarasuk, 2003; Cook 

et al., 2004). For the United States as a whole, 19.5 percent of the population is estimated to experience 

poor health. In the case of El Paso County, the percentage of residents that suffer from poor health is 27.1 
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percent (USNWR, 2024). That 7.6 percentage point difference increases the dollar impacts of health-related 

costs described in the next section. 

Food insecurity can lead to depression (Hernandez et al., 2004).Some evidence indicates that El Paso 

suffers a lower incidence of depression than the national as a whole (Best, 2023).Under-reporting may 

affect that and other estimates (O’Connor et al., 2008).Given that, no county specific adjustment is made 

and the national per capita incidence is employed for the cost estimate reported in the next section. 

Food insecurity is also associated with increased rates of suicide. Latinx communities and the State of 

Texas have lower suicide rates than the nation (CDC, 2023). Given that, a lower rate of 80 percent of the 

national self-inflicted death rate is employed in the calculation shown in the next part of the study. 

The lack of food security is also correlated with higher rates of anxiety (Ejiohuo et al., 2024). The 

incidence of anxiety disorders is estimated to be approximately 5 percent higher in El Paso and in Texas 

than it is nationally (Martinez, 2023). A variety of factors contribute to that in El Paso and food insecurity 

complicates this situation further (Mallonee et al., 2023). 

Food insecurity also raises in-patient and emergency room hospitalizations (Berkowitz et al., 2018). It 

further exacerbates the probability of hospitalizations of patients suffering from respiratory and other 

illnesses (Ariya et al., 2021). With a higher rate of food insecurity incidence than the nation, El Paso County 

is likely to have a greater rate of food insecurity-related hospitalizations. That rate is calculated at 1.869 

percentage points above the national rate. 

Upper gastrointestinal disorders frequently accompany unhealthy eating patterns. These disorders cause 

reduced productivity through workday absences and inflict quality of life deterioration (Camilleri et al., 

2005). Regional data on upper gastrointestinal illness are sparse, but these problems are estimated to occur 

more often in El Paso than in the nation as a whole. The national per capita rate is increased by the El Paso 

County poor health rate of 7.6 percent. 

Other consequences of food insecurity include increases in cold, migraine, and iron deficiency 

problems (Skalicky et al., 2006). El Paso has a low incidence rate for migraines (Dumas, 2022). Because 

of a relatively high rate of poverty, El Paso probably has higher cold and iron deficiency rates than those 

of the nation (Venkatarmani et al., 2020).For this cost category, the national per capita rate is applied 

without any local adjustment. 

In addition to illness, there are two other aggregate categories of financial damage associated with 

hunger (Shepard, Setren, and Cooper, 2011). In dollar terms, the next most expensive group is comprised 

by education and related costs.It includes three sub-categories. 

Food insecurity harms school performance. In some cases, student achievement is hampered to the 

point of requiring grades to be repeated. Grade retention is associated with increased dropout rates. Food 

insecurity is also correlated with higher rates of absenteeism and secondary school non-completion. Special 

education is similarly associated with hunger and increased dropout rates (Stearns and Glennie, 2006). The 

percentage of adults over the age of 25 who have not graduated from high school in El Paso County in 2020 

was 17.8 percent, nearly double the 9.4 percent rate of the nation as a whole (USCB, 2020). 

The last aggregate cost category covers charitable contributions to alleviate the effects of hunger. It 

contains four sub-categories. The first sub-category is coordination and support costs. Unlike other items 

in this study, actual administrative expense data from audited food bank financial statements are utilized 

rather than calculated (CRRC, 2023). Regional food banks is the biggest sub-category in this group. It 

includes both food and cash donations. Audited expense data are also employed for these costs, obviating 

the need to create an estimate for this item (CRRC, 2023). 

Because prices tend to be lower in El Paso than elsewhere in the country, a downward adjustment of 

0.91211 is applied for estimating the value of community volunteers (BEA, 2024). The higher local rate of 

food insecurity requires that the national per capita estimate be adjusted upwards, partially offsetting the 

lower regional price parity estimate for El Paso. The cost of hunger estimates that result from following all 

of the steps outlined above are presented in the next section. 
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EL PASO COST ESTIMATES 

 

Table 1 compares the incidence of food insecurity between the United States and El Paso County. The 

population estimates are for 2023 (USCB, 2024). The national food insecurity estimate is based on the 

hunger incidence ratio reported in Rabbitt et al. (2023). The El Paso food insecurity estimate of 304.5 

thousand persons is based on Schober et al. (2023). These numbers are used in several of the cost 

calculations summarized below. 

 

TABLE 1 

POPULATION AND FOOD INSECURITY IN 2023 

 

Variable USA Estimates El Paso Estimates 

Population 334,915,895 869,880 

Hunger Incidence, Persons 42,658,741 304,458 

 

Table 2 summarizes the health-related costs that are estimated to result from food insecurity in the 

United States and El Paso County for 2023.Health damages in El Paso collectively add up to $452.9 million. 

Almost one-third of that is due to poor health with more than one-fifth resulting from depression. 

 

TABLE 2 

HEALTH RELATED FOOD INSECURITY COSTS IN 2023 $ 

 

Sub-Category USA Estimates El Paso Estimates 

Poor Health $51.7 Billion $144.6 Million 

Depression $38.8 Billion $100.9 Million 

Suicide $26.2 Billion $54.4 Million 

Anxiety $23.1 Billion $63.1 Million 

Hospitalizations $21.4 Billion $56.7 Million 

Upper Gastrointestinal Disorders $7.6 Billion $21.2 Million 

Cold, Migraine, & Iron Deficiency $7.6 Billion $12.1 Million 

   

Total Costs due to Illnesses $173.6 Billion $452.9 Million 

 

The impacts from the education costs inflicted by food insufficiency are presented in Table 3. Increases 

in the numbers of dropouts due to more grade retentions and higher absenteeism sum to $44.2 million. 

Special education costs are calculated at $24 million across the county. 

 

TABLE 3 

EDUCATION FOOD INSECURITY COSTS IN 2023 $ 

 

Sub-Category USA Estimates El Paso Estimates 

Grade Retention Dropouts $8.0 Billion $22.5 Million 

Absenteeism Dropouts $7.7 Billion $21.7 Million 

Special Education $8.5 Billion $24.0 Million 

   

Total Education Costs $24.2 Billion $68.2 Million 

 

Table 4 reports cost estimates related to charitable efforts that help alleviate food insecurity. In Column 

3, the first two items for El Paso County are actual expense data from audited information rather than 

estimates (CRRC, 2023). As with the national data, the biggest sub-category is the aggregate expenditure 



 Journal of Applied Business and Economics Vol. 26(4) 2024 115 

amount for regional food bank costs in El Paso at $190 million. The second highest sub-category is the 

$24.4 million estimate for community organizations.  

 

TABLE 4 

CHARITY RELATED FOOD INSECURITY COSTS IN 2023 $ 

 

Sub-Category USA Estimates El Paso Estimates 

Coordination and Support $0.1 Billion $5.9 Million 

Regional Food Banks $14.4 Billion $190.0 Million 

Community Organizations $7.8 Billion $24.4 Million 

Value of Community Volunteers $1.3 Billion $4.5 Million 

   

Total Charity Costs $23.7 Billion $224.7 Million 

 

Total food insecurity mitigation costs for 2023 are compiled in Table 5. The sum of all three COST 

categories in El Paso County is $745.9 million. That amount represents more than 1.9 percent of total 

personal income for the county that year (Fullerton and Fullerton, 2023). On a per capita basis, that figure 

translates to $857.47 and highlights the burden imposed by lower productivity, charitable contributions, 

and higher tax costs. 

 

TABLE 5 

TOTAL FOOD INSECURITY COSTS IN 2023 $ 

 

Category USA Estimates El Paso Estimates 

Illness Costs $173.6 Billion $452.9 Million 

Education and Related Costs $24.2 Billion $68.2 Million 

Charity Costs $23.7 Billion $224.7 Million 

   

Total Costs $221.4 Billion $745.9 Million 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

It is widely recognized that food insecurity imposes multiple damages on the national economy and 

communities across the country. In spite of that, there have been very few efforts to quantify the dollar 

value of those damages. Data constraints make completing such an exercise difficult, especially for regional 

economies where statistical information limitations can be severe. 

This study attempts to partially address that breach in the regional hunger economics field by estimating 

the 2023 cost of food insecurity in El Paso County, Texas. A two-step procedure is employed for achieving 

this objective. The first step is to update prior estimates of the various costs of food insecurity for the 

national economy. The second step is to calculate the corresponding costs for El Paso by adjusting for 

differences between the nation and the county. 

The national cost of food insecurity in 2023 is estimated at $221.4 billion and the corresponding 

regional estimate for El Paso is $745.9 million. These estimates help underscore the serious burden imposed 

by food insecurity. Completion of additional analyses for other regions of the United States can help 

emphasize the importance of addressing this important issue that impedes economic growth and 

development. 
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