
Highlights from nationwide survey of food behavior
during COVID-19 pandemic
Sample size = 5000 respondents
Conducted Fall 2020 (Oct. - Nov.) and captures
behavior in three time periods (September 2019, April
2020, and 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. 

School Meal Program (SMP): Respondents reported participating in the SMP if a child in their household
acquired lunch, breakfast, summer meals, or used a snack backpack program at a K-12 school. Not limited to
participation in the National School Lunch Program (NSLP). 

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 2021b). Referred to in this document as SNAP/EBT.

    School meals feed 84% of low-income, food-insecure households with school aged children
(Ralston et al., 2017). Most studies have found that participation in the school lunch program is
associated with significantly lower rates of food insecurity for households with children, as well as
improved diet quality and academic performance (Gundersen and Ziliak, 2018; Ralston et al., 2017). In
March 2020, when schools closed due to the COVID-19 pandemic, many low-income and food
insecure households with kids had to quickly pivot to alternative sources for purchasing and
acquiring food. This Consumer Food Insight (CFI) seeks to understand how households participating
in the SMP prior to the pandemic (September 2019) acquired food in April and September of 2020.
Findings yield important insights into the efficacy of federal emergency programs and may guide
future efforts to mitigate families’ food insecurity. 

    Figure 1 shows changes in how households that participated in the SMP prior to the pandemic
acquired food during the pandemic (April and September 2020). As expected, participation in SMPs
dropped at the onset of the pandemic. 
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    Only 37% of those participating prior to the start of the pandemic continued to participate.
Surprisingly, the number of households participating did not recover once most schools reopened
in September 2020. The observed lack of recovery in SMP participation may be explained, in part,
by the fact that our data includes households with children aged 0-5, and in 2019 32% of children
under 18 were aged 0-5 (Federal Interagency Forum on Child and Family Statistics, 2020). Thus, it
is important to note that there are limitations in our ability to analyze the impact of school
closures, as we do not have data to differentiate between households with school aged children
and those with children aged 0-5.
    Usage of SNAP/EBT and WIC both increased among SMP participating households from
September 2019 (pre-pandemic) to April 2020 (pandemic onset), but then decreased below pre-
pandemic levels in September 2020. The 3% increase in SNAP/EBT participation in April 2020 may
reflect new usage of Pandemic EBT dollars (P-EBT) provided during the pandemic to cover the
costs of school meals during school closures and other pandemic related impacts to the SMP.
Unexpectedly, food pantry utilization decreased throughout the pandemic, which may reflect the
relative inconvenience of food pantry acquisition compared to other types of food assistance.
Additionally, anecdotal evidence has indicated that food pantries were relied on more heavily by
fewer families, thus increasing total demand in terms of quantity but not in terms of household
numbers. Another interesting and perhaps unexpected trend was growth in gardening among this
population, which could be an indication that households were seeking ways to grow their own
source of food.  
   Notably, we see a decrease in utilization of all programs in September 2020. This trend is more
pronounced for households that used the SMP prior to the pandemic compared to the entire
national sample. For example, the national sample observed an 8% increase in SNAP/EBT
utilization from April to September 2020, while SMP households reported a 6% decrease in
SNAP/EBT utilization. This may suggest that households using SMPs were able to resume their
“normal” behavior by September 2020, relative to those households without children or that did
not participate in SMPs. This may be because many of these households included “essential”
workers and those who had returned to in-person work. 22

Fig. 1. Percentage of households participating in SMP utilization of
various food acquisition methods, N = 500



On average, households had three children at home and a household size of four people. 
The median 2020 income was in the range of $60,000-$69,999, which was similar to the median
income in the national sample. 
More than half (52%) of respondents reported being classified as an essential worker, and 28%
reported being classified as a non-essential worker. The remaining 20% of the sample either did
not know their classification or were not classified as an essential or non-essential worker. 
Seventy-six percent of households reported experiencing food insecurity. This is much higher
than the 47% of the national sample that reported the same.

43% of respondents reported loss of income and/or hours worked.
5% reported increased income or hours worked.
52% reported no change in income or job.

    To fully understand the trends, we delve deeper into the demographics and COVID-19 experiences
of households participating in the SMP:

    Figure 2 illustrates the percentages of SMP households that experienced various economic
impacts from the COVID-19 pandemic. Of these households, 31% reported experiencing income or
job loss due to the COVID-19 pandemic, and an additional 29% reported experiencing decreased
income or fewer hours worked. This provides further evidence that economic impacts drove
changes in households’ food acquisition methods. On the other hand, 40% of these households
reported either no change or increased income and/or hours worked at their job, which may
indicate that the majority of these households included an essential worker.

    The economic impacts experienced by this subset of households are more pronounced compared
to the nationally representative sample. In the national sample: 

  

    Prioritization of emergency funds via P-EBT, to support free or reduced price SMP to participants,
appears warranted for our sample.

Fig. 2. Percentage of households participating in SMP that experienced
changes in income and/or work due to COVID-19 Pandemic, N= 500
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Describing Households that Participate in the SMP and their
COVID-19 Experience






    School closures led to decreases in food access and changes in food acquisition methods by
families participating in the School Meal Program (SMP). Of families who were participating in
the SMP in September 2019, only 37% were still participating at the onset of the pandemic in
April 2020, and 36% were participating in September 2020. This is likely a reflection of many
schools moving to a distance learning format. The National Center for Education Statistics
reported that 67% of households with school-aged children used distance learning in
September 2020 (NCES 2021). Additionally, the observed usage rates of SMP may also have been
driven down by the inclusion of households with children aged 0-5 in this sample. 

    Federal efforts to mitigate food insecurity, such as the distribution of P-EBT dollars, likely
also had a substantial impact on the utilization of assistance programs by these households.
There was a 3% increase in SNAP/EBT utilization from the period prior to the pandemic
(September 2019) to the onset of the pandemic (April 2020). However, 44% of these households
were not utilizing SNAP/EBT (including P-EBT), implying that federal efforts did not reach
some families who use the SMP. 

    Of the pre-pandemic SMP participants, 60% reported experiencing loss of income and/or
work due to COVID-19 disruptions. This validates federal efforts made to prioritize emergency
funding to be distributed to families who participate in the SMP. Future efforts may consider
ways to increase outreach and subsequent utilization of emergency funding programs. 
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