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Abstract: During the early stages of the pandemic, many households experienced a loss of em-
ployment income, which worsened food insecurity and food insufficiency across the United States.
This study aimed to examine whether food assistance programs (FAPs) significantly alleviated food
insufficiency (FI) among job-loss households during the pandemic. The analysis was conducted
with nationally representative survey data (n = 229,668) collected across 50 states and D.C. in 2020.
Spatial analysis and logistic regression were applied to analyze the patterns of FI and to assess
the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), FAPs for children, and community FAPs.
Approximately 18.6% of participants faced FI, 41% of whom experienced FI for the first time. SNAP
significantly lowered the odds of being food insufficient by 24.5% among households who were
already food insufficient before the pandemic and by 11.9% for households with children. FAPs for
children slightly reduced FI among households with children, but those who participated in these
programs still had higher prevalence of food insufficiency than those who did not. Community
FAPs were not effective. The findings suggest increasing the benefit level of SNAP for households
with lowest income, strengthening their partnership with community FAPs, and distributing more
emergent assistance to the most vulnerable households.

Keywords: food insufficiency; job loss; food assistance program; pandemic

1. Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has had severe consequences for the health and well-being
of people in the United States and worldwide. For example, the pandemic has substantially
increased economic hardship and exacerbated food insecurity and food insufficiency [1,2].
Data from the Household Pulse Survey (hereafter HPS) show that almost 37% of respon-
dents experienced a job loss in the United States in 2020 [3]. Many families have experienced
a considerable loss of income because of the unprecedented increase in unemployment,
which has worsened food insecurity and food insufficiency across the country [1,4].

Food insecurity refers to limited or uncertain access to the adequate, safe, and nutri-
tious food required to maintain an active and healthy life [5]. Food insufficiency describes
the way in which households sometimes or often do not have enough food to eat [6–8].
As a result, food insufficiency is often considered a more severe form of food insecurity due
to its focus on undernutrition (not having enough to eat) while food insecurity includes
both malnutrition (not being able to eat a balanced meal) and undernutrition. HPS used a
single food sufficiency survey question, instead of the full food security survey module, in
order to collect near real-time data during the pandemic [8].

Feeding America estimated that food insecurity reached record levels in the United
States in 2020 to approximately 45 million (or one out of seven) Americans, an increase from
approximately 37 million Americans prior to the pandemic [9]. A substantial number of
households have become food insecure for the first time, while previously low-income food-
insecure households have experienced more serious food hardship [1,10,11]. Socioeconomic
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disparities in food insecurity widely existed prior to the COVID-19 crisis [12]. Rates of food
insecurity were greater for the following demographic groups: older individuals, women,
racial and/or ethnic minorities, low-income households, households with lower levels of
education, and households with children [13]. The COVID-19 crisis has worsened many of
these inequalities by making vulnerable households’ food insecurity coping strategies more
difficult. For example, patronizing multiple stores to look for the most affordable food,
group shopping trips, and sharing membership to club stores and meals with neighbors
and family all increase interactions with others and the risk of contacting the disease [12,14].

The U.S. government has implemented a series of food assistance programs for im-
proving low-income Americans’ food security and reducing hunger [15]. The Supplemen-
tal Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) was designed to alleviate food insecurity and
poverty [15,16]. Other federal programs target more specific populations, for example the
Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children for pregnant,
breastfeeding and postpartum women, and infants and children up to five years old. The
National School Lunch Program (NSLP) and School Breakfast Program (SBP) provided
approximately 45 million low-cost or free breakfasts and lunches daily for low-income
school children in 2019 [14]. In addition to the federal programs, community food assistance
programs such as food banks, soup kitchens, and religious organizations have also helped
families in need [17]. In 2015, food banks already served an estimated 46 million Ameri-
cans [17]. There has been extensive research examining the effectiveness of food assistance
programs on reducing food insecurity, but the findings have been inconsistent [16]. For
instance, some studies have found no association between SNAP participation and food
security [18,19], whereas others have suggested that SNAP participants have higher [19,20]
or lower odds of being food insecure for adults [12,21–24]. The inconsistency has raised
scholars’ concerns over the selection bias [16]. In other words, among eligible households
and families, those who participate in the program may be different than those who do
not in unmeasured characteristics, which would bias potential estimates of the program’s
impact on outcomes of interest.

Providing food assistance has become more challenging because of the extraordinary
rise in demand for food assistance, physical distancing efforts, and other cascading effects
of the COVID-19 crisis [4,15]. Federal food assistance programs have served as important
safety nets for many families during the pandemic. For example, Congress authorized
all states to offer the maximum SNAP benefit level to eligible households via emergency
allotments if the federal government and states had declared a public health or disaster
emergency [25]. School meal programs are essential for improving low-income children’s
nutrient intake and their households’ food security [26]. However, school closures and
other COVID-19 prevention strategies have made it extremely difficult for children in need
to access these meals [27,28]. In addition, food banks have been overwhelmed due to the
surge in demand and simultaneous decrease in the amount of donated food, particularly
fresh produce and meat [4].

As a result of the pandemic, millions of Americans have lost their job, with the
unemployment rate increasing from 3.5% in February to 6.7% in the fourth quarter of
2020 [29,30]. Job losses have put many families at high risk of food insufficiency or have
further worsened their pre-existing food insufficiency [31]. There is still much to learn
about food insufficiency among job-loss families and the role of food assistance programs
in the context of the global pandemic. To better improve food sufficiency, a thorough
understanding of the reasons for food hardships and people’s responses to food assistance
programs is urgently needed [4,24]. This study aims to fill this gap by examining the effects
of federal and community food assistance programs in improving the food sufficiency of job-
loss families during the pandemic. Three hypotheses are proposed: during the pandemic,
(1) SNAP has alleviated the food insufficiency of job-loss households who have experienced
a loss of employment income; (2) programs providing food assistance for children have
reduced the food insufficiency of job-loss households; and (3) community-based food
assistance programs have reduced the food insufficiency of job-loss households.
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2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Design, Settings, and Participants

This study used nationally representative data from the Household Pulse Survey to
examine whether food assistance programs have effectively reduced food insufficiency
among job-loss households. This survey was created and conducted by the U.S. Census
Bureau, Department of Agriculture (USDA), Bureau of Labor Statistics, National Center
for Health Statistics, National Center for Education Statistics, and Department of Housing
and Urban Development. The Census Bureau’s Master Address File was used as the source
to select a systematic sample from all eligible household units across 66 areas, including
50 states, D.C., and 15 metro areas [1]. The survey questionnaires were delivered online
using Qualtrics as the data collection platform [1]. The Institutional Review Board of
the authors’ institution determined that this is not research involving human subjects as
defined by DHHS and FDA regulations and, therefore, this study was exempt from IRB
review and approval.

The survey collects data from all 50 states and D.C. since 23 April 2020 by the U.S.
Census Bureau [3]. This study used data collected from 19 August to 21 December 2020
(weeks 13 to 21). Phase 1 data (23 April–21 July 2020) as well as Phases 3–3.1 data (6 January
2021–5 July 2022) were excluded due to a lack of households’ SNAP utilization data
and/or pre-pandemic food sufficiency information. During weeks 13 to 21, a total of
299,301 households experienced a job loss during the pandemic. More specifically, the
participants were included in analysis if they answered yes to the survey question “Have
you, or has anyone in your household (born before 2002) experienced a loss of employment
income since 13 March 2020”?

Individual-level survey data include food insufficiency, participation in SNAP, and
resources for receiving free food at no cost, as well as socio-demographic factors such
as age, gender, race, ethnicity, education, income, and number of children. After remov-
ing those with missing data such as food sufficiency, participation in SNAP, having re-
ceived free food at no cost from programs aimed at children or community-based programs,
and income data, the analytical sample totaled 229,668 participants. Missing data in so-
cial science datasets is a common problem [32] which might affect the results of statisti-
cal analyses if there are over 10% missing cases [33,34]. The samples with missing data
(n = 299,301) and without missing data (n = 229,668) were compared (Table 1). Generally, the
respondents included in analysis are older (48.4 vs. 47.8) with higher percentages of White
(80.5% vs. 78.9%) and non-Hispanic populations (89.1% vs. 88.1%), higher education level
(5.2 vs. 5.1), and fewer children (0.74 vs. 0.79) compared to all 299,301 respondents. The gender
compositions (39.8% vs. 39.7% of male) are similar between two datasets while we were
unable to compare the difference in income levels due to missing values. According to
Rubin’s classification on missing data, the data are missing at random (MAR) in our study
because the probability to be included relates to some known property [33], namely respon-
dents’ socio-demographics. Following some recent studies which used HPS data [1,6,7],
we applied the listwise deletion method and included the respondents with complete data
in analysis. To address any potential nonresponse bias, the HPS recommended sampling
weight was applied to all analyses in this study to reflect the representative proportion in
the U.S. population [1,6,35]. In addition, a power analysis was performed for the logistic
regression analysis with the equation given by Hsieh, Bloch, and Larsen [36]. With a
statistical power of 0.9 and a significance level of 0.05, the derived minimum sample size
is 521. Therefore, the sample used for statistical analysis is sufficiently large to test the
hypotheses. The state boundary file for data analysis and mapping was obtained from the
U.S. Census Bureau website.
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Table 1. Comparing demographics of all respondents (with missing data) and respondents included
in analysis (without missing data).

Sample with Missing Data
(n = 299,301) Mean SD Minimum Maximum

Age * 47.8 14.4 18 88
Education * 5.1 1.5 1 7
Income N/A N/A 1 8
Children * 0.79 1.3 0 5
Gender Male: 39.7% Female: 60.3%
Race White: 78.9% Non-White: 21.1%
Ethnicity * Non-Hispanic: 88.1% Hispanic: 11.9%

Sample without missing
data (n = 229,668) Mean SD Minimum Maximum

Age * 48.4 14.1 18 88
Education * 5.2 1.4 1 7
Income 4.3 2.1 1 8
Children * 0.74 1.1 0 5
Gender Male: 39.8% Female: 60.2%
Race * White: 80.5% Non-White: 19.5%
Ethnicity * Non-Hispanic: 89.1% Hispanic: 10.9%

Note: * Denotes p value < 0.01. All statistics and percentages were calculated with original (unweighted) data to
compare respondents with missing data and without missing data.

2.2. Measures

Table 2 summarizes the variables. The dependent variable is household food insuf-
ficiency, measured by a 4-point Likert scale question, “In the past 7 days, which of these
statements best describes the food eaten in your household?” A binary variable was created,
coded as 1 if the participant answered “Sometimes not enough to eat” or “Often not enough
to eat,” and coded as 0 if they had enough food to eat. This measure has been widely
used to investigate food insecurity and food insufficiency during the pandemic [1,6,35–38].
As part of the full food security survey module, the food insufficiency question has been
validated at the household level [8,38]. According to recent USDA data, food insufficiency
and food insecurity significantly overlap as the majority of food secure households are also
classified as food sufficient [8].

There are three independent variables reflecting a household’s utilization of food
assistance programs. (1) SNAP participation was measured by a yes or no question, “Do
you or does anyone in your household receive benefits from the Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program (SNAP) or the Food Stamp Program?” A participant was coded as
1 if they answered “yes” and coded as 0 if they reported not receiving SNAP benefits.
(2) The receipt or not of free food from school and children’s programs was reflected by a
multiple-choice question, “Where did you get free groceries or free meals?”. A participant
was coded as 1 if they chose “Free meals through the school or other programs aimed
at children” but coded as 0 if they did not choose this answer. (3) The utilization of
community-based programs was measured by the same question. The participant was
coded as 1 if they selected a food pantry or food bank, home delivered service such as
Meals on Wheels, church, synagogue, temple, mosque, or other religious organization,
shelter, or soup kitchen, or other community program, whereas they were coded as 0 if
they did not select any of these answers. The three sources of assistance are not mutually
exclusive as a participant could have participated in SNAP and also received free food
from the other two programs.

The following socio-demographic factors are highly associated with households’ food
insufficiency: age, gender, race/ethnicity, education, household income, and the number of
children under 18-years old [1,13] (Table 3, Appendix A). Therefore, the participant’s age,
gender, race/ethnicity, education, and the household’s income, presence of children or not,
and food insufficiency before the pandemic are included as control variables. Educational
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attainment is an ordinal variable ranging from 1 to 7, indicating less than high school, some
high school, high school graduate or equivalent, some college, associate degree, bachelor’s
degree, and graduate degree. Household income level is an ordinal variable ranging
from 1 to 8, indicating pre-tax household income of less than $25,000, $25,000–$34,999,
$35,000–$49,999, $50,000–$74,999, $75,000–$99,999, $100,000–$149,999, $150,000–$199,999,
and $200,000 and above, respectively.

Table 2. Summary statistics of variables (n = 229,668).

Variables Description

Dependent variable
Food insufficiency 1-Food insufficient (in pandemic) Yes 18.6% No 81.4%
Independent variables

SNAP Received benefits from SNAP or
the Food Stamp Program Yes 15.7% No 84.3%

Children program Got free food from programs
for children Yes 5.1% No 94.9%

Community Got free food from
community programs Yes 7.5% No 92.5%

Control variables
Gender 1-Male Male 47.8% Female 52.2%
Race 1-White White 75% Non-White 25%
Ethnicity 1-Non-Hispanic Non-Hispanic 82.4% Hispanic 17.6%
Children Have children Yes 41% No 59%

Pre food insufficiency 1-Food insufficient
(before pandemic) Yes 13.9% No 86.1%

Mean SD Min Max
Age 46 15.2 18 88
Education 4.3 1.6 1 7
Income 3.8 2 1 8

Note: all descriptive statistics and percentages were calculated with weighted data to reflect the representative
proportion in the target U.S. population.

Table 3. Food insufficiency rates among socio-demographic groups.

Demographics % Food Insufficient
Householdsbefore Pandemic

% Food Insufficient Households
during Pandemic

Gender Male 13.3% 18.3%
Female 14.3% 19.2%

Race White 11.5% 16.4%
Black 24.2% 29.3%
Asian 10.3% 12.3%
Other races 21.7% 26.6%

Ethnicity Hispanic 20.60% 24.80%
Non-Hispanic 12.4% 17.3%

Age <65 14.9% 20.1%
≥65 7.0% 9.1%

Education Less than high school or high school 21.8% 26.8%
Some college or associate degree 12.6% 18.9%
Bachelor’s degree or higher 4.9% 7.5%

Income <$50,000 23.5% 29.8%
≥$50,000 5.6% 9.0%

Children With children 17.5% 22.6%
Without children 11.3% 15.9%

Note: all percentages were calculated with weighted data to reflect the representative proportion in the target U.S.
population.
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2.3. Spatial and Statistical Analysis

Spatial analysis was used in ArcGIS Pro 2.8 to visualize the food insufficiency patterns
across the United States before and during the pandemic. We used logistic regression
in SPSS 28 to examine the effectiveness of SNAP, food programs aimed at children, and
community-based programs on alleviating food insufficiency among job-loss families
(Model 1, n = 229,668). We also ran logistic regression models with subsets of the sample
to further understand the effectiveness of these food assistance programs among two
socioeconomically vulnerable populations. Because many households were already food
insecure before the pandemic, Model 2 restricted the analytical sample to these participants
(n = 20,964) and excluded those who have faced food insufficiency for the first time and
those who have not experienced food insufficiency. The subsample was selected based
on a survey question, “Which of these statements best describes the food eaten in your
household before 13 March 2020?” The households were included in Model 2 if they
answered, “Sometimes not enough to eat” or “Often not enough to eat”. In addition,
households with children have a high rate of food insecurity [13]. Model 3 (n = 91,031)
focused on households with children to thoroughly examine the effectiveness of food
assistance programs, particularly those aimed at children.

3. Results
3.1. Descriptions of Food-Insufficient Households and Preditor Variables

Among participants who or whose family members have experienced a job loss, 18.6%
have experienced food insufficiency during the pandemic (Table 2), 41% of whom have
experienced food insufficiency for the first time. Food insufficiency rates increased across
all socio-demographic groups in the pandemic (Table 3). The percentages of food insuffi-
cient households were much higher among Black (29.3%) and Hispanic (24.8%) households
compared to White (16.4%) and non-Hispanic households (17.3%). Households with chil-
dren had a higher rate than those without children (22.6% vs. 15.9%). The proportion
of pre-pandemic and in-pandemic food-insufficient households displays similar patterns
across states (Figure 1), with several southern states (Alabama, Arkansas, Louisiana, Mis-
sissippi, South Carolina, and Texas) maintaining the highest proportion of food-insufficient
households. The proportion of food-insufficient households rose across all states during the
pandemic, among which Arizona, Georgia, Idaho, Kentucky, Oklahoma, and West Virginia
increased most sharply, over 6.5% higher than pre-pandemic levels.
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Approximately 15.7% of households in the sample have received SNAP benefits, 34.8%
of whom were food insufficient during the pandemic. Additionally, 12.6% of households
have received free meals or free groceries, including 7.5% from community-based programs
and 5.1% from the school or other programs aimed at children (Table 2). At the time of the
survey, the participants were between 18 and 88 years old (mean 46) and included 47.8% of
men and 52.2% of women, 75% White, 13.4% Black, 4.7% Asian and 6.9% other race or race
in combination, as well as 17.6% Hispanic and 82.4% non-Hispanic (Table 2).

3.2. Results of Logistic Regression Models

Table 4 presents the estimates from the logistic regression models. Participation in
the SNAP program shows inconsistent associations with food insufficiency for job-loss
households across the three models (odds ratio [OR] = 1.107, p < 0.001, 95% CI 1.106, 1.108;
OR = 0.755, p < 0.001, 95% CI 0.754, 0.756; OR = 0.881, p < 0.001, 95% CI 0.88, 0.882). The
results suggest that households who received SNAP benefits are more likely to be food
insufficient during the pandemic generally (Model 1). However, receiving benefits from
the SNAP program significantly reduces the odds of being food insufficient by 24.5% for
households who were already food insufficient before the pandemic and by 11.9% for
households with children.

The findings on the assistance programs aimed at children vary among the three
models as well. Among households with children, those who have received free food from
school and children’s programs are more likely to be food insufficient during the pandemic
(OR = 1.077, p < 0.001, 95% CI 1.075, 1.079). While in Models 1 and 2, the assistance
programs aimed at children have slightly alleviated food insufficiency by 0.7% (OR = 0.993,
p < 0.001, 95% CI 0.991, 0.994) among all households and by 9.4% (OR = 0.906, p < 0.001, 95%
CI 0.904, 0.909) for households who were already food insufficient before the pandemic.

The findings on community-based programs are relatively consistent among the three
models. Households who have received free food from community food programs (e.g.,
food pantry or food bank) are more likely to be food insufficient during the pandemic in all
three models (OR = 1.309, p < 0.001, 95% CI 1.307, 1.31; OR = 1.07, p < 0.001, 95% CI 1.067,
1.072; OR = 1.23, p < 0.001, 95% CI 1.228, 1.232).
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Table 4. Results of logistic regression models.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

All (n = 229,668) Pre food insufficient
(n = 20,964)

Households with
children (n = 91,031)

Individual level independent variables Odds Ratio
SNAP 1.107 * 0.755 * 0.881 *

95% CI 1.106, 1.108 0.754, 0.756 0.88, 0.882
Children programs 0.993 * 0.906 * 1.077 *

95% CI 0.991, 0.994 0.904, 0.909 1.075, 1.079
Community programs 1.309 * 1.07 * 1.23 *

95% CI 1.307, 1.31 1.067, 1.072 1.228, 1.232
Control variables
Age 0.985 * 1.002 * 0.991 *

95% CI 0.985, 0.985 1.002, 1.002 0.991, 0.991
Gender (reference-female) 1.091 * 1.287 * 1.043 *

95% CI 1.09,1.092 1.285, 1.289 1.041, 1.044
Race (reference-White)

1-Black 1.125 * 0.977 * 1.1 *
95% CI 1.123, 1.126 0.975, 0.979 1.099, 1.102

2-Asian 0.689 * 0.811 * 0.691 *
95% CI 0.688, 0.69 0.808, 0.814 0.689, 0.693

3-Other races 1.158 * 0.951 * 1.16 *
95% CI 1.156, 1.159 0.949, 0.953 1.158, 1.162

Ethnicity (reference-non-Hispanic) 0.894 * 0.873 * 0.861 *
95% CI 0.894, 0.895 0.872, 0.875 0.86, 0.862

Education 0.895 * 0.979 * 0.903 *
95% CI 0.895, 0.895 0.979, 0.98 0.903, 0.904

Income 0.774 * 0.898 * 0.782 *
95% CI 0.774, 0.775 0.898, 0.899 0.782, 0.782

Pre food sufficiency (reference-yes) 26.892 * N/A 21.255
26.869, 26.915 21.23, 21.281

Children (reference-no children) 1.136 * 0.985 * N/A
95% CI 1.135, 1.137 0.984, 0.987

Omnibus Tests (model significance) <0.001 <0.001 <0.001
-2Loglikelihood 204,132,813 46,334,563 48,004,269

Note: * Denote p value < 0.001. Results presented in Table 4 were weighted based on the HPS recommended
sampling weights to reflect the representative proportion in the target U.S. population.

There are substantial differences in food insufficiency by individual and households’
social and demographic characteristics. In general, participants’ households are more likely
to be food insufficient if they are young (OR = 0.985, p < 0.001, 95% CI 0.985, 0.985), female
(OR = 1.091, p < 0.001, 95% CI 1.09, 1.092), Black (OR = 1.125, p < 0.001, 95% CI 1.123, 1.126),
or other races (OR = 1.158, p < 0.001, 95% CI 1.156, 1.159), or have low educational attain-
ment (OR = 0.895, p < 0.001, 95% CI 0.895, 0.895). In addition, lower income households
(OR = 0.774, p < 0.001, 95% CI 0.774, 0.775) or households with children (OR = 1.136,
p < 0.001, 95% CI 1.135, 1.137) are more likely to be food insufficient. Food insufficiency
before the pandemic is the strongest predictor (OR = 26.869, p < 0.001, 95% CI 26.869, 26.915)
of the dependent variable.

4. Discussion

The main goal of the current study was to analyze job-loss households’ food hardship
and examine the effectiveness of food assistance programs on alleviating food insufficiency
during the COVID-19 crisis.

The results partially support the first hypothesis on the effectiveness of SNAP. SNAP
participation has significantly alleviated food insufficiency for job-loss households who
were already food insufficient before the pandemic and households with children. However,
we did not find evidence that this program is also effective for those who first became food
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insufficient during the pandemic. These findings can be explained by the following aspects,
which also echo several recent studies [39–41].

First, some job-loss households are not eligible for SNAP whereas other eligible house-
holds may not participate in the program [39,40]. To receive SNAP benefits, households
must meet certain requirements including income and assets limits [42]. Generally, the
household’s gross income should be lower than 130% of the poverty line and total assets
should be less than $2500, while some states increased the income threshold up to 200% of
the poverty line and waived the asset limit [43]. For SNAP households, the unemployment
benefits are counted as unearned income and, therefore, receiving these benefits might have
made some households no longer eligible for SNAP benefits [43]. The $600/week unem-
ployment benefit which was extended until December 2020 has significantly reduced food
insufficiency among households who lost employment income during the pandemic [44].
Our data show that only 26.5% of first-time food-insufficient households have received
benefits from SNAP. Second, the existing SNAP benefits are not sufficient for all current
recipients to cope with increased food prices and exacerbated economic hardship, and
therefore, the most vulnerable households with the lowest income have remained food
insecure [39–42]. Congress temporarily increased SNAP benefits from April to December
2021, over one year after the pandemic began [45]. Third, barriers to food access other
than economic hardship have also intensified food insufficiency during the pandemic.
Among all participants, 39.4% (90,577) did not get sufficient food or what they wanted to
eat because they could not or were afraid to go out due to transportation, mobility, or health
problems or because they could not get groceries or meals delivered to them. Although
the USDA has launched the SNAP online purchase pilot, the benefits can only be used to
purchase eligible food from a few grocers in 2020 although more retailers have been added
to the SNAP online purchasing in recent two years [46]. For example, only Sam’s Club Scan
and Go, Amazon, and Walmart accept payment online in Louisiana while Alaska has yet to
begin this program [46]. In addition, SNAP recipients cannot pay delivery fees and other
associated charges with the SNAP benefits [46], which the household may not be able to
afford to pay. The inflexibility of using SNAP benefits may have created new barriers for
vulnerable households [41].

Turning to the second hypothesis, the analysis shows that food programs for chil-
dren have slightly reduced food insufficiency among all job-loss households and among
households that were already food insufficient before the pandemic. However, when
focusing on households with children, we found that those who have participated in these
programs tend to be more food insufficient compared with those who have not received
free food from these programs. Some early studies have demonstrated that participation
in school-based food programs (i.e., NSLP and SBP) has improved students’ nutrition
and lowered food insecurity and food insufficiency for households with children [47–49].
However, the analysis in this study also shows unexpected findings (Model 3) which align
with some recent studies [50–52]. There are two possible explanations for the results. First,
school-based and other food programs for children provide free meals or food for children
from low-income families [50]. For example, children are eligible for free school meals if
their households have incomes below 130% of the poverty line [53]. It is not surprising that
these low-income households are more likely to be food insufficient.

Second, school closures and physical distancing approaches during the early stage
of the pandemic disrupted children’s access to food assistance resources, particularly
school meals [11,54]. Though some schools provided meal pickup, many parents and
caregivers could not leave from work in the middle of the day to pick up meals at a
designated site [55]. According to a Food Research and Action Center report, the school
lunch participation rate had dropped by 30% in the 2020–2021 school year compared to
the 2018–2019 school year [56]. Therefore, the virtual schooling and physical distancing
recommendations may have greatly reduced the effectiveness of food assistance programs
aimed at children in improving low-income households’ food security and food sufficiency
during the pandemic due to their inability to reach these children in need. In addition, food
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insecurity rates have risen to record levels among households with children during the
pandemic [57]. Food assistance programs for children might not be capable of providing
sufficient amounts of food for all children in need, although these programs have reduced
the degree of food insufficiency among households with children to some extent. Based
on an estimate of national data, receiving free or low-cost school lunches can alleviate
3.8% of food insecurity [58]. However, children depending on school meals have become
more vulnerable to food insecurity and food insufficiency because of remote schooling [54].
Comparing the pre-pandemic era with our study period (August to December 2020), food
insufficiency rates increased more sharply for households who received free or low-cost
food from school or other food programs for children (20.2% to 27.1%) than for those who
did not participate in these programs (17.2% to 22%).

The results do not support the third hypothesis. The literature on the association
of food insufficiency and utilization of community-based food assistance programs is
inconsistent. Some research stresses that community-based programs (e.g., food banks, food
pantries, and soup kitchens) have played an important role in combating food insecurity
and food insufficiency by offering immediate solutions to severe food hardships [4,59,60].
While our findings are in line with studies suggesting that people who used community-
based food programs are more likely to be food insecure/insufficient [61,62]. The users of
community-based food programs usually have significantly lower income compared with
those who did not use these programs [62]. Therefore, it is challenging to assess the effects
of food programs on improving food security/sufficiency because of the selection bias.
Namely, the substantial differences between program users and non-users may mask the
positive effects of food assistance programs [63]. Undoubtedly, these community programs
have effectively bridged the food security gap to meet the emergent needs of the vulnerable
population [60]. Regional and local food pantries, soup kitchens, and shelters, among
others, have partnered with the USDA and delivered almost 174 million food boxes to
disadvantaged Americans in this period [4,64].

It is also worth mentioning the spatial inequalities of food insufficiency among states.
A dozen states maintain very high rates of food insufficiency, or their proportions of food
insufficient households have risen significantly during the pandemic. Most of these states
have lower income levels (average median household income (MHHI) $52,617) but higher
poverty rates (average 15.3%) compared with the national MHHI ($67,521) and poverty
rate (11.4%). A substantial number of households have suffered income loss or reduction
and food hardship; however, the percentages of job-loss households participating in food
assistance programs are similar to, and even lower than, the national average levels, with
16.9% participating in SNAP and 4.8% and 7.2% receiving free food from programs aimed at
children and community-based programs respectively in these states. According to USDA
data [65], the percentages of eligible people who participated in SNAP were lower in these
states (81.3%) compared to the national average (84%). Also, given that community-based
food programs rely heavily on donations [66], the economically disadvantaged states may
have limited capacity for these programs. These comparisons raise the critical issue of how
to equitably provide and distribute emergent food assistance to low-income states in order
to combat food insecurity and food insufficiency more efficiently during a crisis, which
merits a more thorough investigation.

This study has some limitations. First, we were only able to understand the pattern of
job-loss households’ food insufficiency and their utilizations of food assistance programs
from August to December 2020 while unable to investigate the trend from March to July
2020 and in 2021 and 2022 because of a lack of data. Second, the effectiveness of federal
food assistance programs in alleviating food insufficiency might be underestimated given
that low-income food insecure households are more likely to be eligible for and participate
in these programs. In addition, due to the data limitations, it is difficult to measure the
influence of receiving unemployment benefits on households’ eligibility to apply for SNAP
and the degree of food insufficiency reduced by the school and other food programs for
children. These all might have caused the effectiveness of federal food assistance programs
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to be underestimated. Thirdly, food insufficiency has been exacerbated due to additional
barriers other than economic hardship, such as transportation and psychological issues.
In future studies, a survey that incorporates these factors will be designed and conducted
to provide thorough insights.

5. Conclusions

Using nationally representative survey data, this research analyzed food insufficiency
among job-loss households during the early stages of the pandemic and examined the
role of food assistance programs in reducing their food hardship. We found that SNAP
significantly reduced the odds of being food insufficient for households who were already
food insufficient prior to the pandemic and for households with children. Food programs for
children slightly lowered food insufficiency among households with children, but those who
have participated in these programs still had a higher prevalence of food insufficiency than
those who have not. In addition, community food assistance programs were not effective.

This study has potential policy implications. First, the findings suggest the government
lower the access barriers to federal food assistance programs for those households who
were food insufficient but ineligible for these programs and increase the benefits more
rapidly to provide emergent assistance for those most vulnerable households during a
global crisis.

Second, given the flexibility of community-based food programs, the results suggest
policy makers further strengthen the partnership between federal and community-based
programs to make food assistance accessible and available for all households in need.
During the pandemic, many people, particularly those senior and disabled people, could
not or were afraid to go out to purchase food due to transportation, mobility, or health
problems [3]. While the SNAP benefits do not pay for delivery fees and other associated
charges [46]. The federal food assistance programs (e.g., SNAP) have partnered with
Feeding America’s network, including food pantries and meal programs, to provide meals
for those in need [8]. The partnership between federal and community-based programs
could be further expanded and strengthened to provide and deliver free meals for more
food insufficient households, especially for senior and disabled people.

Thirdly, considering the socioeconomic disparities between socio-demographic groups
and among regions and states, it is necessary to allocate more federal resources to support
vulnerable households across the country, particularly those in economically disadvantaged
states. Governments could use both traditional and social media to broadly advertise food
assistance programs to increase the participation rates among eligible households. The
federal food assistance programs could distribute more resources to improve the capacity
of community-based programs in economically disadvantaged states.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Summary of socio-demographic information among food insufficient households and food
sufficient households.

Demographics Food Insufficient Households Food Sufficient Households

Gender Male 46.3% 48.1%
Female 53.7% 51.9%

Race White 65.9% 77.1%
Black 21.2% 11.7%
Asian 3.1% 5.1%
Other races 9.9% 6.2%

Ethnicity Hispanic 23.5% 16.30%
Non-Hispanic 76.50% 83.7%

Age Mean/Standard Deviation 42.3/13.6 46.8/15.4
Minimum, Maximum 18, 88 18, 88

Education Mean/Standard Deviation 3.6/1.4 4.5/1.6
Minimum, Maximum 1, 7 1, 7

Income Mean/Standard Deviation 2.5/1.6 4.1/2
Minimum, Maximum 1, 8 1, 8

Children Mean/Standard Deviation 1/1.3 0.7/1.1
Minimum, Maximum 0, 5 0, 5

Note: all descriptive statistics and percentages were calculated with weighted data to reflect the representative
proportion in the target U.S. population.
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