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Tackling food insecurity at its roots requires weaving strategies for bolstering family 

food resources into broader efforts to address the causes and consequences of financial 

instability and economic hardship. Because food insecurity intersects with so many 

other challenges, communities have multiple opportunities to collaboratively reduce 

barriers, increase resilience, and improve outcomes for residents and neighborhoods.  

In the sections below, we highlight solutions that speak to major challenges families 

face—such as finding affordable housing, accessing needed health care, and increasing 

earnings and assets—that can also affect their ability to afford a healthy diet. The most 

effective strategies leverage opportunities to bring these different domains together. 

This is not an exhaustive list of strategies but rather a starting point as communities 

consider how to take action. 

In some cases, it’s clear who can move these ideas forward. Improvement of child nutrition 

programs might naturally involve schools, parent groups, students, and anti-hunger advocates. But 

disrupting food insecurity may mean bringing new actors to the table—for example, tapping a rural 

hospital to host a summer meals program or engaging pediatricians to support benefits outreach and 

advocacy efforts. Families struggling to afford food and other basic needs benefit when stakeholders 

collaborate, break out of their siloes, and invest collectively in family well-being and community 

capacity. 

Finally, communities can take steps to ensure that their responses to food insecurity are equitable 

and consider families’ needs as a whole. Looking at solutions through the lens of targeted universalism 

can help communities set and achieve universal goals, such as increasing affordability of healthy food or 

reducing food insecurity, through targeted approaches that recognize some groups have different 

needs, barriers, and circumstances. And approaches that traditionally focus only on certain household 

members, such as children, can be enhanced through two-generation approaches, which combine 

interventions for children and their parents or caregivers. 

  

https://haasinstitute.berkeley.edu/targeteduniversalism
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/theoretical-framework-two-generation-models
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Communities and Places 
Although food insecurity exists in every US county, some regions and types of communities experience 

higher rates than others. Rural areas have higher rates of food insecurity overall, but most food-

insecure individuals live in metro areas. The South has the highest rates of food insecurity among 

regions, but significant concentrations of food insecurity are found across the US.  

People of color consistently have far higher rates of food insecurity and poverty than white people, 

in large part because of structural racism’s effects. People at different points in the life course—

especially children, adolescents, and seniors—are particularly vulnerable to the health and 

developmental setbacks that come with not having an adequate diet. 

1. Incorporate strategies for addressing food insecurity in place-based initiatives and leverage 

lessons from collective impact approaches for building community resilience in low-income 

areas. 

 Embed food insecurity strategies in larger efforts, using collective impact approaches 

that bring together community representatives to work across siloes, maintain 

accountability, and address community-level challenges, including chronic disinvestment. 

 Incorporate trauma-informed strategies to build capacity to address complex and 

intersecting needs. 

 Learn from other communities using place-conscious strategies to improve health and 

well-being. 

2. Adopt strategies developed specifically to meet the needs of suburban and rural 

communities, which are often overlooked.  

 Rural areas are spread out, which can pose transportation challenges. The closest place 

to buy fresh produce may be a long drive away. Rural areas also face high poverty and 

unemployment rates, and jobs tend to be concentrated in low-wage industries. Many 

rural communities are implementing creative strategies to combat food insecurity, such 

as increasing the take-up of federal benefits by improving coordination between 

nutrition assistance agencies and communities, developing a universal screening tool to 

determine eligibility for any nutrition program services, and providing program referrals.  

https://www.feedingamerica.org/research/map-the-meal-gap/overall-executive-summary?_ga=2.239580931.1256300838.1547849629-915939656.1545861398&s_src=WXXX1MTMG
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1536504214545766
https://www.bread.org/library/applying-racial-equity-lens-end-hunger
https://hungerandhealth.feedingamerica.org/explore-our-work/collective-impact-community-change/
https://www.urban.org/policy-centers/metropolitan-housing-and-communities-policy-center/projects/opportunity-zones
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/trauma-informed-community-building-and-engagement/view/full_report
https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/tackling-poverty-place
https://purposebuiltcommunities.org/our-approach/community-wellness/
https://purposebuiltcommunities.org/our-approach/community-wellness/
http://frac.org/hunger-poverty-america/rural-hunger
http://frac.org/hunger-poverty-america/rural-hunger
https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/topics/food-and-hunger
https://fns-prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/sfsp/SMT-Rural_Development.pdf
https://www.fns.usda.gov/usda-rural-child-poverty-nutrition-center-grants-2016
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 Suburban areas have experienced a significant rise in poverty in recent years, but 

awareness of food insecurity and access to social services have not kept pace with the 

shifting demographics. Suburban areas have also seen a significant rise in concentrated 

poverty, defined as areas where at least 40 percent of residents have household incomes 

below the poverty level. Mapping available resources in these communities can be an 

important strategy for identifying service gaps, as can drawing on evidence-based 

antipoverty strategies being implemented in suburban communities.  

 Communities can use “data walks” to share indicators from this dashboard, maps of local 

resources, and other information with residents and leaders to engage them in 

conversation about how to best meet local needs. 

3. Create commitment and capacity to address persistent disparities in food insecurity rates 

among communities of color. Applying a racial equity lens—a concept and practice that focuses 

on achieving equality for people of color—can help communities respond to structural racism 

and its consequences. Communities should consider individual needs and challenges when 

developing and implementing strategies. African American, Asian American, Latinx, and Native 

American communities have distinct needs, and significant diversity exists within each of these 

communities.  

 Assess whether priorities identified to address food insecurity in the community 

recognize disparities among residents, are focused on removing barriers and improving 

opportunities, and engage with how discrimination may affect the risk of food insecurity 

and impede strategies designed to address it.  

 Evaluate public policies and organizational practices designed to address food insecurity 

to ensure that they do not further disadvantage communities of color and to assess 

whether they make meaningful progress in reducing disparities (and, if not, how they can 

be improved). Bread for the World Institute has developed a methodology to support 

policymakers, organizations, and communities in their efforts to apply a racial equity lens 

in the food and nutrition space and beyond.  

 Help communities learn more about racial inequities and food insecurity, including the 

role that inequity in assets and wealth plays in increasing food insecurity risk for 

communities of color. Bread for the World Institute’s simulation tool has been used 

across the country to help individuals, communities, organizations, and policymakers see 

these connections and inspire them to work toward achieving racial equity. 

https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/1007_suburban_poverty_allard_roth.pdf
https://www.citylab.com/solutions/2017/07/confronting-the-myths-about-suburban-poverty/532680/
https://www.brookings.edu/interactives/the-growth-and-spread-of-concentrated-poverty-2000-to-2008-2012/
https://www.brookings.edu/interactives/the-growth-and-spread-of-concentrated-poverty-2000-to-2008-2012/
https://www.brookings.edu/book/confronting-suburban-poverty-in-america/
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/data-walks-innovative-way-share-data-communities
https://www.bread.org/library/applying-racial-equity-lens-end-hunger
https://www.bread.org/library/hunger-poverty-african-american-community-february-2018
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6121379/
https://www.bread.org/library/fact-sheet-hunger-and-poverty-latino-community
https://www.bread.org/library/fact-sheet-hunger-and-poverty-indigenous-community
https://www.bread.org/library/fact-sheet-hunger-and-poverty-indigenous-community
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1467-8330.2006.00582.x
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1467-8330.2006.00582.x
http://childrenshealthwatch.org/from-disparities-to-discrimination-getting-at-the-roots-of-food-insecurity-in-america/
https://www.raceforward.org/practice/tools/racial-equity-impact-assessment-toolkit
http://www.policylink.org/resources-tools/tools
http://files.bread.org/institute/report/racial-equity/report-methodology.pdf?_ga=2.160231037.1528605586.1551710528-1050834967.1551710528
https://www.bread.org/library/racial-wealth-gap-learning-simulation
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 Center those with lived experience at all phases of work in the community, including 

during needs assessment, design and implementation of strategies, organizational and 

community leadership, and evaluation. 

4. Develop strategies to address the unique needs and concerns of households with immigrant 

family members. Households with immigrant family members may be reluctant to seek services 

and benefits for which they are eligible because of concerns about proposed changes to public 

charge rules, immigration enforcement activities, and harsh anti-immigrant rhetoric. Strategies 

to help these households include the following: 

 Educate community members, practitioners, and other stakeholders about the evolving 

policy environment, with an aim to dispel myths that may be harmful to community 

members. 

 Conduct outreach to ensure that families receive services for which they are eligible. 

 Collaborate with organizations working closely with immigrant communities to identify 

needs, tailor responses, and ensure information is available in multiple languages. 

5. Build capacity to address the needs of children and seniors and their caregivers, populations 

at high risk of food insecurity. Food insecurity is harmful at any age, but childhood through 

adolescence is a sensitive period of development with greater risk of poor health outcomes. 

Seniors also have particular health and nutrition needs that make them more vulnerable. 

Responses can be strengthened by applying a race and gender lens when creating strategies for 

children and seniors. Targeted strategies to reduce food insecurity in these populations can 

complement broader efforts to improve community outcomes. 

 Tailor SNAP outreach strategies to seniors, who typically participate in SNAP at lower 

levels than other age groups. 

 Strengthen collaborations to reach children at risk of food insecurity in all settings 

including schools, community and nonprofit organizations, and government agencies. 

And explore best practices for interventions serving seniors and children.  

 Differentiate child hunger strategies to recognize  adolescents’ unique needs and engage 

teens directly in designing solutions. 

https://www.centerforhungerfreecommunities.org/our-programs/witnesses-hunger
http://www.bread.org/sites/default/files/downloads/briefing-paper-undocumented-immigrants-face-higher-poverty-rates-june-2017.pdf
http://www.bread.org/sites/default/files/downloads/immigrants-fact-sheet-2016.pdf
http://www.bread.org/sites/default/files/downloads/immigrants-fact-sheet-2016.pdf
https://www.apha.org/news-and-media/news-releases/apha-news-releases/2018/annual-meeting-snap-participation
https://www.nilc.org/issues/economic-support/overview-immeligfedprograms/
https://protectingimmigrantfamilies.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/PIFpublicchargeFAQ.pdf
https://protectingimmigrantfamilies.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/PIFpublicchargeFAQ.pdf
https://protectingimmigrantfamilies.org/community-education-resources/
https://protectingimmigrantfamilies.org/community-education-resources/
https://protectingimmigrantfamilies.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/PIF-4-pager-Repaired-7.08.19.pdf
https://www.bread.org/library/hunger-and-poverty-female-headed-households
http://www.bread.org/blog/rising-threat-senior-hunger
https://www.ncoa.org/wp-content/uploads/NCOA-SNAP-hdbk_0815.pdf
https://bestpractices.nokidhungry.org/playbook
https://bestpractices.nokidhungry.org/playbook
http://www.frac.org/research/resource-library
https://www.feedingamerica.org/sites/default/files/research/senior-hunger-research/senior-hunger-evaluation.pdf
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/impossible-choices-teens-and-food-insecurity-america
https://www.feedingamerica.org/sites/default/files/research/teen-hunger-research/bringing-teens-to-the-table.pdf
https://www.feedingamerica.org/sites/default/files/research/teen-hunger-research/bringing-teens-to-the-table.pdf
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/exploring-teen-food-insecurity-portland-oregon
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Food Assistance 
Food insecurity harms health and development at all ages. Not having an adequate diet can also hinder 

children’s ability to learn in school and adults’ capacity to work and be effective parents. Federal 

nutrition programs offer critical support, but many food-insecure families are not participating in 

benefits for which they may be eligible. 

6. Maximize access to the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP). Research shows 

that SNAP (formerly, food stamps) is effective at reducing food insecurity and poverty and 

improves health outcomes. Although participation among eligible people is relatively high (85 

percent), some communities and populations are underserved, including seniors and low-

income working families. In 12 states,  fewer than 80 percent of eligible people participate. They 

include several heavily populated states with the largest number of eligible people. 

Communities can work with state policymakers to reduce enrollment barriers by 

streamlining the application process and assessing whether states are leveraging options under 

federal policy that can improve access or benefits. The increasing imposition of work-related 

time limits for able-bodied adults without dependents receiving SNAP also means that 

communities need to be aware of what education and training investments are available to help 

connect SNAP participants to meaningful work opportunities, as well as what exemptions from 

the time limits are available (e.g., for people with disabilities). 

Communities can also advocate with federal policymakers to improve the adequacy of 

SNAP benefits, which currently fall short of covering the average cost of a low-income meal in 

99 percent of US counties. The National Academy of Sciences has offered multiple 

recommendations for improving the effectiveness of SNAP benefits in supplementing family 

food budgets.  

 

7. Improve the reach of child nutrition assistance programs. Federal child nutrition programs 

play a critical role in addressing food insecurity among young and school-age children. 

Opportunities exist for communities to improve the reach and administration of these 

programs.  

 The National School Lunch Program and School Breakfast Program: Communities may 

leverage various strategies to reduce stigma and maximize participation in school lunch 

and breakfast programs. Offering “grab and go” breakfasts that can be eaten outside the 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18317892
https://www.healthaffairs.org/doi/full/10.1377/hlthaff.2015.0645
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11433053
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2835994/
https://fns-prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/Measuring2013Sum.pdf
https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/what-does-it-mean-snap-remove-people-poverty
https://fns-prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/snap/Trends2010-2016-Summary.pdf
https://fns-prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/snap/Trends2010-2016-Summary.pdf
https://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/reaching-those-need-estimates-state-supplemental-nutrition-assistance-program-participation-rates-fy
https://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/reaching-those-need-estimates-state-supplemental-nutrition-assistance-program-participation-rates-fy
https://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/snap-employment-and-training-et-best-practices-study-final-report
https://www.urban.org/does-snap-cover-cost-meal-your-county
http://www.nationalacademies.org/hmd/Reports/2013/Supplemental-Nutrition-Assistance-Program-Examining-the-Evidence-to-Define-Benefit-Adequacy.aspx
http://frac.org/wp-content/uploads/hunger-health-role-federal-child-nutrition-programs-improving-health-well-being.pdf
http://www.frac.org/community-eligibility
http://frac.org/wp-content/uploads/school-breakfast-scorecard-sy-2017-2018.pdf
http://frac.org/wp-content/uploads/school-breakfast-scorecard-sy-2017-2018.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1499404617308047?via%3Dihub
http://www.frac.org/research/resource-library/school-breakfast-making-it-work-in-large-school-districts-2017-2018-school-year-february-2019


 

D I S R U P T I N G  F O O D  I N S E C U R I T Y :  S T E P S  C O M M U N I T I E S  C A N  T A K E  7   
 

cafeteria or in the classroom can be particularly helpful for students in rural areas with 

long commutes to school.  

 The Summer Food Service Program: Participation in summer meal programs is much lower 

than in programs operated during the school year. Communities can make it easier for 

students to participate by reducing transportation and administrative barriers, 

advocating for an expansion of SNAP Summer Electronic Benefits Transfer for Children 

options, and implementing other innovative ways to connect families with programs that 

can serve meals.  

 The Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC): WIC 

serves pregnant and postpartum mothers and children up to age five. To make it easier 

for WIC participants to access nutritious food, all states are expected to switch from 

paper vouchers to electronic benefits by 2020. Communities can monitor 

implementation of these changes to help spot and resolve challenges. Communities can 

also target outreach among eligible families with toddlers and preschool-age children, as 

participation rates for those groups are lower than rates for families with infants.  

Other ways to improve the effectiveness of the WIC program include identifying barriers 

to participation and benefit utilization; developing stronger partnerships to strengthen 

WIC referrals; evaluating opportunities to improve local clinic conditions (e.g., customer 

service, wait times, and racial equity and cultural sensitivity); facilitating feedback from 

relevant stakeholders, including representatives from diverse communities served by 

WIC; and advocating for process and policy improvements at multiple levels, including at 

WIC clinics, county public health departments, retailers, and state agencies.  

 The Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP): This program reimburses snacks and 

meals in Head Start, child care and afterschool settings, and shelters. Communities can 

prioritize strategies for addressing administrative and outreach barriers that have limited 

the use of the CACFP program. For example, communities can identify unserved child 

care centers and family child care home providers, engage in outreach and promotion, 

and initiate dialogue with the state agency and local CACFP sponsors. Effective county-

level organizing strategies include hosting CACFP summits, creating CACFP workgroups, 

and facilitating listening sessions. 

Communities can also leverage health care institutions by establishing CACFP and 

summer food service program sites in clinics and hospitals. 

https://www.fns.usda.gov/sfsp/best-practices
https://www.fns.usda.gov/pressrelease/2016/fns-000816
http://www.frac.org/wp-content/uploads/outreach-increase-participation-sfsp.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/aws.upl/nwica.org/2019-wic-ebt.pdf
http://www.frac.org/research/resource-library/making-wic-work-better-strategies-to-reach-more-women-and-children-and-strengthen-benefits-use
http://www.frac.org/research/resource-library/making-wic-work-better-strategies-to-reach-more-women-and-children-and-strengthen-benefits-use
http://bestpractices.nokidhungry.org/programs/afterschool-meals/starting-afterschool-meals
http://frac.org/wp-content/uploads/cacfp-fact-sheet.pdf
http://bestpractices.nokidhungry.org/sites/default/files/download-resource/Free%20Summer%20Meals%20at%20Arkansas%20Children%27s%20Hospital%3A%20A%20Case%20Study.pdf
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8. Improve access to healthy food options through food banks, food pantries, and other 

partners. Many families rely on food pantries and other charitable meal programs. This includes 

families who receive assistance from federal nutrition programs but still need help meeting 

their food budget needs, as well as families who may not qualify for those programs because of 

income or other eligibility criteria.  

Communities can improve access to healthy charitable food, for example, by mapping 

where resources are not fully aligned with those who may be in need and identifying areas that 

need additional capacity, using mobile delivery strategies to reach underserved communities, 

and partnering with community-based organizations to distribute food at locations where 

people are receiving other services. Food banks, food pantries, and other meal-provider 

partners can also serve as important points of outreach for federal nutrition programs and 

other benefits and services to help stabilize low-income families. 

 

9. Build resilient local and regional food systems that support access to healthy, affordable food 

for all neighborhoods. Many communities have leveraged local food policy councils as a 

mechanism for convening stakeholders working throughout the food system, ranging from 

farmers, growers, and processors to retailers, government officials, and community residents. 

Strategies for increasing the capacity of local food economies include food hubs that support 

multiple smaller producers and can increase the capacity of local food economies. 

 

10. Increase access to affordable, healthy food in urban neighborhoods and rural communities.  

 In urban areas, communities have collaborated to improve the offerings in “corner 

stores,” which are often the only places to buy food in low-income neighborhoods.  

 In rural areas, access to supermarkets that offer variety and affordable prices can be 

limited, and the lack of access to affordable transportation can be a significant barrier. 

Depending on needs and resources, communities can improve access to healthy food at 

multiple levels, from production to distribution. 

  

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10460-017-9783-y
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10460-017-9783-y
https://www.feedingamerica.org/our-work/hunger-relief-programs/mobile-food-pantry-program
http://ohiofoodbanks.org/programs/programs.php?id=1
http://www.foodpolicynetworks.org/about/
http://www.ngfn.org/resources/ngfn-database/knowledge/FoodHubResourceGuide.pdf
http://thefoodtrust.org/uploads/media_items/healthy-corner-store-overview.original.pdf
http://thefoodtrust.org/uploads/media_items/healthy-corner-store-overview.original.pdf
https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/toolkits/food-access
https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/toolkits/food-access/2/program-models
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Physical Health 
Food insecurity is associated with poorer health outcomes at every stage of life: prenatal development, 

childhood, adolescence, adulthood, and older age. Food insecurity and poor nutrition can complicate the 

ability to manage illness—especially diet-related illnesses like diabetes—and can increase health care 

costs. And families who are dealing with illness and struggling financially may make trade-offs between 

medicine and food.  

11. Encourage health care providers to screen for food insecurity. Providers can also make 

referrals to help patients access federal nutrition programs like SNAP and WIC and community-

based services like summer food programs and food pantries. Providers and their partners can 

access online training around food insecurity and health for older adults and resources to 

screen and address food insecurity in children.  

 

12. Explore ways to engage health care providers in supporting access to healthy food to address 

the social determinants of health. Food insecurity is associated with high health care utilization 

and costs. Ensuring that people have healthy food to eat may bring those costs down. One study 

found that meal delivery programs can reduce the use of costly health care, such as emergency 

room visits, and decrease spending.  

 

The concept of “food as medicine” is spreading. In Pennsylvania, a group of insurers partnered 

with a meal delivery nonprofit to offer specially designed meals for people with serious 

illnesses. Other Medicaid programs are doing the same. And the Centers for Medicare and 

Medicaid Services recently expanded the health-related benefits insurers can include in their 

Medicare Advantage plans to include nonmedical costs like healthy groceries and home-

delivered meals.  

 

13. Integrate food security strategies in diabetes interventions. Communities can identify 

opportunities for food distribution organizations to support healthy food access for clients 

living with diabetes and other diet-sensitive conditions. Research suggests that food-insecure 

individuals are more likely to develop diabetes and face greater challenges in managing their 

condition.  

 

https://academic.oup.com/jn/article/137/9/2087/4664860
https://academic.oup.com/jn/article/136/4/1073/4664203
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3632292/
https://academic.oup.com/jn/article/140/2/304/4600323
https://www.feedingamerica.org/research/senior-hunger-research
https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/how-food-insecurity-adding-our-health-care-costs
https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/how-food-insecurity-adding-our-health-care-costs
https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/how-food-insecurity-adding-our-health-care-costs
https://frac.learnercommunity.com/account/login/secure?returnUrl=%2Factivity%2Fenrollment%2Fautoenroll%3FproductId%3Daf4785d7-638b-41a2-bc49-3a928cb9c951%26sectionId%3Df604dc96-4c56-4d8b-a787-865377b0c8d1
http://childrenshealthwatch.org/public-policy/hunger-vital-sign/
http://www.aappublications.org/news/2017/05/31/Chapters053117
https://hungerandhealth.feedingamerica.org/resource/food-insecurity-healthcare-utilization-high-cost-longitudinal-cohort-study/
https://hungerandhealth.feedingamerica.org/resource/food-insecurity-healthcare-utilization-high-cost-longitudinal-cohort-study/
https://www.healthaffairs.org/doi/full/10.1377/hlthaff.2017.0999
https://www.usnews.com/news/healthiest-communities/articles/2018-06-25/medicaid-plan-in-pennsylvania-offers-tailored-meals-to-combat-illnesses
https://khn.org/news/medicare-advantage-plans-cleared-to-go-beyond-medical-coverage-even-groceries/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2583797/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3263865/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3263865/
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14. Provide health screenings and healthy food interventions at food pantry sites. Because many 

people with food insecurity have health problems that can be managed or improved with a 

better diet, food pantries can play a role in supporting health interventions. Some food pantries 

also give clients food boxes designed to support effective diabetes management.  

 

15. Foster partnerships between health care settings and resources for affordable, healthy food. 

These partnerships can make healthy food more accessible to patients that may face food 

insecurity, for example, by stationing mobile farmers’ markets and mobile produce pantries at 

community health centers and connecting patients to federal nutrition benefits. Some 

communities have created healthy food prescription programs, where health care providers 

“prescribe” nutritious food to patients through vouchers to buy fresh fruits and vegetables.  

 

16. Emphasize early outreach to address food insecurity and improve birth outcomes among 

pregnant mothers. Participation in the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, 

Infants, and Children (WIC) has been shown to improve birth outcomes among low-income 

mothers, but only about 50 percent of eligible expecting moms participate in the program. 

Proactive outreach can encourage enrollment early in pregnancy among those who are less 

likely to participate or who typically enroll later in pregnancy.  

 

17. Prioritize strategies to improve food security for people with disabilities. Households with a 

family member who has a disability have higher-than-average food insecurity rates. Focused 

efforts to strengthen the safety net for these households and tailor interventions to reduce 

their food insecurity can improve supports for some of the most vulnerable community 

members. 

 

18. Work to expand health insurance coverage. Local-government leaders and local stakeholders 

in states that did not expand Medicaid could help state leaders better understand the broader 

implications of having uninsured residents and residents with high levels of medical debt. Also, 

expanding program outreach to increase health insurance enrollment among the most 

vulnerable populations would improve their health by allowing them access to needed health 

care.   

https://www.chlpi.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/12/Food-Banks-as-Partners-May-2016.pdf
https://www.healthaffairs.org/do/10.1377/hblog20160921.056694/full/
https://foodtank.com/news/2016/01/wholesome-wave-and-navajo-nation-healthy-food-access/
https://www.camdenhealth.org/prescriptions-for-healthy-foods/
http://eatsfvoucher.org/
https://wicworks.fns.usda.gov/resources/wic-nutrition-services-standards
https://wicworks.fns.usda.gov/resources/wic-nutrition-services-standards
https://www.cbpp.org/research/food-assistance/wic-works-addressing-the-nutrition-and-health-needs-of-low-income-families%20and%20https:/s3.amazonaws.com/aws.upl/nwica.org/wics-role-reducing-infant-mortality.pdf
https://www.fns.usda.gov/wic/wic-2016-eligibility-and-coverage-rates
http://www.ideas42.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/I42_WIC-Paper-Final.pdf
https://www.usda.gov/media/blog/2013/02/12/disability-important-risk-factor-food-insecurity
https://www.chicagosfoodbank.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/Disabilities_FullReport.pdf
http://www.urban.org/research/publication/why-health-insurance-important
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Housing and Transportation 
Housing is a major expense for most low-income people, many of whom may face trade-offs between 

paying for food, housing, utilities, and transportation. A majority of Feeding America client households 

report having to choose between paying for food or paying for utilities (69 percent), transportation (67 

percent), or housing (57 percent) at some point during the year. Among households making these 

spending trade-offs, about one-third reported doing so every month.  

Housing instability—such as trouble paying rent, doubling up, or moving frequently—is a risk factor 

for food insecurity. And once a family is evicted, food insecurity and other hardships may persist for 

years.  

19. Expand strategies that preserve and produce affordable housing across the income spectrum. 

Specific local strategies include the following: 

 Support the creation of housing trust funds, which are used to increase and preserve 

affordable housing. 

 Advocate for fair allocations of tax credits and community development funds. 

 Support inclusive policies that foster multifamily development. 

 Advocate for source-of-income discrimination laws, which would make it illegal for 

landlords to discriminate against applicants who use housing vouchers and other housing 

assistance.  

 Help families stay in their homes through eviction prevention strategies. 

 Preserve existing affordable units through preservation compacts. 

 Encourage the production of new affordable units. Strategies include density bonuses, 

reduced regulatory barriers, expanded housing opportunities through inclusionary 

zoning, and the elimination of single-family zoning. 

 Take a comprehensive approach to planning that combines multiple strategies, enlists 

diverse stakeholders, and serves residents across the entire housing market. 

 Preserve and expand manufactured and factory-built housing in rural areas. 

http://www.jchs.harvard.edu/sites/default/files/harvard_jchs_state_of_the_nations_housing_2017.pdf
https://www.feedingamerica.org/research/hunger-in-america
http://help.feedingamerica.org/HungerInAmerica/hunger-in-america-2014-summary.pdf
https://scholar.harvard.edu/mdesmond/publications/eviction%E2%80%99s-fallout-housing-hardship-and-health
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/low-income-housing-tax-credit-past-achievements-future-challenges
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/12/13/us/minneapolis-single-family-zoning.html
https://www.latimes.com/opinion/editorials/la-ed-section-8-discrimination-ban-20190130-story.html
https://www.urban.org/policy-centers/metropolitan-housing-and-communities-policy-center/projects/housingchoicevoucherdiscrimination
http://www2.nycbar.org/pdf/report/uploads/SRR_Report_Financial_Cost_and_Benefits_of_Establishing_a_Right_to_Counsel_in_Eviction_Proceedings.pdf
http://www.preservationcompact.org/
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/periodicals/em/spring13/highlight3.html
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/rbc/home.html
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/publications/affhsg/HUD_496.html
https://www.citylab.com/equity/2018/07/citylab-university-inclusionary-zoning/565181/
https://www.citylab.com/equity/2018/07/citylab-university-inclusionary-zoning/565181/
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/12/13/us/minneapolis-single-family-zoning.html
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/denver-and-state-low-and-middle-income-housing
https://rocusa.org/
https://nextstepus.org/
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 Explore ways to make the Low-Income Housing Tax Credit work better for rural 

communities and advocate for adequate attention to rural housing needs in other 

housing assistance programs. 

20. Advocate for state and local governments to increase housing subsidies for low-income 

households, which would supplement federal subsidies. Housing subsidies have been shown to 

significantly affect both housing and food insecurity.  

 

21. Encourage collaborations between housing and food organizations for program delivery and 

policy innovation that can improve both housing and food insecurity outcomes. 

 

22. Maximize strategies to reduce the pressure of energy costs on household budgets. Utility 

costs—particularly the costs of heating and cooling, which may fluctuate by season—can put 

additional pressure on family food budgets, forcing some families to choose between paying for 

utilities or food (sometimes referred to as the “Heat or Eat” dilemma).  

 Assess whether state or tribal organizations are fully leveraging the Low-Income Home 

Energy Assistance Program, which has been shown to relieve pressure on the household 

food budget.  

 Pursue strategies to improve energy efficiency in multifamily housing, which includes 

many low-income renters.  

 Identify resources and conduct outreach for weatherizing housing to reduce energy costs 

for rural homeowners. 

23. Experiment with innovative transportation solutions for low-income families and 

underserved communities. Transportation access and affordability can affect families’ ability 

to buy goods and services, maintain employment, or seek education and training. Lack of 

affordable transportation can also be a barrier to purchasing healthy and affordable food. 

 Experiment with incentives to locate affordable housing near transit options.  

 In urban and suburban areas, initiate or expand public transportation subsidies for low-

income families. Offer free or low-cost shuttle services in underserved neighborhoods to 

increase access to economic opportunities and vital services.  

https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/why-low-income-housing-tax-credit-matters-rural-communities
https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/why-low-income-housing-tax-credit-matters-rural-communities
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/rental-housing-21st-century-rural-america
http://www.evidenceonhomelessness.com/recent_highlights/cityscape-special-edition-the-family-options-study/
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/periodicals/cityscpe/vol19num3/ch12.pdf
https://www.opportunityhome.org/resources/2893/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17056826
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18829785
http://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/118/5/e1293
https://liheapch.acf.hhs.gov/
https://liheapch.acf.hhs.gov/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/254384671_The_Impact_of_Low_Income_Home_Energy_Assistance_Program_LIHEAP_Participation_on_Household_Energy_Insecurity
https://aceee.org/files/pdf/fact-sheet/FS-multifamily-project.pdf
https://www.benefits.gov/benefit/580
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/publications/pdf/Creating_Cnnted_Comm.pdf
https://www.denverpost.com/2014/12/16/denver-expands-fund-to-add-2000-affordable-homes-near-transit/
https://www.citylab.com/transportation/2018/06/what-reduced-transit-fares-could-mean-for-low-income-new-yorkers/562412/
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 In rural areas and other communities with limited transit assets, explore mobile 

strategies for bringing affordable food or other needed goods and services to the 

community.  

 Experiment with alternative payment methods for car- and bike-sharing programs for 

people without bank accounts or credit cards. Explore affordable ride-sharing options 

that can be tailored to rural areas.  

  

https://www.feedingamerica.org/our-work/hunger-relief-programs/mobile-food-pantry-program
https://www.feedingamerica.org/our-work/hunger-relief-programs/mobile-food-pantry-program
https://www.kansas.com/living/health-fitness/article211246474.html
https://www.itdp.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/Shared-Mobility_Full-Report.pdf
https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/toolkits/transportation/2/models-to-improve-access/ridesharing-models
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Income and Employment 
Insufficient and unstable income and employment are significant drivers of food insecurity. Job loss, 

reduced work hours, and unexpected expenses such as medical bills can put stress on household 

budgets, leaving little to buy food.  

24. Increase the reach, value, and uptake of the earned income tax credit (EITC). The EITC boosts 

the returns to work for lower-income workers, and EITC receipt is associated with higher food 

expenditures and better nutrition outcomes among children.  

 Support EITC outreach. Although EITC uptake is fairly high (about 80 percent), not all 

families are aware of their eligibility or apply for benefits, including families with less 

education and those in rural areas. Outreach and tax preparation assistance—perhaps 

paired with charitable food distribution or other benefit outreach and services—can 

improve uptake.  

 Advocate for federal policy changes that can improve the tax credits for some workers 

who currently do not qualify or who only receive a small credit, such as single adults 

without dependents.  

 Assess the opportunities for earned income tax credits at the state level. State 

policymakers can augment the tax credit to address current limitations, as 29 states and 

DC already do.  

25. Support workers in accessing high-quality, evidence-based job training programs, work 

supports, and better-paying jobs. Food insecurity rates are higher among those with less 

education. And recent research has highlighted high levels of food insecurity among some 

households with college students, especially those in two-year community college programs. 

 Invest in education, workforce training programs, and apprenticeships to help boost the 

skills and earnings potential of residents with a high school degree or less. 

 Leverage government funding and partnerships with community-based organizations to 

reduce barriers to education, training, and employment—such as a lack of access to 

affordable child care.  

https://academic.oup.com/aepp/article-abstract/33/3/281/8427
https://www.ers.usda.gov/publications/pub-details/?pubid=45216
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11150-009-9075-4
https://www.healthaffairs.org/do/10.1377/hpb20180817.769687/full/
https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/working-papers/2014/adrm/carra-wp-2014-04.pdf
https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/working-papers/2014/adrm/carra-wp-2014-04.pdf
https://www.irs.gov/newsroom/many-people-in-rural-areas-can-benefit-from-eitc
https://www.irs.gov/individuals/free-tax-return-preparation-for-you-by-volunteers
http://www.foodbanknyc.org/taxhelp/
https://rufes.org/faq/
https://www.mobilitypartnership.org/imagining-future-work-fosters-mobility-all
https://www.mobilitypartnership.org/imagining-future-work-fosters-mobility-all
http://www.ncsl.org/research/labor-and-employment/earned-income-tax-credits-for-working-families.aspx
http://www.ncsl.org/research/labor-and-employment/earned-income-tax-credits-for-working-families.aspx
http://d1w64so4kzmym9.cloudfront.net/institute/report/2018-hunger-report.pdf
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/assessing-food-insecurity-campus
https://www.urban.org/features/apprenticeships
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/early-childhood/reports/2018/12/06/461643/americas-child-care-deserts-2018/
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/early-childhood/reports/2018/12/06/461643/americas-child-care-deserts-2018/
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 Advocate for SNAP Employment and Training investments that move beyond the 

traditional emphasis on job search assistance to those that offer job training informed by 

best practices. 

 Explore innovative strategies, such as community economic development policies and 

subsidized jobs, to improve employment opportunities in areas with limited jobs and 

among workers with the most significant barriers.  

 Evaluate opportunities to strengthen workers’ voices and labor standards to foster wage 

growth. 

 Pursue collaborations between schools and training programs and organizations working 

on benefit outreach and food distribution.  

26. Streamline and integrate work support programs, policies, and practices at enrollment and 

renewal. Families who qualify for SNAP often qualify for other support programs such as child 

care subsidies, WIC, and Medicaid. With different renewal requirements and processes, eligible 

families can lose benefits when they do not submit all required materials or when the state does 

not process their renewal in a timely manner. State and county agencies can integrate polices to 

reduce unnecessary verification requirements for the parent and reduce administrative burden.  

 

  

https://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/snap-employment-and-training-et-best-practices-study-final-report
https://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/snap-employment-and-training-et-best-practices-study-final-report
https://www.urban.org/policy-centers/cross-center-initiatives/community-economic-development-hub/about
http://www.georgetownpoverty.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/GCPI-Subsidized-Employment-Paper-20160413.pdf
https://www.michigan.gov/documents/corrections/Community_Ventures_Fact_Sheet_12-2012_530852_7.pdf
https://www.mobilitypartnership.org/imagining-future-work-fosters-mobility-all
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/es_2272018_strengthening_labor_standards_shierholz_pp.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/es_2272018_strengthening_labor_standards_shierholz_pp.pdf
https://cufba.org/
http://singlestopusa.org/education/
https://www.cbpp.org/research/health/opportunities-for-states-to-coordinate-medicaid-and-snap-renewals
http://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/78846/2000668-Changing-Policies-to-Streamline-Access-to-Medicaid-SNAP-and-Child-Care-Assistance-Findings-from-the-Work-Support-Strategies-Evaluation.pdf
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Financial Health 
Poor financial health can be a warning sign of current and future food insecurity. Families with poor 

financial health may be unable to meet daily finances. They may also be vulnerable to economic shocks, 

such as a job loss or unexpected expense, because they don’t have a savings cushion or they have limited 

access to credit.  

27. Provide financial coaching and counseling to help families manage their debt and daily finances 

and build credit scores. Having good credit reduces the cost of borrowing and can save families 

hundreds or even thousands of dollars. Good credit can even help people secure a job or place 

to live.  

28. Integrate financial, banking, and savings interventions in existing programs and platforms 

(e.g., housing, employment, community colleges, tax preparation, and public utilities) to reach 

more people and meet them where they are. This can include elements that connect families 

with low-cost banking products and help them save, manage their debt and daily finances, and 

build credit scores.  

29. Help families save through savings programs with incentives. These programs provide 

incentives such as matching funds that can be used to help families build an emergency savings 

cushion. Savings and assets can build families’ economic security and provide a step toward 

economic mobility.  

30. Protect consumers from unfair, deceptive, or abusive business practices by enforcing 

municipal consumer protection regulations, collecting consumer complaints, and educating 

businesses and consumers. Improving consumer protections could particularly benefit families 

of color, who are disproportionately harmed by expensive predatory financial products, which 

happened in large scale with the subprime and foreclosure crisis.  

31. Assess local government policies and practices so they promote, and do not hinder, families’ 

financial health. For example, provide constructive options for families to repay city debts, such 

as government-owned utility debts and government-imposed fines or fees. Some localities are 

reforming local policies around government-levied fees and fines. Reforming the financial costs 

associated with criminal justice involvement could especially benefit communities of color, who 

are disproportionately affected by these policies in general and the criminal justice system in 

particular. Local governments are also employers and can play a leadership role in encouraging 

other local employers to promote employees’ financial security. Forgoing credit checks in the 

hiring process could be beneficial to prospective employees who are struggling financially. 

https://prosperitynow.org/issues/financial-coaching
http://www.urban.org/research/publication/assessment-local-initiatives-support-corporations-financial-opportunity-centers
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/what-cost-poor-credit
http://www.demos.org/sites/default/files/publications/Discredited-Demos.pdf
https://prosperitynow.org/blog/building-financial-capability-planning-guide-integrated-services
https://fecpublic.org/tools-resources/an-evaluation-of-financial-empowerment-centers-partnerships-and-integrations/
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/new-model-integrating-housing-and-services
https://www.treasury.gov/resource-center/financial-education/Documents/Research%20Brief%20%20Financial%20Counseling%20and%20Account%20%20Access%20for%20the%20Financially%20Vulnerable.pdf
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/family-savings-policy
https://s3.amazonaws.com/files.consumerfinance.gov/f/documents/201708_cfpb_building-capacity-tax-preparation-providers-encourage-savings.pdf
https://prosperitynow.org/files/resources/06-2016_strengthening_VITA_to_boost_financial_security_at_tax_time_beyond.pdf
http://www.nlc.org/sites/default/files/LIFT_UP%20FINAL%20REPORT_6-24-16.pdf
http://joinbankon.org/
https://www.jpmorganchase.com/corporate/Corporate-Responsibility/document/financialreport-1-24-17.pdf
https://www.jpmorganchase.com/corporate/Corporate-Responsibility/document/financialreport-1-24-17.pdf
https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/dca/downloads/pdf/partners/Research-SupervitaminReport4.pdf
https://www.responsiblelending.org/media/predatory-lending-new-face-economic-injustice
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-foreclosures-race/racial-predatory-loans-fueled-u-s-housing-crisis-study-idUSTRE6930K520101004
http://nlc.org/sites/default/files/users/user28/YEF%20City%20Debt%20Brief_02.pdf
https://sftreasurer.org/financialjustice
https://sftreasurer.org/financialjustice
mailto:https://www.acf.hhs.gov/opre/resource/welfare-rules-databook-state-tanf-policies-as-of-july-2017
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Further, establishing partnerships with financial institutions to provide small-dollar emergency 

loans to city employees, along with safe products that make it easy for employees to save, can 

enhance employees’ financial security.  

  

https://filene.org/do-something/help-your-community
https://filene.org/do-something/help-your-community
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