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Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, an estimated 14% of
families with children (13 million children) were food
insecure, meaning they had limited or uncertain access
to enough food for a healthy and active lifestyle [1].
With schools closed and families out of work, food
insecurity rates are expected to skyrocket. Even short-
term food insecurity can have significant impacts on
children’s health, including poorer behavioral, emotion-
al, and nutritional outcomes. Among children, food
insecurity has been linked to increased risk of obesity
[2], which can have long-term consequences for chronic
disease morbidity [3, 4]. The COVID-19 pandemic
complicates or even nullifies the complex strategies that
families facing food insecurity use to feed themselves.
In addition to increasing Supplemental Nutrition Assis-
tance Program (SNAP) benefits, coordinated efforts to
ensure food access are desperately needed.

In response to the rapid increase in food insecurity
across the country, Congress’ Families First Coronavi-
rus Act (FFCA) made a number of provisions to expand
federal nutrition assistance programs. One key provision
enables states to issue pandemic electronic meal-
replacement benefits (P-EBT) for households with chil-

dren eligible to receive free or reduced-price school
meals, which amounts to a dollar value of roughly
$114 per child a month [5]. Local educational authori-
ties are also enabled to use feeding practices from the
USDA’s summer meals programs to ensure children
receive adequate nutrition during school closures. How-
ever, as noted elsewhere, federal guidelines for execut-
ing feeding programs safely amidst the COVID-19 out-
break are lacking, and many school districts do not have
experience with summer feeding programs [6].

Additionally, states are allowed to increase SNAP
allotments up to the maximum benefit amount as an
emergency measure. However, at this time, 2.5 million
households with children already receive the maximum
benefit and states are not allowed to increase benefit
levels beyond that maximum. In response, federal guid-
ance to raise the SNAP benefit ceiling, as was done
during the Great Recession under the American Rein-
vestment and Recovery Act, is critical for ensuring
adequate nutrition and long-term health outcomes for
millions of low-income children.

However, increasing SNAP benefits, while essential,
will not address many of the barriers low-income fam-
ilies are facing in acquiring food during the pandemic.
The complex and strategic food shopping patterns fi-
nancially insecure families employ have been upended
by the COVID-19 crisis [7]. Many low-income house-
holds visit multiple food stores in search of the most
affordable products, often traveling long distances to
acquire food [7]. For many urban households reliant
on public transit or rideshare services, these strategic
food shopping techniques are now much riskier. Group
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shopping trips, using one person’s membership to club
stores (e.g., Costco), are also risky given guidelines to
maintain proper distance from others.

Many other common food insecurity coping strat-
egies are also challenging amidst COVID-19 public
health advisories and restrictions. Prior to this cur-
rent crisis, food-insecure households have reported
numerous techniques for making ends meet, includ-
ing seeking resources from the charitable food sector
(e.g., food pantries, soup kitchens) and relying on
social networks for support [8]. Proper adherence to
social distancing makes sharing meals with neigh-
bors or family difficult, and congregate meals at
senior centers and soup kitchens are all but impos-
sible, particularly without clear guidance from
health officials about how to serve meals safely.

Additionally, food hoarding, as has been widely
documented across the country, leaves low-income
families who cannot afford to buy in bulk at an
extreme disadvantage when they find empty shelves
at grocery stores [9]. For families who rely on
SNAP and WIC, this is even more worrisome as
their food shopping is already restricted to stores
that accept the benefits and stock the approved food
items. In addition, families typically run out of
SNAP funds before the end of the monthly benefit
cycle: on average, families spend more than 75% of
their benefits within 2 weeks of receiving them
[10]. This depletion of purchasing power at the
end of the cycle creates pent up need for food
shopping that is typically satisfied by large shop-
ping trips immediately after the SNAP benefit cycle
begins. Even with the larger benefit size for some
families per the FFCA, SNAP dollars are unlikely
to last the entire benefit period, and this cycle of
surge buying by families using SNAP is likely to
continue. However, this cyclic pattern of shopping
may not align with food availability at stores.

As a grassroots response to these problems,
many on social media have been advocating for
households with more flexibility to hold off on
shopping until later in the month after SNAP
benefits have been disbursed, so as to leave food
on the shelves for SNAP shoppers [11]. While

commendable, many of those posting these recom-
mendations to social media do not know that
SNAP distribution schedules vary widely by state.
To be effective, these efforts to stagger shopping
to make room for SNAP households need federal
or state coordination. To inform these efforts, we
developed a web mapping tool that details national
SNAP distribution dates by state (https://tinyurl.
com/utxvj89).

Additionally, at the time the national emergency
was declared in mid-March, SNAP recipients were
prohibited from using their benefits to purchase
foods online, with the exception of a pilot program
in five states at a limited selection of food
stores (Fig. 1). While this pilot has expanded
rapidly during the pandemic, with 31 additional
states added to the pilot as of May 20, 2020,
rollout of the online purchasing technology may
take several months in many states and eligible
stores remain limited. This means many SNAP
recipients still cannot order groceries to be deliv-
ered to their home and must shop in-person, thus
putting themselves and their families at significant-
ly greater risk and furthering the class and racial
inequities already manifesting in the current crisis
[12].

As local authorities await federal guidelines,
many have implemented creative strategies of their
own, resulting in an uneven patchwork of supports.
Some school districts are delivering meals to stu-
dents via school busses driving along their regular
routes [13]. Other cities and states, including Phila-
delphia and South Carolina, are implementing grab-
and-go food pick-up sites where families can obtain
5 days of food at one time [6, 14]. In an attempt to
provide a more centralized, efficient response to
food insecurity, New York City has named a Food
Czar to oversee all relief efforts in the city during
the COVID-19 pandemic [15]. Despite innovative
strategies to alleviate the impact of this crisis on
the food security of children and families, COVID-
19 will exacerbate health disparities and have pro-
found effects on the food and financial security of
many in this country for years to come.
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