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Effects of COVID-19 on Food Insecurity within New 

Hampshire and the UNH Community 

—Sarah Elizabeth Waleryszak 

The COVID-19 pandemic has created socioeconomic distress for individuals across the 

globe, including changes in employment status, income, and access to childcare. With 

additional financial hardship, the rate of individuals struggling with food security has 

increased. Feeding America projected a national food insecurity rate of 12.9% in 2021, 

which is up from 10.5% in 2019 (Feeding America, 2021). Food insecurity refers to the 

disruption of reliable food intake or eating patterns due to the lack of money and other 

resources. Increasing rates of food insecurity impact the entire community and lead to 

declines in nutritious diets, mental health, and academic performance. Educational outreach 

efforts, important resources specifically for those in low-income communities at the highest 

risk of food insecurity, were significantly affected by the pandemic. As a nutritional sciences 

major at the University of New Hampshire (UNH), I was inspired by these factors to conduct 

research on how food insecurity has affected the residents of New Hampshire, including the 

local UNH Durham community. 

With almost 20 million Americans attending college in 2020, 

many young people may be at risk for food insecurity 

(National Center for Education Statistics, n.d.). Young 

adulthood (ages 18–26 years old) is an important time for 

developing a healthy lifestyle; however, many college 

students experience declines in healthy behaviors (Nelson et 

al., 2012). Increasing rates of food insecurity among college 

students have been linked to the increase in tuition rates and 

number of low-income college students as well as insufficient 

financial aid. Additionally, college students are excluded from 

the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), 

unless they meet specific student exemptions, including 

working a paid position for at least 20 hours a week 

(Freudenberg et al., 2019). This puts them at a further 

disadvantage when trying to find ways to enhance their food 

budget. 

A 2016 multistate study conducted across more than 30 

campuses found 47% of four-year students and 50% of community college students had 

experienced food insecurity within the previous 30 days (Dubick et al., 2016). These rates 

are alarmingly high and show the presence of extreme financial stress among students 

across the country. The COVID-19 pandemic has caused additional stress on college 

students, leading to more financial hardship and delays in graduation. Further, those of a 

low-income background were 55% more likely to have to delay graduation than their 
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higher-income peers (Aucejo et al., 2020). These effects of food insecurity on college 

enrollment prompted my investigation, which was supported by the Hamel Center for 

Undergraduate Research’s Summer Undergraduate Research Fellowship (SURF). 

In summer 2021, fellow undergraduate student Laura Lynch and I conducted two studies to 

understand the influential factors surrounding food security in New Hampshire at the state 

level as well as locally in the UNHD community. We conducted two separate focus groups to 

understand the challenges people faced relating to food security during the Covid-19 

pandemic: one with NH Cooperative Extension educators and another with undergraduate 

students. By exploring the reasons for local food insecurity, my goal was to increase 

awareness and contribute to the development of effective and appropriate outreach 

techniques for food assistance programs. 

New Hampshire Statewide Study 

Participants in the first study were members of the UNH 

Cooperative Extension who work to educate individuals 

within their counties on topics surrounding economics, 

cultural activities, and assistance programs. With 

guidance from Amy Hollar, healthy living state specialist 

from UNH Cooperative Extension, we recruited 11 

participants who completed a self-reported demographic 

and food security questionnaire. (See figure 1.) 

Participants (100% female, 73% white) were asked to 

complete the survey based on their NH Cooperative 

Extension territory, rather than their home community. 

The participants’ average length of time working with 

Cooperative Extension was 8.5 years, giving a good 

background for comparing their experience with community 

members prior to and during the COVID-19 pandemic.  

This US Department of Agriculture (USDA) Two-Item Food 

Security Screening Tool, which is derived from questions two and three of the U.S. Adult 

Food Security Survey Module, asked participants to respond “definitely no,” “mostly no,” 

“mostly yes,” or “definitely yes” to two statements: “In the last year, I worried about 

whether my food would run out 

before I got money to buy more,” and 

“In the last year, the food I bought 

just didn’t last and I didn’t have 

money to get more” (US Department 

of Agriculture, 2012). Based on their 

responses, a scaling chart was used 

to determine that 18.2% of the 

community had low food security.  

 

 

Figure 2. Rates of food security within the 
NH counties the Cooperative Extension 

educators serve.  

Figure 1. Demographic 
information of Cooperative 

Extension educators. 
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Two separate focus groups, one led by me and a second led by Lynch, each with five or six 

Cooperative Extension staff, were then conducted on Zoom. We asked the participants to 

respond according to the information they had received while working with their community 

members. Through these open discussions, a number of themes were uncovered by 

recording and analyzing the meeting transcripts using Nvivo, a transcription service, and 

Delve, an online program that allows the user to flag keywords and phrases in order to 

uncover the common themes of a discussion. 

First, we discovered that the cost and overall finances associated with groceries and 

creating healthy, balanced meals was a challenge for many individuals even before the 

pandemic. COVID-19 made this harder on families, as many had to balance work with at-

home childcare, making it difficult to find time to create healthy meals while also dealing 

with the increased prices of many goods. 

Second, accessibility was a large area of concern, especially for those in low-income 

communities and/or those in rural communities. During the pandemic, many food pantries 

had to close or find alternative ways to make food available to clients, such as mobile food 

pantries. Through these pantries, the options were limited due to insufficient donations and 

grocery store shortages of a variety of items. Therefore, individuals were not always able to 

select the food they would like. 

As one participant said, “We were not really eating vegetables or fruits or fresh produce 

very much. We were getting whatever we were getting from the mobile pantry.” Many soup 

kitchens and community dinners, which had served as a stable resource for many 

individuals before the pandemic, were also shut down due to social distancing. Additionally, 

residents could not meet with Cooperative Extension staff in person to discuss options for 

assistance programs.  

Although there was a lack of 

communication at the beginning 

of the pandemic, one 

particularly helpful resource that 

arose was the use of Zoom or 

other video call services. It 

provided individuals with the 

flexibility to have meetings and 

other appointments from home. 

This was especially helpful for 

those with limited access to 

transportation or who were 

living in rural areas where they 

would have to drive far 

distances to access their doctor 

or meet with educators. Therefore, this 

resource helped families save money by 

decreasing the amount of needed childcare 

and transportation while allowing them to 

have more money for food. 

 

 

Figure 3. The common these that arose from our 
discussion with Cooperative Extension Educators 

during the focus groups. 
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University of New Hampshire Study 

Our second study focused on food insecurity on the UNHD campus and the factors that 

contributed to this during the COVID-19 pandemic. Data for the UNH project were collected 

from 16 undergraduate students (mean age of 20 years). Students were recruited by 

distributing emails to students in 

university clubs and those partaking in 

summer classes. I created a self-

reported demographic questionnaire 

through Qualtrics and distributed it 

through email. The survey included the 

USDA six-item food insecurity 

questionnaire, which asks six questions 

related to eating habits and food access 

within the individual’s household to 

determine their level of food security 

(US Department of Agriculture, 2012).  

Lynch and I then conducted five 

separate focus groups via Zoom with 

two to five participants in each group to 

collect qualitative and quantitative data 

related to food insecurity. During these 

one-hour meetings, we discussed the 

effects of COVID-19 on the culture and 

resources available on the UNH campus 

and in the Durham community. I 

prompted questions throughout the meeting to 

guide the discussion while Lynch took notes on the 

topics being discussed. Participants were asked to 

answer only when they felt comfortable, as food 

insecurity can be a difficult topic for some individuals. 

Most participants were female and living either in an apartment or in an on-campus dorm. A 

large majority reported working during the school year, and 37.5% reported that their 

economic status was negatively affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. Although most 

participants reported living in on-campus dorms where purchasing a dining plan is required, 

many of them reported preparing and eating their meals at their on-campus residence more 

often than in the dining halls. The USDA six-item food insecurity questionnaire ranks the 

responses to each question and is used to determine the level of food security among 

respondents. Question responses of “often,” “sometimes,” “almost every month,” and 

“some months but not every month” were coded as “yes.” Those with 0–1 “yes” responses 

are determined as being high or moderately food secure, 2–4 are low food secure, and 

those with a score of 5–6 are very low food secure. Of the 16 participants, 25% were 

determined to have low food security, while the other 75% reported being food secure. 

Figure 4. Demographic information of 
participants from the UNH study. 
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Each meeting was recorded 

and then each transcript 

was analyzed using the 

online software program 

Delve to find common 

themes. The themes that 

emerged included a lack of 

knowledge of available 

resources pertaining to 

food assistance, concerns 

pertaining to the dining 

hall, and an overall 

increase in stress and 

anxiety. Multiple 

participants noted a lack of 

a central location, such as 

a website, for all wellness-

related resources on 

campus. A platform like 

this could also offer additional information related to food insecurity, such as resources for 

mental health and eating disorders. 

Additionally, participants discussed how COVID-19 decreased dining hall accessibility due to 

social distancing and the fact that dining hall staff had to serve all the food instead of 

students being able to help themselves. They cited a (perception of the) lack of healthy 

options and variety, presumably due to the need for prepackaged and easily served foods 

that are liked by a majority of students. One participant said, “I spent more of my own 

money during the school year trying to get food out, like outside the dining hall, because 

the choices were just really lacking a lot of the time.”   

Participants also shared 

concerns surrounding 

options for those with 

food allergies. One 

participant said, “Some 

of my friends on 

campus who had dietary 

restrictions said they 

had a hard time finding 

stuff in the dining hall 

that was good for 

them.” Participants also 

noted that before the 

pandemic, there 

seemed to be more 

dining hall staff to 

ensure no cross-contamination occurred 

and that all items were properly 

labeled. Dining hall selection, especially 

for those seeking healthy meal options 

or allergy-friendly options, was a large 

area of concern for the participants. 

 
Figure 5. Common themes that arose during the focus groups               

with UNH Students. They expressed barriers within the              
community, health, and food-related areas.  

Figure 6. Recommendations from students for how to 
improve food security and ability to live a healthy lifestyle 

on campus. “PACS” stands for UNH’s Psychological and 
Counseling Service. 
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Individuals also discussed how the dining hall became an additional place of stress during 

the Covid pandemic. One participant said, “People who have eating disorders had a really 

hard time in the dining halls this year because it was served by the dining hall workers and 

[people] had little control [over] how much of an item they were being served.” A second 

participant added, “I think a lot of people also get a lot of anxiety going to the dining halls.” 

Especially since everyone was encouraged to social distance and keep a small circle of 

friends, participants expressed a decrease in the number of meals students were eating 

each day, “because they don’t want to go to the dining hall alone or because they have 

anxiety eating in front of people.” 

As seen, these students showed concern for many important topics. They identified access 

to wellness resources, allergy-friendly food availability, and dining-hall-related anxiety and 

stress as the primary topics of concern. Because this study contained only a small cohort of 

students, additional data will be needed to draw conclusions; however, this information is 

beneficial to identify the barriers faced by students and allows for the design of more 

appropriate and effective programs surrounding food access on the UNHD campus.  

Conclusion 

These studies are part of a larger project my mentor is involved with that is funded by the 

USDA and New Hampshire Agricultural Experiment Station titled “Understanding and 

Promoting Health and Nutrition in Communities of Emerging Adults.” It is a five-year project 

focused on the impact of environmental, behavioral, and disruptive factors on weight-

related conditions among young adults. The studies we completed for SURF focused on the 

second and third objectives of the larger project: Objective 2: “Development of policy, 

systems, environment (PSE) assessment tools for urban and rural communities with low 

income considering social determinants of health and influential disruptive factors (IDFs)”; 

and Objective 3: “Expanded understanding of college students’ dietary patterns considering 

social determinants of health and influential disruptive factors (IDFs) with an emphasis on 

food security, mental health, and the built environment.” 

Overall, we hope this research will increase awareness of food insecurity and findings can be 

used to contribute to the development of appropriate and effective food assistance 

programs both on campus and statewide. Results from these studies denote the need for a 

central location of resources online, both for UNH and New Hampshire as a whole. 

Additionally, New Hampshire is one of the only states that does not have a SNAP outreach 

coordinator, an individual who works to promote and assist with application and enrollment 

as well as coordinate outreach efforts for the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program. 

By adding this position, individuals would have increased support in understanding how to 

utilize this important program to increase their food security. 

Through my analysis of demographic and focus group data, I was able to apply knowledge 

from the classroom to the critical issue of food insecurity. I gained multiple professional 

skills and had the opportunity to learn from experts in the field of research and nutrition. 

This experience showed me how important research is for bettering the lives of those within 

our local and greater communities and motivated me to conduct clinical research after 

becoming a physician assistant. 
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