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Executive Summary 
 

Having enough healthy food for all residents is vitally important to the vibrancy of 

our community. The consequences of not having enough healthy food include poor health 

outcomes for adults and children, lower academic achievement in children, and lower work 

productivity for adults. The Indy Hunger Network (IHN) is a collaboration of food 

assistance providers in Marion County, Indiana, dedicated to improving the system that 

provides food assistance to people in need. IHN partners and others provide over 150 

million meals annually to those in need in Marion County.  This “food safety net” includes 

federal programs such as SNAP and the school meals programs, as well as private efforts 

such as food banks, pantries, and home-delivered meal programs. 

 

This report describes the findings from a population-based survey of those with a 

need for food assistance in Marion County in the period from late May through early July 

2021, as the COVID-19 pandemic continued to impact families.  The survey estimated the 

amount of additional food assistance needed to meet all of the food need, and the 

characteristics of those who need food assistance. It built on similar surveys conducted in 

2014, 2017, and two in 2020. The information obtained from these surveys is used to 

inform and drive future IHN actions. 

 

The survey was administered to Marion County residents via the internet using a 

questionnaire similar to those used in past years. Residents who reported having a food 

need in an earlier survey conducted by Marion County Public Health Department, as well as 

residents with low to moderate-income who were Dynata (a commercial survey firm) 

panelists, were invited to participate in the online surveys. After adding statistical 

weighting, responses from 323 households that met the study criteria were included in the 

analyses.   

 

Based on Census Bureau survey findings, the fraction of the Marion County 

population needing food assistance was estimated to be 25%, down from a peak of 28% in 

June 2020, but above the pre-pandemic level of 20%.  The estimates were used to project 
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the total number of missed meals among Marion County residents during the survey 

period.  A total of 242,000 Marion County residents were estimated to need food 

assistance. This is an additional 48,000 people more than before the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 

The need for food assistance was found across all ages, all ethnicities, and across 

income levels from deep poverty to above 185% of the Federal poverty level. However, the 

Census survey found that in Indiana the percentage of African American households with a 

food need was twice as high (21.1%) as the percentage among the general population 

(9.8%).   

 

Households with children constituted about 46% of the households in the survey. 

Persons with a food need were found in every part of the city. Two-thirds of the households 

with a food need reported that one person or more persons in their household was 

employed for wages.   

   

The number of meals missed in Marion County was estimated to be 526,000 meals 

per month, down from 638,000 per month in June of 2020.  The continued high need for 

food assistance was well addressed by the food supply, which provided 24.9 million meals 

in June. Federal nutrition programs in total provided 88% of the meals. The Supplemental 

Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) alone provided 46% of the meals. The private 

charitable food assistance network continued to provide more meals than pre-COVID. The 

average number of missed meals was found the be 3.0 per person per week, continuing a 

slight downward trend over 2014-2021.  

 

 Multiple resources come together to constitute the food safety net. They represent a 

diverse set of players and approaches, and they are keeping hunger largely at bay most of 

the time for most families. However, even all together the resources are not consistently 

reaching everyone in need, nor is the safety net achieving food security for recipients. The 

average household utilized one to two categories of assistance. About one-fifth of 

households were accessing zero services, potentially due to the stigma of needing help, lack 

of information about where and how to get help, challenges in accessing services, or other 
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barriers. Lower-income families often face multiple challenges and can only expend so 

much time and energy on accessing food. So, at times they are going to miss meals, rather 

than find additional sources of assistance.  

 

 Families with children constituted about 46% of households in these surveys. 

Proper nutrition for children, especially during the first 1,000 days of life, is of particular 

concern because food insufficiency can have lifelong implications. Families with children 

have multiple additional potential sources of food, including school lunch and breakfast, 

WIC, after-school meals, summer meals, etc. By multiple measures, families with children 

were found to have less hunger than others. Nonetheless, as is true for all households, the 

food safety net is not fully addressing the needs of families with children. 

 

The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program is the core component of anti-

hunger programs. Assisted by an increase in benefits, SNAP provided nearly half of total 

food assistance. Households using SNAP had better food security scores, were less likely to 

go hungry, and could afford to eat more balanced meals.  

 

Households whose needs were fully met with food assistance (“met need”) and 

households who missed meals the week of the study (“unmet need”) were found across the 

economic spectrum (deep poverty to >185% poverty). Across all five studies from 2014 to 

2021, the fraction of the food need group with unmet need has remained in the range of 23-

29%. Consistent with prior studies, those with unmet need are more likely to skip meals, 

miss meals altogether, not eat balanced meals, and to do so almost every month.  

 

Households with unmet need had lower USDA food security scores, with three 

quarters (78.4%) having very low food security. Even among people with met need, most 

(79.2%) were eating less than they felt they should. Food resources from friends and family 

were associated with a significantly lower frequency of unmet need.  Families using WIC 

also experienced lower unmet need (25.9% vs 12.1%). Seniors (age 65+) were more likely 

than other adults to have all their food needs met. 
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The total number of missed meals increased markedly during the pandemic because 

many more households were missing meals. The average number of meals missed per 

household (3.0 meals per person per week), was similar to studies conducted prior to the 

pandemic. The findings show that the food assistance systems prevented a large number of 

people from being in extreme food need due to the downturn in the economy. The principal 

impact of negative changes in the economy was an increase in the number of people 

needing food assistance.  

 

As compared to June 2020, the ability to get enough food had changed for a majority 

of households, but with equal numbers reporting that their situation improved or whose 

situations were worse. Among those who were better able to get food, the largest factor 

contributing to the improvement was SNAP benefits. Unemployment benefits did not 

appear to be a major contributor to ending hunger. 

 

 Poor nutrition remains strikingly widespread among the food insecure, with most 

families not able to eat the USDA recommended amounts of fruits and vegetables for 

example. Comparing across five studies from 2014 to 2021, no improvement was seen in 

the percent who often couldn’t afford to eat balanced meals or the percent with very low 

food security. The fraction of those with a food need who often couldn’t afford to eat 

balanced meals remained in the range of 30 – 33 % across five studies from 2014 to 2021. 

Almost nine of ten food need households (87.1%) in this study were not reliably eating 

nutritious meals, and nearly one quarter rarely or never eat nutritious meals. The food 

groups most frequently lacking in family diets were fruits (73.4%) and vegetables (66.7%). 

The predominant limitation reported was access, with the inability to afford them as the 

greatest reason.  

 

 There was also evidence of progress on nutrition. The percent of households who 

could not afford healthy meals was lower than in the pre-COVID 2017 study.  A statistically 

significant improvement in the realization of USDA guidelines for both fruits and 

vegetables (2-3x) was seen with school meals and also with recipients of CICOA / Meals on 

Wheels home-delivered meals. Though small, the percentage of those with a food need who 
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always ate nutritious meals nearly tripled, and the number who rarely or never did so was 

reduced by half. The majority of households with a food need also include chronic health 

challenges, such as high blood pressure (46.5%), high cholesterol (27.7%), and diabetes 

(27.7%).  

 

All community resources are being used and serve their targeted groups with food 

assistance needs. The Indy Hunger Network partners are highly commended for their 

efforts to provide food assistance to those in need in Marion County.  These resources are 

serving many households well. There remain, however, important opportunities to expand 

access to services and continue improvements in nutrition. 
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Introduction 
 

Many factors can cause a household to be unable to acquire sufficient nutritious 

food. These include competing demands for the households’ limited financial resources, the 

cost of food, and limited mobility.  This report presents the results of a survey conducted 

with Marion County, Indiana, residents to determine the amount of additional food 

assistance needed to meet all of their needs. The data was gathered from late May through 

early July 2021. It also determined the characteristics of those receiving food assistance, 

and a look was taken at how a year of the ongoing pandemic had impacted families, 

including how the major pandemic relief measures had impacted hunger locally. This 

survey was built on surveys conducted in February and June of 2020. It was also similar to 

surveys conducted in 2014 and 2017 (reported out in December 2014 and March 2018 

respectively).  

 

Important definitions 
 

Most people in Marion County can meet all their households’ food needs without 

using food assistance.  These households are defined as having “no food assistance need”.  

For both surveys, “food assistance need” was defined as a household that used at least one 

source of assistance to meet some of their food needs, were determined to have low or very 

low food security, or indicated that they did not have enough food for their house during 

the previous year.   If respondents did not meet the criteria for classification into the “food 

assistance need” category, they were categorized as “no food assistance need” and excluded 

from the analysis.   

 

Within the “food assistance need” category, there are two subgroups of households; 

“met need” and “unmet need”.   Respondents who reported that members of their 

household had missed meals the week before completing the survey, were classified as an 

“unmet need” household.  Respondents who reported members of their household had not 

missed any meals the week before the survey, were categorized as a “met need” household.   
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The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) has defined four levels of food 

security as follows.  

  

 High food security: defined as having no reported indications of food-access 

problems or limitations.   

 Marginal food security: one or two reported indications – typically having anxiety 

over food sufficiency or shortage of food in the house with little or no indication of 

resultant changes in diets or food intake. 

 Low food security: reports of reduced quality, variety, or desirability of a diet with 

little or no indication of reduced food intake. 

 Very-low food security: reports of multiple indications of disrupted eating patterns 

and reduced food intake. 1 

 

The Impact of Insufficient Food 

 

Access to food in quantities sufficient to provide good nutrition is required 

throughout all stages of life. A wide spectrum of negative outcomes is experienced by 

individuals and society when these most basic of needs are not met. Household food 

insecurity is associated with a host of societal costs including poorer health and increased 

health care costs, poorer educational outcomes, lower worker productivity, and increased 

public safety risks. These issues have been well documented in reports of previous 

studies.2,3,4 New studies continue to add to the weight of the evidence.5  

                                                           
1 http://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/food-nutrition-assistance/food-security-in-the-us/definitions-of-food-
security.aspx 
2Miner DJ, Miner RJ, Zollinger T, and Zollinger D.  Indy Hunger Network Survey of Food Assistance Need in Marion 
County, Indiana.  December 5, 2014  

https://www.indyhunger.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Unmet-Need-Study-Report-2014.pdf 
3 Lewis C, Miner DJ, Miner RJ, Zollinger T, Brandt A, and Zollinger D, Indy Hunger Network Survey of Food 
Assistance Need in Marion County, Indiana.  March 2018.  

https://www.indyhunger.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/IHN-UnmetNeed-2017Study-FINAL.pdf 
4 Lewis C, Miner DJ, Miner RJ, Zollinger T, Indy Hunger Network Survey of Food Assistance Need in Marion County, 
Indiana.  October 2020.  

https://www.indyhunger.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/IHNHungerStudyies2020_Final.pdf 
5 Food Insecurity and Mortality in American Adults: Results From the NHANES-Linked Mortality Study” by  
Srikanta Banerjee, Tim Radak, Jagdish Khubchandani, et al in Health Promotion Practice August 4, 2020 

http://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/food-nutrition-assistance/food-security-in-the-us/definitions-of-food-security.aspx
http://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/food-nutrition-assistance/food-security-in-the-us/definitions-of-food-security.aspx
about:blank
about:blank
https://www.indyhunger.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/IHNHungerStudyies2020_Final.pdf
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Indianapolis Response 
 

In 2009 a group of food assistance providers in Marion County began to collaborate 

to improve the system that provides food assistance to people in need.  Early participants 

included Gleaners Food Bank, the Indianapolis Mayor’s Office, Meals on Wheels, Midwest 

Food Bank, Second Helpings, CICOA, Society of St Vincent de Paul food pantry, Marion 

County Department of Health, and the Indiana Department of Education.  The group was 

named Indy Hunger Network (IHN) and incorporated as a 501(c)(3) in 2011. The goal of 

IHN is to create a system that ensures any resident of Marion County who is hungry can 

access the nutritious food they need. To this end, IHN undertakes projects to increase and 

improve food assistance through partner collaboration and network projects.  IHN 

selection and management of projects is based on data and guided by various measures of 

food insufficiency, including the results of the surveys described in this report and those 

conducted earlier.   

 

Other Estimates of Food Need 
 

Several measures are typically used to try to quantify the extent of food need: food 

insecurity, food hardship, poverty, and the Map the Meal Gap model.  The food security 

measures developed by the USDA categorize people as having high food security, marginal 

food security, low food security, or very-low food security.  The questions used to place 

people into these categories query various aspects of not having enough to eat. Some 

people who are food secure as determined by these questions may still need food 

assistance.6 As a measure, food insecurity does not help determine the additional food 

required. 

 

“Food hardship,” the measure that the Food Research and Action Coalition (FRAC) 

uses, is measured each year in the Gallup-Healthways Well-Being Index and is based on the 

                                                           
 
6 Coleman-Jensen A, Nord M. & Singh, A.2013. Household Food Security in the United States in 2012.  Economic 
Research Report No. (ERR-155) 
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answer to the question, “Have there been times in the past 12 months when you did not 

have enough money to buy the food that you or your family needed?” The most recent data 

available is from 2016-2017 and showed a hardship rate of 15.8% for the state of Indiana.7 

Poverty is the primary cause of hunger. At the local level, the US Census estimated that the 

poverty rate for Marion County was 17.2% in 2018, compared to 11.8% for the US, and 

13.1% for the State of Indiana for the same year.8 

 

While knowing the number of people in poverty, or those who are food insecure, or 

those who experience food hardship is helpful to understanding the breadth of the food 

insecurity problem, none of these fully plumb the depths of the problem. It is important to 

answer the question of how much additional food would be needed so that everyone has 

enough to eat.  To this end, Dr. Craig Gunderson, working in conjunction with Feeding 

America (2009), developed the Map the Meal Gap model to address this question.  The 

model is based on such factors as poverty, unemployment, and median income to predict 

the number of additional meals needed to satisfy all the needs for food in a specific 

geographic location such as a state or county.  However, the resulting “meal gap” is 

descriptive of a food budget shortfall, rather than a literal number of missed meals, since it 

does not account for local hunger relief efforts. For example, from 2008 to 2012 this 

methodology estimated that the gap in Marion County, Indiana, increased from 25 million 

meals to 30 million meals. This does not account for the increase of 30 million meals 

provided annually by food assistance programs.  

 

In the past, Feeding America surveyed food insecurity and the demographics 

associated with food insecurity. However, the sample for these measurements was limited 

to clients of local Feeding America food bank supported programs, so the conclusions 

might not fully represent the general population in need.  These surveys have not been 

conducted in recent years.  

                                                           
7 https://frac.org/research/resource-library/food-hardship-august-2018-interactive-maps-tables 
8 https://www.census.gov/search-
results.html?q=Poverty+rate+for+Marion+County+Indiana&page=1&stateGeo=none&searchtype=web&cssp=SERP
&_charset_=UTF-8 

https://www.census.gov/search-results.html?q=Poverty+rate+for+Marion+County+Indiana&page=1&stateGeo=none&searchtype=web&cssp=SERP&_charset_=UTF-8
https://www.census.gov/search-results.html?q=Poverty+rate+for+Marion+County+Indiana&page=1&stateGeo=none&searchtype=web&cssp=SERP&_charset_=UTF-8
https://www.census.gov/search-results.html?q=Poverty+rate+for+Marion+County+Indiana&page=1&stateGeo=none&searchtype=web&cssp=SERP&_charset_=UTF-8


13 
 

History of IHN Surveys  
 

The “food safety net” includes multiple federal programs such as school meals and 

SNAP as well as private efforts such as food banks, food pantries, and home-delivered meal 

programs. The volume of assistance needed to fully meet food needs ebbs and flows over 

time. It is the goal of the Indy Hunger Network to have the food supply meet demand 

(need) at all times.  

 

Following a dramatic rise in food need as a result of the recession that began in 

2008, there was a long slow improvement in the economy and an even slower decline in 

the need for food assistance.  Our study in June of 2014 found a gap of 11 million meals (on 

an annual basis). When the study was repeated in February of 2017 the measured gap had 

declined to 3.5 million meals missed annually.  

 

By 2019 unemployment had fallen to record low levels, although it was not known if 

the need for food assistance had continued to decline.  The primary purpose of the 

February 2020 survey was to determine if the meal gap had been further reduced, and to 

measure it during winter, the time of year known from the two previous studies to be the 

season of the year of greatest hardship for families. The gap was measured to be 4.5 million 

meals.  

 

After the conclusion of the data collection phase of the February survey, it became 

clear that the COVID-19 pandemic and accompanying economic downturn were 

dramatically increasing unemployment as well as the need for food assistance and doing so 

at a record rate. Thankfully, there was a strong response from the non-profit and 

philanthropic organizations as well as the government and business sectors to the 

concomitant, truly unprecedented surge in the need for food assistance. However, the 

extent of the increase in need was unknown, and the increase in supply by each of the 

organizations was independently determined by them based on multiple factors. 
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The June 2020 Pandemic Survey was designed to determine the effectiveness of the 

societal responses in aggregate at the height of the COVID-19 pandemic. It found a gap of 

just 9 million meals per year despite the unprecedented doubling of overall need in just 

three months. 

 

Purpose of the Pandemic Survey, June 2021  

 

The two primary goals of this study were: 1) Measure the amount of missed meals 

during this phase of the pandemic, as well as the socio-demographic characteristics of 

those experiencing hunger (missing meals not of their own choice).  2) Measure the impact 

of the continuing COVID-19 pandemic and societal efforts to respond to the increased need, 

by comparing results from June 2021 to June 2020.  

 

The information from this survey will be used to drive future efforts by Indy Hunger 

Network partners as well as inform policymakers as they prepare for future major 

disruptions such as the COVID-19 pandemic.  
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Methods 
 

The primary objectives for the 2021 Pandemic Survey were two-fold: first, to 

measure total meals missed at another time point of the COVID-19 pandemic as well as the 

socio-demographic characteristics of those experiencing hunger (missing meals not of their 

own choice); and second, to measure the impact of the continuing COVID-19 pandemic and 

societal efforts to respond to the increased need, by comparing results from June 2021 to 

June 2020. To obtain the information needed to monitor food needs and missed meals, a 

cross-sectional survey was conducted between May 20 and July 12, 2021. Two sources of 

contacts were used; one was the group of respondents to a Marion County Public Health 

(MCPHD) community needs assessment survey in 2018 who indicated that they used 

sources of food support and would be willing to be surveyed in the future; the other was a 

group of Dynata (a national commercial surveying firm) panelists residing in Marion 

County who met the survey criteria. Participants were invited to complete an online 

questionnaire. The survey instrument used was very similar to the survey instrument used 

in the 2020 Pandemic Survey. 

 

Target Population 

 

The inclusion criteria for the surveys were households located in Marion County, 

Indiana, including Indianapolis, as well as the parts of Beech Grove, Lawrence, Southport, 

and Speedway that are located within the Marion County boundary. The respondents were 

asked specifically if they resided in Marion County to ensure that the conclusions were 

relevant to the County residents. The individuals in the households targeted for the surveys 

were the adults (age 18 or older) who were primarily responsible for the preparation and 

purchasing of food for the household.  The targeted persons could have been a male or a 

female. Only those households determined to have a food need, based on initial screening 

questions were included in the surveys.  Additionally, only households with an annual 

income of $75,000 or less were eligible to participate since it was expected that those with 

lower household incomes might need food assistance. This income limit was raised from 

$50,000 in a 2020 Winter Survey to account for those who might have lost their jobs during 
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the pandemic and may have slipped into the food need group. Inclusion criteria for the 

2021 Pandemic Survey were the same as the inclusion criteria for the 2020 Pandemic 

Survey.  

 

Subject Recruitment 

 

Individuals meeting the study criteria were contacted by either email, in the case of 

those who participated in the Marion County needs assessment survey, or by an 

announcement to members listed on the rosters of the Dynata panels. In 2018, 4,925 

Marion County residents responded from a random sample of 25,000 Marion County 

residents to an MCPHD needs assessment survey. The MCPHD survey was designed to 

identify residents’ health needs which could be used to update a county-wide action plan to 

better meet those needs. The 2018 MCPHD survey instrument included two items related 

to food needs: “In the past 12 months, how often were you worried or stressed about 

having enough money to buy nutritious meals?” and “In the past 12 months, have you or 

others in your household used the following services?” 

 

Those who chose the “Usually worried” or “Always worried” response options to the 

first question were considered to have a food need. Likewise, those who indicated that they 

used any of the listed food support services, such as SNAP or food pantries, on the second 

question were considered to have a food need.  At the end of the MCPHD survey, 

respondents were also asked to provide their email addresses if they were willing to 

participate in follow-up surveys. A total of 998 Marion County adults met the criteria to be 

invited to participate in the 2021 Pandemic Survey.  Note that the e-mail bounce backs 

from the 2020 Winter Survey and 2020 Pandemic Surveys were not invited to participate 

in the 2021 Pandemic Survey. Invitations for the MCPHD group to participate in the 2021 

Pandemic Survey were sent from the Marion County Department of Public Health. 
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Dynata panelists who were residents of Marion County with household incomes less 

than $75,000 were notified and invited by Dynata to participate in the online survey.  

Dynata targeted at least 400 completed surveys.  

 

Participating adults for both groups of invitations were linked to an Internet landing 

page with a notification that provided online consent to participate in the survey. If 

subjects did not consent, they did not advance and they were offered an opportunity to opt-

out. If subjects did give consent, they were directed to the web survey where the study was 

introduced in more detail and prompted to choose to complete the survey. Subjects were 

also informed about a “thank you” incentive ($10 gift card) to be processed after they 

completed the survey. Contact information for incentives was collected in a separate 

survey collector to limit any physical linkages between email addresses and survey 

responses. 

 

Instrument Development 

 

The survey instrument used in the 2021 Pandemic Survey included most of the 

same items used in the 2020 Pandemic Survey. The introduction of the survey to potential 

respondents was tailored for those who participated in the MCPHD survey compared to the 

Dynata panelists. However, all of the survey instrument items were the same for both 

groups.  A copy of the survey instrument is attached in Appendix A. Survey respondents 

were asked a set of screening questions to ensure that the household met the study’s 

inclusion criteria and to ensure that the correct person in the household was participating 

in the survey.  

 

Survey items Q1 to Q8 included two screening questions to determine if the 

household had a food need.  For households determined to have a food assistance need, the 

respondents were asked the rest of the questions; otherwise, the survey was terminated.  

The next six questions were asked to determine each household’s USDA food security 



18 
 

score.9 On the survey instrument, these are questions Q3 to Q8. The food security score is 

the count of the number of “positive” responses to these questions.  For Q3 and Q4, the 

“often” and “sometimes” options are considered positive, “yes” responses to Q5, Q7, and Q8 

were positive.  Any valid response to Q6 was considered positive.  Thus, the range of values 

for the food security score is from “0” to “6.” Scores of “0” or “1” indicated that the 

household had high or marginal food security. Scores of “2,” “3,” or “4” indicated that the 

household had low food security.  Households were considered to have very-low food 

security if the score was “5” or “6.”  

 

The next set of questions (Q9 to Q11) assessed the households’ use of community 

resources to obtain food.  Items Q12 to Q15 on the survey instrument ascertained the 

magnitude of the food shortage and the number of meals missed in the most recent week 

while items Q16-Q21 assessed the nutrition and health status of the respondent and their 

household.  The impact that the COVID-19 pandemic has had on respondents’ households’ 

food needs and access to food was assessed in items Q22 to Q23. The last set of items, Q24 

to Q33, were included to provide the demographic profiles of the respondents and assess 

the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on household members’ employment status. 

 

Contracted Survey Services 

 

 Dynata is an international company that provides a continuum of data-related 

services to agencies and corporations, including surveying targeted populations by 

different methods, and other data-related activities such as data analysis, interpretation, 

marketing, and related information services (https://www.dynata.com/company/). Dynata 

manages national contact lists of panelists who have or who are willing to participate in 

surveys that they administer.  They actively recruit consumers and hard-to-reach 

individuals as members of their research panels and have built trusted, ongoing 

relationships with them. 

 

                                                           
9 http://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/food-nutrition-assistance/food-security-in-the-us/survey-tools.aspx#six 

about:blank
about:blank#six
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 The IHN contracted with Dynata—who conducted the 2020 Winter Survey and 2020 

Pandemic Survey—to administer the 2021 Pandemic Survey to panelists who met the 

project criteria.  Dynata was to gather survey data from at least 400 of their adult panelists 

who resided in Marion County, who had a food need, and who had annual household 

incomes of less than $75,000. In addition, Dynata staff organized the survey responses of 

their panelists as well as the MCPHD respondents into separate MS Excel files and 

conducted basic cleaning of the files before sending the data files to IHN for analysis.  

Finally, Dynata was responsible for distributing the $10 gift cards to the survey 

respondents.  

 

Sample Size and Power Analysis 

 

The sample size for the survey was powered to provide estimates with no more than 

a 5 percent sampling error with a 95 percent level of confidence in estimates made key 

proportion measures.  To reach these levels of confidence and precision, at least 384 

responses would be needed, using the standard sample size formula for proportions.  

Based on the 2020 Winter Survey and the 2020 Pandemic Survey, we expected a 12% 

response rate from the MCPHD survey respondents which would yield approximately 120 

(998 X 12%) responses.  The contract with Dynata required at least 400 participants to 

make sure a sufficient number of survey responses would be available for analysis.  Thus, it 

was expected that the minimum number of individuals required would participate in the 

2021 Pandemic Survey.   Based on the final number of respondents the sampling error was 

determined to be no more than 5.5% as described in the following section. 

 

Response Rates and Numbers 

 

The response rate calculations are meaningful for only those targeted for this 

project from the participants in the 2018 Marion County needs assessment survey.  The 

response rates for the Dynata group are not meaningful since Dynata posted this survey 

opportunity for their panelists, indicating the criteria for participation.  Once the quota for 

the number of Dynata panelists responding to the survey was met (n=400), their portion of 
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the survey would be closed.  The response rate for the MCPHD invitees is shown in the 

table below.   

MCPHD Response Rate 

 2021 Pandemic 
Survey 

Total Invited  998 

Bounce back /opt-out 9 

Did not meet criteria 16 

Completes 89 

Response rate for completes 
(89)/(998 – 9 – 16) 

= 9.1%                 

 

As shown in the table, the number of individuals completing the survey 

questionnaire for the MCPHD group was lower than expected for the 2021 Pandemic 

Survey (89 completes), even with multiple reminders from MCPHD. The reasons for the 

low response rates are not known; however, the low numbers of respondents prevented 

making inferences about key measures with the planned level of confidence and precision 

for the MCPHD group specifically. The Dynata datasets included 295 completes for the 

2021 Pandemic Survey. 

 

Comparisons and Combining the MCPHD and Dynata responses  

 

The race, ethnicity, and poverty levels of the households included in the MCPHD 

group were compared to the households included in the Dynata group.  None of these 

demographic characteristics differed significantly between the respondents from both 

sources.  Since there was an insufficient number of MCPHD respondents to analyze 

separately and since their characteristics did not differ from the respondents in the Dynata 

group, the two sets of responses were combined for analysis.   

 

The total number of responses was 384.  During the analysis phase of the project, it 

was determined that 61 of the 384 respondents represented “no food assistance need” 

households, and their data were removed from the final analyses.  Consequently, 323 
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respondents met the study criteria and were included in the database used for analysis.  

After the race weight was applied to the respondents, the weighted database was 

comprised of 323 responses.  Given the final number of respondents, the error is estimated 

to be no more than 5.5%.  It should be noted that the weighting process resulted in some 

fractions of participants, which were rounded off to a whole number for the analysis and 

results tables; thus, some counts may differ slightly among the analyses due to rounding. 

 

Weighting of Survey Responses 

 

 Comparing the demographic characteristics of the 2020 survey participants to the 

demographic characteristics of those participating in the 2014 and 2017 IHN surveys 

showed that the participant characteristics were similar across the periods.  The only 

notable difference was in the percentage of white and African American/Black 

respondents.  In the combined (MCPHD + Dynata) group, there were slightly more white 

participants and slightly fewer African American/Black participants compared to the 

earlier surveys.  Consequently, a weighting factor was applied to the 2020 survey data to 

increase the African American/Black response weight and decrease the response weight 

from the white participants to force the percentages of responses in 2020 from the two 

racial groups to match the average percentages from the 2014 and 2017 surveys. The 2021 

survey participant demographic composition was similar to the 2020 participants; 

therefore, the same weight from the 2020 survey was used in the 2021 survey. 

 

 A follow-up analysis of the responses from all of the nearly 5,000 participants in the 

2018 MCPHD needs assessment survey indicated that there were significant differences in 

the use of food support services by race.  More of the African American/Black respondents 

reported using food support services (44.5%) compared to the white respondents (14.4%). 

These results indicate that the need for food assistance is not distributed evenly across 

racial groups, undoubtedly as a result of socioeconomic disparities between the races.  

Thus, weighting the survey data to correct the racial differences in responses was 

important to help ensure that the results from the survey were more representative of the 
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total Marion County population with a food need.  All data tables presented in the results 

section used the race-weighted data for the analyses.  

 

Estimating the Percent of Marion County Residents with a Food Need  

 

Section 2 of the results section estimates the number of meals missed per year 

based on survey responses.  These calculations require an estimate of the percentage of the 

Marion County population who have a food need at the time of the survey.  The percentage 

with a food need used for the Winter 2020 Survey was based on responses to the MCPHD 

2018 community needs assessment.  Approximately 20% of the respondents to the 2018 

MCPHD survey indicated that they used food support services, indicating that they had a 

food need.  The economy was steady from 2018 to early 2020, so 20% was used to estimate 

the number of missed meals in the Winter 2020 survey.   

 

A question about food insufficiency was part of the US Census Pulse Surveys 

conducted during the pandemic, continuously from 1Q 2020 into 3Q 2021, and was used as 

a surrogate for food need.  Food need as defined in this survey will always be greater than 

food insufficiency since some households’ needs are met because of food assistance 

programs.  The initial weeks of the Pulse survey also asked about food insufficiency before 

the pandemic, so an average difference in food insufficiency from pre-COVID Pulse surveys 

of Indiana residents to Pulse surveys which covered the time when this survey was in the 

field could be determined. 

 

It is important to note the Pulse surveys provide state estimates and not county-

level estimates. The findings were then adjusted to match the racial and ethnic distribution 

of Marion County residents. The data for Black residents both pre-COVID and during the 

pandemic was too variable to allow a ratio to be determined so it was assumed to be the 

same. The results indicated that food need among Marion County residents was 23.5% 

higher than pre-COVID in February 2020.  Thus, the estimate of the percentage of Marion 

County population with a food need in May to July 2021 was determined to be 
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approximately 25%, and this was used in estimating the total number of missed meals 

(20% x .235 x 20%).  

 

Response Reliability Checks 

 

                    To determine if survey respondents were reliably answering questions, some 

reliability checks were conducted. For example, a comparison was made between 

responses to using food benefits for children (free or reduced-price school meals, after-

school meal programs for children, and WIC) and the presence of children in the 

household. With only a few exceptions, those households with children indicated that they 

were the users of these services. 

 

Human Subjects Protection 

 

The survey used a standard consent process when recruiting participants into the 

study. Online consent opportunities were provided on the landing page as well as in the 

web survey introduction for those subjects wishing to participate.  Those not consenting 

were not allowed to advance to the survey questions. The potential subjects were provided 

a statement that explained the purpose of the survey, how their responses will be used, and 

the voluntary nature of their participation, as shown on the survey instrument attached as 

an appendix to this report. The web invitation and online consent differed based on 

whether the invitation was sent to the MCPHD group or the Dynata panelists. The wording 

used to recruit subjects can be seen in the survey instrument that is included in the 

appendix. Once the subjects agreed to participate, they were linked to the survey questions.  

The Indiana University Institutional Review Board approved the protocol for the survey as 

exempt from full review since it was determined to pose little risk to study participants. 

 

Study Limitations 

 

 This project has the well-known limitations of data collected by survey methods, 

including low response rates, possible intentional or unintentional erroneous responses, 
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and recall errors. In today’s society, surveying by any method typically results in low 

response rates.  The consequence of low response rates is the possibility of self-selection 

bias where those who respond have different characteristics and experiences compared to 

those who do respond.  Dynata indicated that their online panels, which are recruited, 

managed, and selected correctly, effectively reflect a known universe. However, no online 

sample is strictly a random sample.  Dynata states that online samples have been 

demonstrated time and time again to “work” in replicating known population parameters 

or being close enough such that the right business decision would be made. However, as 

with any survey with lower response rates, conclusions should be made with caution.   

 

 To reduce biases caused by differing response rates by demographic characteristics, 

the responses of the random sample were weighted to ensure that the demographic 

characteristics of the sample participants would be similar to those in the previously 

conducted surveys.  Another limitation was that the responses were self-reported, which 

may include errors caused by poor recall and misstatements. To mitigate this concern, 

questions were chosen and worded to minimize the recall period and to reduce the 

likelihood that the respondents would perceive that there are socially acceptable answers; 

however, some unintentional and intentional errors may have been recorded.  Also, key 

questions, such as those used to determine the respondents’ food security score, have been 

used widely and have been found to produce generally valid and reliable measures.  Other 

questions are asked straightforwardly to make the questions as clear as possible.  Some key 

measures were asked in more than one way to check for reliability and found to produce 

highly correlated responses.  As the instrument was being developed, several experts 

reviewed the items to ensure that they had face validity.   

 

Data Analysis 

 

 Survey results were analyzed using Microsoft Excel (Microsoft Corporation, 2018) 

and the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS v 28, IBM).  P-values less than 0.05 

were considered statistically significant.  Significant p-values are indicated by asterisks (*) 

in the tables.  
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Results 
 

Section 1 of the results shows the demographic characteristics of the survey 

participants to describe the individuals and households included in this study.  One of the 

main purposes of this survey was to estimate the number of meals missed due to lack of 

food in Marion County in a year.  The survey responses and calculated estimates of the 

number of missed meals are presented in Section 2.  In Section 3, food security, the use of 

food assistance resources, and barriers to access those resources are presented.   A 

comparison of those with an unmet need (missed meals) to those whose food needs were 

met is shown in Section 4 of this report.  Section 5 compares the average number of meals 

missed across demographic and household characteristics as well as across the utilization 

of food assistance resources.  Section 6 addresses the impact of the continuing COVID-19 

pandemic on food security.  Section 7 looks at the quality of nutrition, barriers to healthy 

meals, and chronic health conditions among the food insecure. 

 

Section 1: Description of survey participants 
 

A total of 323 responses were analyzed to determine household needs for food 

assistance.  Refer to the Methods section of this report for a description of how the final 

number of responses included in the analyses were determined.  Table 1-1 shows the 

responses to the demographic questions for the June 2021 Pandemic survey as compared 

to the June 2020 Pandemic survey. Table 1-2 compares results from this and prior studies 

regarding food assistance need by poverty level. Graph 1-1 displays the number of survey 

respondents by zip code, as well as poverty levels.   

 

Notable findings: 

 

 The demographic composition of respondents was similar to June 2020.  

 Respondents were located across the county, with higher numbers in higher poverty 

areas.  
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 The percentage of Hispanic respondents in both studies was less than the overall 

2019 rate in Marion County (10.9%).10 

 The percentage of Black/African American respondents in both studies (about 40%) 

was higher than the overall 2019 ratio in Marion County (29.1%).9 

 Households with children constituted about 46% of the households in both surveys. 

Most had one or two children.  

 Persons with a food need were found in every part of the city.   

 The need for food assistance occurs across a wide range of household income levels 

as demonstrated by the distribution of responses across poverty levels. 

 Less than half (44.5%) of respondents to the survey were employed for wages or 

self-employed. More than one-fifth (22%) were unemployed.  

 One-third of households (33.3%) had one member employed for wages. Another 

third (31.8%) reported having two or more members working for wages.  

 About one in five (18.4%) households was receiving unemployment insurance. 

 Less than one-third of respondents (29.9%) were expecting to get their original job 

back once pandemic limitations are lifted. 

 

Discussion 

 

  Most hungry families have one or more persons in the workforce. Even many 

households with incomes above 185% of the Federal poverty level were finding it 

necessary to utilize food assistance to feed their families. The underlying issue seems to be 

that for many households, even multiple jobs do not assure the family’s food needs can be 

met without food assistance.  A major fraction of Marion County jobs pay less than a self-

sustaining (living) wage as determined by the Brookings Institute for the City of 

Indianapolis ($18/hour with employer-paid healthcare). Thus, it is not surprising that so 

many households, even those with two or more people employed, needed food assistance 

to feed their families. 11 

                                                           
10 http://www.stats.indiana.edu/stats_dpage/dpage.asp?id=72&view_number=1&menu_level=&panel_number= 
11 Source: https://www.ibj.com/articles/city-to-tie-incentives-to-18-an-hour-pay 

http://www.stats.indiana.edu/stats_dpage/dpage.asp?id=72&view_number=1&menu_level=&panel_number=
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After 15 months of the pandemic, unemployment and underemployment remained 

high. Both issues need to be fully addressed – meeting immediate food needs, and jobs that 

allow working families to meet their own feed needs.  

 

Both the pandemic surveys found that the percentages of African Americans with a 

food need (40%) were higher than the percentage of the Marion County population who 

are African Americans (29%).  From other sources, it is known that in addition to being 

disproportionately represented among lower incomes, there is a striking (>10x) difference 

in wealth along racial lines.12 This means that many more African American families have 

very limited savings to draw on before needing to seek food assistance when setbacks 

arise. 

 

Benefits from unemployment insurance were not a factor for most families with a 

food need.  

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
12 Source: http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2014/12/12/racial-wealth-gaps-great-recession/ 
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Table 1-1. Demographic Characteristics 

 
Pandemic 2020  Pandemic 2021 

n=278 % n=323 % 

 

Question PSQ3: Age Groups 
Calculated 

  
 

  

18-29 69 24.8% 102 31.7% 

30-49 105 37.6% 130 40.2% 

50-64 76 27.3% 57 17.8% 

65+ 28 10.2% 33 10.3% 

 

Question QD19/QD24: Hispanic 
Ethnicity 

  
 

  

Yes 13 4.8% 24 7.4% 

No 257 92.5% 288 89.2% 

Mixed Hispanic and non-Hispanic 6 2.2% 8 2.6% 

Prefer not to answer 1 0.5% 3 0.8% 

 

Question QD20/QD25: Race      

White 144 51.6% 165 51.0% 

Black or African American 111 39.7% 131 40.6% 

Asian 8 3.0% 10 3.2% 

Multiracial 7 2.7% 9 2.7% 

Other 4 1.6% 4 1.3% 

Prefer not to answer 4 1.4% 4 1.1% 

 

Question QD21/QD26: Calculated 
Number of adults and children in 
household 

  
 

  

1 member 64 22.9% 66 20.4% 

2 members 66 23.7% 85 26.2% 

3 to 4 members 92 33.2% 118 36.6% 

5 or more members 56 20.1% 54 16.8% 

Missing 0  0  
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Table 1-1. Demographic Characteristics - Continued 

 
Pandemic 2020  Pandemic 2021 

n=278 % n=323 % 

 

Question QD21/QD26: Calculated 
Number of adults living in 
household 

 
 

 

  

1 adult 85 30.4% 102 31.5% 

2 adults 129 46.2% 146 45.1% 

3 to 4 adults 59 21.0% 66 20.5% 

5 or more adults 7   2.3% 10   2.9% 

Missing 0  0  

 

Question QD21/QD26: Calculated 
Number of children living in 
household 

  
 

  

0 children 159 57.2% 174 53.8% 

1 child 37 13.4% 53 16.5% 

2 children 42 14.9% 65 20.0% 

3 children 26 9.3% 22 6.9% 

4 or more children 15 5.2% 9 2.8% 

Missing 0  0  

 

Poverty Level (presumed based on 
responses to the household income 
and number living in the household 
questions) 

  

 

  

More than 185% of poverty level 63 22.6% 90 27.9% 

130% to 185% of poverty level 75 26.8% 69 21.5% 

100% to 130% of poverty level 53 18.9% 52 16.2% 

50% to 100% of poverty level 51 18.4% 65 20.1% 

Less than 50% of poverty level 37 13.3% 46 14.3% 

Missing 0  0  
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Table 1-1. Demographic Characteristics - Continued 

 
Pandemic 2020  Pandemic 2021 

n=278 % n=323 % 

 

QD29: What best describes your 
employment situation today? 

n/a 

 
  

Employed for Wages 127 39.2% 

Self-Employed 17 5.3% 

Unemployed due to the coronavirus 
pandemic 

48 14.8% 

Unemployed due to reasons other 
than the coronavirus pandemic 

23 7.2% 

Homemaker 13 4.1% 

Student 24 7.3% 

Retired 29 9.0% 

Disabled 42 13.0% 

Missing 0 0 

 

QD30(Calculated): Number of 
household members employed for 
wages 

n/a 

 
  

None currently employed  113 34.9% 

1 member  108 33.3% 

2 members  61 19.0% 

3 or more members 41 12.8% 

Missing 0 0 

 

QD26a/QD31a: Is anyone in your 
household currently receiving 
unemployment insurance checks 
as a result of the pandemic? 

  

 

  

Yes 46 16.6% 59 18.4% 

No  232 83.4% 264 81.6% 

Missing 0   0   
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Table 1-1. Demographic Characteristics – Continued 

 
Pandemic 2020  Pandemic 2021 

n=278 % n=323 % 

 

QD26b/QD32.  Are you expecting 
to get your original job back once 
the coronavirus pandemic 
restrictions are lifted? 

  

 

  

Yes 

n/a 

14 29.9% 

No 19 40.2% 

Unsure at this time 14 29.9% 

Missing 275  

 
 
 

Table 1-2. Comparison of Food Assistance Need by Respondents’ Poverty 
Level Between Winter 2020, Pandemic Study, Winter 2017 Study,                          

and Summer 2014 

 2014 2017 
Winter 
2020 

Pandemic 
2020 

Pandemic 
2021 

 n % n % n % n % n % 

Poverty Level 
Groups 

 

>185 % of PL 70 17.9% 239 32.9% 102 22.2% 63 22.6% 90 27.9% 

Between 130% 
& 185% PL 

82 21.0% 161 22.1% 110 24.0% 75 26.8% 69 21.5% 

Between 100% 
& 130% PL 

94 24.1% 131 18.0% 94 20.5% 53 18.9% 52 16.2% 

Between 50% 
& 100% PL 

108 27.7% 144 19.8% 93 20.3% 51 18.4% 65 20.1% 

Less than 50% 
of PL 

36 9.2% 52 7.2% 60 13.0% 37 13.4% 46 14.3% 

Missing 36  33  0  0  0  
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Graph 1-1. Zip Codes of Survey Respondents versus Poverty Levels 
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Section 2: Number of Meals Missed  
 

Those who responded “No” to the survey question:  “In the last week, would you say 

you and your household had all the food you needed?” were asked two questions that 

addressed the number of meals missed.  The first question asked:  

 

“Despite getting food assistance from __, __, and ___. [INSERT SHORT VERSIONS 

FROM Q9/Q11, UP TO THREE ITEMS, IF RESPONSE WAS YES FOR THAT ITEM], how many 

individual meals in your household were skipped altogether because of a lack of food in the 

last week? For example, if there are three people in your household and everyone skipped 

one dinner, that would be three meals.”   

 

Respondents were asked to give a count for the number of meals missed.  A follow-up 

question asked: 

 

 “And, in the last week, approximately how many partial meals were served because 

of a lack of food?” Again, respondents were asked to provide the number of partial meals 

served for all in the household during the previous week.    

 

Respondents from 73 households in the weighted sample indicated one or more 

meals were missed in their household in the previous week.  To obtain a total number of 

meals missed, the partial meals were assumed to be one-half of a full meal, allowing the 

responses to be combined.  Graph 2-1 shows the distribution of the number of full meals or 

partial meal equivalents missed using the responses to both questions.   

 

The responses to questions related to meals missed were used to make inferences 

about the number of meals missed for all Marion County residents.  The number of 

individuals in the households who reported not having enough to eat in the last year after 

accessing all food assistance options AND who reported missing either full or partial meals 

in the last week were used to obtain the number of meals missed per person using the 



34 
 

weighted dataset and applying 25% as the portion of the population needing food 

assistance.  

 

By using 21 (3 meals per day X 7 days) as the number of meals for a person in a 

typical week and the average number of individuals in the households where there was not 

enough food in the last 12 months (2.96), 62.16 meals would be needed for a typical 

household in a week.  

 

The survey found that a total of 520 full or equivalent partial meals were missed 

among all 323 households, or 1.61 full and equivalent partial meals were missed per 

household.  Using this estimate, then 2.590 percent (1.61/62.16) of the needed meals were 

missed.  StatsIndiana estimated 966,183 individuals resided in Marion County in 2020.   

 

The calculated number of full or partial equivalent meals missed in a week during 

the survey was estimated to be 131,377 (.02590 x 966,183 x 21 x 0.25) or 6,831,590 (52 x 

131,377) in a year.  The simple margin of error was 5.5%, so the best estimate of the 

number of meals missed in a year for residents of Marion County was between 6,455,853 

and 7,207,328, or roughly between 6.5 and 7.2 million full or equivalent partial meals per 

year.    

 

Adjusting Missed Meals for Seasonal Differences 

 

This survey measures the meals missed by querying respondents about their meal 

shortage in the week before the survey. In past surveys, the gap for a single week was 

extrapolated linearly to get a full-year estimate for missed meals. However, the 2014 and 

2017 studies documented a large seasonal difference between winter and the other 

seasons when participants were asked the following question:  

 

“When would you say you or your family did not have all the food you needed?  Was 

it during the spring, summer, fall, or winter? Please tell me all times that apply.”  
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Results were quite consistent between the two studies, especially considering that 

the 2014 survey was conducted in the summer and the 2017 study in the winter. The 

reasons behind the greater need in winter were also collected in focus groups and 

confirmed as part of the 2017 study. This information was used to adjust the meals missed 

by the three studies before the pandemic. The report of the 2020 studies includes a full 

explanation of this adjustment. The many unique circumstances of the pandemic mean this 

adjustment was not possible for the current study.  

   

Meal Supply 

 

IHN collected supply data from all the major sources of food assistance. For 

programs like SNAP and WIC which provide dollars to purchase food, data were converted 

to meals using the average cost of food for Marion County. Foodbank output is measured in 

pounds, so a conversion factor for pounds to meals was used so that all data were available 

in the common unit of meals. The data collected by IHN are shown in Table 2-2. Table 2-3 

lists meals missed as a percent of meal supply across the 2014-2021 studies.  

 

Notable Findings:  

 

 The total number of meals missed in Indianapolis was estimated to be 6.8 million 

meals per year, down from 8.9 million in June of 2020.    

 About 25 percent of Marion County residents (242,000 persons) were estimated to 

need food assistance in June 2021, down from 28 percent in June 2020, but still 

above the pre-pandemic level of 20%.  This is an additional 48,000 people who 

needed food assistance as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 The continued high need for food assistance was largely addressed by the food 

supply. Overall meal supply was 24.9 million meals in June.  

 Federal nutrition programs in total provided 88% of the meals. SNAP alone 

provided 46% of all meals.  

 Pandemic EBT provided a particularly large contribution in this period.  
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 The private charitable food assistance network continued to provide more meals 

than pre-COVID. Some of these extra meals were funded by federal sources, 

including the CARES Act, ARPA, and increased TEFAP commodities.  

 The average number of missed meals declined slightly from June 2020 to June 2021.  

 

Discussion 

 

 The goals of Indy Hunger Network include monitoring the impact and effectiveness 

of the overall hunger relief system, including developing a better understanding of the 

needs and characteristics of those with food needs. This survey allowed us to assess the 

effectiveness of the hunger relief system during the continuing COVID-19 pandemic and 

accompanying recession, which stretched on much longer than anticipated.   

 

The combination of responses from the non-profit, philanthropic, government, and 

business sectors fully addressed this unprecedented need for food assistance. The meal 

supply was 24.9 million meals in June, up by more than 2 million meals per month over 

June 2020, and more than double pre-pandemic levels.  

 

Multiple organizations contributed to this increase. The largest contributions were 

an increase in SNAP benefits and food provided by Pandemic EBT, which substituted for 

school meals. Other changes to government programs included program flexibility for WIC 

and SNAP.  

 

The private charitable food assistance network continued to provide substantially 

more meals than pre-COVID. There was an influx of federal funds to charitable 

organizations that increased their food supply, including the USDA Farmers to Families 

Food Box program, increases in TEFAP commodities funding, CARES Act dollars, and 

American Rescue Plan Act funds. Charitable giving continued at a higher level and this 

allowed service providers to purchase more food for distribution, and they too instituted 

program flexibility that allowed more meals to reach families in need. This included the 
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creation of home delivery programs to provide food to people who were temporarily or 

permanently homebound.  

 

The estimated total meals missed was 6.8 million meals per year vs. 4.5 million pre-

pandemic, but clearly, it could have been much worse if not for a strong coordinated 

response from both public and private sources.  

 

Across five studies from 2014 to 2021, missed meals as a percent of meals supplied 

varied only between 2.1% and 5.9%, with no trend despite a 2x range of total meals 

supplied during that period (Table 2-3). The small percentage and its consistency suggest 

that with the strength of the current food safety net, meal supply is not the issue and that 

the term “meal gap” used in the past may now be misleading. Federal nutrition programs 

(SNAP, school meals, WIC, etc.) are need-based and together have provided 80-90% of total 

food assistance in Marion County over the last decade. When the need for food assistance 

increases, most of the increase is handled by these programs. Private donations through 

charities also increase. Thus, supply appears not to be the central issue in further reducing 

hunger, but rather the challenge of individuals in need getting access to what is available to 

them.   
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Table 2-1. Total Meals Missed  

Study / Season 
Meals Missed per Year  
 (linear extrapolation) 

Meals missed per Year 
(adjusted for seasonality) 

2014 / Summer 8.6-9.8 million 11 million 

2017 / Winter 5.2-5.7 million 3.5 million 

2020 / Winter 6.7-7.3 million 4.5 million 

2020 / Pandemic 8.4-9.5 million n/a  

2021 / Pandemic 6.5-7.2 million n/a 

 

Table 2-2.  Sources of Food Assistance Meals, per Month 

 February 2020 June 2020 June 2021 

Federal Nutrition Programs  

SNAP 5,462,332 9,632,014 11,403,436 

WIC* 621,658 621,658 569,305 

School Meals (+ SSO) 3,141,294 102,087 91,424 

Summer Meals 0 702,333 654,059 

CACFP 372,893 111,936 134,481 

Pandemic EBT 0 7,190,321 9,118,646 

  

Non-profits  
 

Gleaners Food Bank** 1,356,832 2,772,288 1,998,006 

Midwest Food Bank 513,737 526,225 430,676 

Second Helpings 145,710 324,100 274,121 

CICOA 107,837 164,211 180,834 

SVDP 93,750 117,188 52,541 

Patachou 4,808 11,425 8,066 

Meals on Wheels* 30,066 30,066 23,796 

  

Total Meals 11,850,916 22,305,851 24,939,391 

  *Prorated, number for individual months not available 
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Graph 2-1 Full and Partial Meal Equivalent Missed Meals 

Winter 2017, Pandemic 2020 & Pandemic 2021 

 

 
 
 
 

Table 2-3.  Meals Missed as % of Meal Supply 

Study Meals Missed as % of Meal Supply 

Summer 2014 5.8% 

Winter 2017 2.4% 

Winter 2020 4.6% 

Pandemic 2020 2.8% 

Pandemic 2021 2.1% 
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Section 3: Resources Used  

 

In this section, the food assistance resources used by families are presented and 

compared to responses to other questions on the survey.  Table 3-1 shows the extent of use 

of various food resources in June 2021 and compares them to June 2020. Table 3-2 shows 

how many total resources were used per household.  The income levels of those who 

reported accessing no services are presented in Table 3-3.  

 

The USDA’s Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) is the single largest 

source of meals (Table 2-2), providing more than half of all meals. Thus, comparing the 

characteristics of those who receive SNAP to those who do not receive SNAP is important. 

Household incomes less than 130% of the federal poverty level are presumed to meet the 

primary criteria for being eligible for SNAP. Table 3-4 compares the food security of those 

who were determined to be less than 130% of the federal poverty level and are current 

SNAP users to households in this income group who are not receiving SNAP benefits. 

 

Over 40 percent of the households in the survey indicated that there were one or 

more children in their household. The characteristics of the households with and without 

children relative to food assistance resource use and barriers to using them are shown in 

Table 3-5. 

 

Notable findings: 

 

 The percent of households accessing the different types of food assistance was up in 

2021 for all sources as compared to June 2020, except for free hot meals/soup 

kitchens.  

 Fewer households were accessing zero services than in 2020, and there appeared to 

be a small increase in the overall average number of sources used by a household.  

 Only about one in five households (18%) reported using 3 or more categories of 
services. 
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 Most respondents (60.6%) did not access food from a food pantry, church or food 

bank. 

 Among households with incomes <130% of the Federal Poverty level, SNAP users 

had better food security than non-SNAP users. A higher percentage of respondents 

using SNAP was able to eat balanced meals (63.9% vs 53.7%), and significantly 

fewer went hungry than those not receiving SNAP (56.5% vs 82.9%).  

 The USDA food security scores of SNAP households were higher.  

 These differences between SNAP and non-SNAP households were more pronounced 

than in June 2020.  

 More of the households with children (15.3%) could always afford balanced meals 

vs households without children (8.0%).  

 The adults in households with children had to cut meals less often, with one fifth 

(19.5%) doing so every month, versus one-third (32.3%) in households without 

children. Twice as many households with children only needed to cut meals one or 

two months a year (20.7% vs 9.4%).    

 Households with children had higher USDA food security scores, with twice as many 

having high food security (16% vs 8%).  

 Households with children were significantly more likely to qualify and be enrolled 

in SNAP (56.7% vs 38.5%) than those without children.   

 More than three-fifths (61.6%) of households had an unmet need at some point 

during the prior year.  

 Nearly half of all households (48.5%) had very low food security according to the 

USDA metric. This compares to 46% in June 2020 and 52.6% in Winter 2020.  

 One-fifth (21.7%) of households reported no use of food assistance. Their incomes 

ranged across the income levels, with somewhat higher incomes than those using 

services (83% above the Federal poverty level versus 61%).  
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Discussion 

 

 Past surveys highlighted SNAP as the core component of anti-hunger programs, 

providing nearly half of total food assistance. Households using SNAP had better food 

security scores, were less likely to go hungry, and could afford to eat more balanced meals. 

As of the time of this survey, changes had been made to enhance SNAP benefits. These 

provided an average increase of 15% in SNAP benefits. This doubtless contributed to the 

even greater impact of SNAP in June 2021, as compared to June 2020.  

 

 The SNAP increase ended in September, but with USDA’s recent recalculation of the 

Thrifty Meal Plan SNAP benefits will rise about 21% on average (vs pre-pandemic levels) as 

of October 1, 2021, according to estimates by the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities.  

With SNAP providing 46% of food assistance (Table 2-2) this increase is a very significant 

addition to the overall food assistance meal supply.   

 

 Multiple resources come together to constitute the food safety net. Their diversity 

can be a helpful thing, and they are keeping hunger at bay most of the time for most 

families. However, even all together the resources are not consistently reaching everyone 

in need, nor is the safety net achieving food security for recipients.  

Two aspects of the use of services merit further attention. First, about one-fifth of 

households were accessing zero services, and they were distributed across income levels. 

This could be due to the stigma of needing help, lack of information about where and how 

to get help, challenges in accessing services, or other barriers.   

Secondly, only about one in five households (18%) reported using 3 or more 

categories of services, and the average was 1.5. Lower-income families often face multiple 

challenges and can only expend so much time and energy on accessing food. So, at times 

they are going to miss meals, rather than add additional assistance sources. This insight 

could allow for the design of better approaches.  

 

 Families with children constituted about 46% of households in these surveys. 

Proper nutrition for children, especially during the first 1,000 days of life, is of particular 
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concern to society because food insufficiency can have lifelong negative implications for 

malnourished children (https://thousanddays.org/resource/the-2013-lancet-series-on-

maternal-and-child-nutrition/). Families with children have multiple additional potential 

sources of food, including school lunch and breakfast, WIC, after-school meals, summer 

meals, etc. By multiple measures, these are making an important difference. Nonetheless, as 

is true for all households, the scope of available programs is not fully addressing the needs 

of families with children.  

  

 More needs to be done. Just one example from the present study is that more than 

88% of households were sometimes or often unable to afford to eat balanced meals. 

Research has found a host of health and behavioral problems for children associated with 

low food security. With one-quarter of Marion County families needing food assistance, and 

very low security impacting nearly half of families with children this is an issue for huge 

number of children. 
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Table 3-1. Responses to Questions Relating to Use of Food Resources 

 Pandemic 2020  Pandemic 2021 

 n=278 % n=323 % 

Q9: During the past twelve months, did you or 
anyone in your household ever receive food stamps 
or SNAP benefits? 

  
 

  

Yes 118 42.4% 152 46.9% 

No 160 57.6% 171 53.1% 

Missing 0  0  
 

Question 10: Are you or others in your household 
currently receiving food stamps or SNAP? 

  
 

  

Yes 109 39.1% 140 43.3% 

No 169 60.9% 183 56.7% 

Missing 0  0  
 

Question 10: Are you or others in your household 
currently receiving food stamps or SNAP? (using 
only HH at <130%PL) 

  
 

  

Yes 75 53.3% 85 52.3% 

No 66 46.7% 78 47.7% 

Missing 0  0  
      

Question 11: Which of the following benefits are 
you or your household currently receiving? 

  
 

  

Question 11a: Meals from schools or parks  39 14.1% 60 18.5% 

Question 11b: WIC, also known as The Women, 
Infants and Children program. (only households 
with children – pandemic 2020 n=119 and 
pandemic 2021 n=149) 

20 16.7% 33 22.0% 

Question 11c: Food from a food pantry, church or 
food bank. 

101 36.2% 127 39.4% 

Question 11d: Free hot meal from a church, 
community center or soup kitchen. 

18 6.5% 20 6.1% 

Question 11e: Home delivered meal from CICOA or 
Meals on Wheels. 

16 5.9% 26 8.1% 

Question 11f: Food provided by family or friends. 60 21.4% 78 24.0% 

Question 11g: Other 10 3.6% 4 1.4% 

Missing 0  0  
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Table 3-2. Number of Types of Food Assistance Used by Household 

 Pandemic 2020 
 

Pandemic 2021 

 n=278 % n=323 % 

 

Questions 10 and 11 combined      

No Services 76 27.5% 70 21.7% 

Use 1 Service 93 33.3% 103 31.9% 

Use 2 Services 60 21.6% 90 28.0% 

Use 3 Services 40 14.3% 37 11.6% 

Use 4 Services 5 1.6% 15 4.7% 

Use 5 Services 4 1.4% 5 1.5% 

Use 6 Services 0  0  

Use of 7 Services 1 0.3% 2 0.7% 

Use of 8 Services 0  0  

Missing 0  0  
 

Average number of types of services used per 
household  

 1.4 
 

 1.5 

 
 

Table 3-3. Comparison of Households Using Food Assistance Resources and 
Those Not Using Food Assistance Resources 

Poverty Levels - Calculated 

 
HH Not Using 

Resources 
HH Using 
Resources  

Total  

 n=70 n=254 n=323 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.003* 

More than 185% of poverty 
level 

21 30.0% 69 27.2% 90 27.8%  

130% to 185% of poverty level 18 25.7% 51 20.1% 69 21.3%  

100% to 130% of poverty level 19 27.1% 34 13.4% 53 16.4%  

50% to 100% of poverty level 5 7.1% 60 23.6% 65 20.1%  

Less than 50% of poverty level 7 10.0% 40 15.7% 47 14.5%  

Missing 0  0  0   

* Statistically Significant Differences 
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Table 3-4. Comparison of Current SNAP and Non-SNAP Users with Income 
Less than 130% of Federal Poverty Level 

Question 3: The food that we bought just didn’t last, and we didn’t have enough money to get 
more. 

 
Non-SNAP 

Users 
SNAP Users Total  

 n=41 n=70 n=111 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.054 

Often true 16 38.1% 13 18.6% 29 25.9%  

Sometimes true 21 50.0% 50 71.4% 71 63.4%  

Never true 5 11.9% 7 10.0% 12 10.7%  

Missing 0  0  0   

 

Question 4: We couldn’t afford to eat balanced meals. 

 
Non-SNAP 

Users 
SNAP Users Total  

 n=41 n=70 n=111 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.063 

Often true 19 46.3% 19 27.1% 38 34.2%  

Sometimes true 17 41.5% 45 64.3% 62 55.9%  

Never true 5 12.2% 6 8.6% 11 9.9%  

Missing 0  0  0   

 

Question 5: In the last twelve months, that is, since last June, did you or any other adult in your 
household ever cut the size of your meals or skip meals because there wasn’t enough money for 
food? 

Yes 31 73.8% 41 58.6% 72 64.3% 0.153 

No 11 26.2% 29 41.4% 40 35.7%  

Missing 0  0  0   

 

 

 

* Statistically Significant Differences 
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Table 3-4. Comparison of Current SNAP and Non-SNAP Users with Income 
Less than 130% of Federal Poverty Level - Continued 

Question 6: How often in the past 12 months did you or any other adult in your household cut 
the size of a meal or skip a meal because there wasn’t enough money for food? 

 
Non-SNAP 

Users 
SNAP Users Total  

 n=41 n=70 n=111 p-value 

Every month or almost every 
month 

13 41.9% 10 24.4% 23 31.9% 0.124 

Some months but not every 
month 

17 54.8% 25 61.0% 42 58.3%  

Only 1 or 2 months during the 
year 

1 3.2% 6 14.6% 7 9.7%  

Missing 0  0  0   

 

Question 7: In the past 12 months, did you ever eat less than you felt you should because there 
wasn't enough money for food? 

 
Non-SNAP 

Users 
SNAP Users Total  

 n=41 n=70 n=111 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.086 

Yes 34 81.0% 45 64.3% 79 70.5%  

No 8 19.0% 25 35.7% 33 29.5%  

Missing 0  0  0   

 

Question 8: In the past 12 months, were you ever hungry but didn't eat because there wasn't 
enough money for food? 

 
Non-SNAP 

Users 
SNAP Users Total  

 n=41 n=70 n=111 p-value 

 n % n % n % .006* 

Yes 34 82.9% 39 56.5% 73 66.4%  

No 7 17.1% 30 43.5.0% 37 33.6%  

Missing 0  0  0   

* Statistically Significant Differences 
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Table 3-4. Comparison of Current SNAP and Non-SNAP Users with Income 
Less than 130% of Federal Poverty Level - Continued 

USDA Food Security Score - Calculated 

 
Non-SNAP 

Users 
SNAP Users Total  

 n=41 n=70 n=111 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.187 

High or Marginal Food Security 2 4.9% 6 8.6% 8 7.2%  

Low Food Security 9 22.0% 25 35.7% 34 30.6%  

Very Low Food Security 30 73.2% 39 55.7% 69 62.2%  

Missing 0  0  0   

 

Question 12: Was there ever a time in the past 12 months when you did not have all the 
food you and your household needed? 

 
Non-SNAP 

Users 
SNAP Users Total  

 n=41 n=70 n=111 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.279 

Yes 33 78.6% 47 68.1% 80 72.1%  

No 9 21.4% 22 31.9% 31 27.9%  

Missing 0  0  0   

 

Question 13: In the last week, would you say you and your household had all the food you 
needed? 

 
Non-SNAP 

Users 
SNAP Users Total  

 n=33 n=47 n=80 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.069 

Yes 12 36.4% 28 59.6% 40 50.0%  

No 21 63.6% 19 40.4% 40 49.5%  

Missing 0  0  0   

 

 

 
* Statistically Significant Differences 
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Table 3-4. Comparison of Current SNAP and Non-SNAP Users with Income 
Less than 130% of Federal Poverty Level - Continued 

Question 14 and 15 combined into total meals missed (number of full plus ½ number of 
partial meals) 

 
Non-SNAP 

Users 
SNAP Users Total  

 n=20 n=19 n=39 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.484 

0 meals 0 0 0 0 0 0  

0.5 to 4.5 meals 5 25.0% 7 36.8% 12 30.8%  

5 to 9.5 meals 9 45.0% 9 47.4% 18 46.2%  

10 to 14.5 meals 2 10.0% 0 0 2 5.1%  

15 or more meals 4 20.0% 3 15.8% 7 17.9%  

Missing 0  0  0   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

* Statistically Significant Differences 
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Table 3-5. Comparison of Households With and Without Children in the Home 

Question 3: The food that we bought just didn’t last, and we didn’t have enough money to 
get more. 

 No Children HH Children in HH Total  

 n=174 n=149 n=323 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.241 

Often true 41 23.6% 25 16.8% 66 20.4%  

Sometimes true 103 59.2% 91 61.1% 194 60.1%  

Never true 30 17.2% 33 22.1% 63 19.5%  

Missing 0  0  0   

 

Question 4: We couldn’t afford to eat balanced meals. 

 No Children HH Children in HH Total  

 n=174 n=149 n=323 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.085 

Often true 58 33.3% 40 26.7% 98 30.2%  

Sometimes true 102 58.6% 87 58.0% 189 58.3%  

Never true 14 8.0% 23 15.3% 37 11.4%  

Missing 0  0  0   

 

Question 5: In the last twelve months, that is, since last June, did you or any other adult in 
your household ever cut the size of your meals or skip meals because there wasn't enough 
money for food? 

 No Children HH Children in HH Total  

 n=174 n=149 n=323 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.652 

Yes 96 55.5% 87 58.4% 183 56.8%  

No 77 44.5% 62 41.6% 139 43.2%  

Missing 0  0  0   

 
 
* Statistically Significant Differences 
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Table 3-5. Comparison of Households With and Without Children in the Home 
- Continued 

Question 6: How often in the past 12 months did you or any other adult in your household cut 
the size of a meal or skip a meal because there wasn’t enough money for food? 

 No Children HH Children in HH Total  

 n=96 n=87 n=183 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.033* 

Every month or almost 
every month 

31 32.3% 17 19.5% 48 26.2%  

Some months but not every 
month 

56 58.3% 52 59.8% 108 59.0%  

Only 1 or 2 months during 
the year 

9 9.4% 18 20.7% 27 14.8%  

Missing 0  0  0   

 

Question 7: In the past 12 months, did you ever eat less than you felt you should because 
there wasn't enough money for food? 

 No Children HH Children in HH Total  

 n=174 n=149 n=323 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.819 

Yes 108 62.4% 91 61.1% 199 61.8%  

No 65 37.6% 58 38.9% 123 38.2%  

Missing 0  0  0   

 

Question 8: In the past 12 months, were you ever hungry but didn't eat because there wasn't 
enough money for food? 

 No Children HH Children in HH Total  

 n=174 n=149 n=323 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.911 

Yes 90 52.0% 76 51.0% 166 51.6%  

No 83 48.0% 73 49.0% 156 48.4%  

Missing 0  0  0   

* Statistically Significant Differences 
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Table 3-5. Comparison of Households With and Without Children in the Home 
- Continued 

USDA Food Security Score - Calculated 

 No Children HH Children in HH Total  

 n=174 n=149 n=323 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.056 

High Food Security 14 8.0% 24 16.0% 38 11.7%  

Low Food Security 76 43.7% 53 35.3% 129 39.8%  

Very Low Food Security 84 48.3% 73 48.7% 157 48.5%  

Missing 0  0  0   

 

Question 9: During the past 12 months, did you or anyone in your household ever receive 
food stamps or SNAP benefits? 

 No Children HH Children in HH Total  

 n=174 n=149 n=323 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.001* 

Yes 67 38.5% 85 56.7% 152 46.9%  

No 107 61.5% 65 43.3% 172 53.1%  

Missing 0  0  0   

 

Question 10: Are you or others in your household currently receiving food stamps or SNAP? 

 No Children HH Children in HH Total  

 n=174 n=149 n=323 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.024* 

Yes  65 37.4% 75 50.3% 140 43.3%  

No 109 62.6% 74 49.7% 183 56.7%  

Missing 0  0  0   

 

* Statistically Significant Differences 
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Table 3-5. Comparison of Households With and Without Children in the Home 
- Continued 

Question 11: Which of the following benefits are you or your household currently receiving? 

 No Children HH Children in HH Total  

 n=174 n=149 n=323 p-value 

 n % n % n %  

Question 11a: Meals from schools 
or parks.  

11 6.3% 49 32.7% 60 18.5% <0.001* 

Question 11c: Food from a food 
pantry, church or food bank. 

72 41.4% 55 36.9% 127 39.3% 0.426 

Question 11d: Free hot meal from a 
church, community center or soup 
kitchen. 

11 6.3% 9 6.0% 20 6.2% 1.000 

Question 11e: Home delivered meal 
from CICOA or Meals on Wheels. 

12 6.9% 14 9.4% 26 8.1% 0.539 

Question 11f: Food provided by 
family or friends. 

42 24.3% 35 23.5% 77 23.9% 0.896 

Question 11g: Other 2 1.1% 3 2.0% 5 1.5% 0.665 

Missing 0  0  0   

 

Question 12: Was there ever a time in the past 12 months when you did not have all the 
food you and your household needed? 

 No Children HH Children in HH Total  

 n=174 n=149 n=323 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.909 

Yes 108 62.1% 91 61.1% 199 61.6%  

No 66 37.9% 58 38.9% 124 38.4%  

Missing 0  0  0   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* Statistically Significant Differences 
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Table 3-5. Comparison of Households With and Without Children in the Home 
- Continued 

Question 13 In the last week, would you say you and your household had all the food you 
needed? 

 No Children HH Children in HH Total  

 n=108 n=91 n=199 p-value 

 n % n % n % 1.000 

Yes 68 63.0% 58 63.0% 126 63.0%  

No 40 37.0% 34 37.0% 74 37.0%  

Missing 0  0  0   

 

Question 14 and 15 combined into total meals missed (number of full plus ½ number of 
partial meals) 

 No Children HH Children in HH Total  

 n=36 n=37 n=73 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.158 

0 meals 0  0  0   

0.5 to 4.5 meals 20 48.8% 9 26.5% 29 38.7%  

5 to 9.5 meals 13 31.7% 19 55.9% 32 42.7%  

10 to 14.5 meals 3 7.3% 3 8.8% 6 8.0%  

15 or more meals 5 12.2% 3 8.8% 8 10.7%  

Missing 0  0  0   

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

* Statistically Significant Differences 
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Section 4: Description of “Unmet Need” Households 

 

Respondents of particular interest are those defined as “unmet need” households.  

Respondents who were classified as an “unmet need” had members of their household who 

had missed meals during the previous week due to lack of food.   This is a subset of all the 

households that reported there was a time in the past 12 months when they did not have 

all the food they needed.  Households who did not miss any meals the previous week were 

defined as “met need” households.                                                 

 

Table 4-1 shows the demographic characteristics of the “unmet need” and ”met 

need” households. Table 4-2 compares responses to the food security questions (Q3 to Q8) 

for the two, along with their USDA food security scores. Table 4-3 compares the use of food 

assistance resources between met need and unmet need households.  In Table 4-4 the 

percentage of unmet need households in this study is compared to studies in 2014, 2017, 

and 2020.  

 

Notable findings: 

 

 The demographic composition of the met need and unmet need households were 

statistically the same, in terms of age, number of adults in the household, and 

number of children in the household.   

 Seniors (age 65+) were more likely than other adults to have all their food needs 

met.  

 A higher percentage of white households had unmet need (60.8%); a smaller 

percentage had met need (43.3%).  

 The opposite was true for Black households, with more having met need.  

 These results contrast to 2020 when both white and Black households were equally 

split between met and unmet need.  

 A higher percent of bigger families (3 or more members) appeared to have unmet 

need.  
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 Households across the economic spectrum (deep poverty to >185% poverty) were 

represented in both met need and unmet need households. 

 In this study a higher percentage of households with incomes <100% of poverty had 

unmet need (54.1%) vs. met need (32.5%). This contrasted with prior studies where 

the distribution was even.  

 As was seen in 2020, responses to the six individual questions that determine the 

USDA food security score (Q3-8) showed those with unmet need are more likely to 

skip meals, miss meals altogether, not eat balanced meals and to do so almost every 

month.  

 Households with unmet need had lower USDA food security scores, with three 

quarters (78.4%) having very low food security.  

 For the food need group as a whole (met plus unmet need) USDA food security 

scores were very similar to June 2020.  

 A higher percent of met need households were receiving SNAP benefits than unmet 

need households. 

 Even among people with met need, most (79.2%) were eating less than they felt 

they should.  

 In general, the met need households used more food assistance resources than 

households with unmet need. 

 Food pantries are the most commonly used option (47.2%), followed by SNAP 

(45.5%), and food provided by friends and family (26.5%).  

 Food resources from friends and family was associated with significantly lower 

frequency of unmet need (31.7% vs 17.6%).  

 Families using WIC also experienced lower unmet need (25.9% vs 12.1%).  

 Across all five studies from 2014 to 2021, the fraction of the food need group with 

unmet need has remained in the range of 23-29%.  
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Discussion 

 

 Finding similar levels of unmet food need across the economic spectrum indicates 

that the food safety net is continuing to work well overall, not leaving detectable pockets of 

high need among groups at different levels of socioeconomic status.  

 

 The picture of unmet need households that emerges from these results is of people 

caught in the “scramble” which results from inadequate resources. In any given week 

roughly one-quarter of the households with food needs are unable to patch together 

enough food assistance resources to meet all of their meal needs. Over the course of a year, 

more than 3/5 have times when they go hungry. The USDA food security scores among 

these families are almost all low or very low, even in met need households. Most 

households that are missing meals are not missing more than a few meals per person 

during a week.  

 

 One implication from these results is that attempts to further reduce meals missed 

via additional, new channels of food might prove completely unsuccessful. Instead, a better 

way to reduce the number of families with unmet need could be for parts of the food safety 

net to increase the size of existing resources or benefits. This way families would be able to 

get more food without needing to go to yet one more location or complete yet more 

qualification paperwork. This idea is supported by experience from the American Recovery 

and Reinvestment Act of 2009, which modestly increased SNAP benefits across the board. 

With that enhancement, IHN and its partners were able in 2013 to realize a year when 

Indianapolis did not have a significant meal gap. A similar enhancement of SNAP was 

enacted in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. It was further increased by USDA, effective 

October 1, 2021. If all families in significant need can access SNAP it can be a true game-

changer, helping minimize missed meals for everyone on an ongoing basis.  

 

 The finding that food provided by friends and family was associated with a 

significantly lower frequency of unmet need (31.7% vs 17.6%) merits attention. The 

importance of friends and family was also observed in previous studies. This finding 
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highlights the important role of social connections for people living at or near the poverty 

line to help get them through difficult times.  As with conversations about whether public 

or private assistance is better, the answer is “and” not “or”. The need for food assistance is 

so great that the only complete answer must involve all potential sources of food.  

 

Table 4-1. Comparison of Demographics of Unmet and Met Need Households  

Question PSQ3: Age Groups Calculated 

Pandemic - 2020 

 Unmet Need Met Need Total  

 n=73 n=93 n=166 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.106 

18-29 19 26.0% 27 29.0% 46 27.7%  

30-49 29 39.7% 35 37.6% 64 38.6%  

50-64 24 32.9% 22 23.7% 46 27.7%  

65+ 1 1.4% 9 9.7% 10 6.0%  

Missing 0  0  0   

 

Pandemic - 2021 

 Unmet Need Met Need Total  

 n=73 n=126 n=199 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.235 

18-29 23 31.5% 46 36.8% 69 34.8%  

30-49 35 47.9% 45 36.0% 80 40.4%  

50-64 12 16.4% 21 16.8% 33 16.7%  

65+ 3 4.1% 13 10.4% 16 8.1%  

Missing 0  0  0   

 

 

* Statistically Significant Differences 
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Table 4-1. Comparison of Demographics of Unmet and Met Need Households – 
Continued  

Question QD20/QD25: Race 

Pandemic - 2020 

 Unmet Need Met Need Total  

 n=73 n=93 n=166 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.217 

White 39 53.4% 41 44.1% 80 48.2%  

Black or African American 32 43.8% 41 44.1% 73 44.0%  

Asian 0 0 4 4.3% 4 2.4%  

Other 0 0 2 2.2% 2 1.2%  

Multi-racial 2 2.7% 3 3.2% 5 3.0%  

Prefer Not to Answer 0 0 2 2.2% 2 1.2%  

Missing 0  0  0   

 

Pandemic - 2021 

 Unmet Need Met Need Total  

 n=73 n=126 n=199 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.212 

White 45 60.8% 55 43.3% 100 49.8%  

Black or African American 24 32.4% 62 48.8% 86 42.8%  

Asian 0 0 2 1.6% 2 1.0%  

Other 1 1.4% 2 1.6% 3 1.5%  

Multi-racial 3 4.1% 4 3.1% 7 3.5%  

Prefer Not to Answer 1 1.4% 2 1.6% 3 1.5%  

Missing 0  0  0   

 

 

 

* Statistically Significant Differences 
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Table 4-1. Comparison of Demographics of Unmet and Met Need Households – 
Continued  

Question QD21/QD26 Computed: Number of adults and children in the household 

Pandemic - 2020 

 Unmet Need Met Need Total  

 n=73 n=93 n=166 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.168 

1 member 12 16.2% 19 20.2% 31 18.5%  

2 members 13 17.6% 27 28.7% 40 23.8%  

3 members to 4 members 35 47.3% 30 31.9% 65 38.7%  

5 or more members 14 18.9% 18 19.1% 32 19.0%  

Missing 0  0  0   

 

Pandemic - 2021 

 Unmet Need Met Need Total  

 n=73 n=126 n=199 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.760 

1 member 13 17.6% 24 19.2% 37 18.6%  

2 members 17 23.0% 36 28.8% 53 26.6%  

3 members to 4 members 29 39.2% 44 35.2% 73 36.7%  

5 or more members 15 20.3% 21 16.8% 36 18.1%  

Missing 0  0  0   

 

 

 

 

 

 

* Statistically Significant Differences 
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Table 4-1. Comparison of Demographics of Unmet and Met Need Households – 
Continued  

Question QD21/QD26 Computed: Number of adults living in the household 

Pandemic - 2020 

 Unmet Need Met Need Total  

 n=73 n=93 n=166 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.690 

1 Adult in HH 20 27.4% 25 26.9% 45 27.1%  

2 Adults in HH 37 50.7% 46 49.5% 83 50.0%  

3 to 4 Adults in HH 15 20.5% 22 23.7% 37 22.3%  

5 or more Adults in HH 1 1.4% 0 0 1 0.6%  

Missing 0  0  0   

 

Pandemic - 2021 

 Unmet Need Met Need Total  

 n=73 n=126 n=199 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.460 

1 Adult in HH 21 28.8% 41 32.5% 62 31.2%  

2 Adults in HH 31 42.5% 56 44.4% 87 43.7%  

3 to 4 Adults in HH 16 21.9% 26 20.6% 42 21.1%  

5 or more Adults in HH 5 6.8% 3 2.4% 8 4.0%  

Missing 0  0  0   

 

 

 

 

 

 
* Statistically Significant Differences 
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Table 4-1. Comparison of Demographics of Unmet and Met Need Households – 
Continued  

Question QD21/QD26 Computed: Number of children in household 

Pandemic - 2020 

 Unmet Need Met Need Total  

 n=73 n=93 n=166 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.291 

0 Children in HH 36 49.3% 53 56.4% 89 53.3%  

1 Child in HH 11 15.1% 11 11.7% 22 13.2%  

2 Children in HH 14 19.2% 19 20.2% 33 19.8%  

3 Children in HH 9 12.3% 4 4.3% 13 7.8%  

4 or more Children in HH 3 4.1% 7 7.4% 10 6.0%  

Missing 0  0  0   

 

Pandemic - 2021 

 Unmet Need Met Need Total  

 n=73 n=126 n=199 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.493 

0 Children in HH 40 54.8% 68 54.0% 108 54.3%  

1 Child in HH 14 19.2% 23 18.3% 37 18.6%  

2 Children in HH 11 15.1% 24 19.0% 35 17.6%  

3 Children in HH 8 11.0% 8 6.3% 16 8.0%  

4 or more Children in HH 0 0 3 2.4% 3 1.5%  

Missing 0  0  0   

 

 

 

 

* Statistically Significant Differences 
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Table 4-1. Comparison of Demographics of Unmet and Met Need Households – 
Continued 

Poverty Level – Calculated (based on responses to the household income and number living 
in the household questions) 

Pandemic - 2020 

 Unmet Need Met Need Total  

 n=73 n=93 n=166 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.057 

More than 185% of poverty level 10 13.5% 16 17.2% 26 15.6%  

130% to 185% of poverty level 15 20.3% 28 30.1% 43 25.7%  

100% to 130% of poverty level 22 29.7% 13 14.0% 35 21.0%  

50% to 100% of poverty level 12 16.2% 23 24.7% 35 21.0%  

Less than 50% of poverty level 15 20.3% 13 14.0% 28 16.8%  

Missing 0    0   

 

Pandemic - 2021 

 Unmet Need Met Need Total  

 n=73 n=126 n=199 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.039* 

More than 185% of poverty level 14 18.9% 33 26.2% 47 23.5%  

130% to 185% of poverty level 10 13.5% 31 24.6% 41 20.5%  

100% to 130% of poverty level 10 13.5% 21 16.7% 31 15.5%  

50% to 100% of poverty level 21 28.4% 25 19.8% 46 23.0%  

Less than 50% of poverty level 19 25.7% 16 12.7% 35 17.5%  

Missing 0    0   

 

 

 

 
* Statistically Significant Differences 
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Table 4-2. Comparison of Unmet and Met Need Household Responses  
to the USDA Food Security Items 

 

The following questions from the USDA Food Security Module asked the respondents about 

their experiences during the past 12 months 

Question 3: The food that we bought just didn’t last, and we didn’t have money to get more. 

Pandemic - 2020 

 Unmet Need Met Need Total  

 n=73 n=93 n=166 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.040* 

Often true 27 37.0% 18 19.4% 45 27.1%  

Sometimes true 43 58.9% 70 75.3% 113 68.1%  

Never true 3 4.1% 5 5.4% 8 4.8%  

Missing 0    0   

 

Pandemic - 2021 

 Unmet Need Met Need Total  

 n=73 n=126 n=199 p-value 

 n % n % n % <0.001* 

Often true 31 41.9% 25 20.0% 56 28.1%  

Sometimes true 42 56.8% 86 68.8% 128 64.3%  

Never true 1 1.4% 14 11.2% 15 7.5%  

Missing 0    0   

 

 

 

 

 

* Statistically Significant Differences 
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Table 4-2. Comparison of Unmet and Met Need Household Responses  
to the USDA Food Security Items - Continued 

Question 4: We couldn’t afford to eat balanced meals. 

Pandemic - 2020 

 Unmet Need Met Need Total  

 n=73 n=93 n=166 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.011* 

Often true 37 50.7% 26 28.0% 63 38.0%  

Sometimes true 33 45.2% 61 65.6% 94 56.6%  

Never true 3 4.1% 6 6.5% 9 5.4%  

Missing 0    0   

 

Pandemic - 2021 

 Unmet Need Met Need Total  

 n=73 n=126 n=199 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.002* 

Often true 42 56.8% 39 31.2% 81 40.7%  

Sometimes true 29 39.2% 81 64.8% 110 55.3%  

Never true 3 4.1% 5 4.0% 8 4.0%  

Missing 0    0   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

* Statistically Significant Differences 
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Table 4-2. Comparison of Unmet and Met Need Household Responses  
to the USDA Food Security Items - Continued 

Question 5: In the last twelve months, that is, since last June, did you or any other adult in 
your household ever cut the size of your meals or skip meals because there wasn't enough 
money for food? 

Pandemic - 2020 

 Unmet Need Met Need Total  

 n=73 n=93 n=166 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.004* 

Yes 62 84.9% 60 64.5% 122 73.5%  

No 11 15.1% 33 35.5% 44 26.5%  

Missing 0  0  0   

 

Pandemic - 2021 

 Unmet Need Met Need Total  

 n=73 n=126 n=199 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.090 

Yes 61 82.4% 90 71.4% 151 75.5%  

No 13 17.6% 36 28.6% 49 24.5%  

Missing 0  0  0   

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
* Statistically Significant Differences 
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Table 4-2. Comparison of Unmet and Met Need Household Responses  
to the USDA Food Security Items - Continued 

Question 6: How often did this happen? Was it almost every month, some months but not 
every month, or in only one or two months during the year? 

Pandemic - 2020 

 Unmet Need Met Need Total  

 n=62 n=60 n=122 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.007* 

Every Month or Almost every 
month 

24 38.1% 8 13.3% 32 26.0%  

Some months but not every month 33 52.4% 42 70.0% 75 61.0%  

Only 1 or 2 months during the year 6 9.5% 10 16.7% 16 13.0%  

Never happened 0  0  0   

Missing 0  0  0   

 

Pandemic - 2021 

 Unmet Need Met Need Total  

 n=61 n=90 n=151 p-value 

 n % n % n % <0.001* 

Every Month or Almost every 
month 

25 41.0% 19 21.1% 44 29.1%  

Some months but not every month 35 57.4% 54 60.0% 89 58.9%  

Only 1 or 2 months during the year 1 1.6% 17 18.9% 18 11.9%  

Never happened 0  0  0   

Missing 0  0  0   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* Statistically Significant Differences 
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Table 4-2. Comparison of Unmet and Met Need Household Responses  
to the USDA Food Security Items - Continued 

Question 7: In the past twelve months, did you ever eat less than you felt you should because 
there wasn't enough money for food? 

Pandemic - 2020 

 Unmet Need Met Need Total  

 n=73 n=93 n=166 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.107 

Yes 64 87.7% 73 77.7% 137 82.0%  

No 9 12.3% 21 22.3% 30 18.0%  

Missing 0  0  0   

 

Pandemic - 2021 

 Unmet Need Met Need Total  

 n=73 n=126 n=199 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.712 

Yes 60 82.2% 99 79.2% 159 80.3%  

No 13 17.8% 26 20.8% 39 19.7%  

Missing 0  0  0   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

* Statistically Significant Differences 
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Table 4-2. Comparison of Unmet and Met Need Household Responses  
to the USDA Food Security Items - Continued 

Question 8: In the last 12 months, were you ever hungry but didn't eat because there wasn't 
enough money for food? 

Pandemic- 2020 

 Unmet Need Met Need Total  

 n=73 n=93 n=166 p-value 

 n % n % n % <0.001* 

Yes 61 83.6% 50 53.8% 111 66.9%  

No 12 16.4% 43 46.2% 55 33.1%  

Missing 0  0  0   

 

Pandemic - 2021 

 Unmet Need Met Need Total  

 n=73 n=126 n=199 p-value 

 n % n % n % <0.001* 

Yes 64 86.5% 79 63.2% 143 71.9%  

No 10 13.5% 46 36.8% 56 28.1%  

Missing 0  0  0   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

* Statistically Significant Differences 
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Table 4-2. Comparison of Unmet and Met Need Household Responses  
to the USDA Food Security Items - Continued 

USDA Food Security Score - Calculated 

Pandemic - 2020 

 Unmet Need Met Need Total  

 n=73 n=93 n=166 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.002* 

High or Marginal Food Security 2 2.7 3 3.2% 5 3.0%  

Low Food Security 12 16.4% 39 41.9% 51 30.7%  

Very Low Food Security 59 80.8% 51 54.8% 110 66.3%  

Missing 0  0  0   

 

Pandemic - 2021 

 Unmet Need Met Need Total  

 n=73 n=126 n=199 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.500 

High or Marginal Food Security 0 0 7 5.6% 7 3.5%  

Low Food Security 16 21.6% 36 28.6% 52 26.0%  

Very Low Food Security 58 78.4% 83 65.9% 141 70.5%  

Missing 0  0  0   

 

 

 

 

 

 

* Statistically Significant Differences 
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Table 4-3. Use of Food Resources by Unmet and Met Need Households  

Question 9: During the past twelve months, did you or anyone in your household ever 
receive food stamps or SNAP benefits? 

Pandemic- 2020 

 Unmet Need Met Need Total  

 n=73 n=93 n=166 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.638 

Yes 29 39.7% 41 43.6% 70 41.9%  

No 44 60.3% 53 56.4% 97 58.1%  

Missing 0  0  0   

 

Pandemic - 2021 

 Unmet Need Met Need Total  

 n=73 n=126 n=199 p-value 

 n % n % n % 1.000 

Yes 38 52.1% 65 52.0% 103 52.0%  

No 35 47.9% 60 48.0% 95 48.0%  

Missing 0  0  0   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
* Statistically Significant Differences 
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Table 4-3. Use of Food Resources by Unmet and Met Need Households  
- Continued 

Question 10: Are you or others in your household currently receiving food stamps or SNAP?  

Pandemic - 2020 

 Unmet Need Met Need Total  

 n=73 n=93 n=166 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.874 

Yes 28 38.4% 37 39.8% 65 39.2%  

No 45 61.6% 56 60.2% 101 60.8%  

Missing 0  0  0   

 

Pandemic - 2021 

 Unmet Need Met Need Total  

 n=73 n=126 n=199 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.306 

Yes 30 40.5% 61 48.4% 91 45.5%  

No 44 59.5% 65 51.6% 109 54.5%  

Missing 0  0  0   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
* Statistically Significant Differences 
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Table 4-3. Use of Food Resources by Unmet and Met Need Households  
- Continued 

Question 11: Other benefits you or your family may be currently receiving: 

Pandemic - 2020 

 Unmet Need Met Need Total  

 n=73 n=93 n=166 p-value 

 n % n % n %  

Question 11a: Meals from schools or parks 7 9.6% 23 24.7% 30 18.1% 0.014* 

Question 11b: WIC, also known as The 
Women, Infants and Children program. 
only children in HH n= 145) 

1 2.7% 10 24.4% 11 14.1% 0.008* 

Question 11c Food from a food pantry, 
church or food bank. 

35 47.3% 36 38.7% 71 42.5% 0.275 

Question 11d: Free hot meal from a 
church, community center or soup kitchen. 

2 2.7% 12 12.9% 14 8.4% 0.023* 

Question 11e: Home delivered meals from 
CICOA or Meals on Wheels. 

2 2.7% 7 7.5% 9 5.4% 0.301 

Question 11f: Food provided by family or 
friends 

13 17.8% 26 28.0% 39 23.5% 0.143 

Question 11g: Other 2 2.7% 2 2.1% 4 2.4% 1.000 

 

Pandemic - 2021 

 Unmet Need Met Need Total  

 n=73 n=126 n=199 p-value 

 n % n % n %  

Question 11a: Meals from schools or parks 10 13.5% 24 19.0% 34 17.0% 0.338 

Question 11b: WIC, also known as The 
Women, Infants and Children program. 
only children in HH n= 91) 

4 12.1% 15 25.9% 19 20.9% 0.180 

Question 11c: Food from a food pantry, 
church or food bank. 

38 51.4% 56 44.8% 94 47.2% 0.382 

Question 11d: Free hot meal from a 
church, community center or soup kitchen. 

5 6.8% 7 5.6% 12 6.0% 0.763 

Question 11e: Home delivered meal from 
CICOA or Meals on Wheels. 

4 5.4% 13 10.3% 17 8.5% 0.298 

Question 11f: Food provided by family or 
friends 

13 17.6% 40 31.7% 53 26.5% 0.032* 

Question 11g: Other 0 0 4 3.2% 4 2.0% 0.299 

* Statistically Significant Differences 
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Table 4-4.  Percent Unmet Need Among Food Need Group 

Study % With Unmet Need 

Summer 2014 29% 

Winter 2017 23% 

Winter 2020 29% 

Pandemic 2020 26% 

Pandemic 2021 23% 
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Section 5: Number of Meals Missed per Person 

 

This section looks at the average number of meals missed per person per week. 

Table 5-1 compares missed meals by demographic and household characteristics, for the 

current survey and for June 2020.  Table 5-2 compares missed meals by race across this 

and previous studies. Table 5-3 compares the overall average meals missed for this and 

previous studies. Graph 5-1 depicts the average meals missed as a function of % unmet 

need from the same study.  

 

Notable findings: 

 

 The average missed meals across all respondents was 3.0 per person per week. This 

is the lowest average seen across five studies.  

 The average number of missed meals was the same for whites (3.0) and Black (3.1) 

households. This figure for Black households was higher than June 2020 and the 

average for whites was lower than in June 2020. 

 Households with low incomes (<100% of poverty) missed more meals than 

households with incomes >100% of poverty.   

 As was seen in 2020, families with children in their household missed statistically 

significantly fewer meals (1.9 vs 3.9 per week).  

 Consistent with results in Table 4-3, households receiving WIC benefits missed 

fewer meals (1.2 vs 2.0).   

 Families who had received free hot meals from soup kitchens missed many more 

meals (7.0 vs 2.7) than those who did not.   

 Although not statistically significant, households receiving SNAP benefits reported a 

lower average number of missed meals per person than households that were not 

receiving SNAP benefits.   
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Discussion 

 

 The average number of meals missed found in this study was 3.0 per person per 

week, continuing a slight downward trend across prior studies (Table 5-3). The narrow 

range among average missed meals was observed despite a wide range of total missed 

meals (3.5 to 11 million meals per year). There is a correlation between average meals 

missed and the percent of the food need group who have unmet food need (Graph 5-1). 

Also, the percent of unmet need has stayed relatively consistent across studies and periods 

(Table 5-3), despite a wide range of total meals of assistance needed and provided. 

Together these findings suggest that in general, our food assistance systems for Marion 

County prevent widespread numbers of people from being in extreme need, regardless of 

changes in the economy. The principal impact of negative changes in the economy is to 

increase the number of people needing food assistance and thereby increase the number 

with unmet need, but not to drive significantly deeper hunger for a few. 

 

 The average missed meals were essentially the same for Blacks (3.1) and whites 

(3.0) in this study. In all the past studies the average for whites has been higher than for 

Blacks (Table 5-2). The reasons for the past disparities are not known.  

 This study suggests a trend towards higher levels of missed meals for households 

with lower incomes. This compares to the two 2020 studies when levels were flat across 

incomes.  

 

 As has been observed in past studies, families with children miss fewer meals. This 

is presumably due to the availability of multiple programs specifically for children, 

including school meals, WIC, summer meals and Pandemic-EBT, etc. This is a welcome 

finding since poor nutrition in children, especially those in the first 1,000 days of life, can 

have lifelong consequences (https://thousanddays.org/resource/the-2013-lancet-series-

on-maternal-and-child-nutrition/).    

 

This study did not find a significant difference in meals missed between households 

receiving SNAP benefits and those not receiving SNAP. Multiple other findings from this 
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survey indicated SNAP benefits have a positive impact on meeting the food needs and 

improving the nutrition of households needing food assistance. 

 

The finding of much higher missed meals among those who received free hot meals 

is not unexpected. The homeless and others in most desperate need are often patrons of 

soup kitchens.  

 

Table 5-1. Comparisons of Average Number of Meals Missed per Household 
Member between June 2020 and June 2021 

 Pandemic 2020  Pandemic 2021 

 n=73 x ̅ p-value n=73 x ̅ p-value 

All respondents who meet the 
criteria for this analysis 

 3.2   3.0  

 

Race   0.077    0.928 

White 39 4.1  45 3.0  

Black 32 2.2  24 3.1  

Asian/Multi-racial/Other 2 1.9  4 2.3  

Prefer not to answer 0   1 1.4  

 

Poverty Level   0.957    0.463 

More than 185% of poverty 
level 

10 3.2  14 2.4  

130% to 185% of poverty level 15 3.2  10 1.7  

100% to 130% of poverty level 22 3.7  10 3.1  

50% to 100% of poverty level 12 2.7  21 3.9  

Less than 50% of poverty level 15 2.9  19 3.1  

Prefer not to answer       

 

Children in the household?   <0.0001*    0.003* 

Yes 37 1.7  34 1.9  

No 36 4.7  40 3.9  

 

 

 
* Statistically Significant Differences 



78 
 

Table 5-1. Comparisons of Average Number of Meals Missed per Household 
Member – Continued 

 Pandemic 2020 

 

Pandemic 2021 

 n=73 x ̅ p-value n=73 x ̅ p-value 

       

USDA Food Security Score   0.081   0.144 

High or Marginal Food Security 2 0  0 0  

Low Food Security 12 1.7  16 2.0  

Very Low Food Security 59 3.7  58 3.3  

Missing 0   0   

 

Q9 During the past twelve 
months, did you or anyone in 
your household ever receive 
food stamps or SNAP benefits?  

  0.219 

 

  0.827 

Yes 29 2.6  38 2.9  

No 44 3.6  35 3.1  

Missing 0   0   

 

Question 10: Are you or others 
in your household currently 
receiving food stamps or SNAP?  

  0.344 

 

  0.753 

Yes 28 2.7  30 2.9  

No 45 3.5  44 3.1  

Missing 0   0   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

* Statistically Significant Differences 
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Table 5-1. Comparisons of Average Number of Meals Missed per Household 
Member – Continued 

 Pandemic 2020 
 

Pandemic 2021 

 n=73 x ̅ p-value n=73 x ̅ p-value 

 

Question 11a: Meals from 
school or park 

  0.147 

 

  0.488 

Yes 7 1.4  10 4.0  

No 66 3.4  64 2.8  

Missing       

 

Question 11b: WIC   n/a 

 

  0.367 

Yes <1 3.0  4 1.2  

No 36 1.7  29 2.0  

Missing       

 

Question 11c: Food from a 
food pantry, church or food 
bank 

  0.316 

 

  0.412 

Yes 35 2.8  38 3.3  

No 39 3.6  36 2.7  

Missing       

 

Question 11d: Free hot meal 
from a church, community 
center or soup kitchen. 

  0.189 

 

  0.187 

Yes 2 6.8  5 7.0  

No 72 3.1  69 2.7  

Missing       

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

* Statistically Significant Differences 
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Table 5-1. Comparisons of Average Number of Meals Missed per Household 
Member – Continued 

 Pandemic 2020 
 

Pandemic 2021 

 n=73 x ̅ p-value n=73 x ̅ p-value 

 

Question 11e: Home delivered 
meal from CICOA or Meals on 
Wheels 

  0.797 

 

  0.749 

Yes 2 2.6  4 2.5  

No 71 3.2  70 3.0  

Missing       

 

Question 11f: Food provided 
by family or friends 

  0.931 

 

  0.493 

Yes 13 3.3  13 3.6  

No 60 3.2  61 2.9  

Missing       

 

Question 11g: Other    0.240 

 

  n/a 

Yes 2 .54  0 0  

No 71 3.3  74 3.0  

Missing       

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

* Statistically Significant Differences 
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Table 5-2. Average Number of Missed Meals per Race – Across Studies 

 Summer 2014 
 

Winter 2017  

 x̅ p-value x̅ p-value 

Race  0.106  0.032* 

White 4.6  4.1  

Black 3.6  2.4  

Hispanic 2.6  n/a  

Other 5.8   n/a  

Asian/Multi-
racial/Other 

n/a   3.6  

Prefer not to 
answer 

n/a   n/a  

 

 Winter 2020 Pandemic 2020 Pandemic 2021 

 x̅ p-value x̅ p-value x̅ p-value 

Race  0.659  0.077  0.928 

White 3.7  4.1  3.0  

Black 3.1  2.2  3.1  

Hispanic n/a    n/a  

Other n/a    n/a  

Asian/Multi-
racial/Other 

3.2  1.9  2.3  

Prefer not to 
answer 

n/a  n/a  1.4  

 
n/a – Not applicable/Did not ask question  
* Statistically Significant Differences 
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Table 5-3.  Meals Missed Across Studies 

Study 
Missed Meals Average 
(per person/per week) 

Percent Unmet 
Need 

 

Summer 2014 4.1 29% 

Winter 2017 3.3 23% 

Winter 2020 3.4 29% 

Pandemic 2020 3.2 26% 

Pandemic 2021 3.0 23% 

 

 

Graph 5-1.  Meals Missed Across Studies 
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Section 6: Continuing COVID 19 Pandemic 

 

This section covers questions regarding how the continuing COVID-19 pandemic 

changed respondents’ ability to get the food they needed as compared to one year earlier 

(June 2020). Table 6-1 includes responses to questions about how their situation changed 

and why. Table 6-2 compares the changes reported by those with unmet need and those 

with met need.  It also looks at the impact of unemployment benefits. Table 6-3 includes the 

number of missed meals reported by households that experienced various types of changes 

in their ability to get all the food they needed between June 2020 to June 2021.  

 

Notable Findings 

 

 Over a third (37.5%) of respondents described their ability to access the food their 

family needed as unchanged from one year ago.  

 About half (48.5%) said there was a modest change in their ability to access foods 

with equal numbers seeing improvement or decline.  

 One out of seven respondents (13.9%) reported big changes, again with equal 

numbers reporting big improvement or big decline.  

 Having enough money to buy food was the major reason cited for being unable to 

get enough food (61.9% of households). 

 Multiple other factors also contributed to the inability to get enough food – 

transportation (30.7%), hours of opening (20.7%), afraid to go out due to age 

and/or health (16.3%), etc.  

 Compared to June 2020, less than half as many households reported an inability to 

go out due to age and/or health.  

 Among those who were better able to get food, the major factors contributing to 

their improvement were SNAP benefits (31.9%), a return to normal income 

(20.7%), and no longer being afraid to go out (15.4%).  
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 Only one-fifth (20.5%) of food need households were receiving unemployment 

insurance checks. This was modestly higher than in June 2020 when 16.1% were 

receiving unemployment benefits.  

 Receipt of unemployment benefits did not impact the percent of families with unmet 

need. 

 Missed meals were twice as high (6.6 vs. 3.1) for those who didn’t know how to find 

a place to get food.    

 

Discussion 

  

In June 2020 the many strong private and public responses to the pandemic met 

most of the greatly increased need for food assistance. Many factors have been at play in 

the meantime, including private charitable efforts, enhanced government benefits of 

various kinds, changing unemployment levels, vaccinations, and changes in COVID infection 

rates.  The ability to get enough food changed for a majority of households, but with equal 

numbers reporting that their situation improved in June 2021 versus a year earlier, and an 

equal number whose situations were worse. The question was a qualitative one and one 

possible reason more did not report improvement was simply the ongoing, complex 

challenges families have faced as they navigated the continuing pandemic.    

 

The lack of money to buy food is the biggest factor challenging families to have 

enough healthy food on their tables. Many additional factors continued to contribute to the 

problem. Among those who were better able to get food, the largest factor contributing to 

the improvement was SNAP benefits.  

 

As was found in the June 2020 study, unemployment benefits did not appear to be a 

major contributor to ending hunger. Most households had a member working, but it may be 

that their pre-pandemic jobs did not make them eligible, or the widely reported challenges 

of the system to apply for benefits may have proved too difficult.  
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 The results of this study highlight the importance of using multiple approaches to 

disseminate information about food resources. Community Compass 

(www.communitycompass.app) is an excellent resource and needs to continue to broaden 

its recognition among those with a food need. Other means are needed as well, especially to 

reach households experiencing food insecurity for the first time, for example.  

 

 COVID-19 created a greatly increased need for home delivery of food assistance to 

those at special risk due to age and health conditions. With many people, especially older 

residents, vaccinated by the time of this study the need for home delivery had fallen to less 

than half of what it was in June 2020. With 1 of 6 still afraid to go out due to age and health 

concerns, home delivery remains an important avenue for both public and private food 

assistance programs.  

  

Table 6-1. Responses to Pandemic Impact Questions 

 n=323 % 

 

Question 22: Which statement below best describes the change in your ability 
to access the food you and your family need to maintain a healthy diet 

  

No change - I/we face the same difficulty we did a year ago getting all the food 
I/we need (follow up with Q23a) 

70 21.7% 

No change – I/we can still get all the food we need 51 15.8% 

Some change – Unlike a year ago, I/we NOW CAN get MOST of the food we need 
(follow-up with Q23b) 

82 25.4% 

Some change – Unlike a year ago, I/we are UNABLE to get SOME of the food we 
need follow up with Q23a) 

74 23.1% 

Big change – Unlike a year ago, I/we NOW CAN get ALL of the food we need 
(follow-up with Q23b) 

22 6.7% 

Big change – Unlike a year ago, I/we are UNABLE to get ALL the food we need 
(follow up with Q23a) 

23 7.2% 

Missing 0  
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Table 6-1. Responses to Pandemic Impact Questions - Continued  

Question 23a: Why are you unable to get the food you need? Check all that apply. n=168 % 

 

I/we are afraid to go out due to my/our age and/or health 27 16.3% 

I/we don’t know how to find a place to get food 13 7.7% 

There is no place nearby to get food 22 13.0% 

I/we don’t have good transportation 52 30.7% 

The hours they are open won’t work for me/us 35 20.7% 

I/we don’t have enough money to buy the food needed 104 61.9% 

Other 9 5.5% 

Missing 0  

   

Question 23b: Why are you now able to get the food you and your family 
need? 

n=104 % 

I/we am no longer afraid to go out to get groceries 16 15.4% 

I/we use a food delivery service to access meals and groceries 6 6.2% 

My/our income has returned to normal 21 20.7% 

Government benefit checks have helped pay for the food I/we need 11 10.8% 

The SNAP benefits we receive help pay for the food I/we need 33 31.9% 

I/we have found a food pantry that provides the additional food we need. 11 10.9% 

Other 4 4.0% 

Missing   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



87 
 

Table 6-2. Comparison of Responses from Unmet and Met Need Households 

Question 22: Which statement below best describes the change in your ability to access the 
food you and your family need to maintain a healthy diet 

 Unmet Need Met Need Total  

 n=73 n=126 n=199 p-value 

 n % n % n % .001* 

No change - I/we face the same 
difficulty we did a year ago getting 
all the food I/we need (follow up 
with Q23a) 

24 32.4% 24 19.0% 48 24.0% 

 

No change – I/we can still get all 
the food we need 

1 1.4% 6 4.8% 7 3.5% 

Some change – Unlike a year ago, 
I/we NOW CAN get MOST of the 
food we need (follow-up with 
Q23b) 

12 16.2% 44 34.9% 56 28.0% 

Some change – Unlike a year ago, 
I/we are UNABLE to get SOME of 
the food we need follow up with 
Q23a) 

21 28.4% 36 28.6% 57 28.5% 

Big change – Unlike a year ago, 
I/we NOW CAN get ALL of the food 
we need (follow-up with Q23b) 

3 4.1% 10 7.9% 13 6.5% 

Big change – Unlike a year ago, 
I/we are UNABLE to get ALL the 
food we need (follow up with 
Q23a) 

13 17.6% 6 4.8% 19 9.5% 

Missing 0  0  0  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* Statistically Significant Differences 
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Table 6-2. Comparison of Responses from Unmet and Met Need Households- 
Continued 

Question QD26a/QD31: Is anyone in your household currently receiving unemployment 
insurance checks as a result of the pandemic? 

Pandemic - 2020 

 Unmet Need Met Need Total  

 n=73 n=93 n=166 p-value 

Yes 12 16.2% 15 16.0% 27 16.1% 1.000 

No 62 83.8% 79 84.0% 141 83.9%  

Missing 0  0  0   

 

Pandemic - 2021 

 Unmet Need Met Need Total  

 n=73 n=126 n=199 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.587 

Yes 17 23.0% 24 19.0% 41 20.5%  

No 57 77.0% 102 81.0% 159 79.5%  

Missing 0    0   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

* Statistically Significant Differences 
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Table 6-3. Average number of Meals Missed per Household Member by 
Comparison of Different Challenges to Getting enough Food 

 n=73 x ̅ p-value 

 

Question 23a: Why are you unable to get the food you need? 
Check all that apply. 

   

I/we are afraid to go out due to my/our age and/or health 9 3.8 0.500 

I/we don’t know how to find a place to get food 5 6.6 0.014* 

There is no place nearby to get food 7 2.9 0.879 

I/we don’t have good transportation 17 4.0 0.194 

The hours they are open won’t work for me/us 10 4.3 0.413 

I/we don’t have enough money to buy the food needed 41 3.1 0.974 

Other 3 5.4 0.627 

Missing    

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* Statistically Significant Differences 
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Section 7 Nutrition and Health 
 

This section covers questions about the challenges households face in eating 

nutritious meals. Studies in February 2017 and February 2020 had looked at the frequency 

of eating nutritious meals, reasons for not eating nutritious meals, types of foods often 

lacking, and other barriers.  

 

Table 7-1 includes the frequency of poor nutrition, reasons for not eating nutritious 

meals, and the types of foods most often missing from diets, and compares results to 

identical questions asked in the winter 2017 survey. Table 7-2 looks at the quantities of 

fruits and vegetables consumed daily. Table 7-3 looks at the impact of different food 

assistance programs on whether households met USDA guidance for daily consumption of 

fruits. Table 7-4 similarly examines daily vegetable consumption. Table 7-5 compares the 

frequency of eating balanced meals and very low food security across all five studies. Table 

7-6 lists chronic health conditions that food insecure individuals are also coping with.  

 

Notable findings 

 

 Almost nine of ten food need households (87.1%) are not reliably eating nutritious 

meals.  

 Nearly one-quarter of respondents (21.9%) rarely or never eat nutritious meals. ‘ 

 The above is substantially improved over results from the Winter 2017 study. 

 The predominant reason households were not always eating nutritious meals was 

access, with 55.8% saying they can’t afford them. This was significantly improved 

from Winter 2017 when 80.4% could not afford them.  

 Family members not liking nutritious foods was not a significant factor. Lack of time 

for preparation was a factor for some (27.3%).   

 The food groups most frequently lacking in family diets were fruits (73.4%) and 

vegetables (66.7%).  
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 Other food groups often missing from diets were protein (38.3%), dairy (29.9%), 

and whole grains (28.5%).  

 The food groups typically lacking were quite similar to results from Winter 2017.   

 Two-thirds (65.7%) of respondents ate 1 cup or less of fruits each day.  

 Only about 12% of respondents ate USDA recommended 2 or more cups of fruit per 

day.  

 More than half (56.2%) of respondents ate 1 cup or less of vegetables each day.  

 Only about 14% ate the USDA recommended 2.5 or more cups of vegetables per day.  

 A statistically significant improvement in the realization of USDA guidelines for both 

fruits and vegetables (2-3x) was seen with school meals and also with recipients of 

CICOA / Meals on Wheels home-delivered meals.  

 Among households meeting USDA guidelines for fruit consumption and with 

incomes <130% FPL, SNAP households were the majority (75%), versus non-SNAP 

households (25%). No difference was seen however in vegetable consumption. 

 The fraction of those with a food need who often couldn’t afford to eat balanced 

meals remained in the range of 29.9 - 33.4% across five studies from 2014 to 2021.  

 The fraction of those with a food need who had very low food security remained 
between 46 and 58% across five studies from 2014 to 2021.  
 

 Most households included people (60.9%) who also had chronic health challenges, 

such as high blood pressure (46.5%), high cholesterol (27.7%), and diabetes 

(27.7%).  

 Only 39.1% of households did not have someone with a chronic health condition.  

 

Discussion 

  

 This study built on past studies and also looked at the impact of the continuing 

pandemic. Poor nutrition remains strikingly widespread among the food insecure, with 

most families not able to eat the USDA recommended amounts of fruits and vegetables for 

example. Comparing across five studies from 2014 to 2021, no improvement was seen in 
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the percent with very low food security or the percent who often couldn’t afford to eat 

balanced meals.  

 

The winter 2017 study established that there was an inverse relationship between 

the number of meals missed and eating nutritious meals – the more meals missed, the less 

nutritious the meals. This was seen in this study in responses to Question 4 in Table 4-2. 

Given this correlation, it seems likely that the only way to achieve widespread good 

nutrition is to dramatically reduce food insecurity. The huge increase in the percentage of 

the population with food needs following the pandemic heightens this concern.  

 

On other hand, the percentage of those with a food need who always ate nutritious 

meals nearly tripled, and the number who rarely or never did so was reduced by half. This 

is especially notable as it occurred in the middle of the pandemic. Several factors may have 

contributed to this positive progress:  

 

 Multiple improvements have been made to increase the supply of fruits and 

vegetables through the food pantry system.  

 The increase in SNAP benefits in response to the pandemic allows families to 

purchase more nutritious foods.  

 School meals and CICOA / Meals on Wheels are making a significant difference.  

 Cooking education efforts have increased. 

 This study was conducted in summer when the extent of need in typical years is 

much reduced.  

 

The chief barrier to nutritious meals for food-insecure families remains access, not 

the choices they make.  Results in this regard from this study were quite consistent with 

past studies. The only exception was the increase in comfort foods. This was true for 

families of all income levels as they sought solace from the pandemic, and is particularly 

understandable for low-income families who had extra challenges from the pandemic.  
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A variety of factors would help many residents eat more nutritious meals. By far the 

largest issue remains that healthy foods are expensive. From the Feb 2020 study, other 

limitations include a lack of access to equipment such as a stove or refrigerator, lack of 

utensils, recipes, and lack of knowledge about shopping and preparing healthier meals.  

 

Another significant challenge for food-insecure families is the frequent presence of 

chronic health conditions. Chronic health challenges put extra strain on already 

constrained family budgets. They also bring with them special dietary needs such as low 

sodium foods for those with high blood pressure, which may be more expensive. The food 

bank and pantry system have made improvements in recent years in providing access to 

these foods. Notable also is the work done by Meals on Wheels who have pioneered 

medically-tailored meals. A huge challenge remains, however.  

 

Table 7-1. Reasons for Not Eating Nutritious Meals 

 Winter 2017 

 

Pandemic 2021 

 n=407 % n=323 % 

Question 16: In a typical week, how often would 
you say your household eats nutritious meals? 

  
  

Always – skip to Q19 19 4.7% 42 12.9% 

Sometimes 255 62.7% 210 65.1% 

Rarely 120 29.5% 66 20.5% 

Never 13 3.2% 5 1.4% 

Missing   0  

 

Question 17: During the times your household 
did not eat a nutritious meal, what were the types 
of foods you typically lacked? Check all that apply. 

n=388 % 

 

n=281 % 

Fruits 303 78.1% 206 73.4% 

Vegetables 271 69.8% 188 66.7% 

Protein 163 42.0% 108 38.3% 

Dairy 95 24.5% 84 29.9% 

Grains 83 21.4% 80 28.5% 

Missing 1    
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Table 7-1. Reasons for Not Eating Nutritious Meals - Continued 

 Winter 2017 

 

Pandemic 2021 

Question 18: Why don’t you or your household 
members always eat nutritious meals? Check all 
that apply 

n=388 % n=281 % 

Can’t afford them 312 80.4% 157 55.8% 

Don’t always have access to nutritious food 156 40.2% 105 37.3% 

Don’t have time to prepare them 99 25.5% 77 27.3% 

Have special comfort foods that we like to eat 40 10.3% 64 22.8% 

Children won’t eat them 37 9.5% 29 10.2% 

Don’t like nutritious food 11 2.8% 19 6.7% 

Missing 1  0  

 

 

Table 7-2. Daily Servings of Fruit and Vegetables 

 n=323 % 

Question 19: How many servings of fruit do you eat each day?   

1 cup or less 212 65.7% 

1 to 2 cups 73 22.6% 

2 to 3 cups 30 9.4% 

3 cups or more 7 2.3% 

Missing 0  

 

Question 20: How many servings of vegetables do you eat each day?   

1 cup or less 181 56.2% 

1 to 2 cups 96 29.8% 

2 to 3 cups 33 10.2% 

3 cups or more 13 3.9% 

Missing   
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Table 7-3. Impact of Assistance Programs on Fruit Consumption  
Question 10: Are you or others in your household currently receiving food stamps or SNAP? (only HH 
at <130%PL) 

 
Not Meeting 

USDA 
Guidelines 

Meeting USDA 
Guidelines 

Total  

 n=155 n=8 n=163 p-value 

 n % n % n % 0.280 

Yes  79 51.0% 6 75.0% 85 52.1%  

No 76 49.0% 2 25.0% 78 47.9%  

Missing        

 

Question 11: Which of the following benefits are you or your household currently receiving? 

 
Not Meeting 

USDA 
Guidelines 

Meeting USDA 
Guidelines 

Total  

 n=286 n=38 n=323 p-value 

 n % n % n %  

Question 11a: Meals from schools 
or parks.  

44 15.4% 16 42.1 60 18.5% <.001* 

Q11b: WIC (only HH with 
children=149) 

24 19.2% 8 34.8% 32 21.6% 0.105 

Question 11c: Food from a food 
pantry, church or food bank. 

113 39.6% 14 36.8% 127 39.3% 0.860 

Question 11d: Free hot meal from a 
church, community center or soup 
kitchen. 

13 4.5% 7 18.4% 20 6.2% 0.004* 

Question 11e: Home delivered meal 
from CICOA or Meals on Wheels. 

15 5.3% 11 29.7% 26 8.1% <.001* 

Question 11f: Food provided by 
family or friends. 

62 21.7% 16 42.1% 78 24.1% 0.008* 

Question 11g: Other 4 1.4% 1 2.6% 5 1.5% 0.467 

Missing 0  0  0   

 
* Statistically Significant Differences 
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Table 7-4. Impact of Assistance Programs on Vegetable Consumption 
Question 10: Are you or others in your household currently receiving food stamps or SNAP? (only HH 
at <130%PL) 

 
Not Meeting 

USDA 
Guidelines 

Meeting USDA 
Guidelines 

Total  

 n=122 n=42 n=164 p-value 

 n % n % n % 1.000 

Yes  78 52.3% 7 50.0% 85 52.1%  

No 71 47.7% 7 50.0% 78 47.9%  

Missing 0  0  0   

 

Question 11: Which of the following benefits are you or your household currently receiving? 

 
Not Meeting 

USDA 
Guidelines 

Meeting USDA 
Guidelines 

Total  

 n=278 n=46 n=323 p-value 

 n % n % n %  

Question 11a: Meals from schools 
or parks.  

45 16.2% 15 32.6% 60 18.5% 0.013* 

Q11b: WIC (only HH with 
children=149) 

27 22.0% 6 23.1% 33 22.1% 1.000 

Question 11c: Food from a food 
pantry, church or food bank. 

108 38.8% 19 42.2% 127 39.3% 0.743 

Question 11d: Free hot meal from a 
church, community center or soup 
kitchen. 

19 6.8% 1 2.2% 20 6.2% 0.330 

Question 11e: Home delivered meal 
from CICOA or Meals on Wheels. 

18 6.5% 8 17.8% 26 8.0% 0.017* 

Question 11f: Food provided by 
family or friends. 

64 23.1% 13 28.9% 77 23.9% 0.451 

Question 11g: Other 2 0.7% 2 4.4% 4 1.2% 0.095 

Missing 0  0  0   

 

* Statistically Significant Differences 
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Table 7-5 Food Insecurity 

Study 
Q4 (% Often Couldn’t Eat 

Balanced Meals  
USDA - % Very Low 

Food Security 

Summer 2014 31.6% 49.0% 

Winter 2017 31.0% 58.0% 

Winter 2020 30.4% 52.7% 

Pandemic 2020 28.9% 45.9% 

Pandemic 2021 33.4% 51.7% 

 
 
 
 

Table 7-6. Chronic Health Conditions 

Question 21: Has a doctor or other health professional ever told you or 
anyone in your household that you/they have any of the following 
conditions? Choose all that apply 

n=323 % 

 

High Blood Pressure 150 46.5% 

High Cholesterol 89 27.7% 

Diabetes 89 27.7% 

Kidney Disease 16 5.0% 

None of the above 126 39.1% 

Missing 0  
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Conclusions 
 

Indy Hunger Network monitors the impact and effectiveness of the overall hunger 

relief system, to develop a better understanding of the needs and characteristics of those 

with food needs. This report describes the findings from a survey of those with a food need 

in Marion County from late May to early July 2021. It allowed us to assess the effectiveness 

of the hunger relief system during the continuing COVID-19 pandemic and accompanying 

recession, which stretched on much longer than anticipated.   The demographic 

characteristics of survey respondents were similar to the prior pandemic survey in June 

2020.  The need for food assistance occurred across a wide range of household incomes 

from deep poverty to above 186% of the Federal Poverty Level.   

 

Meal Supply and Meals Missed - The combination of responses from the non-

profit, philanthropic, government, and business sectors well addressed the continuing high 

need for food assistance. The meals supplied, 24.9 million in June, were higher than in June 

2020 and remained twice as high as pre-pandemic levels. Federal nutrition programs and 

private charities continued to provide an increased level of food assistance to help mitigate 

the continued loss of jobs and increase in food need. Total meals missed was 6.8 million 

meals per year vs. 4.5 million pre-pandemic, but clearly, it could have been much worse.  

 

Across five studies from 2014 to 2021, missed meals as a percent of meals supplied 

has only varied between 2.1% and 5.9%, with no trend despite a 2x range of total meals 

supplied during that period (Table 2-3). This suggests that with the food safety net 

operating in the way it has been, the term “meal gap” used in the past may now be 

misleading. Federal nutrition programs (SNAP, school meals, WIC, etc.) are need-based and 

together have provided 80-90% of total food assistance in Marion County over the last 

decade. When the need for food assistance increases, most of the increase is handled by 

these programs. Private donations through charities also increase. Thus, supply is not the 

central issue in further reducing hunger, but rather the challenge of individuals in need 

getting access to what is available for them.   
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SNAP – The SNAP program played an even more critical role in this period than in 

prior surveys. SNAP benefits per family were increased in response to the pandemic, and 

enrollment remained up. The volume of assistance from private sources was down from its 

peak in June 2020. With these developments, SNAP provided 46% of all food assistance – 

up from 44% in June 2020. In this survey, SNAP users had multiple indicators of better 

nutrition. They had better food security scores, were more often able to eat balanced meals, 

missed fewer meals, and more often met USDA guidelines for fruit consumption.  

 

Pandemic – In June 2020 the many strong private and public responses to the 

pandemic met most of the greatly increased need for food assistance. Many factors have 

been at play in the meantime, including private charitable efforts, enhanced government 

benefits of various kinds, changing unemployment levels, vaccinations, and changes in 

COVID infection rates.  The ability to get enough food changed for a majority of households 

in June 2021 versus a year earlier. An equal number reported that their situation improved, 

as those who reported their situation was worse. One possible reason more people did not 

report improvement was simply the ongoing, complex challenges families have faced as 

they navigated the continuing pandemic.    

 

 The pandemic has also provided a strong reminder of the importance of information 

about food assistance reaching families newly in need. Missed meals were significantly 

higher for those who didn’t know how to find a place to get food.    

 

 Unmet Need – Multiple resources come together to constitute the food safety net. 

Their diversity can be a helpful thing, and they are keeping hunger at bay most of the time 

for most families. However, even all together the resources are not consistently reaching 

everyone in need, nor is the safety net achieving food security for recipients.  

 

The picture of unmet need households that emerges from these results is of people 

caught in the “scramble” which results from inadequate resources. Lower-income families 

often face multiple challenges and can only expend so much time and energy on accessing 

food. In any given week roughly one-quarter of the households with food needs are unable 
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to patch together enough food assistance resources to meet all of their meal needs. Over 

the course of a year, more than 3 out of 5 of these households have times when they go 

hungry. The USDA food security scores among families with a food need are almost all low 

or very low, even in met need households. Nearly half of all households had very low food 

security according to the USDA metric. This was unchanged from Winter 2020 and June 

2020. Even among households with children, who are recipients of specially targeted 

programs like school meals and WIC, only 1 in 6 households had high food security.    

   

 African American Families - The prevalence of hunger among African American 

families was substantially higher than among the population as a whole. The Census Pulse 

Surveys conducted during the pandemic have included a question about food need.  Food 

need among African American families in Indiana averaged 21.1% during the time of this 

study, more than twice as high as the general population (9.8%). While the prevalence of 

hunger among African American families was high, the severity of food shortage was not 

dissimilar from other groups. Average meals missed were the same, and African American 

households were not more likely to be among households with unmet need.  The same was 

true for other non-white racial groups. 

 

 Seniors - Support of seniors was a bright spot, with seniors more likely than other 

adults to have all of their food needs met.  

 

 Nutrition - This survey found some bright spots of progress on nutrition among the 

food insecure as compared to the 2017 study, but a huge challenge remains. Looking across 

five studies from 2014 to 2021, no improvement was seen in the percent with very low 

food security or the percent who often couldn’t afford to eat balanced meals.  Despite many 

efforts to improve the nutrition of food assistance, nearly ninety percent of those with a 

food need are not reliably eating nutritious meals. More than one in five rarely or never eat 

nutritious meals. Consumption of fruits and vegetables is a particular issue. Chronic health 

issues exacerbate the challenge for many families.  
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Recommendations 
 

 Based on these survey results we see no silver bullet to ending hunger in Marion 

County.  Access, in particular, needs to be improved, and broader measures are needed to 

reduce the number of people who need food assistance. In parallel, continued broad 

engagement and persistence are the key ingredients to minimizing hunger.  

 

The survey results suggest several recommendations to help better meet the food needs 

of Marion County residents.  We offer these recommendations for consideration by the 

organizations and agencies that do the heavy lifting of providing food resources to those in 

need.  

 Recognize that the African American/Black households more often have a greater 

food need than white households.   

 Efforts to improve the nutritional quality of food assistance need to continue, with a 

particular focus on increasing the availability of fruits and vegetables.  

 There is more demand for food support during the winter months. IHN should 

attempt a rough quantitation of the increase in need in its next survey.  IHN and the 

broader community should find ways to provide more food support during the 

winter months.  

 FSSA should ensure the enrollment process for SNAP is as clear as possible so that 

most families who are eligible can more readily access the program, and all IHN 

partners should encourage enrollment.  

 A sharp increase in households with a food need can occur during economic 

downturns. Some of the households impacted may be quite unaware of the various 

food assistance programs. Further development of Community Compass and other 

communication channels to facilitate access should continue.   

 Improved access via continued development of home delivery options is 

encouraged.  

 Widespread hunger among families and children will remain so long as so many are 

food insecure. IHN partners should prioritize communications with the general 
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public and policymakers about the importance of reducing the number of people 

who need food assistance.  
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Appendix A – 2021 Pandemic Survey Questionnaire 
Survey Instrument 

Unmet Need for Food Assistance in Marion County  

as of June 2021  

rev April 28, 2021  

 

Email/text Invitation FOR MCPHD RESPONDENTS ONLY 

Thank-you for your participation in the Marion County Public Health Department health 
needs survey a while back.  This is a follow-up survey to help Indy Hunger Network know 
how food needs have been affected by the coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic. Your 
participation is very important as only a few people have been selected for this survey. It 
should only take 10 minutes.   

As a thank you for completing our survey, we would like to offer you a $10 gift card. If 
you are eligible to participate, you will be redirected to a link at the end of the survey.  

Please go to this website to start the survey:  ________TBD__________________- 

To unsubscribe from emails about this survey, please click here.  

MCPHD PHYSICAL ADDRESS 

Introduction on Website FOR MCPHD RESPONDENTS 

 

This is a survey of Marion County residents about the level of hunger in the county at this critical 

economic time.  This research is being conducted by Dynata on behalf of the Indy Hunger Network 

and the Marion  County Public Health Department to understand the impact of the coronavirus 

(COVID-19) pandemic on food access.  The results of this survey will be used to improve their 

programs to better meet the needs of those who lack adequate food.   

Your participation is important as only a few people have been selected to take part in this 
study. It should only take about 10 minutes. All of your answers are completely confidential 
and will only be reported as a summary. Your participation is voluntary. You may skip any 
question you don’t want to answer and you can end the survey at any time.  If you have any 
questions about this project, you may contact David Miner, Indy Hunger Network at (317) 
691-7438 .  
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If you have any questions about your rights as a research participant, you may contact the 
Institutional Review Board at (317) 274-8289. 

As a thank you for completing our survey, we will offer you a $10 gift card. 

If you are 18 years of age or older, understand the statements above, and will 
consent to participate in the study, click on the “I Agree” button to begin the survey. 
If not, please click on the “I Do Not Agree” button which will exit you from this survey 
and will unsubscribe you from future texts.  

 

PRESCREEN QUESTIONS 

 

(ASK IF MCPHD RESPONDENT) 

PSQ1 Just to verify, do you live in Marion County, Indiana?  

 

 1 Yes [SKIP TO PSQ2] 

 0 No  TERMINATE: Thank you, we are only surveying Marion County residents for 

this project. 

 

PSQ1a  Please tell us your 5-digit home zip code__________ 

(ASK IF DYNATA PANELIST) 

PSQ1b  What state do you live in? [LIST OF 50 STATES; TERM IF NOT INDIANA] 

PSQ1c  What county do you live in? [LIST OF COUNTIES IN INDIANA; TERM IF NOT MARION 

COUNTY] 

(MCPHD and Dynata Panelists) 

PSQ2   Are you involved with or familiar with your household’s food preparation and purchasing? 

 

1. Yes 
0.    No TERMINATE: Thank you, we are only surveying residents who are involved in the 

preparation and purchasing of food in the household for this project. 
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PSQ3 To ensure we are reaching people of all ages, please enter your age. 

 

 ____    Enter 2 digit number for your age. 

If 17 years or younger or No Answer  TERMINATE: Thank you, we are only surveying 

residents ages 18 and older for this project. 

SCREENER QUESTIONS 

Q1 Which of these statements best describes the food situation in your household in the past 12 

months? 

 

 1 We could always afford to eat good, nutritious meals 

2 We could always afford enough to eat, but not always  

the kinds of food we should eat    SKIP TO Q3 

 3 Sometimes we could not afford enough to eat  SKIP TO Q3 

 4 We often could not afford enough to eat   SKIP TO Q3 

Q2 Also during the past 12 months, did you or another household member living with you ever 

receive food assistance such as food stamps, food pantries, reduced price school meals or 

WIC (Women, Infants, and Children nutrition program)? 

 

0 No   TERMINATE Thank you, we are only surveying residents who 
have a food need for this project. 

1 Yes 
 

Survey Introduction for Panelists: 

This is a survey of Marion County residents about the level of hunger in the county at this critical 

economic time.  This research is being conducted on behalf of the Indy Hunger Network to 

understand the impact of the coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic on food access.  The food pantries 

and other food providers use the results of this survey to improve their programs to better meet 

the needs of those who lack adequate food.   

Your participation is important as only a few people have been selected to take part in this 
study. It should only take about 10 minutes. All of your answers are completely confidential 
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and will only be reported as a summary. Your participation is voluntary. You may skip any 
question you don’t want to answer and you can end the survey at any time.   

If you are 18 years of age or older, understand the statements above, and will 
consent to participate in the study, click on the “I Agree” button to begin the survey. 
If not, please click on the “I Do Not Agree” button which will exit you from this 
survey.  

USDA- Food Security Questions  

Q3 For each of the following statements below, please select how often the statement was true 

for you and your household during the past 12 months. 

The food that we bought just didn’t last, and we didn’t have enough money to get more. 

1 Often true 

2  Sometimes true 

3 Never true 

 

Q4 We couldn’t afford to eat “balanced meals.”  Balanced meals include healthy servings of a 

variety of vegetables, fruits, grains, dairy and meat. 

1 Often true 

2 Sometimes true 

3 Never true 

 

Q5  In the past 12 months, that is, since last May, did you or any other adult in your household 

ever cut the size of your meals or skip meals because there wasn't enough money for food?  

0 No  SKIP TO Q7 
1 Yes  

 

Q6 How often did this happen during the last 12 months? 

1     Every month or almost every month 

2    Some months, but not every month 

3     Only 1 or 2 months during the year 
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Q7  In the past 12 months, did you ever eat less than you felt you should because there wasn't 

enough money for food? 

0 No  
1 Yes  

 

Q8 In the last 12 months, were you ever hungry but didn't eat because there wasn't enough 

money for food? 

0 No  

1 Yes  

SOURCES OF FOOD/MONEY FOR FOOD 

When people do not have enough money to buy all the food their household needs, they sometimes 

use food assistance programs to get more food. Sometimes combining what they can buy and what 

they get from food assistance programs gives them enough to eat. Sometimes even with extra food 

from assistance programs they still do not have enough food. Here are some questions about your 

use of food assistance programs. 

 

Q9 During the past twelve months, did you or anyone in your household ever receive SNAP 

(Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program) benefits, also known as “food stamps”? 

0 No 
1 Yes 

 

Q10 Are you or others in your household currently receiving food stamps or SNAP? 

0 No 

1 Yes 

Q11 Which of the following benefits are you or your household currently receiving? Check all 

that apply. 

1   Meals from schools or parks 

2  WIC, also known as The Women, Infants and Children program 

3 Food from a food pantry, church or food bank 

4 Free hot meal from a church, community center or soup kitchen  

5 Home delivered meals or food 
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6 Food provided by family or friends 

7 Other  please list: _______________________________ 

8 None of the above 

 

[BRIEF VERSIONS TO BE USED IN Q14a AS APPROPRIATE 

0 SNAP 

1 Meals  

2 WIC 

3 food pantry 

4 hot meals 

5 home delivered meals or food 

6 family or friends 

7  other 

MISSING MEALS 

Q12 Was there ever a time in the past 12 months when you did not have all the food you and 

your household needed? 

0 No  Skip to Q16 

1 Yes   

Q13 In the last week, would you say you and your household had all the food you needed? 

0 No  
1 Yes  SKIP TO Q16 

 

[IF Q9=0(NO) AND Q11 = NONE OF THE ABOVE  SKIP TO Q14b] 
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Q14a Despite getting food assistance from: __, __ and ___. [INSERT SHORT VERSIONS FROM 

Q9/Q11, IF RESPONSE WAS YES FOR THAT ITEM], how many individual meals in your 

household were skipped altogether because of a lack of food in the last WEEK? For example, 

if there are three people in your household and everyone skipped one dinner, that would be 

three skipped meals. 

 

_________Number of skipped meals [RECORD RESPONSE] 

[SKIP TO Q15] 

Q14b How many individual meals in your household were skipped altogether because of a lack of 

food in the last WEEK? For example, if there are three people in your household and 

everyone skipped one dinner, that would be three skipped meals. 

_________Number of skipped meals [RECORD RESPONSE] 

 

Q15 In the last week, approximately how many partial meals were served because of a lack of 

food?  

_________Number of partial meals [RECORD RESPONSE] 

 

Nutrition and Health 

Q16. In a typical week, how often would you say your household eats nutritious meals? 

1  Always  SKIP TO Q19 

2    Sometimes 

3 Rarely 

4 Never 
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Q17. During the times your household did not eat a nutritious meal, what were the types of foods 

you typically lacked? Check all that apply. 

 

1  Vegetables  

2 Fruits  

3 Grains  

4 Dairy 

5 Protein  

Q18.  Why don’t you or your household members always eat nutritious meals? Check all that apply. 

1 Don’t have time to prepare them 

2 Don’t like nutritious food 

3 Have special comfort foods that we like to eat 

4 Children won’t eat them 

5 Can’t afford them 

6 Don’t always have access to nutritious food 

Q19. How many servings of fruit do you eat each day? 

 1  1 cup or less 

 2  1 to 2 cups 

 3  2 to 3 cups  

 4  3 cups or more 

 

Examples of 1 cup of fruit 
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Q20. How many servings of vegetables do you eat each day? 

 1  1 cup or less 

 2  1 to 2 cups 

 3  2 to 3 cups  

 4  3 cups or more 

 

Examples of 1 cup of vegetables 

 

 

Q21.  Has a doctor or other health professional ever told you or anyone in your household that 

you/they have any of the following conditions? Choose all that apply. 

a. High blood pressure 

b. High cholesterol 

c. Diabetes 

d. Kidney disease 

e. None of the above 

f.  

COVID-19 

 It has been one  year since the coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic started and the governor issued a 

stay-at-home order.  Comparing today to one year ago, which statement below best describes the 

CHANGE in your ability to access the food you and your family need to maintain a healthy diet? 

 

Q22 1  No change - I/we face the same difficulty we did a year ago getting all the food I/we 

need (follow up with Q23a) 

2   No change – I/we can still get all the food we need 

3 Some change – Unlike a year ago, I/we NOW CAN get MOST of the food we need 

(follow-up with Q23b) 
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4 Some change – Unlike a year ago, I/we are UNABLE to get SOME of the food we 

need follow up with Q23a) 

5 Big change – Unlike a year ago, I/we NOW CAN get ALL of the food we need (follow-

up with Q23b) 

6 Big change – Unlike a year ago, I/we are UNABLE to get ALL the food we need 

(follow up with Q23a) 

Q23a.  Why are you unable to get the food you need? Check all that apply. 

             1          I/we are afraid to go out due to my/our age and/or health 

           2          I/we don’t know how to find a place to get food 

             3          There is no place nearby to get food 

            4          I/we don’t have good transportation 

             5          The hours they are open won’t work for me/us 

 6 I/we don’t have enough money to buy the food needed 

             7          Other Please list: ________________________ 

Q23b. Why are you now able to get the food you and your family need? 

 1  I/we am no longer afraid to go out to get groceries 

 2  I/we use a food delivery service to access meals and groceries 

 3  My/our income has returned to normal  

 4  Government benefit checks have helped pay for the food I/we need 

 5  The SNAP benefits we receive help pay for the food I/we need 

 6  I/we have found a food pantry that provides the additional food we need. 

 7  Other (please specify)___________________________ 
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DEMOGRAPHICS  

We’re almost finished. Now we have a few last questions to help us understand our results. 

QD24 Do you consider the members your household to be of Latino or Hispanic origin, such as 

Mexican, Puerto Rican, Cuban or some other Spanish background? 

 1 Yes 

 2 No 

 3 Mixed Hispanic and non-Hispanic  

 4 Prefer not to answer 

QD25 Do you consider the members your household to be white, Black, of Asian origin, or some 

other race, or multi-racial? 

 1 White  

 2 Black (African-American) 

 3 Asian 

 4 Other, please specify: _____________________  

 5 Multi-racial 

 6 Prefer not to answer 

QD26  How many people, including yourself, live in your household now? Include adults and 

children. 

_________ Adults [RECORD NUMBER] 

_________ Children [RECORD NUMBER] 
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QD27 [POPULATE $ THRESHOLDS FROM # OF PEOPLE IN HOUSEHOLD FROM QD21 USE 

TABLE BELOW, AND USE NUMBERS FROM THE TABLE FOR EACH QUESTION BELOW]  

     

Household 

Size 

185% 

of 

Poverty 

130% 

of 

Poverty 

Poverty 

Level 

Deep 

Poverty 

(50% of 

Poverty 

Level) 

1 2,000 1,400 1,000 500 

2 2,700 1,800 1,400 700 

3 3,300 2,300 1,800  900  

4 4,000  2,800   2,100   1,100  

5 4,700 3,300 2,500  1,300 

6 5,400 3,700  2,900 1,400 

7 6,100 4,200  3,300  1,600  

8 6,800 4,700 3,600  1,800 

9 7,500 5,200 4,000 2,000 

10 8,200 5,700 4,400 2,200 

Each addl. 

person add 700 500 400 200 

 

 

On average, would you say your household’s MONTHLY income is? 

  

QD28A  More than $___   (INSERT NUMBER FROM 185% of Poverty COLUMN 

BASED ON NUMBER OF PEOPLE IN HOUSEHOLD)  

    0 No 

    1 Yes  SKIP TO QD29 
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  QD28B  More than $___   (130% of Poverty)  

    0 No 

    1 Yes  SKIP TO QD29 

  QD28C  More than $___ (Poverty)  

    0 0 No 

    1 Yes  SKIP TO QD29 

  QD28D More than $___ (Deep Poverty)  

    0 No 

    1 Yes  SKIP TO QD29  

QD29. What best describes your employment situation today? 

1  Employed for wages  

2  Self-employed  

3  Unemployed due to the coronavirus pandemic   

4  Unemployed due to reasons other than the coronavirus pandemic 

5  Homemaker  

6  Student  

7  Retired  

8 Disabled 

QD30. Not including yourself, how many people in your household are employed for wages? 

_________ Enter Number 

SKIP QD30 if  1 Adult is entered in QD26 

QD31. Is anyone in your household currently receving unemployment insurance checks as a result 

of the pandemic?  

 1 Yes 

 2 No  
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(Ask only if option 3 chosen for QD29 ) 

QD32.  Are you expecting to get your original job back once the coronavirus pandemic restrictions 

are lifted? 

 1 Yes 

 2 No 

 3 Unsure at this time 

 

QD33.  Would you like to make any additional comments about your food need? 

 

Closing and Request for Email Address FOR MCPHD RESPONDENTS 

That completes our survey.  Thank you very much for your time and cooperation.  

In order to process your $10 thank you gift card, please enter your e-mail address in the space 

below.  We will separate the email address given from the rest of this survey: 

e-mail address: ______________________________________________ 

Check HERE if you do not want to receive the gift card.   

If you need help accessing food resources, download the app Community Compass in the App Store 

or Google Play, or text "hi" to 317-434-3758.  For home delivery or SNAP enrollment assistance 

contact Gleaners Food Bank at 317-925-0191.  

Closing and Request for Email Address FOR PANELISTS 

That completes our survey.  Thank you very much for your time and cooperation.  

In recognition of your time, $10 in panel currency will be deposited to your panel account for 

participating in this survey.  

If you need help accessing food resources, download the app Community Compass in the App Store or 

Google Play, or text "hi" to 317-434-3758.  For home delivery or SNAP enrollment assistance contact 

Gleaners Food Bank at 317-925-0191. 

 


