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FOOD INSECURITY

There are several programs currently implemented by the US Federal Government 
focused on nutritional assistance for vulnerable populations that can be, and 
sometimes are, supplemented by state programs. The largest three and their 
reported effects are highlighted below: 

SNAP: The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
(SNAP) is the largest in the country that provides eligible 
households with a monthly stipend that may only be used to 
purchase groceries. In 2013, food insecurity in households 
with children decreased by 8.6% and by 5% in households 
with ‘very low food security’ [5]. However these improvements 
were measured in participants who had been on SNAP for 6 
months and thus, were at the point of withdrawal. 

Literature analyzing the benefits of SNAP are inconclusive and 
demonstrate little evidence to show consistent improvements 
in the dietary and energy intakes of food insecure 
populations, comparing SNAP participants and non-
participants [6]. 

SBP: The School Breakfast Program mandates participating 
schools to provide nutritious breakfast every school day to all 
attending children at a free or reduced price, for which the 
schools are reimbursed by federal grants [8]. 

From 2014 to 2015, 11.7 million children received a free or reduced-price breakfast 
which reduced marginal food insecurity in elementary school children by 14% but 
saw no significant decrease in junior high or high school aged students [9]. The 
authors attributed these differences to the perceived discrimination of eating 
breakfast at school and the implications it would have on the students’ social 
interactions and acceptance within friend groups [9].

⊗ Eligibility: A barrier for vulnerable people accessing resources they need is that 
many do not meet the requirements to qualify for federal aid, either due to their 
income, employment status or documentation status. 

⊗ Discrimination and Stigma: The stigma, embarrassment and low self-esteem 
associated with needing assistance or appearing to belong to low-SES or poverty 
populations can be internalized, especially in younger people, and lead to an 
avoidance of help seeking behaviors in order to fit in with peers and not be 
excluded or devalued by society. 

⊗ Aging or Phasing Out: As seen with all three programs, at a certain time point or 
once individuals’ nutrition levels begin to improve they become ineligible to 
continue receiving benefits which is counter-productive because social inequities 
due to generational poverty, and homelessness cannot be solved in such short 
time periods [12].

Nearly 12% of US households were food insecure at some point 
in 2017, with 4.5% being severely insecure; characterized by 
low food intake and multiple disruptions to normal 
eating patterns [1]. 

Food insecurity not only leads to illnesses like hunger and 
malnutrition but also diabetes, obesity, heart disease, 
hypertension [2] as well as mental and behavioral illnesses like 
anxiety, depression, aggression and social withdrawal [3]. The 
estimated cost of hunger in Massachusetts is $2.4 billion per 
year accounting for loss of revenue through missed work and 
medical treatments for health issues which make up most costs 
[2].

In addition to the economic implications of food insecurity, 
there are also the future social and developmental issues to 
consider, especially when children grow up in food insecure 
conditions, limiting their potential to be healthy, fully 
contributing, future citizens.

There are aspects of government and non-profit programs that work and are strengths 
borne from their specific nature of operations that can fill the gaps in service and 
effectiveness that exist due to the imitations of each; if both function in tandem and 
complement each other.

#1: Change minimum living wages thresholds and taxation policies [17] to reflect the 
possibility for a single, minimum wage income to support themselves and a family while 
affording nutritious food, housing and other necessities.

#2: Approve previously rejected increases in financial stipends from federal assistance 
programs and invest in program adjustments that would yield higher improvement rates of 
food insecurity.

#3: Promote active collaboration between non-profit organizations addressing similar 
aspects of social issues for better resource management, an increase in cumulative financial 
capital and make everyone's' efforts more efficient.

NON-PROFIT ORGANIZATIONSGOVERNMENT PROGRAMS

SOCIAL DETERMINANTS
Although food insecurity can sometimes be a transient phase of a household 
falling into hard times momentarily, most food insecure individuals can be characterized as 
particular vulnerable populations that experience specific systems of inequity.

Low-income individuals [1] or those living close to the poverty line. Not having 
enough money to purchase food or healthy food options is one of the major 
reasons for food insecurity because they re-prioritize use of limited funds; avoid 
medical attention, expensive food to pay bills and rent.

Households with children and single parent families [1]. Providing for multiple 
people on a single or low income, compounded upon the effects of less dense social 
networks and reduced social support can exacerbate anxiety and other mental 
distresses that make it difficult to remain food secure consistently.

People living in unstable housing conditions or homelessness 
[1]. They experience higher risks for health issues and diseases due to living in 
unsafe and unsanitary conditions, lack of means to prepare or store food.

RECOMMENDATIONS

LIMITATIONS

40 million 
food insecure 
households

55% income-
eligible for 

SNAP [5]

85% served [7]

Massachusetts, and Boston in particular, is fortunate for having numerous non-profit 
charities and organizations dedicated to distributing free food and produce to 

populations in need in and out of the city. 
Government programs have the advantage of 
national coverage and a significantly higher budget 
but are constrained by regulations and eligibility 
requirements. Non-profits are flexible in operation, 
personally interact with and have knowledge of 
the communities they serve and the vulnerable 
populations trust them.

Organizations often distribute prepared meals, 
which is more helpful for people that lack the 
means and ability to cook food themselves. Raising 
nutritional levels of food insecure households is 

also feasible as demonstrated by significant increases in vegetable consumption 
found in households served by Feastworthy compared to controls [13].

The Greater Boston Food Bank: Distributed over 24 million nutritionally balanced 
meals to residents in need across 190 communities in eastern Massachusetts in 
2017 [14]. By partnering with local member agencies like soup kitchens, food 
pantries, after-school programs and transitional programs [14], the non-profit 
directly distributed free food to multiple vulnerable populations without demanding 
any qualifying criteria. 

and delivers them to homeless shelters, crisis centers and after-school programs 
around Greater Boston and the Metro West [15]. The additional focus on 
environmental impact awareness, food waste [15] is unique in that it’s an empowering 
way to approach people in need and involve them in making a socially-conscious 
difference they wouldn’t otherwise have the privilege of doing.

Food for Free: The oldest and longest running food rescue program focuses on 
redistributing food to drop-in centers, day cares, clinics and food pantries [16]. Some 
of the additional programs Food for Free offers that work directly to address some of 
the barriers in non-profit work are the Home Delivery Service and Transportation 
Partnerships launched in 2001 and 2010 respectively [16]. Food for Free delivers 
groceries, produce and other food directly to homes and, in collaboration with the 
GBFB, picks up and delivers food on behalf of organizations that cannot. 

⊗ Silo Operation: Tendency for many organizations to get territorial regarding 
their programs and the communities they serve [12] and fight amongst themselves 
for grants. and access to resources that should be shared. Miss out on 
opportunities to collaborate, which only hurts food insecure populations.

⊗ Scope and Reach: Most non-profits are small and rely on volunteers who are 
only able to serve communities in and around the geographic regions they are 
located in, which makes it difficult to expand programs.

⊗ Resource Scarcity: Financial resources, in particular, are limited and often 
stretched too thin among a broad range of programs and organizations all 
attempting to address similar issues. Other resources like manual labor and time 
are also scarce due to most organizations being run by volunteers.

LIMITATIONS

The philosophical difference 
between how governments and 

charities operate is trust. Having 
trust that people know what they 

need, won’t abuse the system 
and…don’t want to be in that 

situation.
Anna Leslie MPH

‘What about non-profits works 
better than government 

programs?

A lot of food insecurity isn’t about food…so yes, we should address the root causes 
but make sure, in the meantime, that people are being [fed].

Anna Leslie MPH, Director of ABHC
‘Are non-profits doing superficial work with food distribution?’

WIC: The Special Supplemental Nutrition Program 
for Women, Infants and Children (WIC) provides 
benefits to low-income pregnant women, new 
mothers and children under five years of age 
through state agencies [10]. One study found food 
insecurity rates to be 5.5% lower in WIC
participants than non-participants in addition to better child and birth outcomes for 
new mothers [11]. The same paper reported an increase of 5-11% in rates of food 
insecurity for children immediately after they become ineligible for WIC [11].

WIC participation 
reduced food 

insecurity by a 
minimum 3.6% [9] 

Learned cost-effectiveness: every dollar buys three meals 
and fresh produce [14]

Lovin’ Spoonfuls: A food 
rescue program based in 
Brookline that picks up 
fresh produce from farms, 
grocery stores and markets
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