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Background

Key Findings

The COVID-19 pandemic has had wide ranging impacts 
on the food system, affecting food security in many ways. 
Multiple national and state studies have highlighted 
changes in food security since the COVID-19 pandemic 
began in March 2020 in the United States, though the 
scale and depth of  these efforts have varied. Our team, 
the National Food Access and COVID research Team 
(NFACT), used a common survey instrument, in whole 
or part, across 18 study sites in 15 states and nationally to 
examine several aspects of  food security during the  pan-
demic. This collective work assesses the changes in food 

security occurring since March 2020 in varying geogra-
phies, demographics, and time points, as well as the chal-
lenges with, concerns about, and helpful strategies to 
ensure greater food security during the COVID-19 pan-
demic. In the current brief  we present preliminary data 
of  our aggregated study sites examining food security 
outcomes overall, and by three specific demographic 
factors: 1) race and ethnicity, 2) presence of  children in 
the household, and 3) job disruptions in the household. 
The collective sample size represented in these data is 
more than 26,000 people. 

1. NFACT includes 18 study sites in 15 states as well as 
a national poll, collectively representing a sample size of  
more than 26,000 people. Some sites have implemented 
multiple survey rounds, here we report results from 22 
separate surveys conducted during the year since the 
COVID-19 pandemic began in March 2020.

2. 18 out of  19 surveys in 14 sites with data for before 
and since the pandemic began found an increase in 
food insecurity since the start of  the COVID-19 
pandemic as compared to before the pandemic. 

3. In nearly all surveys (18/19) that measured food 
insecurity both before and during the pandemic, more 
Black, Indigenous, and People of  Color (BIPOC) were 
classified as food insecure during the pandemic as 
compared to before it began.

4. Prevalence of  food insecurity for BIPOC 
respondents was higher than the overall population in 
the majority of  surveys (19/20) sampling a general 
population.

5. In almost all surveys (21/22), the prevalence of  food 
insecurity for households with children was higher 
than the overall prevalence of  food insecurity.

6. Food insecurity prevalence was higher for 
households experiencing a negative job impact during 
the pandemic (i.e. job loss, furlough, reduction in 
hours) in nearly all surveys and study sites (21/22).

7. Food insecurity prevalence in most sites was 
significantly higher before COVID-19 than estimates 
from that time period. Reporting a percent change 
between pre and during COVID-19 prevalence may 
provide additional information about the rate of  
change in food insecurity since the start of  the 
pandemic, which absolute prevalence of  food 
insecurity may not capture. 

8. Results highlight consistent trends in food insecurity 
outcomes since the start of  the COVID-19 pandemic, 
across diverse study sites, methodological approaches, 
and time.
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Our data was collected from 18 study sites across 15 
states, as well as from a national sample, including 22 
separate surveys (Figure 1). 

The survey instrument (Niles et al. 2020a) used by our 
sites was developed by NFACT collaborators in March 
2020, after being piloted and tested with a sub-sample 
population in Vermont (Niles et al. 2020b). Study sites 
distributed the survey via two major strategies: 1) conve-
nience sampling in partnership with community organi-
zations and stakeholders and/or social media, and 2) 
representative survey panels administered by a profes-
sional survey company. In some cases, study sites deliber-
ately targeted certain populations with known higher risk 
of  food insecurity (e.g., low-income households; BIPOC; 
or participants in the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 

Program (SNAP)). All study sites utilized the six-item food 
security module from the US Department of  Agriculture, 
a validated instrument, which measures food security in a 
US context. All sites asked about food insecurity preva-
lence since March 2020, meaning the prevalence of  food 
insecurity was cumulative since the start of  the pandem-
ic. Additional details about data collection and sampling 
approaches can be found in Table 1. Since we also report 
results for specific sub-populations, Supplementary Table 
2 (at the end of  the brief) shows the sample size by study 
site, both the total and for each sub-populations. Caution 
is needed in interpreting the food insecurity prevalence 
for some subgroups with smaller sample sizes (Supple-
mentary Table 2).  For this reason we do not report any 
sub-population food insecurity prevalence unless a popu-
lation has at least 30 respondents, the minimum generally 
required to conduct statistical analysis.

Figure 1.  States shown in blue represent sites for NFACT studies in whole or part. California data is from the San Francisco 
Bay Area, Illinois data is from the Chicago area only. Gray states are also represented in the national sample. Visual credit: 
Samuel F. Rosenblatt
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Table 1. Study sites and relevant methods for each site
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Figure 2. Food insecurity prevalence before COVID-19 as compared to since COVID-19, as well as the percent change.  
Pre-COVID-19 status was determined at the same time as since COVID-19 status, and was retrospective. 
* Survey site with specific targeting of sub-populations (e.g. low-income, BIPOC, SNAP participants).

Overall Food Insecurity Prevalence
Overall we found higher levels of  food insecurity since 
the onset of  the COVID-19 pandemic as compared to 
pre-COVID-19 levels, with 18 out of  19 surveys in 14 
sites with pre and post data finding increases in food inse-
curity (Figure 2). The percent of  respondents classified as 
food insecure since the COVID-19 pandemic began, 
ranged from 19% in the Vermont May/June survey of  a 

general population to 74% in New York City with a 
specific low-income/BIPOC sample from July/August. 
The range of  change spans no change among respon-
dents in one study site (New Mexico) to a 65% relative 
increase in food insecurity among respondents in the 
California Bay Area (from 20% pre-COVID-19 to 33% 
since COVID-19).  
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Food Insecurity by Race/Ethnicity
Disaggregated data is important to understand challeng-
es across racial and ethnic communities. As a result, we 
report food insecurity by race and ethnicity before and 
during the COVID-19 pandemic in two ways: both as an 
aggregated outcome of  BIPOC respondents overall 
(Figure 3) and, where there are at least 30 respondents 
within a specific race or ethnicity category, as disaggre-
gated race and ethnicity data (Figure 4).  In most study 
sites, we find that respondents identifying as BIPOC 
report higher levels of  food insecurity as compared to the 
overall prevalence or the prevalence as compared to 
non-Hispanic white respondents. In nearly all sites, we 
also find an increase in the prevalence of  food insecurity 
among BIPOC respondents during the COVID-19 pan-
demic.

Figure 3. Prevalence of food insecurity before and during the 
COVID-19 pandemic among BIPOC respondents, and the 
percent change. Pre-COVID-19 status was determined at the 
same time as since COVID-19 status, and was retrospective.
* Survey site with specific targeting of sub-populations (e.g. low-income, BIPOC, SNAP 
participants).

Figure 4. Prevalence  of food insecurity before and during 
the COVID-19 pandemic among Non-Hispanic White, 
Non-Hispanic Black and Hispanic respondents. 
Pre-COVID-19 status was determined at the same time as 
since COVID-19 status, and was retrospective. Sites without 
disaggregated data do not have enough respondents for 
sub-population reporting. 
 * Survey site with specific targeting of sub-populations (e.g. low-income, 
BIPOC, SNAP participants).
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Food Insecurity Among Households 
with Children
Across nearly all study sites, we found a higher preva-
lence of  food insecurity among households with children 
(Figure 5). Furthermore, in the sites that assessed food 

Figure 5. Prevalence of food insecurity before and during the COVID-19 pandemic among respondent households with 
children, and the percent change. Pre-COVID-19 status was determined at the same time as since COVID-19 status, and was 
retrospective. 
* Survey site with specific targeting of sub-populations (e.g. low-income, BIPOC, SNAP participants).

security status before and during the COVID-19 pan-
demic, 21 out of  22 surveys saw an increase in food inse-
curity among households with children.
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Food Insecurity among Households 
with Job Disruption
In nearly all study sites, we found that food insecurity 
prevalence for those experiencing any type of  job disrup-
tion (i.e., job loss, reduced hours, or furlough) was higher 
than the overall prevalence of  food insecurity. Food inse-
curity among those with any type of  job disruption 
ranged from 27.5% in Vermont’s May/June survey, to 
75% in Utah among a population of  SNAP participants. 
In all sites, food insecurity prevalence was higher for 
respondents experiencing any negative job disruption, 
than the overall prevalence of  food insecurity (Figure 6).

Figure 6. Rates of food insecurity since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic among respondent households experiencing 
a negative job disruption overall and by specific disruption types (i.e., job loss, furlough, or reduction in hours). 
* Survey site with specific targeting of sub-populations (e.g. low-income, BIPOC, SNAP participants).

Next Steps
Our team is working to integrate datasets for additional 
analysis across states and regions, enabling a greater 
understanding of  why food insecurity prevalence may 
differ across places.  Further, we will combine NFACT 
data with additional data on varying policy approaches 
and COVID-19 prevalence across various study sites. 
Future analyses will further combine these data, and 
report on different food access and availability outcomes, 
policy participation in food access programs, and diet 
and health changes among respondents during the pan-
demic. Visit www.nfactresearch.org for additional 
information and to stay up to date on  future work.
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Supplementary Table
Supplementary Table 2.  Total number of respondents by study site and specific sub-population characteristics

1 Black, Indigenous, People of Color respondents.  Number includes anyone identifying as other than non-Hispanic white.
2 Non-Hispanic White (NHW)
3 Non-Hispanic Black (NHB)
* Survey site with specific targeting of sub-populations (e.g. low-income, BIPOC, SNAP participants)
**Survey site specifically analyzed reduced income.


