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ABSTRACT This article explores how a devastating hunger crisis, which seemed destined to accompany the COVID-

19 pandemic in the United States, was thwarted by historic federal emergency food policy interventions. We outline the

vital public policy innovations in food access launched during the COVID-19 pandemic as well as the nonprofit emer-

gency food network programs designed to implement and accompany these policies. In particular, we focus on inno-

vations that addressed hunger for two vulnerable groups, children and the elderly, and we describe how these innova-

tions increased food access. Finally, we advocate for the continuation of COVID-19 anti-hunger pandemic policies in

the “next normal” because they reveal a path to end hunger that preserves people’s dignity and provides healthy and

affordable food access for all.

haunting image from the outset of the COVID-19

pandemic is seared into our collective conscience:

miles-long lines of cars on roads in towns and cit-
ies across the United States waiting at emergency food ac-
cess points for the food people desperately needed to stave
off hunger (Arango 2020). At the outset of the pandemic, al-
most 20 million Americans found themselves suddenly out
of work, leaving them and their families newly at risk for
hunger (Minter 2022). The elderly and children were par-
ticularly vulnerable to pandemic-induced hunger. Many se-
niors became homebound due to their susceptibility to the
most severe consequences of COVID-19, exposing them to
pandemic-related hunger (Graham 2020). At the same time,
one in three families with children experienced hunger early
in the pandemic (Picchi 2020). For many families, the closure
of schools meant the loss of critical school breakfasts and
lunches for children. Lauren Bauer, a food policy expert at
the Brookings Institute, said of the hunger crisis created by
the COVID-19 pandemic, “What’s happening right now is un-

precedented in modern times” (Arango 2020).

Experiencing hunger causes a multitude of adverse out-
comes that impact people’s physical and psychological well-
being (Block et al. 2011; Bublitz et al. 2019). If hunger had
been allowed to continue to escalate as the COVID-19 pan-
demic ravaged the United States, it could have triggered a
devastating and deep hunger crisis on par with that of the
Great Depression. Instead, historic federal emergency food
policy interventions, together with programmatic innovations
throughout the nonprofit emergency food network, worked
in tandem to avert this disaster. Specifically, the policy and
programmatic innovations we document are sustaining in-
novations, defined as getting better at what they were already
doing and improving existing capabilities in existing markets
(Satell 2017). How did this occur? After a public health emer-
gency (PHE) was declared at the outset of the pandemic, fed-
eral policy makers authorized and directed unprecedented
levels of financial and food assistance to hungry Americans,
more than doubling US spending on food aid (Choi 2021). In
effect, “The pandemic triggered a country-wide policy exper-
iment aimed at keeping families fed” (Bottemiller Evich 2021).
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In this article, we delve into this policy experiment and
the nonprofit program innovations that accompanied it to
document how these policies and programs dramatically re-
duced hunger during the pandemic. In doing so, this work
advances the body of consumer-centered public policy re-
search focused on how policy innovation and investments
promote consumer welfare (Block, Vallen, and Warlop 2022)
and adds to the growing understanding of how the COVID-
19 pandemic transformed hunger in America (Bublitz et al.
2021). Furthermore, we demonstrate how systemic federal
policy is a powerful tool for combatting hunger while pre-
serving people’s dignity and, in turn, fundamentally improv-
ing the well-being of individuals and society.

The overwhelming majority of Americans support fund-
ing federal anti-hunger programs (Lubrano 2019). Yet, for
decades, a faction of commentators and political figures have
vilified the people experiencing hunger, suggesting that people
receiving assistance from federal hunger relief programs—
the overwhelming majority of whom are employed and often
working multiple jobs (Loveless 2020)—will not work “be-
cause they're doing too good with food stamps” (Rosen 2015).
The reality is this: Federal antihunger programs adhere to
strict quality control systems that direct benefits to eligible
families who most need assistance, and they aggressively pur-
sue any bad actors, including retailers, who purposely commit
fraud. As a result, fraud rates are less than 1% (USDA 2022e).
Fully funded federal nutrition programs offer unmatched
power to reduce hunger while creating positive economic re-
turns and supporting local economies (Canning and Stacy
2019). In this research, we explore the substantive positive
impact of COVID-19 federal policy investments in hunger
relief and advocate for the permanent adoption of these
anti-hunger policies.

We begin by offering a conceptual overview of hunger
and food well-being as it existed pre-pandemic, an overview
grounded in academic research from the consumer research
and marketing literatures. We include a primer describing
how hunger is addressed in the United States that highlights
the vital roles of federal public policy and the community-
based, nonprofit emergency food network. Next, we address
food-related issues raised and exacerbated by COVID-19 fol-
lowed by a discussion of several of the public policy and non-
profit programmatic innovations put in place in response to
the pandemic and describe how these innovations reduced
hunger. These innovations, or new ideas and methods, in-
clude a variety of process and service innovations, as well as
supply chain and business model innovations (Kahn 2018). In
particular, we examine innovations that enabled food access

for two vulnerable groups: children and the elderly. Finally,
we advocate for a continuation of these COVID-19 anti-
hunger pandemic policy innovations, which must prevail in
the “next normal” to end hunger and provide healthy and
affordable food access for all.

THE STATE OF HUNGER PRE-COVID-19

Even brief, short-term experiences with hunger can have a
devastating impact on an individual’s and a family’s well-
being (Borsch and Kjaernes 2016). As Bublitz et al. (2019,
138) describe, the experience of hunger “begins with a worry
about not having enough food, progresses to a reduction in
the quality of food consumed, and, finally, results in the
consumption of an inadequate quantity of food.” It is vital
to note that hunger includes not only the devastating hard-
ship of struggling to provide a sufficient quantity of food
for oneself and one’s family, but also worry and anxiety about
the prospect of running out of food. In response to this worry,
families ration the food they have by serving meager meals
of poor nutritional quality in order to stretch food dollars,
which compromises health and well-being (Harvey 2016;
Bublitz et al. 2019). Hunger is often progressive as individ-
uals and their families move through and pivot among these
experiences.

In food-abundant countries such as the United States, it
has long been the lack of access to affordable, healthy, nu-
tritious food rather than a dearth of available food that causes
millions of people to experience hunger (Dreze and Sen 1989).
In 2016, prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, approximately one
in eight households in the United States did not have stable
food access, leaving them vulnerable to hunger (Coleman-
Jensen et al. 2017). In the United States, two systems work
both jointly and independently to ameliorate people’s hun-
ger by providing food access: (1) federally funded public nu-
trition programs and (2) a network of nonprofit organiza-
tions—the emergency food network—that includes food
banks and food pantries located in communities across the
country. We introduce each here, in turn.

The US Department of Agriculture (USDA) administers
15 federally funded public nutrition programs that are de-
signed to reduce hunger (USDA 2022a). Table 1 lists and
briefly describes these programs. The most prominent among
them is the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program
(SNAP), which traces its origins to the first federal Food
Stamp Program in 1939 and provides benefits to low-income
families and individuals that enable them to buy groceries in
their neighborhood grocery stores. People using SNAP re-
ceive monthly funds through an electronic benefits transfer



Table 1. Federally Funded Nutrition Assistance Programs Offered by the USDA

Program acronym, name

Brief summary

Website address

SNAP: Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program

WIC: Special Supplemental Nutri-
tion Program for Women,

Infants, and Children

FMNP: WIC Farmers’ Market
Nutrition Program

SFMNP: Seniors Farmers’ Market
Nutrition Program

TEFAP: The Emergency Food
Assistance Program

CSFP: Commodity Supplemental
Food Program

FDPIR: Food Distribution Program
on Indian Reservations

NSLP: National School Lunch
Program

SBP: School Breakfast Program

SMP: Special Milk Program

SFSP: Summer Food Service
Program

CACFP: Child and Adult Care

Food Program

USDA Farm to School Program

USDA Foods in Schools

FFVP: Fresh Fruit and Vegetable
Program

Dollars as electronic benefits (EBT), can be used to buy a wide
variety of food in most grocery stores

Dollars as electronic benefits providing access to specific foods
(e.g., dairy, eggs, whole grains, formula, juice, fresh fruit
and vegetables)

Vouchers provide WIC participants access to fresh, unprepared,

locally grown fruits and vegetables

Vouchers provide low-income seniors access to locally grown
fruits, vegetables, honey and herbs

Food purchased by the USDA is distributed by state agencies
to income-eligible Americans at no cost

USDA food provided to income-eligible seniors (60+) in
coordinated boxes administered locally

USDA foods provided to income-eligible, Native American
households

Federal assistance to schools for providing nutritionally
balanced, low-cost or free lunches

Reimbursement to states to operate breakfast programs in
schools and residential childcare

Reimbursements for milk to children in schools and childcare
institutions

Reimbursement to program operators who serve free healthy
meals and snacks to children and teens in low-income
communities during summer break

Reimbursements for nutritious meals and snacks at childcare
centers, daycare homes, and adult daycare

Grants, research, and assistance to encourage child nutrition
providers to incorporate local foods

Funds purchases of 100% American-grown foods by schools
and institutions

Funding to elementary schools to encourage children to try
new fruits and vegetables

https://www.fns.usda.gov/snap
/supplemental-nutrition-assis
tance-program

https://www.fns.usda.gov/wic

https://www.fns.usda.gov/fmnp
/wic-farmers-market-nutrition
-program
https://www.fns.usda.gov/sfmnp
/senior-farmers-market-nutrition
-program
https://www.fns.usda.gov/tefap
/emergency-food-assistance
-program
https://www.fns.usda.gov/csfp
/commodity-supplemental-food
-program
https://www.fns.usda.gov/fdpir
/food-distribution-program
-indian-reservations
https://www.fns.usda.gov/nslp

https://www.fns.usda.gov/sbp
/school-breakfast-program

https://www.fns.usda.gov/smp
/special-milk-program

https://www.fns.usda.gov/sfsp

/summer-food-service-program

https://www.fns.usda.gov/cacfp

https://www.fns.usda.gov/cfs

https://www.fns.usda.gov/usda-fis

https://www.fns.usda.gov/ffvp/fresh
-fruit-and-vegetable-program
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https://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/supplemental-nutrition-assistance-program
https://www.fns.usda.gov/wic
https://www.fns.usda.gov/fmnp/wic-farmers-market-nutrition-program
https://www.fns.usda.gov/fmnp/wic-farmers-market-nutrition-program
https://www.fns.usda.gov/fmnp/wic-farmers-market-nutrition-program
https://www.fns.usda.gov/sfmnp/senior-farmers-market-nutrition-program
https://www.fns.usda.gov/sfmnp/senior-farmers-market-nutrition-program
https://www.fns.usda.gov/sfmnp/senior-farmers-market-nutrition-program
https://www.fns.usda.gov/tefap/emergency-food-assistance-program
https://www.fns.usda.gov/tefap/emergency-food-assistance-program
https://www.fns.usda.gov/tefap/emergency-food-assistance-program
https://www.fns.usda.gov/csfp/commodity-supplemental-food-program
https://www.fns.usda.gov/csfp/commodity-supplemental-food-program
https://www.fns.usda.gov/csfp/commodity-supplemental-food-program
https://www.fns.usda.gov/fdpir/food-distribution-program-indian-reservations
https://www.fns.usda.gov/fdpir/food-distribution-program-indian-reservations
https://www.fns.usda.gov/fdpir/food-distribution-program-indian-reservations
https://www.fns.usda.gov/nslp
https://www.fns.usda.gov/sbp/school-breakfast-program
https://www.fns.usda.gov/sbp/school-breakfast-program
https://www.fns.usda.gov/smp/special-milk-program
https://www.fns.usda.gov/smp/special-milk-program
https://www.fns.usda.gov/sfsp/summer-food-service-program
https://www.fns.usda.gov/sfsp/summer-food-service-program
https://www.fns.usda.gov/cacfp
https://www.fns.usda.gov/cfs
https://www.fns.usda.gov/usda-fis
https://www.fns.usda.gov/ffvp/fresh-fruit-and-vegetable-program
https://www.fns.usda.gov/ffvp/fresh-fruit-and-vegetable-program
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(EBT) card, similar to a debit card; the level of benefits they
receive each month depends on their income and family size.
In addition to SNAP, there are a number of federal assistance
programs specifically targeted at reducing hunger among
vulnerable groups—primarily children and the elderly. For
example, the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for
Women, Infants, and Children (WIC)—which dates back to
the 1960s—provides food benefits to low-income pregnant
and postpartum women and their children up to age 5 years;
the National School Lunch Program (NSLP) supplies reduced-
cost or free lunches to low-income school children each day;
and the Commodity Supplemental Food Program (CSFP) pro-
vides a monthly box of food to low-income seniors (USDA
2019a, 2019b, 2021a). These federal hunger-relief programs
serve an estimated one in four Americans each year (USDA
2022a). The USDA estimates that for every $1 billion the US
government invests in SNAP, food spending in local econo-
mies “increases GDP by $1.54 billion, supports 13,560 jobs,
and creates $32 million in farm income” (Canning and Stacy
2019).

In addition to these federally funded efforts, a decentral-
ized network of nonprofit emergency food providers serve
as a supplemental food safety net. Emergency food provid-
ers include community food pantries and food banks, soup
kitchens, and other emergency services that often offer food
donated from corporate, private, and governmental sources.
“Severity of food hardship is strongly correlated with food
pantry use” among families experiencing hunger (Bartfeld
and Collins 2017, 541). To understand the relationship be-
tween federal nutrition programs and nonprofit hunger re-
lief organizations in the United States, it is vital to recognize
that 90% of food banks and pantries were established after
1981, when a series of major legislative cuts to federal hunger-
relief programs spurred the need for a dramatic expansion of
the emergency food network (Walter 2012). This striking fig-
ure illustrates the inextricable link between federal food pol-
icy and food access. In the early 1980s, when policy makers
cut back on federal food programs, hunger did not disappear.
Instead, a patchwork network of community-based emer-
gency food providers emerged to fill this gap, providing food
to people experiencing hunger due to federal funding cuts.

It is also vital to note that between 2010 and 2019 average
monthly SNAP benefits decreased from $133.79 to $129.83
per person (USDA 2022c). The Bureau of Labor Statistics’ In-
flation Calculator estimates that to maintain food buying
power over this 10-year period, 2019 food benefits should
have increased to $159. In 2019, just prior to the start of
the COVID-19 pandemic—and as food prices increased and

SNAP benefits decreased—35.2 million people in the United
States were already growing increasingly vulnerable to hunger
(Coleman-Jensen et al. 2020). Next we describe several ways
that COVID-19 transformed hunger in America.

ISSUES RAISED BY THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC
Hunger was a problem pre-COVID; the pandemic exacerbated
this situation. At the start of the pandemic, millions of work-
ers who lost their jobs, and thus their incomes, began vis-
iting food banks for the first time to feed themselves and
their families. Meanwhile, those most at risk from COVID-
19, seniors—many of whom had previously relied on food
banks—found themselves homebound and thus unable to
venture out for food. Also impacted were school-aged chil-
dren who had relied on school breakfast and lunch programs
to meet their nutritional needs.

These problems demonstrated the critical importance of
the way hunger has been addressed in recent years in Amer-
ica: the collaboration between state and federal govern-
mental agencies and emergency food networks. Under such
collaborations, the federal government sets funding levels
and rules, and state governments ensure compliance with
federal regulation while subcontracting with nonprofit and
community-based organizations to distribute food, ensure lo-
cal program compliance, and design and execute programs.
Such an approach would prove to be vital during the pan-
demic given that emergency food providers generally cannot
on their own handle escalating hunger during a crisis, whereas
fully funded federal programs offer unmatched resources and
buying power for food (Bublitz et al. 2021).

Consider, for example, that in 2021, and facing escalat-
ing need as the pandemic raged, Hunger Task Force (HTE)—
Wisconsin’s largest emergency food provider—could not have
come close to meeting its community’s food needs had federal
programs been severely cut or halted. Note that in 2021, HTF
distributed $10.3 million worth of food in Milwaukee County
over the course of 12 months (Hunger Task Force 2022b),
whereas in the same year an average of nearly $62 million
in SNAP benefits were issued in Milwaukee County, Wiscon-
sin each month (Wisconsin Department of Health Services
2021a).

In the next section, we document how innovations, in-
cluding unprecedented increases to federally funded food
programs during the COVID-19 pandemic addressed food
vulnerability, dramatically reducing hunger and ensuring
healthy and dignified food access for all. We also describe
how innovations by the emergency food network contributed
to this massive hunger relief effort. In doing this, we offer



programmatic examples from HTF, a leader in these efforts.
HTF is a nationally recognized anti-hunger nonprofit organi-
zation that serves more than 50,000 people in Wisconsin
each month. In addition to its role as a food bank, HTF is also
a leading advocate at the local, state, and federal level for
public policies designed to reduce—and ultimately elimi-
nate—hunger. We begin our review of the unprecedented
COVID-19 food access innovations by outlining changes to
federally funded nutrition programs.

PANDEMIC INNOVATIONS TO THE

SNAP PROGRAM

When the COVID-19 pandemic created an emergent hunger
crisis, the US federal government via the USDA took action
to strengthen food access and reduce hunger. The most vital
pandemic innovations by the USDA involved changes to
SNAP, the long-time cornerstone program in the fight against
hunger.

Increased Benefits

During the pandemic, the federal government authorized
emergency food allotments to families, increasing average
SNAP food benefits by $200 per household per month (USDA
2022b). Figure 1 illustrates the change in SNAP household
food benefits from 2019 to 2022. This increase in emergency
benefits via SNAP allowed people to shop for their own gro-
ceries and purchase food appropriate for their families’ die-
tary needs and taste preferences. During the pandemic, as
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SNAP benefits and participation increased, food pantries
and food banks across the nation experienced a significant
reduction in food pantry visits, offering evidence that the in-
crease in SNAP benefits significantly reduced hunger. Figure 2
provides a timeline illustrating how pantry traffic in Milwaukee
County decreased by half—from more than 40,000 people per
month to just more than 20,000 people per month in 2021
after SNAP benefits increased (Hunger Task Force 2022a).
During this period, the number and capacity of Milwaukee’s
food pantries remained constant.

Also significant is the fact that prior to the pandemic se-
nior citizens received only $16 a month in SNAP benefits and
many cobbled together food and food support from a variety
of different sources, including other federal nutrition pro-
grams such as the Commodity Supplemental Food Program
(CSFP/Senior Stockbox), charitable programs such as Meals
on Wheels, and local food pantries. Complicating the issue is
the fact that diabetes, heart disease, and cancer are more
prevalent among seniors, making consumption of healthy,
nutritious food—such as fresh fruit and vegetables—of par-
amount importance. Although canned fruits and vegetables
cost significantly less than fresh, they also contain added so-
dium and sugar to make them shelf stable and last longer—
ingredients that do not align with recommended diets for
seniors with chronic health conditions. During the pandemic,
seniors living on a fixed income became eligible for a full
share of SNAP benefits, lifting their benefits from a meager
$16 to $243 per month. Benefits also increased for families

Average Monthly SNAP Benefit per Household*

$301.86
$258.03 I
FY 2019 FY 2020

$458.73
$418.26 I
FY 2021 FY 2022

Figure 1. Average monthly SNAP benefit per household increased during the pandemic. Source: USDA (2022b) Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program, April 8, https://fns-prod.azureedge.us/sites/default/files/resource-files/34SNAPmonthly-4.pdf.
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The combined food buying power of FoodShare with Emergency Allotments and Pandemic EBT
had an impact on food pantries in Milwaukee. Demand for their services dipped to record lows.

The pandemic has taught us that FoodShare, PEBT and federal nutrition programs work to reduce
demand for emergency food.

Pantry Numbers Decreased from 40,000 to 20,000 per Month

45,000
40,000
35,000
30,000
25,000
20,000
15,000
10,000

Oct.20 Nov.20 Dec.20 Jan.21 Feb.21 Mar. 21

5,000 I I I I I I I I I I I I

Apr.21 May 21 June2l July 2]l Aug.21 Sept.21

Figure 2. Demand for food pantry services dipped to record lows during the pandemic after SNAP benefits increased. Source: Hunger Task

Force (2022a) Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, April 8, https://fns-prod.azureedge.us/sites/default/files/resource-files

/34SNAPmonthly-4.pdf.

with children who, due to school closures, could no longer
rely on school breakfast and lunch programs. The USDA recog-
nized this hardship and responded with additional support
in the form of Pandemic EBT (P-EBT), a temporary federal
nutrition program that provided parents with extra grocery
benefits designed to replace the value of missed school
meals due to virtual learning and COVID-related absences.

New Eligibility Waivers and Streamlined Applications
In addition to increasing SNAP benefits, the USDA also is-
sued a series of eligibility waivers to help more people access
SNAP to purchase food. As a result, new groups of people be-
came eligible for SNAP. For example, prior to the pandemic,
most college students were not eligible for SNAP. However,
in January 2021, the USDA issued waivers that allowed stu-
dents enrolled at least half time in higher education institu-
tions to participate in the SNAP program if they were “eligi-
ble for work study or have an expected family contribution
(EFC) of $0 in the current academic year” (USDA 2021b).
The USDA also streamlined the SNAP application process to
reduce barriers to food access for families in need and give
people experiencing hunger during the pandemic access to
vital SNAP benefits much more quickly.

Online Shopping
Finally, the SNAP program pivoted to allow people, includ-
ing seniors, to begin shopping online with their SNAP EBT

cards. Because seniors with health or financial constraints
and those who live in rural communities often struggle with
transportation access (Shay et al. 2016), the option to shop
for groceries online expanded their food access. It also pre-
served seniors’ dignity, allowing them to shop online for
their groceries just like millions of consumers navigating
marketplace changes brought on by the COVID-19 pan-
demic. By January 2022, almost every state offered online
grocery purchasing with SNAP dollars. HTF’s SNAP outreach
and food advocacy staff noted how online shopping impacted
seniors, describing them as “really happy. [seniors] appreci-
ated the flexibility. They didn’t have to use [food pantries],
while they previously had been monthly or more [frequent]

»
users.

Additional Impact of These SNAP Innovations

These SNAP innovations—increased funding, increased eli-
gibility, a streamlined application process, and the ability to
shop online—led to more people having the financial means
to shop for groceries, which both reduces hunger and stim-
ulates, rather than burdens, local economies. As figure 3 il-
lustrates, these investments by the federal government in
SNAP trickle down into local economies because program
participants purchase their groceries at local food retailers.
In addition, outreach and advocacy staff at agencies such as
HTF saw a reduction in hunger—not just in numbers but also
in stories from their clients. One HTF client stated, “I went


https://fns-prod.azureedge.us/sites/default/files/resource-files/34SNAPmonthly-4.pdf
https://fns-prod.azureedge.us/sites/default/files/resource-files/34SNAPmonthly-4.pdf
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Wisconsin FoodShare (SNAP) Utilization
During the Pandemic

80,000
December 2019

153,000
December 2020

B Daily transactions

$2,000,000

$4,500,000

Amount spent per day

Figure 3. FoodShare (Wisconsin’s name for SNAP) increased people’s food purchases in their local grocery store, offering a positive impact
on the local economy. According to the Office of Gov. Evers (https://content.govdelivery.com/accounts/WIGOV/bulletins/2ccb761),
“FoodShare households spent an average of $2 million each day on food in Wisconsin over approximately 80,000 transactions. A year later,

that figure increased 220%, with households spending $4.5 million at their local retailers across more than 153,000 transactions.”

from having a single can of green beans in my house to having
a full pantry.” Another explained, “Being able to make what
you want to make to eat creates mental calmness.” These state-
ments demonstrate how increasing SNAP assistance, in EBT
dollars that allow people experiencing hunger to purchase
food with dignity, has a positive impact on both food access
and well-being. As a community advocate who works at HTF
explains, “People don’t want to go to a food pantry; they don’t
want to say they need help.”

COLLABORATIVE PANDEMIC INNOVATIONS

As stated above, a significant issue that surfaced during the
COVID-19 pandemic was the need for close collaboration be-
tween federal nutrition programs and nonprofit hunger re-
lief organizations. In part, that was because changes to federal
policy that increased access to food for people experiencing
hunger also created challenges for the nonprofit emergency
food network. However, challenges and constraints, while dif-
ficult in the moment, can lead to innovative and creative solu-
tions (Moreau and Dahl 2005).

Dairy Product Recovery

Consider this example of such an innovation: At the onset
of the pandemic, dairy farmers began intentionally dump-
ing milk as supply chains were disrupted and restaurant and
food service customers were no longer purchasing milk (Reiley
2020). In response, HTF worked collaboratively with the Dairy

Farmers of Wisconsin union and the Wisconsin Department of
Agriculture, Trade, and Consumer Protection to identify small
and midsized dairy farmers with excess milk. HTF then coordi-
nated private donor funds to purchase, process, and distribute
milk and dairy products to emergency food providers across
the state. These partnerships created the Wisconsin Dairy Re-
covery Program, which ultimately provided 8.5 million pounds
of milk, cheese, and dairy products to hungry families while si-
multaneously saving many farms and co-ops from insolvency.
One HTF employee describes how “we were able to get the right
food, the right products, to the right people. It was a two-way
street that helped farmers and the people of Wisconsin in
need of food.” HTF’s innovative dairy recovery program went

on to become a model for similar programs across the nation.

Pandemic Food Access Innovations for Seniors
In Wisconsin, 46.8% of households receiving FoodShare
(SNAP) have at least one person who is elderly, blind, or
disabled (Wisconsin Department of Health Services 2022).
Like most nonprofit emergency food providers, HTF had
to reinvent how it delivered critical services to keep such
a vulnerable group fed during the initial stages of the pan-
demic; moreover, the organization had to do so without
its 16,000-member volunteer workforce, which was tempo-
rarily disbanded due to COVID-19 safety concerns.

One food access program targeted to seniors, the federal
Commodity Supplemental Food Program (CSFP, administered
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and branded in Wisconsin by HTF as the Stockbox Program)
was modified because of the pandemic. CSFP curates a box of
supplemental food for income-eligible seniors each month—
boxes that prior to the pandemic were delivered to senior
centers, food pantries, and other centralized distribution sites
where seniors would pick them up. However, for seniors who
lacked transportation or were housebound for health rea-
sons, this supplemental program had become inaccessible as
these centralized sites were shuttered, forcing HTF staff to
innovate and find a new way to distribute these boxes of
food to isolated seniors. Working collaboratively with the
United Way of Greater Milwaukee and Waukesha County
and the food delivery platform DoorDash, HTF developed
a program to deliver these boxes of free, nutritious food to
over 1,000 seniors’ homes. Participant Elizabeth Blake, a 63-
year-old mother caring for her paraplegic son, said this about
this program: “I couldn’t believe they got so much food into
that little box! I was surprised by the variety and quality of
the food—the Stockbox included food that I really like . . .
I think seniors are hesitant to ask for help, and don’t want
to feel like a burden. I would tell them, for me, signing up
was a no-brainer. Three days after finishing my applica-
tion—ding-dong—there was my box! The whole process was
super easy.”

According to an HTF advocacy staff member, “Stockbox
DoorDash was a solution to an existing barrier. Transpor-
tation is a big issue for seniors. We wanted to think about
ways to break down that barrier. The Stockbox DoorDash
program saves money and time.”

Pandemic Food Access Innovations for Children

and Families

The food access challenges of the pandemic did not just im-
pact seniors; they also impacted children. During the pan-
demic, many schools moved to virtual learning, cutting off
vital access to breakfast and lunch for many children and
leaving them vulnerable to hunger. Consider, for example,
that the National School Lunch Program—the largest fed-
eral nutrition program serving children—disappeared with
pandemic-related school closures. Disappearing as well was
the School Breakfast Program (SBP), permanently authorized
in 1975 by the USDA to ensure all children had a healthy
breakfast to prepare them for their school day (USDA 2013).
SBP provides federally reimbursable breakfasts to all chil-
dren in a school in communities where more than half of
students qualify for free or reduced-price lunch. In Wiscon-
sin, more than 208,000 students participated in SBP in 2019,
including 78.7% of whom were eligible for free or reduced-

price lunches. Research has consistently shown how such pro-
grams advance both educational and health outcomes for
children. SBP is associated with higher school attendance and
better standardized test scores (Turner and Chaloupka 2015;
Bartfeld et al. 2019); increased nutrition for school-aged chil-
dren as well as their preschool-aged siblings and any adults
in their homes (Fletcher and Frisvold 2017); and reduced hun-
ger (Fletcher and Frisvold 2017).

Easy Access to Pandemic EBT

Although the USDA had paved the way for families with chil-
dren to access extra grocery benefits designed to offset the
loss of school breakfast and lunch during the pandemic, the
process for applying for those benefits was overwhelming
for families facing the many challenges the pandemic created.
Figuring out how to apply for P-EBT and then determining if
it was worth the hassle were key barriers preventing families
from utilizing this program.

In response, HTF created an easy-to-use online calculator
to help families understand P-EBT benefits and determine
how much monthly financial support they would receive if
enrolled. The calculator’s website then directed them to an
online application for the P-EBT program, which offered
up to $7.10 per child for each day of missed school meals
due to the pandemic. For a family with two school-aged
children participating in virtual learning from home for
20 school days during a single month, the P-EBT benefits
provided $284 to help purchase food. Once families used the
HTF online calculator and saw how P-EBT could help them
buy the food they needed, more families applied for the
program. In 2021, the P-EBT program provided $430 million
in federal food aid to Wisconsin, feeding over 800,000 chil-
dren in the state (Wisconsin Department of Health Services
2021b).

A More Flexible Summer Food Service Program

During the school year, schools are a critical lifeline for chil-
dren in need of access to healthy breakfasts and lunches.
However, when not in school, these children lose access to
those meals, making summer the peak time for childhood
hunger. The Summer Food Service Program (SESP) provides
federally reimbursable, nutritious, free meals to children
aged 18 or younger during the summer months. The meals are
served at sites such as parks, schools, and community centers
(USDA 2016). One drawback is the requirement that these
meals must be eaten on site, with a designated break between
each meal served, meaning that to receive this benefit chil-
dren need to remain on site or return for the second meal.



During the pandemic, federal waivers allowed community
partners more flexibility to ensure they would be able to serve
meals to more children. For example, waivers created provi-
sions for take-away meals, allowing families to pick up a food
box supplying a week’s worth of supportive meals to eat at
home rather than at designated sites. In 2021, over 7.1 million
summer meals were served to Wisconsin children through
SESP, as well as 509,000 meals in Milwaukee through HTF’s
summer meals collaboration. This HTF collaborative program
was recognized by the USDA as the “Milwaukee Model” and
hailed for uniquely combining SFSP with private funding to
provide children with supper along with breakfast and lunch,
ensuring children access to three healthy meals per day all
summer long.

Future of Collaborative Pandemic Innovations

Indeed, the positive impact of innovations to the SNAP pro-
gram and other collaborative steps taken by federal and lo-
cal agencies to curb hunger during the COVID-19 pandemic
illustrate how we can design future policies and programs
to provide food access for all. These innovations included
service innovations (e.g., changes to SNAP) that led to im-
provements in how programs were delivered or implemented;
process innovations (e.g., streamlined SNAP application
process) that improved efficiency as well as supply chain in-
novations (e.g., allowing SNAP EBT to be used online); and
business model innovations (e.g., Dairy Product Recovery;
Stockbox DoorDash) that involved new partnerships and
delivery models (Kahn 2018). Yet there have been setbacks.
For example, advocacy groups are growing increasingly wor-
ried about the future of food access for seniors if monthly
SNAP benefits revert to pre-pandemic levels. Ramsey Alwin,
President and CEO of the National Council on Aging, urges
policy makers to learn from the success of pandemic food
policy, noting that “We need to take hunger off older adults’
tables by making enhanced SNAP benefits permanent” (NCOA
2021). What's more, in April 2021, the USDA announced
that the waivers that allowed for take-away summer meal
flexibility would end June 30, 2022 (USDA 2021c). Indeed,
during summer 2022, the program once again required chil-
dren receiving meals—breakfast and lunch—to eat those
meals on site at parks, community centers, and other sum-
mer meal locations. According to HTF advocacy staff, “The
burden of the congregate feeding requirement remains on
the parents—specifically parents and families without reli-
able transportation, families with young or multiple children,
and families in rural areas. We understand these restrictions

are meant to prevent program abuse, but it creates signifi-
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cant barriers for many families as it becomes an inefficient

method to provide access to safe and healthy meals.”

CONCLUSION

As COVID-19 triggered a pandemic of disease, it also ignited
a potentially devastating pandemic of hunger, with an un-
precedented 54 million people in the United States experi-
encing hunger at the outset of the pandemic (Balch 2020).
Historic federal food policy investments and programmatic
innovations by the community-based, nonprofit emergency
food network averted this hunger crisis as policy makers
more than doubled US investment in domestic anti-hunger
programs, and the emergency food network innovated crea-
tive ways to deliver food (Choi 2021). This research docu-
ments the rapid policy and programmatic innovations in
food access that occurred during the COVID-19 pandemic.
In doing so, it illustrates the powerful role that fully funded
public policy can play in eradicating hunger. This work also
contributes to the body of consumer-centered public policy
research highlighting the impact of policy on consumer wel-
fare (Block et al. 2022).

The COVID-19 pandemic created many challenges to se-
curing food access for people experiencing hunger (Bublitz
et al. 2021). However, in some cases, these constraints led
to creative program innovations including several that ex-
panded healthy food access for seniors and children. State
governments, policy entities, and emergency food network
members should proactively share what they learned from
their pandemic program innovations with each other as well
as with policy makers. We advocate scaling these pandemic
innovations wide by sharing and transferring insights, ap-
proaches, and promising practices to broaden their collective
social impact (Nardini et al. 2022). Scaling wide through re-
lationship networks involves sharing both tangible resources
such as food as well as marketing toolkits and programmatic
ideas that members of a group or network can customize to
manage their organizations, promote programs, and deliver
services. Scaling pandemic innovations wide will move us to-

ward the goal of ending hunger.

Lessons Learned from the Pandemic

Food Equity. As we consider the lessons about food access
gleaned from the COVID-19 pandemic, this research shines
light on the truth that all food is not created equal. Access
to a sufficient quantity of food is not adequate when it comes
to ensuring people’s health and well-being. Food policy and
programs must provide equitable access to high quality, nutri-
tious food. People living in underserved communities face
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steep obstacles accessing food—and even steeper obstacles
accessing healthy and nutritious food—because their com-
munities are often food deserts devoid of grocery stores
(Block et al. 2011; Bublitz et al. 2019). Seniors who lack trans-
portation or experience limited mobility also face obstacles
to food access. What’s more, the lack of nutritious food sig-
nificantly impacts the health of seniors, who are more likely
to have chronic diseases such as diabetes.

Barriers to nutritious food fuel not only health dispari-
ties (Satia 2009, USDA 2022d), but also economic and social
inequality. They also stymie educational and earning oppor-
tunities (Victoria et al. 2008). When children are hungry, they
cannot learn effectively, diminishing their opportunity to
escape generational cycles of poverty (Burrows et al. 2017).
Prior to the pandemic, research revealed that parents skimp
on or skip meals so that their children can eat (Harvey 2016).
Hungry adults cannot work productively to support their
families’ economic independence (Popkin 1978). Poverty, then,
is not only a cause of hunger, but also an outcome of hunger.

Equitable access to nutritious food is a critical component
in creating a more just society. Providing not only food, but
healthy food equity, is fundamental to building economic
and social justice. In 2022, in response to the pandemic, the
USDA shifted its focus to align with the goal of providing
healthy and nutritious food equity for all via nutrition secu-
rity, the “consistent access, availability, and affordability of
foods and beverages that promote well-being, prevent dis-
ease, and, if needed, treat disease, particularly among racial/
ethnic minority populations, lower income populations, and
rural and remote populations including Tribal communities
and Insular areas” (USDA 2022d, 1). In explaining why this
shift to nutrition security is happening now, the USDA cred-
its the pandemic with bringing long-standing food access
and health disparities to the forefront. This policy shift to
nutrition security is vital and offers societal value. Provid-
ing people with access to the nutritious foods they need
to thrive is an investment in our nation’s future. According
to US Secretary of Agriculture Tom Vilsack: “The COVID-19
pandemic brought food insecurity to the forefront of the
national conversation and shined a new light on the devas-
tating toll of chronic disease, with an estimated two-thirds
of COVID hospitalizations in the United States related to
diet-related diseases. Across the department we recognize
that food and health are inherently intertwined, and we're
leaning into our powerful tools to help reduce chronic disease,
advance equity and promote overall well-being. We look for-
ward to working with our stakeholders to achieve this vision”
(USDA 2022d).

Having seen the benefits of improved food access and re-
duced hunger, the United States should not regress to pre-
pandemic policies that will push families back into the
emergency food network. In fact, in 2022 as these pandemic
anti-hunger policies and programs are expiring, food price
inflation is at a 14-year high and is expected to keep rising
(Wiesemeyer 2022). Eliminating pandemic anti-hunger pol-
icies and programs as inflation drives food prices higher and
reduces families’ food purchasing power will spike hunger.

The USDA recognizes the opportunity to learn from this
pandemic hunger reduction experiment and is working to
create a better future. In 2021, the USDA announced a re-
evaluation of the way it calculates SNAP benefits known as
the Thrifty Food Plan, the first such change in more than
45 years. According to Vilsack: “A modernized Thrifty Food
Plan is more than a commitment to good nutrition—it’s an
investment in our nation’s health, economy, and security.
Ensuring low-income families have access to a healthy diet
helps prevent disease, supports children in the classroom,
reduces health care costs, and more. And the additional money
families will spend on groceries helps grow the food economy,
creating thousands of new jobs along the way” (USDA 2021d).

The result for families was an increase in SNAP benefits
that took effect in January 2022, just as emergency benefits
allocated during the pandemic ended (USDA 2021d). How-
ever, small increases in program benefits may not be enough
to stave off hunger. An examination of food access reveals
that discontinuation of the US Advance Child Tax Credits in
January 2022 was “associated with a 25% increase in house-
hold food insufficiency by early July 2022” (Bovell-Ammon
et al. 2022).

Pandemic-related innovations within the emergency food
network continue to grow in ways that support food equity.
For example, HTF’s Senior Stockbox program is serving as a
model for more innovations. To meet the food needs of Af-
ghan refugees relocated to southeastern Wisconsin in spring
2022, HTF created customized family food boxes containing
Halal foods that align with these families religious and cul-
tural practices. This effort illustrates how initiatives innovated
during the pandemic can be expanded to provide equitable
food access.

Reducing Stigma. Another lesson brought to light by the
COVID-19 pandemic is the need to eliminate a deep-rooted
barrier to food equity: stigma. Consider the experience of
“lunch shaming,” in which schools offer two parallel lunch
lines—one for kids eligible for free and reduced-price lunch
and one for other students—or serve different meals to kids



who eat free and reduced-price lunch (Downey 2020). These
practices stigmatize students who rely on these programs,
triggering some to skip lunch entirely to avoid the stigma
associated with these programs (Pogash 2008). In 2021, there
was an increase in communities and legislators advocating
for universal free lunch, regardless of ability to pay. Maine
and California have adopted such programs (Food Research
and Action Center 2021a), and several US representatives
and senators have introduced the Universal School Meals
Program Act in an attempt to make universal free school
lunch a federal policy (Food Research and Action Center
2021b). By reducing the stigma associated with free and
reduced-price school lunch, universal free lunch programs
could have substantial positive impact on children’s and
youth’s well-being. Research shows that universal free meal
programs reduce hunger (Gross et al. 2019), improve academic
performance (Cohen et al. 2021), and even boost future earn-
ings (Lundborg, Rooth, and Alex-Petersen 2022). Historical
data on the implementation of universal free lunch in Swe-
den demonstrate that “pupils exposed to the program during
their entire primary school period have 3 percent greater life-
time earning” (Lundborg et al. 2022, 876).

Unfortunately, however, such policy shifts aimed at in-
creasing food equity and reducing stigma face significant
opposition in the political and public spheres. For example,
a bill promoting universal free school lunch in Wisconsin
did not even receive a hearing (Krumholz 2022). When con-
sidering whether to opt-in to universal free lunch, a Wiscon-
sin school board member suggested that free lunches would
cause kids to become “spoiled” (Linnane 2021). To the con-
trary, investments in food equity produce positive economic
returns, preserve people’s dignity, and fuel local economies
(Canning and Stacy 2019; Russell, Leonard, and O’Rourke
2020). An examination of initiatives adopted during the pan-
demic to improve access to food, particularly for children,
highlight ways to achieve positive outcomes, if barriers can
be overcome.

Future Research and Call to Action

To disarm these obstacles to food access and equity in the
political and public realms, future research should further
document how public policy can improve collective well-being
(Block et al. 2022). Researchers should also explore how we
can encourage more people to support scientifically backed
public policy. During the pandemic, we witnessed how fully
funded federal policies supporting food access and equity
have unmatched power to create a better society for all. Our
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academic-nonprofit research partnership with Milwaukee’s
Hunger Task Force was vital to revealing these contribu-
tions. We call on more researchers to engage directly with
nonprofit and public policy stakeholders as they investigate
societal challenges and public policy solutions with the po-
tential to enact transformative change. (Bublitz et al. 2022;
Ozanne et al. 2017). As documented in this article, the anti-
hunger policy investments adopted during the pandemic,
and other similar policy investments, must prevail in the “next
normal” if we are to provide healthy and affordable food ac-
cess for all, and ultimately, end hunger.
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