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Introduction

Nearly one in five Hispanic children experiences household 
food insecurity [1]. The risk is greatest among Hispanic 
children of immigrants, especially Mexicans, 46% of whom 
experience food insecurity [2]. Food insecurity—the inabil-
ity to acquire sufficient or nutritionally-acceptable food due 
to financial constraints—hinders children’s cognitive devel-
opment, physical health, and socio-emotional growth with 
long-term effects into adulthood [3, 4]. Thus, for young 
Hispanic children who are already at increased risk of poor 
health and development [5, 6], household food insecurity is 
a severe health risk.

The majority of studies on Hispanic and immigrant 
food insecurity utilize data from the mid-1990s to the early 
2000s—a time period during which the U.S. experienced 
a new era of immigration sparked by record waves of new 
arrivals and changing settlement patterns [7]. Though 
prior studies identify important risk factors that contribute 
to Hispanic and immigrant families’ higher levels of food 
insecurity (e.g., low levels of education, unstable and low-
paying employment, non-citizenship status, family struc-
ture, and low household income) [8–14], the prevalence 
and relevance of these risk factors may have changed over 
time as immigration and the overall U.S. political and eco-
nomic context has evolved.

First, the diversification of Hispanic immigrant families’ 
backgrounds during this time may have strong implica-
tions for food insecurity. As migration to the U.S. reached 
peak levels in the 2000s, Hispanic immigrants grew more 
diverse in terms of community of origin (e.g., more Cen-
tral Americans) and characteristics (e.g., younger arriv-
als, higher levels of education, and broader occupational 
profiles) [15]. Additionally during this time, unauthorized 
migration primarily by Hispanics surpassed legal migration 
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[16] and, as a result, about 8% of current U.S. children have 
an unauthorized immigrant parent [17].

Second, changing settlement patterns of Hispanic and 
immigrant families may also influence food insecurity. 
Many Hispanic families have moved to rural and subur-
ban areas in new destination states rather than urban cent-
ers in traditional destination states (e.g., Texas, California) 
[18]. These new destinations often have stronger economic 
opportunities, which may ameliorate food hardship; how-
ever, governments and communities also struggle to pro-
vide basic services and resources to immigrant populations 
[19, 20].

Third, changes in the social and economic context con-
fronting Hispanic families today may heighten their food 
insecurity risk. Across the U.S., the political environment 
has grown more anti-immigrant and anti-Hispanic, with 
governments at all levels restricting immigrant access to 
resources (e.g., driver’s licenses) and support systems 
(e.g., public assistance), which could make it more diffi-
cult for immigrant households to maintain sufficient food 
[21–24]. Furthermore, evidence from the Great Recession 
suggests that immigrants, particularly Hispanics, experi-
enced greater job loss and economic hardship than natives 
and that they have yet to fully recover [25, 26]. Both social 
isolation and economic hardship are known risk factors of 
food insecurity [4, 27].

Our study advances the literature on food insecurity 
among households with Hispanic children of immigrants 
by examining how levels and predictors of food insecurity 
have changed from 1998 to 2011. This time period spans 
the new era of migration marked by unprecedented growth 
and dispersion, as well as the greatest economic recession 
since the 1930s. As a result, we examine how five differ-
ent factors may contribute to changing household food 
insecurity patterns among Hispanic children of U.S.-born 
and foreign-born mothers: (1) changes in familial resources 
and characteristics, i.e., endowment effects; (2) changes 
in returns on familial resources and characteristics, i.e., 
impact effects; (3) change in the influence of these two fac-
tors, i.e., interaction effects; (4) changes in settlement pat-
terns, i.e., state sorting effects; and (5) changes in discrimi-
nation and other unexplained factors within a state, i.e., 
heterogeneity in state effects.

Methods

Data

The data for this study are from the Early Childhood Lon-
gitudinal Study Kindergarten (ECLS-K) 1998–1999 and 

2010–2011 cohorts collected by the National Center of 
Education Statistics (NCES). Designed to allow cross-
cohort comparisons, the ECLS-K is a rich, nationally-rep-
resentative dataset of children attending kindergarten. For 
each cohort, NCES gathers extensive information on mater-
nal immigration status and child, family, and home charac-
teristics. The ECLS-K 1998 and 2011 observed food inse-
curity for 16,700 and 12,700 kindergartners, respectively, 
of which 2150 and 2800 identified as Hispanic. This consti-
tutes our sample.

Dependent Variable

The ECLS-K includes a binary classification of food 
insecurity status over the past 12 months, where a “1” is 
assigned for food insecurity among households with chil-
dren if three or more questions on the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture’s 18-item survey were answered affirmatively 
[28].

Independent Variables

The main independent variable is maternal nativity status. 
Most of the literature on food insecurity uses this variable 
when studying immigrant populations [9, 10, 13]. Though 
mother’s citizenship status has also been used [10], these 
data are not available in ECLS-K 2011, and research on 
Hispanics finds that food insecurity among households 
with children do not differ by citizenship status [11, 29].

We control for child and family characteristics previ-
ously shown to be associated with food insecurity. Family 
covariates include maternal age, educational attainment, 
employment, marital status, family composition, number 
of children in household, household income, welfare par-
ticipation, and urbanicity. Child covariates include child’s 
age and preschool participation. Preschools participation is 
important because preschools often provide food supports.

Analysis

All analyses use survey weights following NCES guide-
lines to adjust for the complex ECLS-K survey design. 
First, we present descriptive statistics for Hispanics moth-
ers by nativity status and year. Second, we estimate food 
insecurity using regression analysis. Third, we decompose 
the nativity food insecurity gap. To explain differences in 
food insecurity between foreign-born and U.S.-born moth-
ers, we apply a variation of the Blinder-Oaxaca decompo-
sition technique that includes interaction effects [30] and 
state effects [31, 32], as follows:
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where the bar represents sample averages, FB repre-
sents children with foreign-born mothers, and NB rep-
resents children with U.S.-born mothers. Y represents 
household food insecurity, X is a vector of child and 
family characteristics, β is a vector of the corresponding 
coefficients, and the D̄NB

k
 and D̄FB

k
 variables indicate the 

fraction of kindergarten children with U.S.-born and for-
eign-born mothers, respectively, found in each of the 50 
states in the ECLS data.

The term YNB−YFB indicates the difference in food 
insecurity by maternal nativity status. This food insecu-
rity gap can be explained by five terms: The first term, 
(

X̄
NB

− X̄
FB
)

𝛽FB, captures how much of the gap is due to 
child and family characteristics (endowment effects). The 
second term, X̄FB

(

𝛽NB − 𝛽FB
)

, indicates the differential 
impact if children of foreign-born mothers had the same 
endowment as children of U.S.-born mothers (impact 
effects). The third term accounts for the interaction 
between nativity’s endowments and impacts/returns 
(interaction effects). In our case, it is possible that for-
eign-born mothers have lower levels of endowments 
because past and/or current discrimination prevents them 
from investing in endowments such as employment and 
education. If foreign-born mothers continue to experi-
ence lower impacts/returns on investments via lower 
wages, they may be less willing to invest in employment 
and education, which further heightens food insecurity 
risk; this is known as a “chilling effect.” The fourth term, 
50
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explains how much more the gap would close if the kin-
dergarteners of foreign-born mothers were distributed 
across the states in the same proportions as the kindergar-
teners of U.S.-born mothers (heterogeneity in state 
effects).

Results

Food Insecurity Patterns

Figure 1 shows rates of household food insecurity by moth-
ers’ nativity status for kindergartners in 1998 and 2011. We 
observe that food insecurity has increased over time. This 
increase, however, is most notable for children of foreign-
born mothers. In 2011, over one in four Hispanic children 
of foreign-born mothers experienced household food inse-
curity compared to less than one in five a decade ago.

Child and Family Resources

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics. Overall, we observe 
that, in terms of endowments, children with foreign-born 
mothers are more disadvantaged in family characteristics 
and resources compared to children with U.S.-born moth-
ers. Foreign-born mothers compared to U.S.-born mothers 
have fewer educational, employment, and income supports 
to protect their children against household food insecurity. 
These nativity differences remain relatively robust across 
the two cohorts observed, with a few exceptions. In 2011, 
foreign-born mothers are more likely to be unemployed, 
and children are more likely to have two biological parents, 
and less likely to have any other type of family structure 
compared to their U.S.-born counterparts.

Fig. 1   Household food inse-
curity status: 1998 and 2011 
Kindergarten children with 
Hispanic mothers
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Table 1   Descriptive statistics

1998 2011

Hispanic 
mothers

U.S.- born 
Hispanic 
mothers

Foreign-born 
Hispanic 
mothers

Gap = Foreign−U.S. 
Born

Hispanic 
mothers

U.S.- born 
Hispanic 
mothers

Foreign-born 
Hispanic 
mothers

Gap = Foreign−U.S. 
born

Family variables
 Food insecu-

rity
0.1526 0.0966 0.1773 0.0806*** 0.2171 0.1241 0.2694 0.1453***

 Mother’s age 32.0272 31.6979 32.1725 0.4747 33.0601 32.2089 33.5380 1.3292***
 Maternal employment

  Mother 
works 
full-time

0.4283 0.5127 0.3912 −0.1216*** 0.3357 0.4463 0.2655 −0.1809***

  Mother 
works 
part-
time

0.1648 0.1917 0.1529 −0.0388** 0.1447 0.1367 0.1493 0.0125

  Mother 
unem-
ployed

0.0394 0.0383 0.0399 0.0016 0.0742 0.0911 0.0647 −0.0265**

  Mother 
not in 
labor 
force

0.3479 0.2393 0.3958 0.1565*** 0.3323 0.2684 0.3682 0.0998***

 Maternal education
  Mother 

less than 
high 
school 
diploma

0.3380 0.1534 0.4195 0.2661*** 0.3678 0.1684 0.4797 0.3114***

  Mother 
finished 
high 
school

0.3061 0.3773 0.2747 −0.1026*** 0.2745 0.2734 0.2751 0.0016

  Mother 
has 
some 
college

0.2624 0.3466 0.2253 −0.1213*** 0.2230 0.3557 0.1485 −0.2072***

  Mother 
has col-
lege or 
more

0.0934 0.1227 0.0805 −0.0422*** 0.1347 0.2025 0.0967 −0.1059***

 Family structure
  Both bio-

logical 
parents

0.6981 0.6825 0.7050 0.0225 0.7151 0.6456 0.7541 0.1085***

  Step-
parent

0.0812 0.0844 0.0798 −0.0045 0.0610 0.0810 0.0498 −0.0313***

  Single 
parent

0.2047 0.2132 0.2009 −0.0122 0.2085 0.2519 0.1841 −0.0678***

  Other fam-
ily type

0.0160 0.0199 0.0142 −0.0057 0.0155 0.0215 0.0121 −0.0094*

 Number of 
children

2.6305 2.5215 2.6786 0.1571*** 2.7451 2.6722 2.7861 0.1139**

 Household 
income 
in 1998 
dollars

35,327 46,179 30,540 −15,638*** 31,777 43,438 25,229 −18,209***

 Participant 
of welfare

0.0920 0.0782 0.0981 0.0199 0.0792 0.0810 0.0782 −0.0028
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Estimates of the Relationship of Maternal Nativity 
Status and Household Food Insecurity

Table  2 shows regression results, which assess the extent 
to which differences in child and family characteristics 
account for observed differences in household food insecu-
rity by maternal nativity status in both 1998 and 2011. We 
run two different models: Model 1 includes maternal nativ-
ity status, and Model 2 adds child and family characteris-
tics. Both models include state fixed effects to control for 
unobserved variation at the state level.

Model 1 shows that, among low-income Hispanic kin-
dergarten children in 1998, the risk of household food 
insecurity is 6.2 percentage points higher for children with 
foreign-born rather than U.S.-born mothers. After control-
ling for child and family variables (Model 2), this associa-
tion becomes statistically non-significant, meaning that in 
1998 the maternal nativity gap in household food insecurity 
risk for kindergartners is fully attributed to child and family 
characteristics. In contrast, we find that, for Hispanic kin-
dergartners in 2011, the maternal nativity gap in household 
food insecurity risk, though smaller, remains robust to all 
controls. In Model 1, the food insecurity gap is 13.5 per-
centage points; when we add child and family character-
istics in Model 2, the gap reduces to 6.7 percentage points 
and remains statistically significant. We observe that moth-
ers’ age and welfare receipt (an indicator of need) are posi-
tively related to food insecurity, while household income is 
negatively related. Surprisingly, we find that food insecu-
rity risk is higher in a two-biological-parent household (the 
reference category) compared to other family structures, 
as indicated by the negative and significant coefficients. 
These results could be capturing mixed-status families (i.e., 
citizen children with undocumented foreign-born parents), 
which are not observable in ECLS-K or most national data.

Decomposition of Household Food Insecurity Gap

Table 3 uses the Blinder-Oaxaca decomposition technique 
and includes interaction effects as well as state sorting and 
heterogeneity effects. For both cohorts, food insecurity 
among households with children is larger for foreign-born 
mothers compared to U.S.-born mothers, and the differ-
ences are statistically significant. The size of the gap and 
some of the factors that contribute to the gap, however, dif-
fer across cohorts.

For 1998, we observe that family endowments explain 
most of the gap (almost 75%: (055/0.076) × 100 = 72%). 
If children of foreign-born mothers had the same fam-
ily endowments as children of U.S.-born mothers, 
the food insecurity gap would only be 2.1 percentage 
points rather than 7.6  percentage points (7.6–5.5). Fig-
ure  2 (panel A) depicts the specific components that 
affect the gap. The gap increases because children in 
with foreign-born mothers live in households with more 
children, lower income, and lower levels of maternal 
labor force participation and education. Conversely, we 
observe that the interaction effect of family variables 
decreases the nativity gap in 1998 (Table  3). The size 
and negative sign on the interaction indicates that this 
component contributes to a reduction of the food inse-
curity gap by a third (−0.025/0.076 = −0.33). This sug-
gests that though households with foreign-born mothers 
have lower levels of endowments in 1998, the interac-
tion between endowment and impact/returns serve as a 
protective factor for food insecurity. One explanation 
is that foreign-born parents believe they can get greater 
returns by working harder and investing more in their 
endowments; the opposite of the “chilling effect.” Fig. 2 
(panel A) shows that household income, maternal edu-
cation, maternal employment, and number of children 
in the household are all factors that contribute to the 

Table 1   (continued)

1998 2011

Hispanic 
mothers

U.S.- born 
Hispanic 
mothers

Foreign-born 
Hispanic 
mothers

Gap = Foreign−U.S. 
Born

Hispanic 
mothers

U.S.- born 
Hispanic 
mothers

Foreign-born 
Hispanic 
mothers

Gap = Foreign−U.S. 
born

 Lives in 
non-rural 
area

0.9765 0.9571 0.9851 0.0281*** 0.8844 0.8430 0.9076 0.0646***

Children variables
 Child’s age 

in months
73.8797 74.2029 73.7371 −0.4657** 73.7920 73.9530 73.7017 −0.2513

 Attended 
pre-kin-
dergarten

0.4192 0.4632 0.3999 −0.0633*** 0.4515 0.4608 0.4463 −0.0144

As per National Center for Education Statistics requirements when using Early Childhood Longitudinal Study-K data, all n values are rounded to 
the nearest 50. Sample weights are used
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Table 2   Predicting household food insecurity by mother’s nativity status

Sample weights are used in all regressions. The signs ***, **, * indicate the statistical significance at the 1, 5, and 10 percent level, respectively. 
State fixed effects are used in all regressions

1998 2011

Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2

Coef. Std. Err. Coef. Std. Err. Coef. Std. Err. Coef. Std. Err.

Family variables
 Food insecu-

rity
0.0621*** 0.0124 0.0149 0.0095 0.1349** 0.0100 0.0666*** 0.0106

 Mother’s age 0.0031** 0.0015 0.0062*** 0.0010
 Maternal employment
  Mother 

works part-
time

−0.0019 0.0207 0.0337* 0.0167

  Mother 
unem-
ployed

0.0855** 0.0387 0.0317 0.0716

  Mother not in 
labor force

0.0609*** 0.0158 −0.0245** 0.0107

  Maternal 
employ-
ment miss-
ing

−0.0265 0.0628 −0.0165 0.0493

 Maternal education
  Mother less 

than high 
school 
diploma

0.0557** 0.0245 0.0809*** 0.0217

  Mother fin-
ished high 
school

0.0822*** 0.0273 0.0240* 0.0120

  Mother has 
some col-
lege

0.0089 0.0199 0.0021 0.0119

 Family structure
  Step-parent 0.0246 0.0227 −0.0073 0.0158
  Single parent 0.0263 0.0368 −0.0184 0.0148
  Other family 

type
−0.0308 0.0329 −0.1295* 0.0675

 Number of 
children

0.0276*** 0.0048 0.0202*** 0.0052

 Household 
income in 
1998 dollars

−0.0614*** 0.0126 −0.0758*** 0.0064

 Participant of 
welfare

0.0602 0.0394 0.1384*** 0.0289

 Lives in non-
rural area

−0.0140 0.0115 −0.0097 0.0187

Children variables
 Child’s age in 

months
−0.0010 0.0016 0.0007 0.0031

 Attended pre-
kindergarten

0.0019 0.0177 −0.0074 0.0123
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interaction effect. Lastly, we observe that heterogeneity 
in state effects contributes to the food insecurity gap, as 
observed by the positive and significant coefficient. This 
means that children of foreign-born mothers are more 
food insecure than children of U.S.-born mothers in the 
same state, even after controlling for child and family 
characteristics.

In 2011, we observe a different picture. The nativity gap 
is larger than in 1998, and though family endowments still 
contribute, it only explains a portion of the gap: about 54% 
(0.078/0.144 = 0.54). As in 1998, household income, num-
ber of children in the household, and maternal education 
are important components of the gap (see Fig. 2, panel B). 
However, in 2011, no other component examined contrib-
utes to the household food insecurity gap. Unlike in 1998, 
neither heterogeneity in state effects nor the interaction 
effect of family endowments contribute to the household 
food insecurity gap. Instead, for 2011, much of the gap in 
food insecurity remains unexplained in our models. This 
suggests that unobserved factors, perhaps the growth in the 
unauthorized population, are contributing to the heightened 
nativity food insecurity gap among households with chil-
dren in 2011.

Discussion

This paper adds to the limited but growing research on food 
insecurity among households with children of foreign-born 
mothers. We focus on young Hispanic children, the largest 
immigrant group and the group most at risk of experiencing 
food insecurity [2], and compare food insecurity risk before 

and after a time period marked by record-level immigration 
and economic and political turmoil. Our results suggest a 
different pattern in the food insecurity risk of Hispanic kin-
dergartners with foreign- and U.S.-born mothers in 1998 
and 2011.

In 1998, we observe that the food insecurity gap by 
maternal nativity is about 8  percentage points, with chil-
dren of foreign-born mothers experiencing higher house-
hold food insecurity. Family endowment factors are asso-
ciated with an increase in the gap, meaning that the lower 
family endowments of households with foreign-born moth-
ers of Hispanic children contribute to higher household 
food insecurity risk. In contrast, the interaction between 
these endowment factors and their return is negatively asso-
ciated with the gap. Thus, we do not find a “chilling effect” 
for children of foreign-born mothers. Instead, these foreign-
born families are investing more in their endowments, 
perhaps because they believe that though their current 
wages are lower than those of U.S.-born families (endow-
ment effect), if they work hard, their income return will be 
higher (interaction effect). This belief is consistent with 
immigrant optimism theories and the American Dream: the 
belief that through hard work and determination, an immi-
grant can overcome barriers and succeed in the U.S [33]. 
Lastly, heterogeneity in state effects was positively associ-
ated with the nativity food insecurity gap. This means that 
children of foreign-born mothers experience higher house-
hold food insecurity than do children of U.S.-born moth-
ers in the same state, even after controlling for child and 
family characteristics. This result suggests that immigrant 
families with foreign-born mothers in 1998 did not benefit 
from the same protective resources against food insecurity 

Table 3   Blinder-Oaxaca decomposition gap

Sample weights are used in all regressions. The signs ***, **, * indicate statistical significance at the 1, 5, and 10 percent level, respectively

1998 2011

Coeff S.E. Coeff S.E.

U.S.-born Hispanic mothers 0.1035*** 0.0126 0.1260*** 0.0165
Foreign-born Hispanic mothers 0.1790*** 0.0112 0.2701*** 0.0270
Difference 0.0755*** 0.0136 0.1441*** 0.0130
Family variables
 Endowment 0.0547*** 0.0114 0.0784*** 0.0086
 Impact 0.0337 0.1272 0.0071 0.0657
 Interaction −0.0254* 0.0144 −0.0290 0.0253

Children variables
 Endowment −0.0004 0.0024 0.0014 0.0013
 Impact 0.0054 0.2751 −0.5046 0.3947
 Interaction −0.0006 0.0046 −0.0026 0.0015

State sorting effect 0.0047 0.0052 −0.0093 0.0074
Heterogeneity in state effects 0.0611** 0.0289 −0.0141 0.0476
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as did their co-state resident peers with U.S.-born mothers. 
This unequal state effect may be an implication of the 1996 
Welfare Reform, which restricted non-citizens access to 
safety net programs and delegated authority to states. Since 
then, many states and the federal government have restored 
immigrant access to safety net programs, but many of these 
provisions occurred after 1998 and confusion about immi-
grant eligibility persists [21, 22].

In 2011, the maternal nativity gap in household food 
insecurity was nearly double in size compared to 1998 but 
much of the gap was unexplained. Decomposition analysis 
revealed that only family endowments/characteristics were 
associated with the food insecurity gap. As in 1998, endow-
ments were an important component that explains the 
household food insecurity gap by maternal nativity, but in 
2011 this component explained less of the gap than in 1998; 
moreover, no other factor contributed to the gap. Instead, 
about half of the gap was unexplained in our model. This 
unexplained portion could be driven by differential effects 
of the Great Recession, growing anti-immigrant sentiment, 
and/or the relatively large share of unauthorized immi-
grants in 2011. Research, for instance, indicates that chil-
dren of unauthorized immigrants face heightened risk of 
food insecurity and other economic hardships [34]. Lastly, 
we did not find that state sorting effects contributed to the 
nativity food insecurity gap in 1998 or 2011. This may be 
because there are both positive factors (e.g., stronger econ-
omy) and negative factors (e.g., lack of immigrant-specific 
resources) associated with different settlement destinations.

This study has several limitations. First, we cannot infer 
causality because data are cross-sectional. Second, food 
insecurity is self-reported and may contain measurement 
error; if foreign- and U.S.-born mothers’ responses were 
systematically different systematically then our estimates 
might be biased. Third, as with most national data, ELCS-
K does not have information on legal status and might 
affect our results, particularly in 2011.

Overall, our results suggest that policy interventions 
are needed to address the growing risk of food insecu-
rity among all Hispanic households with young children, 
but particularly for those with foreign-born mothers. 
The heightened food insecurity risk of Hispanic house-
holds with foreign-born mothers is reflective of some of 
the same challenges experienced by immigrants in prior 
decades but also reflects new challenges. Though fam-
ily endowments/characteristics were the main compo-
nents that affected the maternal nativity household food 
insecurity gap among Hispanic kindergartners in 1998 
and 2011, family endowments was the only compo-
nent that contributed to the gap in 2011; the rest of the 
gap remained unexplained. Moreover, though interac-
tion effects of family endowments and returns on those 
endowments were protective of the gap in 1998, this fac-
tor was no longer protective in 2011. It is possible that, 
after the Great Recession, immigrant families no longer 
feel that hard work will lead to greater returns. Today’s 
harsher economic and political environment, sparked 
by growing anti-immigrant sentiment, may be mak-
ing it more difficult for Hispanic immigrant families to 
combat household food insecurity even after accounting 
for differences in immigrant family characteristics and 

Fig. 2   Contribution of Individual Variables to Nativity Household 
Food Insecurity Gap. Panel A 1998. Panel B 2011. Note Only statisti-
cally significant variables are used in this graph; all other variables 
are under the “Other” category. Panel A Endowment effects contrib-
ute to increase the gap while interaction effects contribute to decrease 
the gap. Panel B Endowment effects contribute to increase the gap
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settlement patterns. Respectful immigration policies that 
protect children and avert discrimination are key in our 
current context.
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