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Abstract 
The COVID-19 pandemic has threatened food 

availability, accessibility, and acceptability. Food 

banks are experiencing increased demand at the 

same time as operational challenges due to 

COVID-19. The objective of this study was to 

assess if and how food banks have utilized web and 

social media platforms to communicate dynamic 

information relevant to food security to a growing 

clientele amid a widespread emergency. We 

conducted a content analysis of web and social 

media communications made by 25 Seattle food 

banks in April and May 2020, which corresponded 

with the two full months of Washington Governor 

Inslee’s initial stay-at-home order (March 25–May 

31, 2020). We developed and applied a codebook 

to assess if communications contained information 

related to food availability, accessibility, and 

acceptability in the context of COVID-19, as well 

as other descriptive information, such as changes 

to food bank operations. Our findings show that 

food banks in Seattle communicated the most on 

web and social media platforms about food avail-

ability and accessibility, while they communicated 

less commonly about food acceptability. Past 

disasters have exposed the need to include food 

acceptability in disaster planning to ensure that 

emergency food can be equitably distributed and 
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consumed by diverse populations. Our results 

suggest that food banks may wish to periodically 

assess the main themes of their online communi-

cations and the reach of their different platforms 

during the COVID-19 pandemic as one strategy to 

facilitate community food security.  

Keywords 
COVID-19, Pandemic, Disaster, Food Banks, 

Food Security, Social Media, Emergency 

Communication 

Introduction 
Food security is defined as occurring “when all 

people, at all times, have physical and economic 

access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food that 

meets their dietary needs and food preferences for 

an active and healthy life” (Food and Agriculture 

Organization of the United Nations [FAO], 1996). 

Food insecurity is a significant public health con-

cern given its association with a number of poor 

health outcomes, including diabetes, hypertension, 

and depression (Gundersen & Ziliak, 2015). The 

FAO identifies three commonly accepted dimen-

sions of food security: food availability, accessi-

bility, and acceptability (FAO, 2006) (Table 1). 

 The ongoing COVID-19 pandemic has dra-

matically increased food insecurity in the United 

States by threatening these three components of 

food security (Bauer, 2020; Naja & Hamadeh, 

2020; Niles, Bertmann, Morgan et al., 2020) (Table 

1). Challenges to maintaining food security during 

the pandemic are multifold. Economic barriers like 

skyrocketing unemployment and lost wages have 

been compounded by physical barriers such as 

avoidance of grocery stores to reduce potential 

COVID-19 exposure (Kochhar, 2020; Niles, 

Bertmann, Morgan, et al., 2020). Moreover, we 

have seen an intensification of prepandemic racial 

and ethnic disparities in food insecurity, particularly 

for Black and Hispanic households (Wolfson & 

Leung, 2020b).  

 Food banks have served as an important 

source of emergency food aid in the context of the 

pandemic. In this exploratory study, we assess the 

web and social media communications of food 

banks based in Seattle, Washington (WA)—the 

first U.S. city hit by the COVID-19 pandemic—

during its initial lockdown period. We aimed to 

determine the presence and frequency of client-

focused messaging around the three core compo-

nents of food security (food availability, accepta-

bility, and accessibility) to identify opportunities for 

improvement in holistic communications in other 

contexts, subsequent pandemic phases, and future 

disasters and public health emergencies.  

While there has not been a pandemic of this scale 

in the past 100 years, more recent disasters (e.g., 

Table 1. The Three Components of Food Security (Food Availability, Accessibility, and Acceptability) with 

Examples of Disruptions Due to Past Disasters and the Ongoing COVID-19 Pandemic 

Component of food security Food availability Food accessibility  Food acceptability  

Definition Food is present throughout 

production, distribution, and 

exchange (FAO, 2006) 

Food is present, and the com-

munity can acquire it without 

barriers (physical, economic, 

etc.) (FAO, 2006) 

Food is safe, nutritious, and 

meets cultural and religious 

needs (FAO, 2006) 

Example of disruption 

from past disaster 

Multiple retailers did not have 

WIC-authorized foods in stock 

after Hurricane Sandy (Zeuli & 

Nijhuis, 2017) 

During Winter Storm Jonas, 

obstructed roads prevented 

people from accessing food 

distributors (Chodur et al., 

2018) 

FEMA nutrition aid to Puerto 

Rico did not meet DGA 

Nutrition Guidelines after 

Hurricane Maria (Colón-

Ramos et al., 2019) 

Example of disruption 

from COVID-19 

Reduced donations of fresh 

produce to food banks (Conlin 

et al., 2020) 

Clients are unwilling or unable 

to come to the food bank due 

to social distancing require-

ments (Niles, Bertmann, 

Morgan, et al., 2020) 

Prepackaged, to-go food 

boxes for COVID-19 limit 

client choice of food items 

(Sheil, 2020) 
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extreme weather events) have demonstrated poten-

tial impacts to food security across the three 

domains of food availability, accessibility, and 

acceptability. Table 1 defines each element of food 

security and provides an example of the disruption 

of each element from both prior disasters and the 

COVID-19 pandemic. For example, 2016 Winter 

Storm Jonas in Baltimore, Maryland, disrupted 

food access by obstructing roads, preventing peo-

ple from using cars, bikes, and buses. The ob-

structed roads also led to an overall decrease in 

food availability by disrupting food distribution 

(Chodur et al., 2018). Past disasters and emergen-

cies have especially exposed the challenge and lack 

of priority for providing culturally, medically, and 

nutritiously acceptable emergency food to vulnerable 

populations. For example, Hurricane Maria 

demonstrated the importance of considering food 

acceptability in emergency food programs. Re-

sponding to social media criticisms of the un-

healthy federal food aid to Puerto Rico following 

that hurricane, Colón-Ramos et al. (2019) analyzed 

FEMA emergency food items that were distrib-

uted. Using the Dietary Guidelines for Americans 

(DGA) as a benchmark, Ramos found that 41% of 

FEMA food items fell into the ‘snacks and sweets’ 

category, and 46% were high in sodium, added sug-

ars, or saturated fats (Colón-Ramos et al., 2019). 

Food aid to Puerto Rico did not meet DGA guide-

lines, leaving this already vulnerable population 

recovering from a devastating hurricane without 

proper nutrition. Following Hurricane Sandy in 

2012, the Metropolitan Council on Jewish Poverty 

in New York City exposed the lack of Kosher and 

Halal foods in emergency food banks and pantries, 

which left many Jewish and Muslim families with-

out emergency food options (Karoub, 2014). The 

Jewish nonprofit worked with New York lawmak-

ers, eventually leading to a provision in the 2014 

farm bill that required the federal government to 

supply labeled Kosher and Halal emergency foods 

to food banks (Senator Kirsten Gillibrand, 2016). 

Food insecurity is rising above prepandemic levels 

in the United States, particularly among households 

with young children, low-income communities, and 

communities of color (Bauer, 2020; Drewnowski et 

al., 2020; Niles, Bertmann, Morgan, et al., 2020; 

Wolfson & Leung, 2020a). Researchers in Vermont 

administered a statewide survey and found a nearly 

one-third increase in food insecurity from the year 

before the COVID-19 outbreak to after March 8, 

2020 (Niles, Bertmann, Belarmino, et al., 2020). In 

their sample of 3,219 respondents, those who ex-

perienced a job loss were three times more likely to 

be food insecure (Niles, Bertmann, Belarmino, et 

al., 2020). The Washington State Food Security 

Survey, which was administered from June 18 to 

July 31, 2020, found that 30% of 2,621 Washington 

respondents were food insecure. Fifty-nine percent 

of those who were food insecure had children 

(Drewnowski et al., 2020). 

 With the loss of income and increasing food 

prices, people with low food security are more 

likely to struggle to maintain the recommended 

two-week supply of food to avoid excess grocery 

store trips during the COVID-19 outbreak 

(Johansson, 2020; Wolfson & Leung, 2020a). Sixty-

four percent of respondents in the Washington 

State Food Security Survey reported concern with 

increasing food prices, and 29% reported that they 

could not afford to stockpile food (Drewnowski et 

al., 2020). These economic threats to food security 

are compounded by physical barriers to food due 

to COVID-19 precautions. Social distancing guide-

lines and stay-at-home orders target older adults 

and people with preexisting conditions due to their 

increased vulnerability to COVID-19 complica-

tions, posing challenges to these populations ac-

cessing food in person at stores and community 

meals (Naja & Hamadeh, 2020; Wolfson, Leung, & 

Kullgren, 2020). People with special diets have also 

been reported to have challenges meeting their die-

tary needs during COVID-19 (Niles, Bertmann, 

Morgan et al., 2020). Closures of public schools 

around the country in response to coronavirus 

have also led to food instability for the millions of 

households whose children qualify for free or re-

duced lunch, with disproportionate impacts for 

Black and Hispanic households, who are more 

likely to qualify for free or reduced lunch (Kinsey 

et al., 2020). Researchers estimate that more than a 

billion school meals were missed due to COVID-

19 as of May 1, 2020 (Kinsey et al., 2020).  
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Washington quickly became an early epicenter of 

the COVID-19 pandemic after its first confirmed 

case on January 21, 2020 (Figure 1). On March 12, 

Governor Inslee announced all schools would be 

closed until at least April 24, and on March 23, he 

announced the stay-at-home executive order 

(McNerthney, 2020). The peak of daily deaths in 

Washington was on April 4, 2020 and by June 5, 

2020, King County entered Phase 1.5 with limited 

reopenings of businesses (The Institute for Health 

Metrics and Evaluation [IHME], 2020; King 

County, 2020b). On June 11, 2020, Washington 

saw its lowest daily deaths since the peak, and King 

County entered Phase Two on June 19 with con-

tinued openings of businesses and small gatherings 

(IHME, 2020; King County, 2020b). Here, we 

describe the pre-COVID-19 food-insecurity land-

scape, as well as COVID-19’s impacts on food 

insecurity. 

 In 2018, the rate of food insecurity in King 

County, Washington, of 9.5% was overall lower 

than the national average (11.5%) (Feeding 

America, 2020). Yet in Seattle, food security is 

starkly divided along racial and neighborhood 

lines, exposing the immediate need to combat 

racism in both our food system and disaster 

response. A report from the Seattle City Council 

found that neighborhoods along the Duwamish 

waterway overlapped on all three factors of a 

Healthy Food Priority Area: low income, high 

percentage of unhealthy food retailers, and longer 

travel times to healthy food retailers (Bolt et al., 

2019). Using the Seattle Healthy Food Survey, 

they also found that neighborhoods with more 

Black and Hispanic residents had lower healthy 

food availability scores. Among Seattle residents, 

the highest levels of food insecurity were found at 

an income level below 200% of the federal 

poverty line (FPL), which is the main eligibility 

criteria for the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 

Program (SNAP), known as Basic Food in 

Washington State. However, food insecurity does 

not fully disappear until household income 

reaches 300% of the FPL, and 400% for families 

with young children and people of color, 

indicating a gap between those who are food inse-

cure and those who are eligible to receive SNAP 

benefits (Bolt et al., 2019). In 2017, about 13,400 

residents in Seattle had too much income to 

qualify for SNAP but experienced food insecurity, 

and in 2018, 42% of food-insecure residents in 

Figure 1. Timeline of COVID-19 in Washington from First Confirmed Case in the State to Entering Phase 2  

First 
confirmed 
COVID-19 

case in WA

Jan 21

Feb 29

First 
confirmed 
COVID-19 
death in 
WA at 

Evergreen 
Health in 

King 
County

Gov. Jay 
Inslee 

accounces all 
school 

closures until 
at least April 

24th

Mar 12

Mar 25

Stay-at-
home 

executive 
order takes 

effect

Peak of 
daily 

deaths 
in WA

April 4

May 31

Stay-at-
home 
order 

expires at 
midnight

King 
County 
enters 
Phase 

1.5

Jun 5 

Jun 11

Daily 
deaths at 

lowest 
since peak 

before 
beginnning 
to increase

King 
County 
enters 

Phase 2

June 19

Source: IHME, 2020; King County, 2020a;  King County, 2020b; KING 5 Staff, 2020. 
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King County were above the 200% FPL cutoff for 

SNAP (Feeding America, 2020b). 

 Pre-COVID-19, subsidized lunch programs 

provided another source of consistent food for stu-

dents in Seattle, with 32.7% of students in Seattle 

Public Schools in 2017 eligible for free and reduced 

lunch (Seattle Public Schools, 2019). Black, Indige-

nous, and People of Color (BIPOC) students and 

families are disproportionately represented in free 

and reduced lunch. In October 2018, 83% of Black 

students and 59% of Hispanic students in Seattle 

Public Schools were enrolled in free and reduced 

lunch, as opposed to only 8% of white students 

(Seattle Public Schools, 2019). Seattle Public 

Schools closed their buildings to students due to 

COVID-19 on March 12 for the remainder of the 

2019–2020 school year. Students began the 2020–

2021 school year remotely until initiating a rolling, 

partial reopening beginning in March 2021, yet stu-

dents still did not eat lunch on campus (Seattle 

Public Schools, 2021a). As a result, the district 

responded with a commitment to maintain distri-

bution of free and reduced meals, as well as include 

all Seattle Public School students, parents, and 

guardians, regardless of income. The district dis-

tributed free sack breakfasts and lunches on week-

days at established sites and along bus routes 

around the city through the end of the school year 

(Seattle Public Schools, 2020b). Seattle Public 

Schools partners with the Backpack Brigade and 

Food for Schools to provide weekend food sup-

port for all qualified students. Over the summer of 

2020, students also received emergency meal sup-

port, and families whose children qualified for free 

and reduced lunch received extra food benefits 

through Pandemic Electronic Benefits Transfer (P-

EBT) (Seattle Public Schools, 2020b). Eligible stu-

dents were able to access free meals in the summer 

of 2021 (Seattle Human Services, 2021a), and all 

Seattle Public School students, regardless of in-

come, will be provided with free school meals in 

the 2021-2022 school year (Seattle Public Schools, 

2021b). 

Food assistance organizations are an essential part 

of Seattle’s food system in non-emergency times, in 

response to a 9.5% food insecurity rate in King 

County in 2018 (Feeding America, 2020a). The 

food safety net in Seattle consists of food banks 

and food pantries, federal assistance programs, 

school meal programs, home delivery, and any 

other nonprofits aimed at directly providing food. 

Even before COVID-19, food banks had experi-

enced increased demand, particularly for older 

adults and people experiencing homelessness (Bolt 

et al., 2019). In a report by the city of Seattle, 60% 

of food banks surveyed said that they had had a 

rise in food bank demand over the last year, and 

among these respondents, 39% reported that their 

funding had remained the same (Bolt et al., 2019). 

Sixty-five percent of food banks surveyed had to 

reduce their variety of food and 41% had to reduce 

volume of food (Bolt et al., 2019).  

 During the coronavirus pandemic, food banks 

are tasked with supporting food security while 

adapting to the barriers presented by COVID-19 

and the increased demand for food. Feeding Amer-

ica has reported that two of five people seeking 

food during the pandemic are first-time visitors to 

its network of food banks (Morello, 2020). An esti-

mated additional 17.1 million people will need food 

support throughout the pandemic, which equates 

to about a 46% increase over prepandemic times 

(Feeding America, 2020b).  

 As the markets for restaurants and catering 

shut down, distributors struggled to keep up with 

repackaging and shifting to retail, resulting in food 

waste (Larochelle, 2020; Yaffe-Bellany & Corkery, 

2020). Meanwhile, panic-buying earlier in the pan-

demic stripped grocery stores of staples, resulting 

in less donated inventory for food banks. These 

shocks in the food supply chain resulted in in-

creased food waste from producers while grocery 

stores and food banks have empty shelves (Conlin 

et al., 2020). In response, many food banks are 

building new partnerships with farms and busi-

nesses to supplement their produce and food sup-

ply (Morello, 2020). For example, the USDA Farm 

to Family Food Box Program partnered with food 

distributors of all sizes to purchase crops that 

would have otherwise been sold to restaurants or 

bulk providers, preventing food waste. Distributors 

then packaged products into family-sized boxes 

and distributed them to food banks and nonprofits 

(USDA Agricultural Marketing, 2020). When the 
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program was up and running, lawmakers ques-

tioned the efficacy of the program and the USDA’s 

choice of distributors, many of which have little 

experience distributing produce (Mccrimmon, 

2020).  

 Food banks also rely heavily on volunteer 

labor but are facing shortages of volunteers, a large 

proportion of whom are older adults who are at 

higher risk for COVID-19 complications (Kulish, 

2020). During these challenging times, food banks 

are also changing their operations to minimize the 

spread of COVID-19, including switching to pre-

packaged boxes and implementing social distancing 

guidelines (Morello, 2020). 

During these volatile times, as food banks’ opera-

tions and supply chains shift, reliable communica-

tion between food banks and clients is essential. 

Governments and other emergency organizations 

have included social media as part of their compre-

hensive communication campaigns for emergencies 

to varying degrees (Scott & Errett, 2018). Many 

food banks use their websites and social media to 

communicate with their clients on a regular basis. 

Yet, it remains unknown if and how food banks 

have utilized web and social media platforms to 

communicate dynamic food security–relevant 

information to a growing clientele amid a wide-

spread emergency.  

 In response, we conducted a cross-sectional 

content analysis of website and social media posts 

from Seattle food banks early in the COVID-19 

emergency to assess the presence of information 

on the three core components of food security to 

clients: food availability, acceptability, and accessi-

bility. Through this exploratory, descriptive study, 

we aim to identify the types and frequency of infor-

mation food banks are communicating to clients 

and opportunities for food banks and other emer-

gency food organizations to enhance their emer-

gency communication. 

Methods 
We conducted a content analysis of web and social 

media communications made by Seattle food banks 

in April and May 2020. We chose these months 

because they cover almost all of Governor Inslee’s 

stay-at-home order period, which expired on May 

31, 2020 (Figure 1). 

 All food banks included were members of the 

Seattle Food Committee, a coalition of food banks 

in Seattle (Seattle Food Committee, n.d.). After 

excluding one due to its permanent closure, 26 

food banks were included in our study. Each food 

bank’s website and social media pages (Facebook, 

Instagram, and Twitter) were reviewed, as available. 

We elected to only capture data from the social 

media pages of stand-alone food banks to ensure 

that all posts we captured related to emergency 

food.  

Twenty-five of the 26 food banks had websites as 

of May 11, 2020. For organizations that function 

primarily as food banks (n=11), all posts related to 

COVID-19 were captured via screenshot (see 

Appendix B for the website protocol). If the food 

bank was part of a larger organization such as a 

church or other nonprofit, only posts that related 

to the food bank or emergency food were captured 

via screenshot (n=14). We conducted two cross-

sectional data captures on April 10 and May 11, 

2020.  

Social Media 
Eleven of the 26 organizations had social media 

pages dedicated to their food bank. Of these social 

media pages, all posts on Facebook, Instagram, and 

Twitter from April and May 2020 were captured 

via screenshot.  

 We developed a codebook a priori to assess 

whether communications contained information 

related to food availability, accessibility, and accept-

ability in the context of COVID-19, as well as 

other descriptive information, such as changes to 

hours and populations served (see the codebook in 

Appendix A).  

 Two coders (AI and AK) independently ap-

plied the codebook using NVivo software (QSR 

International). Only text content was coded. The 

application of the codes by individual coder was 

compared and discrepancies were adjudicated 

through a consensus-building discussion (Hill et al., 

1997, 2005). A Microsoft Excel database was cre-

ated to record the presence or absence of content 
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on availability, accessibility, and acceptability in 

each post, stratified by date, organization, and 

platform (i.e., website, Twitter, Instagram, or Face-

book). Summary statistics were calculated to assess 

the proportion of organizations and proportion of 

posts by organization that contained relevant 

information by platform. 

Results 

In addition to communications on food availability, 

accessibility, and acceptability, we coded website 

and social media posts for descriptive information. 

Table 2 reports the percentage of food banks that 

communicated operational impacts due to the pan-

demic on either their websites or social media. The 

majority of food banks in our sample communi-

cated changes to how clients interact with the food 

bank (e.g., walk-up windows, social distancing in 

lines) and the presentation of food to clients (e.g., 

prepackaged boxes to limit exposure). About half 

of the food banks reported a change to their hours 

of operation due to COVID-19, and 36% commu-

nicated a change in location.  

By Food Bank—Websites 
Of the 25 food banks with websites, the majority 

communicated at least once about food availability 

and accessibility on their website. Far fewer food 

banks (36%) had any communication about food 

acceptability in their web posts (Table 3). 

By Food Bank—Social Media 
Of the 11 food banks in our sample with stand-

alone social media pages, all had Facebook pages, 

nine had Instagram accounts, and 10 had Twitter 

accounts. Most of these food banks discussed 

availability and accessibility at least once on one of 

their social media pages. Ten of 11 food banks 

(91%) communicated at least once about food 

availability in the context of COVID-19, and eight 

of 11 (73%) communicated about accessibility. In 

April and May, only two foodbanks (18%) 

discussed food acceptability (Table 4).  

Website Posts 
We identified and captured 100 unique web posts 

on April 10 and May 11. Across all food banks, 

‘food accessibility’ was the most common theme 

communicated in COVID-19–related website 

posts in April and May (Table 5). Forty-eight per-

cent of COVID-19–related website posts across all 

food banks discussed food accessibility. Ninety-

eight percent of posts that communicated accessi-

bility related to ‘physical solutions’ to food access 

Table 4. Proportion of Seattle Food Banks that Had Any Social Media Communication on Themes Related 

to Food Availability, Accessibility, and Acceptability in April and May 2020 

Component of food 

security 

Facebook 

Food banks with  

Facebook (n=11) 

Instagram 

Food banks with  

Instagram (n=9) 

Twitter 

Food Banks with  

Twitter (n=10) 

Any Social Media 

Food banks with any  

social media (n=11) 

Availability 91% (10) 67% (6) 50% (5) 91% (10) 

Accessibility 73% (8) 33% (3) 30% (3) 73% (8) 

Acceptability 18% (2) 0% (0) 0% (0) 18% (2) 

Table 2. Proportion of Seattle Food Banks (N=25) 

that Communicated Any Operational Changes Due 

to COVID-19 in April and May 2020 

Variable % of Food Banks (n) 

Change to Hours 44% (11) 

Change of Location 36% (9) 

Client Interaction with Food Bank 68% (17) 

Presentation of Food to Client  64% (16) 

Table 3. Proportion of Seattle Food Banks (N=25) 

that Had Any Website Communication on Themes 

Related to Food Availability, Accessibility, and 

Acceptability in April and May 2020 

Component of food security % of Food Banks (n) 

Availability 60% (15) 

Accessibility 64% (16) 

Acceptability  36% (9) 
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(e.g., home meal delivery, giving out free face 

masks to shoppers), as opposed to ‘economic 

accessibility’ (e.g., transportation vouchers) (0%) or 

general accessibility (2%).  

 ‘Food availability’ was the next most common 

theme and was present in 32% of website posts in 

April and May. Posts that discussed COVID-19–

related impacts to food sources and barriers to 

maintaining their supply of food were most preva-

lent among posts discussing availability. Of the 32 

posts related to food availability, 53% discussed 

COVID-19 impacts to ‘food sources,’ and 56% 

discussed ‘barriers.’ 

 ‘Food acceptability’ was the least common 

theme found among website posts. Less than a 

quarter of website posts discussed food accepta-

bility (17%). Forty-seven percent of posts on 

acceptability discussed nutritional acceptability as 

opposed to medical (24%) and cultural (6%) 

acceptability. This included communication on the 

availability of certain food items, disclaimers to 

clients about lack of choice, and efforts to 

accommodate clients’ food preferences. In Table 5 

we provide some examples to illustrate food banks’ 

communication on these themes. 

Social Media Posts 
In our sample, Facebook posts composed the 

majority of all social media posts, followed by 

Twitter and then Instagram. ‘Food availability’ was 

the most common theme across all social media 

platforms and was discussed in 21% of social 

media posts. Accessibility was the next most 

prevalent theme, with 11% of social media posts. 

Table 5. Proportion of Seattle Food Bank Website Posts that Communicated Themes Related to Food 

Availability, Accessibility, and Acceptability in April and May, 2020 

Component of Food 

Security 

% and (n) of Posts 

(N=100) Examples 

Availability 32% (32) “We have increased our client numbers…however with the supply chains being 

unstable, we are in need of donated food items to provide to our clients.” (Food 

Bank 6, April) 

“One of the unforeseen consequences of the coronavirus has been a reduction in 

donations of fresh groceries and non-perishable food to our food banks.” (Food 

Bank 7, May) 

Accessibility 48% (48) “We are temporarily expanding our home delivery program. Food will be dropped off 

at your front door.” (Food Bank 2, April) 

“We are now distributing boxes and bags of food through our truck docking station 

right near our front door. This procedure enables us to get the food they need and 

strengthens social distancing to make certain everyone is safe!” (Food Bank 20, 

May) 

Acceptability 17% (17) “We cannot guarantee certain types of food each week. We will do our best to 

accommodate allergies noted in your application.” (Food Bank 18, April) 

“At check-in we will hand you a sheet to fill out your specific food preferences. Note 

any dietary restrictions and allergies that you have.” (Food Bank 22, May) 

Table 6. Proportion of Seattle Food Bank Social Media Posts that Communicated Themes Related to Food 

Availability, Accessibility, and Acceptability in April and May, 2020, by Social Media Channel 

 Facebook 

Posts (n=250) 

Instagram 

Posts (n=95) 

Twitter 

Posts (n=149) 

Overall 

Posts (n=494) 

Availability 22% (54) 23% (22) 20%0 (30) 21% (106) 

Accessibility 11% (27) 13% (12) 9% (13) 11% (52) 

Acceptability 1% (3) 0% (0) 0% (0) 1% (3) 
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The theme of acceptability was largely absent 

among overall social media posts, being mentioned 

in just 3 of 250 (~1%) Facebook posts in April and 

May. In Tables 6 and 7, we provide proportions 

and some examples to illustrate Seattle food banks’ 

communication on these themes.  

Discussion 
Our analysis of food bank websites and social 

media posts during COVID-19 serves both as a 

gauge for the extent to which food banks are com-

municating COVID-19 information to the commu-

nity, and their experiences addressing the three 

core components of food security during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Food banks in our sample 

emphasized mainly availability and accessibility of 

food during COVID-19, while acceptability was 

less prevalent in website and social media posts. 

 Physical and economic access to available, 

appropriate food is uniquely threatened by 

COVID-19. The loss of regular food avenues like 

group meals for older adults and school lunches 

for youth, coupled with staggering unemployment 

rates in the U.S., pose challenges for already vul-

nerable populations to maintain their food supply 

(Kochhar, 2020; Siddiqi et al., 2020). Because food 

banks already supply food at little to no cost to 

community members, food affordability was not as 

relevant to our study as physical access to the food 

bank. Our study indicates that Seattle food banks 

are taking a variety of steps to ensure that their 

clients have safe access to emergency food by 

limiting COVID-19 exposure. Examples of these 

efforts include increasing home deliveries, chang-

ing procedures for receiving food, and switching to 

prepackaged to-go food boxes. One food bank 

(Food Bank 7) even sent letters to regular food-

bank visitors that they had not seen recently, 

translated to their native language, encouraging 

them to sign up for home delivery.  

 Website and social media posts also indicated 

that food banks’ availability of food was affected 

by COVID-19. Some communicated about the 

speed at which food moved through the food bank 

due to an increase in visitors, which together with 

shocks in supply chains was making it difficult to 

acquire certain food items. Many food banks solic-

ited donations of specific items or cash or thanked 

new partnerships like local businesses or restau-

rants for donating. Posts also communicated that 

food banks experienced barriers to receiving sup-

plies through their regular avenues, such as grocery 

stores or individuals’ donations of fresh produce.  

 In our sample, food acceptability was less 

discussed in the online communications of food 

banks. Over April and May, only two food banks 

discussed food acceptability on social media. 

Acceptability was also the least prevalent theme in 

both social media and website posts in April and 

May. Where the theme was present, some food 

banks stated that they may need to sacrifice food 

acceptability in order to implement safer policies or 

due to supply issues. One food bank communi-

cated that they would provide fresh produce and 

Table 7. Examples from Social Media Posts 

Component of  

food security Example 

Availability 

“We have never seen food move this fast through the food bank. Learn more about what we need 

right now to keep out community fed through COVID.” (Food Bank 18, April) 

“A lot of canned and ready-to-eat food has been harder to find through our normal bulk ordering 

sources. We're asking for in-kind food donations to add variety to our Emergency ‘No-Cook’ Bags.” 

(Food Bank 7, April) 

Accessibility 

“We have suspended our registration process and are simply giving groceries (including diapers and 

formula) to our neighbors.” (Food Bank 11, April) 

“We are sending a letter in NINE languages to about 100 of our seniors today…letting them know we 

could deliver food to them if needed.” (Food Bank 7, April) 

Acceptability 
“This helps us increase the number of individuals and families receiving home delivery, as well as 

provide culturally appropriate food to meet the needs of our diverse community.” (Food Bank 2, May) 
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proteins as availability allowed (Food Bank 7). The 

switch from a grocery store model to prepackaged 

food boxes by many food banks limits person-to-

person exposure but reduces the clients’ autonomy 

to choose their food (Sheil, 2020). 

 We cannot conclude how food banks’ commu-

nication to clients reflects their actual operations. 

Nevertheless, we propose that emphasizing accept-

ability in communications to clients is essential to 

drawing more clients to the food bank. As some 

food banks in our sample communicated, COVID-

19 has reduced their capacity to provide as diverse 

a range of food as they did before the pandemic. 

Without information telling current and prospec-

tive clients differently, people with allergies or 

other specific diets may be averse to visiting a food 

bank, with potential cascading limitations in the 

types of clients served. 

 Further, our findings may help food banks 

understand the broader themes they are communi-

cating to clients during emergencies and inform 

more intentional communications campaigns. 

Individual food banks may use this framework to 

evaluate their own communications during 

COVID-19. We recommend that food assistance 

organizations incorporate communication as part 

of their emergency response and business con-

tinuity plans based on the three dimensions of 

food security.  

 More research is needed on the broad implica-

tions of emergency food acceptability, such as 

post-disaster health outcomes, likeliness to visit a 

food bank, and mental health. Prior research and 

news media anecdotes have demonstrated that 

food acceptability has a direct bearing on people’s 

ability to utilize emergency food resources (Colón-

Ramos et al., 2019; Karoub, 2014). In the context 

of COVID-19, food acceptability issues have al-

ready made national news. For example, on social 

media, students at New York University and other 

schools shared photos of unappetizing meals and 

meals with foods that did not meet their dietary 

requirements (e.g., a meal of primarily bread for a 

student with a gluten allergy) that they were pro-

vided in their dorm rooms while isolating (Rosa, 

2020). Communities may be more likely to access 

emergency food services if the food is culturally, 

nutritionally, and medically appropriate. To ensure 

that emergency food can be equitably distributed 

and enjoyed by diverse populations, acceptability 

must become a priority in emergency food 

planning.  

Our study was limited by a constrained geographic 

sampling frame and small sample size. By capturing 

website posts on two distinct days in April and 

May, we may have missed communications that 

food banks had released in the interim and re-

moved by our next data capture. We purposively 

coupled our assessment of more static web com-

munications with more dynamic and regularly up-

dated social media posts to capture ongoing and 

real-time communication. Notably, we only 

included the social media pages for stand-alone 

food banks, which excluded data from food banks 

that are part of larger organizations. These 

organizations may have systematically different 

approaches to communication, for example, by 

having dedicated communication staff in-house.  

 Our study revolved around the commonly 

accepted three components of food security: 

availability, accessibility, and acceptability. While 

most conceptualizations of food security include 

some form of these three components, definitions 

of food security vary. For example, in a report 

from the Seattle city council, the authors included 

availability, accessibility, affordability, accommo-

dation, and acceptability as their five components 

for healthy food access (Bolt et al., 2019).  

 Finally, social media and website posts do not 

give the full extent of how food banks are attempt-

ing to provide food. We only analyzed the informa-

tion food banks communicated to clients on their 

online platforms, not the multitude of actions they 

completed behind the scenes to feed their commu-

nities throughout COVID-19. To fully understand 

the challenge of maintaining the three core compo-

nents of food security during an emergency, food 

banks and clients should be surveyed or inter-

viewed to capture their firsthand experiences. We 

also do not know if clients received this informa-

tion or if it had any bearing on their behavior or 

resultant food security. Future research is needed 

on the reach and efficacy of disaster communica-

tion from emergency food organizations.  
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Conclusions 
Our study sought to assess if and how Seattle food 

banks utilized web and social media platforms to 

communicate information on food availability, 

accessibility, and acceptability during the initial 

response to COVID-19. Our findings show that 

food banks in Seattle used these platforms to com-

municate the most about food availability and 

accessibility, while food acceptability was far less 

commonly addressed. It is imperative for food 

acceptability to be included in emergency food 

planning and communication in the future to en-

sure that nutritional, medical, and cultural prefer-

ences are met. COVID-19 is an ongoing and 

evolving emergency that requires an iterative 

approach to learning and action. Food banks may 

wish to periodically assess the main themes of their 

online communications, as well as the reach of 

their different platforms during the COVID-19 

pandemic, as strategies to facilitate community 

food security. Our study may help food banks 

understand the types of information they are com-

municating to clients during emergencies and in-

form improvements to holistic, client-centered 

emergency communications planning and imple-

mentation that addresses the three dimensions of 

food security.  
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Appendix A. Definitions of Codes 
 

Code Definition Example 

Basic Info   

Changes to Hours COVID-19 related changes to hours of 

distribution.  

 

Change of Location  COVID-19 related changes to location of 

distribution.  

Home deliveries, new distribution sites, 

operating out of parking lot 

Guest Interaction with 

Food Bank (NPI) 

Procedures for waiting in line, entering 

facilities or retrieving food. 

Standing >6 feet apart in line, limiting quantity of 

people entering food bank, no contact (food left 

on doorstep)  

Food Presentation  Changes to how food is presented to clients.  Prepackaged boxes/bags 

Food Availability Discusses the current and/or expected supply of food for redistributing to clients in the context of 

COVID-19. 

AV: Food Sources  Discusses COVID-19 impacts to where the 

food bank obtains the food that they redistrib-

ute. Ex. Donations from businesses, individual 

donations, governmental surplus.  

Reduction in donations from individuals, 

businesses, cancelled food drives 

AV: Partnerships Discusses COVID-19 impacts to the food bank 

and other partner nonprofit organizations, 

private businesses, governmental bodies in 

relation to food availability. 

Increased emergency food aid from the 

government, reduction in grocery store supply, 

support from other nonprofits and community 

orgs like Northwest Harvest  

AV: Quantity Discusses COVID-19 impacts to the amount of 

food available for the food bank and clients. 

Specific figure of amount distributed during 

COVID-19, reduction or increase in supply  

AV: Barriers Discusses COVID-19 related challenges to 

maintaining their supply of food. 

Reduction in donations, increased operation 

costs associated with COVID affecting food 

supply 

AV: Solutions Discusses solutions for maintaining their 

supply of food in the context of COVID-19. 

Limitations on weekly visits, online donations 

Food Accessibility Discusses issues of clients’ physical and economic access to the food that the organization 

supplies in the context of COVID-19.  

ACC: Economic Solutions  Discusses or presents immediate COVID-19 

related challenges, opportunities or resources 

for clients to overcome economic barriers to 

accessing their services.  

Transportation vouchers, sliding scale meals 

ACC: Physical Solutions Discusses or presents challenges, opportu-

nities or resources for clients to overcome 

physical barriers to accessing the food the 

organization provides in the context of COVID-

19.  

Ex. Mask provision, food delivery, organization’s 

effort to meet clients where they are 

Food Acceptability Describes organization’s experience or efforts providing nutritionally, culturally and medically 

acceptable food to their clients in the context of COVID-19. 

ACCP: Cultural Describes organization’s efforts or ability to 

provide culturally appropriate food to their 

clients in the context of COVID-19.  

Ex. Working with immigrant populations, 

religious requirements, providing ingredients 

specific to particular culture 

ACCP: Nutrition Describes organization’s efforts or ability to 

provide nutritious food to clients in the 

context of COVID-19.  

Ex. Presence of fresh produce and protein, 

variation of food provided  
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ACCP: Medical Describes organization’s efforts or ability to 

provide food for people with certain medical 

or allergy requirements in the context of 

COVID-19.  

Ex. Nut-free food, limited chewing ability, medi-

cally tailored food  

Note: Updated 6/5/2020 “in the context of COVID-19” means either explicitly or implicitly mentions COVID-19. Ex. “during these hard 

times,” “through this difficult period…” etc. 
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