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Brief: Food and Nutrition 
General Description 

Good nutrition and quality food access is important to long-term health and 
success in life across all income categories but can be hard to find in low-
income communities. Geographic, social and cultural diversity in 
communities means that food resource needs, expectations and incentives 
vary greatly at the local level.1  
 
One major federal food assistance program is the Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program (SNAP - called Basic Food in Washington), which provides 
“food stamps” to low-income households. The federal program’s average 
food budget for eligible households (the Thrifty Food Plan) does help many, 
but has limitations. The plan assumes limited food choices, lacks the variety 
of the U.S. Dietary Guidelines, assumes adequate available transportation, 
underestimates food waste and portions, assumes adequate facilities and 
time for food preparation, and does not allow for special dietary or cultural 
needs.2 
 
Beyond just government programs, nonprofit organizations and faith-based 
groups also play a critical role in meeting the nutritional needs of the 
community. Food banks solicit, collect, store, and dispense large donations of 
food to food pantries, which distribute the items directly to families and 
individuals in need. Emergency kitchens (also called soup kitchens) provide 
prepared food to those who attend mealtimes.3 
 

Relationship to Poverty 

Access: Many low-income families live in neighborhoods (called “food deserts”) that lack convenient and 
affordable healthy foods accessible through grocery stores or supermarkets, but have an abundance of fast food 
and convenience stores stocking only a limited variety of low-quality foods. When available, nutritious food 
choices are costly. Those with better access to supermarkets and limited access to convenience stores tend to 
have healthier diets and lower levels of obesity. 4 
 
Access to grocery retailers can also be difficult when relying on public transportation. Vehicle access is often the 
most important determinant of whether or not a family can access affordable and nutritious food. 
Unsurprisingly, households without access to a vehicle are more prevalent in low-income areas.5 For rural and 
suburban communities where supermarkets are often more than 10 miles away, long-travel distances and 
commute times can be a disincentive to seeking out healthier options.6  
 
Quality: Low-income households often sacrifice food quality for food quantity, which results in more health 
problems caused by poor nutrition.7 Limited access to health food choices can also lead to poor diets, higher 
levels of obesity and other diet-related diseases, as well as stress and poor mental health due to the financial 
and emotional pressure of food insecurity (among other factors).8 Nutritionally inadequate diets also can 
negatively impact a child’s mental development and learning capacity.9  
 
Feasibility: Additionally, food assistance programs’ budgets build into their models the expectations that an 
individual has sufficient time to prepare foods from scratch, far exceeding social norms and expectations for 
food preparation and cooking. Federal food assistance household heads are mainly seniors, people with 
disabilities, workers, and working parents for whom lengthy hours of food preparation are impractical.10  

Example programs that 
might fall under this focus 
area: 
 

 Food Banks  

 Food Pantries 

 Nutrition Programs 

 Summer Feeding 
Programs 

 

Snohomish County Stats: 
 

 Population: 746,653 
o Under 18: 174,695 
o 18 to 64: 484,948 
o Over 64: 87,010 

 Poverty Rate: 10.2% 
o Under 18: 13.6% 
o 18 to 64: 9.4% 
o Over 64: 7.5% 

 

Source: U.S. Census 2015, 5-yr avg. 
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Effects on Youth 
 

Only approximately 1/4 of 
Snohomish County students eat 
more than 5 servings of fruits and 
vegetables per day.11 Proper 
nutrition is critical to learning 
capacity and mental development. 
 

The USDA estimates a family of 4 
with two school-aged children 
could spend as much as $1,268.10 
per month on food12, nearly triple 
the amount that family could 
receive in federal food assistance.13  
 

Nearly 44,000 (43%) of K-12 
students in Snohomish County are 
enrolled in Free/Reduced Lunch 
Program.14 For many, lunch is their 
only nutritious and reliable meal of 
the day. 
 

As much as 15% of surveyed 
Snohomish County students 
reported having to skip meals at 
least some months or more due to 
financial constraints.15 Skipping 
meals negatively impacts the way a 
child functions at school and, as a 
result, could have a potentially 
damaging impact on their future 
productivity. 
 

Only about 10% of eligible students’ 
access summer food programs.16 
Low-income families with school-
age children often lack other 
options to access and obtain 
nutritious meals in summer months 
when meals are not provided by 
school-based lunch programs. 
 

The WIC program served 21,612 
people in 2015, and 59% of families 
receiving benefits were living in 
poverty.17 Strong early nutrition is 
essential to infant and childhood 
development and can affect health 
into adulthood.18 

Effects on Adults 
 

In 2014, 88,400 (12%) Snohomish 
County residents experienced food 
insecurity. 62% have incomes below 
200% of the poverty threshold, 
making them likely eligible for 
federal nutrition assistance.19  
 

Among surveyed Snohomish County 
residents, 37% say that they needed 
help obtaining enough food in the 
past year.20 
 

Nationally, about 93% of pantry-
client households and 86% of 
kitchen-client households have 
mean monthly incomes at or below 
130% of the poverty line, yet less 
than 1/2 of pantry-client and about 
1/3 of kitchen-client households 
received welfare benefits.21 
 

About 10% of Americans live in 
communities that lack adequate 
access to healthy food retailers, 
such as supermarkets, within a 
reasonable distance from their 
home. These communities are more 
likely to be low-income and to be 
people of color.22  
 

Federal food benefit participants 
spend an estimated 10.5 hours per 
week in food production and 
cooking, as much as 82% more than 
the social norm, creating an 
additional time cost to recipient 
families.23  
 

47% of pantry clients and 36% of 
kitchen clients doubted eligibility for 
food stamps. 12% did not know how 
to get benefits.24 
 

110,924 Snohomish County 
residents receive Basic Food 
assistance. This is more than 2/3 of 
all clients served by DSHS in 
Snohomish County.25 

Effects on Seniors 
 

Only 43% of Snohomish County 
seniors26 eat 2 or more servings 
of fruit daily; 31% eat 3 or more 
servings of vegetables daily.27 
This means as many as 46,00028 
seniors are lacking appropriate 
daily nutrition, which is critical 
to overall health, functioning, 
and quality of life.29 
 

A food plan for a senior couple30 
can average as much as $700.00 
per month, 31 nearly 1/3 of their 
overall Social Security benefit.32  
 

Nationally, 42.8% of seniors 
lived more than 1 mile from the 
nearest supermarket in 2010; in 
Snohomish County, that would 
include nearly 35,000 seniors.33 
The more stores located within 
a mile of a person’s residence, 
the greater the likelihood of 
them eating more servings of 
fruits and vegetables per day.34  
 

In 2014, 10% of federal food 
assistance recipients were 
elderly adults.35 Yet the 
percentage of eligible 
households that participate in 
SNAP (known as the take-up 
rate) is relatively low for elderly 
adults at only 41%. Factors 
contributing to low participation 
rates include, complexity of 
enrollment, misperceptions 
about benefit amounts, and 
cultural beliefs about receiving 
benefits.36 
 

73% of seniors and disabled 
adults receiving program meals 
were at high nutritional risk. 
Meals served provide an 
estimated 40-50% of the 
participants’ required daily 
nutrients.37 
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Other Populations of Interest 
 

Tribal Populations: 15 out of 22 Native American reservations in Washington State do not have an on-
reservation supermarket or grocery store; the cost of shopping at off-reservation supermarkets is about 7% 
higher than the national cost.38 43.6% of low-income tribal area populations live more than 1 mile from a 
supermarket and almost 1/3 of low-income tribal area populations travel at least 10 miles or more to the 
nearest supermarket. Rural tribal households without access to a vehicle (10%) were nearly 10 miles from the 
nearest supermarket and 31.3% were more than 20 miles from the nearest supermarket, further limiting 
adequate access to food retailers.39  
 
Communities of Color: From 1997-2008, predominately African-American neighborhoods and low-income 
neighborhoods had the smallest increase in food store availability and the greatest reduction in the number of 
available grocery stores.40 As a whole, minorities are overrepresented in food benefit programs. While about 
21% of Snohomish County’s residents are minorities41, 36% of the county’s Basic Food participants are 
minorities.42  
 

Strategies in Practice 
 

Communities with accessible and healthy food resources possess: 1) convenient physical access to grocery 
stores; 2) prices that make healthy choices affordable and attractive; 3) a range of healthy products available; 
and 4) adequate resources for consumers to make healthful choices, including access to nutrition assistance 
programs to meet the needs of low-income residents.43 
 
The most effective food banks are responsive to their client’s lifestyles: they offer culturally and age-
appropriate food options, give clients freedom over the foods they select, and are accessible to clients with 
differing geographic, transportation, work schedules, and language needs. 44 
 
Effective programs reach a wide variety of types of people in need and offer more than just basic food 
resources, including food delivery and social outreach,45 health and nutrition education, and information and 
training on how to prepare and obtain nutritious food 46 
 
Strong summer childhood hunger programs: 1) combine a food and nutrition program with special activities for 
children; 2) have a strong outreach component; 3) target special populations to receive services, and 4) offer 
nutritious meals that are appealing to children.47  
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