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   How households allocate their time affects their interrelated decisions of where to acquire food, and
the types of food they purchase. One outcome of the COVID-19 pandemic is that for many individuals,
there have been substantial shifts in the amount of time spent at home. Many non-essential workers
have been working from home, while other workers have been laid off. 
   
   Working from home offers potential benefits to households: increased Food Away from Home
purchases have been found to result in reduced diet quality, and individuals working from home tend
to spend more time preparing food for at home consumption (Restrepo and Zeballos 2020). 
   
   However, the cost of time spent to prepare meals at home (essentially a measure that compares the
wage rate to the amount of time required procuring and preparing) is higher for low-income
households (Davis and You 2010), implying that these households may be less likely to spend additional
time preparing Food at Home. Further, the larger time burden associated with food assistance
programs that are less accessible may have negative implications for these low-income households. 

   In this consumer insight report, we explore the relationship between consumers’ time use and their
methods of acquiring food for consumption at home, with a particular eye towards food-insecure
households.

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

Terms
Food Insecure: Households were identified as food insecure if they reported either “sometimes” or “often”
experiencing that their food did not last and they could not afford more. 
Food at Home: Food acquired for consumption at home.
Food Away from Home: Foods prepared outside of the home; intended for immediate consumption. 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP): a federally funded program that allots supplemental
nutrition benefits to families in need, with the goals of increasing access to healthy food and helping families
become self-sufficient (USDA FNS 2021).

How Did Time Use Shift During the
COVID-19 Pandemic? 
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During the pandemic, food secure households spent more time procuring and preparing Food at
Home meals: increasing from 126 minutes before the pandemic to 141 minutes in September
2020. They also spent less time procuring Food Away from Home: decreasing from 81 to 65
minutes.
By contrast, food insecure households did not exhibit changes in time spent procuring or
preparing Food at Home.
However, overall, food insecure households spent more time procuring and preparing Food at
Home than procuring Food Away From Home. 
Lastly, food insecure households spent more time than food secure households in both the Food
Away From Home and Food At Home categories.  

   Figure 1 shows observed shifts in time use by households, segmented by whether or not they
experienced food insecurity in the last 12 months. Food secure households experienced larger shifts
in time spent procuring and preparing food compared to food insecure individuals. 

   To understand the relationship between recent changes in time use and food security, survey
respondents were asked to state the amount of time they spent shopping for Food at Home and
Food Away from Home before (Sept. 2019) and during (Sept. 2020) the pandemic.

Relationship of Time Use and Food Security

 In this study, a household was identified as being low income if they reported an annual income less than $60,000. As this
survey only collected income data from prior to the pandemic but defined food security from experiences during the pandemic,
only 58.3% of food insecure households were found to be classified as low-income. However, this finding is consistent in the
context of COVID-19, as household income generally decreased during the pandemic. This is further supported by the
observation that 66% of food insecure respondents in this sample experienced a change in income or job after April 2020,
which is significantly higher than the number of food secure respondents (38%) who reported a change in income or job. 
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Figure 1. Average time spent procuring and preparing food during the COVID-19 pandemic, n=5000
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Food insecure households who spent at least 10% more time preparing Food At Home during the
COVID pandemic participated in public food assistance programs at lower rates compared to
households who did not spend 10% more time. 
The most highly selected public food assistance program by both groups of food insecure
households was SNAP/EBT, at 56% participation for those who spent at least 10% more time on
FAH and 60% participation for those who did not spend more time on Food At Home during the
pandemic.
Though we cannot definitively identify the cause of households preferring the SNAP program
during the COVID-19 pandemic, this pattern may be due to a variety of factors, including: a) the
fast-tracking of the ability to use SNAP benefits online for home delivery - while the funding from
the upcoming COVID-19 relief plan and other grants seek to modernize WIC, WIC requires
multiple in-person appointments to participate and does not yet have an online purchasing ability;
b) the fact that more food retailers accept SNAP than WIC, implying that the comparative
restrictiveness of WIC increases the time burden associated with its use, and c) that the WIC
program targets households with children, which may include families with women who left the
labor force to care for their children. 

   Survey respondents were asked about their utilization of public assistance programs, as well as the
locations where they acquired food prior to and during the pandemic. Here we look at food insecure
households’ responses separated by changes in the time they spent procuring and preparing food for
at home consumption before and during the pandemic. In this sample, 26% of food insecure
respondents spent at least 10% more time procuring and preparing food for at home consumption.
Given the above-cited research findings that time may be a barrier to food security and is related to
less-healthy Food Away from Home procurement, this is an important area of investigation. 

We find: 
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Utilization of Public Assistance Programs by Food
Insecure Households 

 Food Acquisition Methods of Food
Insecure Households

  Figure 2 presents information about the percent of food insecure households that acquired food
for at home consumption from varying food assistance programs, and whether or not the household
increased the time they spend procuring and preparing food before and during the pandemic.
Interestingly, food insecure households that did increase the time they spent procuring and
preparing food were more likely to acquire food through other food assistance programs, such as
the Commodity Supplemental Food Program and Meals on Wheels (55% compared to 47%).
However, those whose time spent on Food At Home did not change were more likely to utilize food
pantries and school meal programs (59% compared to 40%, and 47% compared to 36%,
respectively).
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Figure 2. Percent of food insecure households that used certain food acquisition methods across levels of
time spent preparing Food at Home, n=2314

Conclusion

   Though we see evidence of
significant changes in the
amount of time food secure
households spent procuring
and preparing food for at
home consumption before
and during the pandemic, we
do not find evidence of
significant changes by food
insecure households.

   Consumer survey results
provide preliminary evidence
that changes to the SNAP
program to support online
utilization may have had a
beneficial effect on the time
required for purchases with
these benefits.

Additionally, fears that
pandemic-related school
closures and long lines at food
banks made acquiring food
more time intensive for food
insecure households are not
substantiated by these
findings.
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