
Terms
Food secure: households had access, at all times, to enough food for an active, healthy life for all household
members
Food insecure: households are uncertain of having, or unable to acquire, at some time during the year, enough
food to meet the needs of all their members because they had insufficient money or other resources for food

Local Food Systems
Response to COVID

Food 
Security

They often
(16%) or

sometimes
(30%)

couldn’t
afford to

eat
balanced

meals.

The food they
purchased often

(18%) or sometimes
(29%) didn’t last or
that they did not

have enough
money to get

more. 

30% ate less
than they felt
they should

because there
wasn’t enough

food. 
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Respondents reported much higher levels of food insecurity than documented 
by the USDA Economic Research Service in 2019 using the same questions. The 
USDA ERS survey found that 89.5 percent of U.S. households were food secure 
throughout 2019, and that 10.5 percent were food insecure. Households in our 
survey reported that:

 In the last 12
months, 28%
had someone

in the
household cut

the size of a
meal or skip a
meal because
there wasn’t

enough money
for food. 

    25% were hungry
at some point over
the last 12 months

but didn’t eat
because there
wasn’t enough

money for food. 

Consumer Food Insights Series

Highlights from nationwide survey of food
behavior during Covid-19 pandemic
Sample size = 5000 respondents
Conducted Fall 2020 (Oct. - Nov.) and captures
behavior in 3 time periods (September 2019, April
2020, September 2020)
Objective: Understand changes in U.S. consumer
food behavior during Covid-19
Specific focus on implications for local and
regional food systems

https://www.ers.usda.gov/publications/pub-details/?pubid=99281


Besides gardening or growing food themselves, utilizing funds from the Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program (SNAP), formerly known as food stamps, was the second most common method of
acquiring food in our food insecure sample. Note that we asked respondents to include pandemic-EBT
benefits in this category. Pandemic-EBT (also referred to as P-EBT) is a benefit to school-aged children
who would have been eligible for free or  reduced-price meals in schools for March, April, or May;
eligible  households received an EBT card that provided extra food benefits. Accordingly, this method of
food acquisition may be more heavily utilized during a  point in time when these benefits were more
substantial.

To better understand how food insecure households are acquiring food  during the pandemic, we
asked respondents to provide information about  the locations where they got food in September
2020. Interestingly, food insecure households were more likely to garden or  grow food themselves
compared to food secure households (35% and 27%, respectively), and this was the acquisition
method most frequently utilized overall.

 It is likely that the increased food
insecurity levels among respondents

is due to the effects of the COVID
pandemic. If our survey data are

representative of the U.S.
population, they suggest that food
insecurity levels are higher than
during the great recession, when
they were between 14.6 and 14.9

percent of households.

In the last 12 months,
did (you or other

adults in your
household) ever cut

the size of your meals
or skip meals because
there wasn't enough

money for food?
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I don't know

No

Yes

Food Acquisition Strategies



27%

A potentially concerning finding is the small percentage of 
food insecure households accessing school meal programs 
during the pandemic. In non-pandemic times, the NSLP is 
the second largest food and nutrition assistance program in 
the U.S. and provides almost 30 million daily reduced-cost 
or free meals, feeding 84% of low-income, food-insecure 
households with school aged children. Previous research 
has found that that NSLP decreases food insecurity among 
households with children in school by 2.3 to 9 percentage 
points. Accordingly, if food insecure households are not 
utilizing school meals, it begs the question as to whether 
other acquisition locations have similar benefits. However, 
only 41% of respondents reported at least one child 18 or 
under. This means that families could have children over 18, 
which could contribute to the gap between those who need 
assistance and those who are able to get assistance from 
schools. Additional data analysis is needed to understand 
how the subpopulation with children acquired food during 
COVID.  

Unfortunately, we did not ask for follow up information to understand 
barriers to accessing food at these locations. Limited utilization of food banks 
and pantries among survey respondents does not necessarily align with 
accounts from Feeding America (the nation’s largest domestic hunger-relief 
organization) that 4 in 5 food banks are serving more people than they did a 
year ago. Although, it may be the case that the 27% of food insecure 
respondents acquiring food from food banks and pantries are visiting those 
locations frequently.
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The food security questions were taken from the six-term short form of the food security survey that the U.S.
Department of Agriculture’s Economic Research Service administers. The advantage of the short-form survey is that it is
less burdensome for food-insecure households, but it is less precise and somewhat less reliable than the 18-item
measure. More information can be found here: https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/food-nutrition-assistance/food-
security-in-the-us/survey-tools/#six

of food insecure
respondents reported
utilizing food pantries

or food banks

School Meals

Photo from "We Don't Waste."

https://www.feedingamerica.org/hunger-blog/food-bank-response-covid-numbers
https://www.ers.usda.gov/publications/pub-details/?pubid=84002
https://www.ers.usda.gov/publications/pub-details/?pubid=84002



