
Chapter 7
Food Insecurity and Poverty in Germany
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Abstract As Germany is considered the most powerful economy in the European
Union, one would not expect food insecurity to be a German problem. However,
rising social inequality means that food insecurity is an increasingly serious
problem in the Global North and in otherwise stable European economies. The
predominant responses to food insecurity on the part of the German political and
social welfare systems can be characterized by delegation and denial of the problem
and by a tendency to stigmatize the poor. Food surveys conducted in Germany
exclude from their focus key at-risk groups and suggest that unsatisfactory nutrition
is merely a self-inflicted problem caused by unhealthy eating patterns. However, a
differentiated look at the data points to a more problematic constellation for
Germany. For example, in Germany, 46.6% cannot afford a drink or meal with
others at least once a month—a very high percentage compared to the rates of the
EU27 (28.8%), Greece (18.5%), and the UK (18.2%). Food insecurity could be an
intermittent reality for some 7% of Germany’s population. The number of food
banks in Germany increased from 480 in 2005 to 916 in 2013, and 60,000 vol-
unteers currently serve food to 1.5 million so-called ‘regular customers’. These
numbers alone could be interpreted as evidence of food insecurity in Germany.
Understanding individual day-to-day coping strategies of at-risk population groups
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will help with the development of social policy strategies to minimize food inse-
curity not only in Germany but also throughout Europe—provided policy-makers
care sufficiently about this issue.

Keywords Food insecurity � Food poverty � Nutritional poverty � Germany �
Low-income household � Necessities of life � Nutritional consumption patterns �
Food bank

7.1 Food Insecurity in Germany?

The EU crisis that started in 2007 and still seems to be ongoing is complex and
multidimensional, involving a banking crisis, a sovereign debt crisis and a
macroeconomic crisis [16]. As Germany is considered the most powerful economy
in the European Union and the assumed winner of the crisis [6], one would not
expect food insecurity to be a German problem. Beyond the complexity of the crisis
and the German ability to cope with it, however, public discourse has it that the
most severe economic effects of the crisis hit not only fragile national economies
but also low-income households all over Europe. And while German GDP per
capita has been growing faster than in the EU-15 on average (ibid: 348), income
inequality has risen sharply since 2000 [9]. The German Gini Coefficient (dispos-
able income, post taxes and transfers) made a considerable jump between 1999
(0.259) and its all-time high of 0.297 in 2005, before retreating back somewhat to
0.286 in 2010. Thus the German Gini is better than UK value (0.341 in 2010);
current German inequality levels, which were similar to those found in some Nordic
countries in the 1980s, are very close to the OECD average (ibid).

Unlike rising inequality, in Germany food insecurity seems to be far less of a
societal topic than in the UK, which could partly be the result of a more drastic
reality that is hard to ignore, considering the 54% increase in food banks in the UK
from 2012 to 2013 alone [2]. While Church and welfare organizations are high-
lighting the problem in the UK [18] and the press is reacting (for example, The
Guardian started a Food Poverty news section in 2011, and has published more
than 180 posts on the topic since then), in Germany food poverty has not yet had
the same impact on public discourse, despite the Food Bank monitoring study
receiving increasing recognition.

Food poverty in what we consider affluent societies seems to be a contradiction
in terms. However, hunger has always been caused by poverty and inequality, not
scarcity [5: 595]. With rising inequality, food insecurity—meaning the “inability to
acquire or eat an adequate quality or sufficient quantity of food in socially
acceptable ways (or the uncertainty of being able to do so)” [3]—is an increasingly
serious problem in the Global North and in otherwise stable European economies.
Food poverty in the heart of Europe is not an inevitable and short-term consequence
of the last economic crisis, but follows certain changes to the social security system,
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particularly a more punitive sanctions regime [2]. In Germany and the UK alike, the
state widely ignores the issue, delegating it to charitable solutions [1, 15]; indi-
vidual coping strategies at the household level are therefore inevitable.

7.2 State of the Art: Food Insecurity
and Poverty in Germany

On the basis of a range of evidence drawn from different sources of quantitative
data, in 2011 we tried to prove that there is nutritional poverty in Germany, and in
particular that social welfare recipients are widely excluded from eating out [11].
Since then, the situation has intensified. Physiological hunger and hunger for social
inclusion by eating out are a reality in contemporary German society. And still, the
predominant responses of the German political and social welfare systems can be
characterized by delegation and denial of the problem and by a tendency to stig-
matize the poor. We now provide some basic information on the state of
food-related research in Germany.

As in 2011, we again face the situation of scientific and public obliviousness to
the reality of food insecurity in Germany. According to the German food survey
(Nationale Verzehrstudie [NVS]), one in five people are classified as obese, and
excess weight is unequally distributed along the social scale [7]. However, this
study was only carried out twice: first in the 1980s (NVS I) and a second time
between 2005 and 2007 (NVS II). The scientific and public debate on eating
patterns in Germany is dominated by obesity rather than food poverty. Whereas
surveys on nutrition in Great Britain (National Food Survey, NFS) do take poorer
population strata into consideration, or even over-represent them, the German NVS
excluded population groups at a higher risk of nutritional poverty from the study.
For example, migrants, homeless people or elderly people are underrepresented
[11]. The importance of integrating these groups is indicated, as including these
population groups permits more detailed insights into risks of nutritional poverty
such as food availability, utilization and accessibility [17]. The German food sur-
veys distort food insecurity because of these missing but particularly affected
population groups and therefore implicitly indicate that unsatisfactory nutrition in
Germany is merely a self-inflicted problem caused by unhealthy eating patterns
such as excessive consumption of alcohol, fat, sugar and nicotine [7]. While
nutritional poverty in the UK is discussed in the light of food security, and therefore
the focus lies on relevant structures, food availability, food accessibility, subjective
utilization and general conditions [11], food surveys in Germany are as granular in
nutritional details as they are biased according to social stratification effects.

Despite the lack of thorough food-related research in Germany, there are some
indicators that point to the rising problem of food insecurity in Germany. One
indicator for deciding whether we face food insecurity in Germany is the few items
that point to nutrition-related topics in surveys regularly conducted by the Federal
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Statistical Office. In 2011, [11, 12] based on SOEP1 we estimated that 1% of the
population or 800,000 people in Germany were spending less than EUR 99 per
month of their household expenditures on food, and were likely to live in nutritional
poverty and experience hunger at least from time to time. This may also hold true
for an estimated 300,000 homeless people. As we also pointed out in 2011, food
insecurity could be an intermittent reality for some of the 7% of the population—
more than 5 million people—who have a monthly nutritional spend of EUR 100–
199. Again based on the SOEP dataset, spending on food evidently differs
according to employment: In 2011 German employed households spent EUR 362 a
month on food, beverages and tobacco (13.7% of monthly private consumption
expenditures) while unemployed households were only able to spend EUR 205 or
19.2% of their consumption expenses. The differences are much more evident if one
compares expenditures for hotels and restaurants—for German employed house-
holds spent EUR 147 per month (5.6% of consumption spending), while unem-
ployed households’ equivalent expenses total a meager EUR 21 a month, or 2% of
their overall expenditure [15].

Unfortunately we do not have a research project in Germany that could be
compared to the Poverty and Social Exclusion in the UK Project, which is based on
the ‘necessities of life’ approach, aiming for a consensual measure of relative
poverty, using the majority opinion to determine the set of items and activities
which are regarded as necessities [4]. However, as there were no significant dis-
tinctions to be found between Scotland and the rest of the UK (ibid), we assume
German public opinion to be similar regarding what is seen as necessary, and to
what extent. The analysis for the UK contains several items that refer to nutrition
and food consumption in a narrower sense. As such, 91% see two meals a day as
necessary for adults, and 93% consider three meals a day essential for children.
Fresh fruit and vegetables every day are seen as a necessity of life for adults by 83%
and for children by 96%. And while meat, fish or an equivalent every other day are
considered necessary for adults by 76% and for children by 90%, a roast joint or
equivalent is only seen as indispensable for adults by 36% (ibid: 328–329).

As nutrition and food security are considered essentials of life, we will now look
into some data on both nutritional and social aspects by comparing consumption
data from the SILC/Eurostat survey for Germany, the EU27, the UK and Greece.
We choose to compare Germany’s figures with those from the UK and Greece,
because Germany and Greece are at opposite ends of the European scale for almost
all social and economic indicators, while the UK is mostly found somewhere in the
middle. For example, the 2012 unemployment rate in Greece is the worst in Europe
at 24.5%, Germany’s was the best with 5.5%, while the UK lay in between with
8.1% (see [10]). This is also true for the share of “yes” responses to the question
“Have there been times in the past 12 months when you did not have enough
money to buy food that you or your family needed?” For Greece, the number
jumped from under 10% in 2006–07 to around 18% in 2012, while there was a

1German Socio-Economic Panel http://www.diw.de/soep.
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considerable decline in Germany from around 7% to under 5% and a moderate
decline from 10% to around 8% in the UK (ibid: 28).

The data only shed light on nutritional behavior in terms of the ability to afford
one meal with meat, chicken or fish (or a vegetarian equivalent) every other day (or
at least once a day for children). Data (see Fig. 7.1) compared for the EU27,
Germany, UK and Greece show a moderate decline in the percentage of the total
population; for Germany the amount who could not afford the stated meal every
other day dropped from 11% in 2005 to 8.2% in 2012. At first sight, nutritional
poverty seems not to be an increasing problem—that is, if German public and
political opinion take 8.2% as an acceptable figure—especially as the UK, Greece
and EU27 show far higher percentages and instead faced a skyrocketing increase
from 2011 to 2012 alone.

However, a differentiated look at the data points to a more problematic con-
stellation for Germany. Figure 7.2 shows that 27% of Germans with an income
below 60% of the Medium Equivalized Income (MEI) cannot afford one proper
meal every other day—a figure that is without question considerably better than
Greece’s 42.2%, but higher than the European average of 23.5% and way higher
than UK’s 11.4%. Even the percentage that cannot afford a proper meal although
their income is above 60% of MEI is higher at 5.4% in Germany than in the UK,
where 3.6% of the non-poor cannot afford a square meal every other day. Even if
they cannot afford one for the adults every now and then, poor households evidently
try hard to provide a substantial meal at least once a day for their children, as
indicated by the overall lower percentages on the right side of Fig. 7.2 for the

11% 11% 11% 11% 9% 9% 9% 8%6% 8% 7% 7% 8% 8% 9% 14%6% 5% 4% 4% 4% 5% 5% 9%
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8.7% 8.8%

9.6%

10.9%

2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

Percentage of total population who cannot afford one meal with meat, chicken or fish 
(or vegetarian equivalent) every other day

DE Germany
EL Greece
UK Great Britain
EU27

Fig. 7.1 Data by SILC/Eurostat 2013; graphics by authors. For original graphics and data see
[12], reprinted with permission by Cambridge University Press
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answer “cannot afford”. Germany, with 14% (below 60% of MEI) and 3.7% (above
60% of MEI) respectively, shows higher rates than those in the EU27 (12.9%), and
considerably higher ones than the UK’s 2.4%, but Germany almost catches up with
the 15.8% of crisis-stricken Greece.

The aforementioned PSE study [4] also asked about nutrition-related necessities
of life that point more to the social core of food consumption and to food-related
activities supporting social inclusion. Most of these activities were only explored
with reference to adults: to dine out once a month is seen as essential by 25%, going
out socially once a fortnight by 34%, and going out for a drink once a fortnight by
17%. Two more items were investigated for adults and children alike: 80% consider
celebrations on special occasions as essential for adults and 91% for children;
having friends or family round once a month is seen as a necessity for adults by
46%, and 49% see having friends round once a fortnight as essential for kids (ibid:
328–329).

As we previously highlighted [11], being able to afford meals at home is just one
side of nutritional poverty. What we have coined alimentary participation (ibid)—
experiencing the social function of food in public and together with others—has
become crucial in a modern and individualized consumer society. We do not learn
anything about eating out occasions in the SILC/Eurostat dataset. However, there
are some hints, as there is one question aimed at how many can or cannot afford a
get-together with friends or family for a drink/meal at least once a month (or for
children: invitations to play and eat with friends from time to time).

Again, Fig. 7.3 shows alarmingly high percentages for Germany, especially for
those with an income that falls below 60% of MEI: in Germany, 46.6% cannot
afford a drink or meal with others at least once a month—a very high percentage
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27.0%
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42.2%

3.0%

11.4%

3.6%

Below 60% of MEI Above 60% of MEI

Percentage of population aged 16+ who 
cannot afford one meal with meat, 

chicken or fish (or a vegetarian 
equivalent) every other day
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1.3%2.4%
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Below 60% of MEI Above 60% of MEI

Percentage who cannot afford for children on 
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Fig. 7.2 Data for 2011 by SILC/Eurostat; Percentage for below/above Medium Equivalised
Income; graphics by authors. For original graphics and data see [12], reprinted with permission by
Cambridge University Press
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compared to the rates of the EU27 (28.8%), Greece (18.5), and the UK (18.2%).
Even for the population with an income above 60% of MEI, Germany shows higher
percentages of people who cannot afford to drink and/or eat in company. Despite
the cultural differences surrounding the social importance of shared meals or
drinking in company all over Europe, and the fact that Germany might be less
sociable in this respect, the explicit distance between Germany and the reference
countries within the population below 60% of MEI hints at substantial problems of
inequality in Germany, not mere cultural distinctions. The percentage that cannot
afford children’s invitations is considerably lower than for adults and in Germany
lower than the EU27 average (16.8%) and the 19.1% of Greece, but with 8.7%
below and 1.7% above 60% of MEI the percentages in Germany are higher than in
the UK (5.8 and 0.7%).

These actual figures—superficial as they are compared to the social complexities
of nutritional patterns, poverty consumption and alimentary participation, and
despite the relative success of Germany’s economy in coping with the crisis—again
prove what we shed light on in 2011 (Pfeiffer et al.): There are people in our midst
who are experiencing occasional hunger and are stricken by food insecurity. As
delegation, denial, and stigmatization are still the predominant societal strategies for
tackling food insecurity in Germany, the affected individuals are required to find
their own solutions in their daily lives. The next section will offer a qualitative
insight into this side of the problem.
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Cambridge University Press
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7.3 Consequences: Coping with Nutritional Scarcity

In the underlying qualitative longitudinal study [11], a socio-economic
well-balanced sample of initially 106 welfare recipients as defined by Social
Code II were repeatedly interviewed over a period of five years, using biographical
in-depth interviews [14]. The transcribed material consists of 453 qualitative
interviews, of which 81 cases were interviewed over all four waves. The analysis
followed the methodology of qualitative content analyses [8], identifying a variety
of interacting conditions that shape the ways in which the interviewees are coping
with restricted nutritional situations: “objective” factors such as accessibility of food
banks and other infrastructural features of food supply, facilities for food storing
and cooking; “subjective” factors such as the overall attitude to food and eating, e.g.
lifestyle, indulgence or modest eating, eating culture and health awareness, shop-
ping patterns and use of food banks, capabilities of household and money man-
agement including cooking skills; “medical” factors e.g. illnesses that require
special diets; and finally factors of “sociality”, such as caring for others or being
cared for, the range and intensity of family and social networks in general, and the
time structure of eating.

The way these conditions are entwined with each other was further elaborated: In
a dialectical and dynamic form of ongoing biographical transformation and sedi-
mentation, they are both the reason for, and the result of, individual representations
of coping types to be described along three analytical dimensions: nutrition and
alimentary experiences; biographical acquisition of eating habits; and overall
food-related capabilities. By following the introduced analytical steps, we identified
a broad range of eight individual coping types:

• Against the odds. People coping actively with the situation; pragmatic and not
shameful use of food banks; making the best of it.

• Children first. Subjective feeling of severe restriction of food supply, but trying
hard to provide their own children with good and healthy food.

• Abandonment of quantity or quality. Coping with financial restrictions for food
by lowering the quality and/or quantity of food, even if accompanied by the
fatalistic anticipation of serious risks caused by chronic diseases (e.g. diabetes).

• Surfing the ups and downs. Due to different financial situations during the
month, this type changes the nutrition and strategies of food supply, simulating
normality in the beginning and spiraling downward over the course of the
month.

• Embracing nutrition for sense and structure. For this type, activities such as
cooking, eating, and the management of food supplies provide not only practical
solutions to the restricted nutritional situation but sense and time structure, too.

• Enforcing networks. In order to maintain the food supply, this type depends on
social networks: Parents, children and friends are visited to improve the nutri-
tional situation.

• Risky food financing. Enhancing the food supply in potentially risky ways such
as exploiting their own body (e.g. blood donations) or illegal work.
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7.4 Concepts and Way Forward

Denial and stigmatization of hunger and nutritional poverty in Germany are the
predominant ways of dealing with food insecurity and poverty in German society
and government. The third and actually unique concept in the domain of social
policy is delegating the problem to food banks (mostly organized by the
Bundesverband Deutsche Tafeln e.V.—German Federal Association of Food Bank
Initiatives), founded 1993 and mushrooming throughout Germany ever since.
Although Germany does not face an abrupt rise in food bank consumption like the
UK [2], the increase has accelerated since 2005, the year the Social Code II was
introduced, from 480 to 916 food banks in 2013.2 Currently 60,000 volunteers
serve food to 1.5 million so-called ‘regular customers’. These numbers alone could
be interpreted as evidence for food insecurity in Germany, although the regional
distribution of food banks does not always match the socio-economic distribution of
demand (ibid). Without acknowledging food poverty as a topical and real problem
in Germany and by simply delegating the problem from the realm of social policy
to ‘sweet charity’ [13] with all its contradictions and immanent problems, there is
currently no governmental concept for addressing food poverty in Germany.

7.5 Future Development

Denial, stigmatization and delegation of food poverty as an objective problem in
Germany are closely interrelated and mutually reinforce each other. If they continue
to prevail, they might contribute to an increase in nutritional poverty and hunger.
Here, social sciences have a role to play in challenging the current orthodoxy. The
best way to do so is to orient its methods and concepts to the realization that
alimentary deprivation can also become an existential problem for many people in
German society. As social transfers are more often part of consolidation plans
reacting to the last crisis than other areas of public spending [10], and therefore
spending cuts are more likely to hurt the poor (ibid: 53), food insecurity will remain
a problem.

7.6 Conclusion

We have provided some current quantitative data on food insecurity in Germany
and contrasted these with qualitative results on nutritional coping strategies. In
conclusion, for all coping types one thing seems to hold true: As long as people
have to rely on social benefits, they are very likely to suffer from rigid constraints

2http://www.tafel.de/die-tafeln/zahlen-fakten.html.
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concerning alimentary participation, amounting even to exclusion. Alimentary
participation in modern consumer societies is a complex problem for the poor, and
it leads to a daily experience of exclusion which no individual coping strategy can
satisfactorily offset. The results collated shed a first light on nutritional consumption
patterns in unemployed German households; we will extend our research into the
complex interrelations between food choice and other aspects of poverty con-
sumerism. Understanding individual day-to-day coping strategies will help with the
development of social policy strategies to minimize food insecurity not only in
Germany but also throughout Europe—provided policy-makers care sufficiently
about this issue.

7.7 Summary: Key Messages

• Rising social inequality means that food insecurity is an increasingly serious
problem in the Global North, and Germany is no exception, despite its economic
power.

• The predominant responses to food insecurity on the part of the German
political and social welfare systems can be characterized by delegation and
denial of the problem and by a tendency to stigmatize the poor. Food surveys
conducted in Germany exclude from their focus key at-risk groups and as a
consequence suggest that unsatisfactory nutrition is merely a self-inflicted
problem caused by unhealthy eating patterns.

• A differentiated look at the data points to a more problematic constellation for
Germany.

• Food insecurity could be an intermittent reality for some 7% of the country’s
population.

• The number of food banks in Germany increased from 480 in 2005 to 916 in
2013, and 60,000 volunteers currently serve food to 1.5 million so-called
‘regular customers’.

• Understanding individual day-to-day coping strategies will help with the
development of social policy strategies to minimize food insecurity not only in
Germany but also throughout Europe—provided policy-makers care sufficiently
about this issue.
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