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COVID-19 IMPACT ON TENNESSEE HOUSEHOLD FOOD SUFFICIENCY 

1. Background

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a substantial impact on the health and economic 

wellbeing of many households in Tennessee and the United States. While some households have 

been directly affected by a COVID-19 illness in their family, others have changed their daily 

behaviors to minimize the risk of contracting the virus or to comply with social distancing 

policies. Businesses have also had to modify their operations to respond to changes in consumer 

demand, social distancing policies and outbreaks of COVID-19 in their facilities. The pandemic 

has not only strained the agriculture supply chain, leading to shortages in grocery stores, but also 

historic levels of unemployment. The loss of employment further exacerbates a household’s 

ability to obtain a sufficient amount of food.  

To better understand how the pandemic has altered the health and economic well-being 

of households, the U.S. Census Bureau began a new experimental survey called the Household 

Pulse Survey (HPS) (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020). The survey is a collaboration between the U.S. 

Census Bureau, the USDA Economic Research Service (ERS), the Bureau of Labor Statistics 

(BLS), the National Center for Health Statistics (NCHS), the National Center for Education 

Statistics (NCES) and the Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD).  

The Census began administering the survey on April 23, 2020, and will continue for 90 

days. Data from the survey will be released on a weekly basis. The HPS contains questions about 

employment status, spending patterns, food sufficiency, housing, physical and mental health, 

health care access and educational disruption. (A copy of the survey questions is provided in 

Appendix 1.) 
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This publication uses HPS’s state-level tables to explore trends in household food 

sufficiency (having enough food to eat), use of free groceries or meals and sources of free food 

among food-insufficient households. The publication also examines how household 

characteristics and food expenditures may vary across food sufficiency. Data are used from the 

first four time periods of the HPS for Tennessee. The first four survey time periods included: 

April 23-May 5, May 7-May 12, May 14-May19 and May 21-26. 

For Tennessee, this time period captures the end of the statewide stay-at-home order, 

which formally ended on April 30, and the beginning of the reopening. Several of the 

metropolitan counties, including Davidson, Hamilton, Shelby and Knox, have been given the 

option to set their own timeline for reopening, but most of the state must follow the timeline 

established by the Governor. This has included opening restaurants to in-person dining on April 

27, reopening nonessential retailers and fitness facilities on April 29, personal care businesses 

(i.e., barbershops, hair salons) on May 6 and bowling alleys on May 8. Many of the remaining 

businesses closed as part of the stay-at-home order were allowed to reopen on May 22; however, 

all businesses that have reopened are asked to follow state guidelines known as the  

Tennessee Pledge.   

2. Food Sufficiency

Food sufficiency captures a household’s ability to obtain enough food to meet their 

needs, and if they have enough food, the ability to obtain the types of food they want. In the 

HPS, households were asked to rate their household’s food sufficiency on a scale of 1 to 4, 

where 1 indicates a high level of food insufficiency, and 4 indicates a high level of food 

sufficiency. (4=Enough of the types of food wanted, 3=Enough food, but not always the types 
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wanted, 2=Sometimes not enough to eat, 1=Often not enough to eat). In this publication, we 

define household food insufficiency as sometimes or often not being able to get enough to eat. 

 Households were asked to rate their level of food sufficiency in the past seven days, and 

Table 1 reports the number of households projected to fall into each of the food sufficiency 

categories for each of the four survey reporting periods included in this analysis. For data 

collected from April 23 to May 5, just under 2.92 million Tennessee households had enough of 

the types of foods they wanted in the last seven days. By May 21-26, this number increased to 

nearly 2.98 million. For these same two time periods, households often reporting not having 

enough to eat increased from 57,460 to 100,464. However, as can be seen in Table 1, over the 

four survey time periods, an average of about 525,000 households sometimes or often did not 

have enough to eat. 

Table 1. Food Sufficiency of Tennessee Households In the Last Seven Days 
  
 
 
Survey Time Period 

4=Enough 
of the types 

of food 
wanted 

3=Enough 
food, but not 
always the 

types wanted 

2=Sometimes 
not enough 

to eat 

1=Often 
not 

enough 
to eat 

Did not 
Report 

Total 
Population 
18 Years or 

Older 
 Number  
April 23-May 5 2,916,896 1,671,272 546,400 57,460 29,447 5,221,475 
May 7-May 12 2,760,145 1,953,766 254,297 119,425 133,843 “ ” 
May 14-May 19 2,834,927 1,706,777 517,127 68,023 94,620 “ ” 
May 21-May 26 2,975,741 1,628,397 438,398 100,464 78,475 “ ” 
 

Shown in Figure 1 across all the time periods included in the surveys, most households in 

Tennessee, roughly 55 percent, indicated they were very food sufficient and had enough of the 

types of food they want, while roughly 33 percent indicate they had enough, but not always the 

types of food they wanted. In Tennessee, roughly 8.5 percent of households indicated they could 

not get enough to eat sometimes, and roughly 1.5 percent indicated they often did not have 

enough to eat. Hence, about one in 10 households were classified as food insufficient. 



4 

Figure 1. Percent of Tennessee Households Reporting Food Sufficiency Level. 

Households were also asked to indicate their level of food sufficiency in the time period 

before March 13, 2020, which was 

the day the White House declared the 

COVID-19 pandemic a national 

emergency (White House, 2020). 

Figure 2 provides the percentages of 

households that were not food 

sufficient in the last seven days that 

were food sufficient prior to March 13, 2020.  During the four survey time periods, around 31 

percent of the households that were food insufficient in the last seven days had been food 

sufficient prior to March 13. An average of 163,000 households per survey time period became 

food insufficient that were not food insufficient prior to March 13, 2020. 
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Figure 2. Percent of Food-Insufficient Tennessee 
Households in Last Seven Days that were Food 
Sufficient Prior to March 13, 2020. 
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3. Receipt of Free Groceries or Meals Among Food-Insufficient Tennessee Households  

One method of addressing food insufficiency resulting from insufficient financial 

resources is to utilize sources of free meals or free groceries. Figure 3 shows that the percentage 

of food-insufficient Tennessee households utilizing such a resource in the past seven days was at 

its highest in April 23-May 5, with 13.9 percent of food-insufficient households using this 

resource; this translates to 82,947 households. By May 21-May 26, this percentage dropped to 

2.0 percent of food-insufficient households or 10,762 households. 

     

Figure 3. Percent of Food-Insufficient Tennessee Households Using Free Meals or 
Groceries in the Past Seven Days. 
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urged all school districts to close by March 20, he also provided the School Food Authorities 

with additional flexibility to continue to provide at-risk students with meals (NGA, 2020). The 

next most commonly utilized source of free food was a food pantry or food bank, with 73.3 

percent of food-insufficient households reporting using this type of free food provider (60,778 

households). This was followed by family, friends or neighbors, with 15.8 percent of food-

insufficient households reporting use of this free food provider type (13,091 households).  

 

Figure 4. Percent of Food-Insufficient Tennessee Households Reporting Free Groceries or 
Free Meal Obtained from Provider, April 23-May 2. 
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4. Confidence About Ability to Afford Food in Next Four Weeks Among Food-Insufficient 
Households 

The HPS also elicited views about confidence in households to be able to afford the kinds 

of food they need for the next four weeks (1=Not at all confident, 2=Somewhat confident, 

3=Moderately confident, and 4=Very confident). Table 2 captures how confidence in being able 

to afford food in the next four weeks fluctuated for Tennessee food-insufficient households over 

the four survey time periods. Shown in Table 2, the peak percent of food-insufficient households 

that were not confident they could afford food in the next four weeks was in April 23-May 5 at 

56.9 percent. This, in part, may be driven by the large unemployment spike in April for 

Tennessee. The preliminary seasonally adjusted employment rate for Tennessee for April 2020 

was 14.7 percent, a large increase in comparison with the March rate of 3.3 percent (TN 

Department of Workforce Development, 2020). The percentages that were not confident 

declined in survey time period 2, down to 47.2 percent, and period 3, at 35.7 percent. The 

percent increased again in survey time period 4, May 21-26, returning to 52.6 percent. Over the 

four time periods surveyed, less than 3 percent of the food-insufficient households were very 

confident in their ability to afford food in the next four weeks. 

Table 2. Confidence in Being Able to Afford Food in Next Four Weeks Among Tennessee 
Food-Insufficient Households 
  
Survey Time Period 

Not at all 
confident 

Somewhat 
confident 

Moderately 
confident 

Very 
confident 

Did not 
report 

April 23-May 5 56.9% 29.4% 12.1% 1.6% 5.8% 

May 7-May 12 47.2% 40.9% 10.6% 1.3% 4.3% 

May 14-May 19 35.7% 48.4% 13.1% 2.8% 6.5% 

May 21-May 26 52.6% 38.2% 7.6% - 21.3% 
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5. Household Characteristics and Food Expenditures Across Food Sufficiency 

To illustrate how household characteristics and weekly food expenditures may vary 

between food-sufficient (enough to eat) and food-insufficient (sometimes or often not enough to 

eat) households, several summary measures were calculated across food sufficiency. The 

household characteristics included age, gender, education level, presence of children in the 

household, race, employment and income. Also, weekly household food expenditures and 

percent spent on food for at-home preparation are provided across food sufficiency ratings. 

5.1 Household Characteristics 

Table 3 shows percentages of food-sufficient and food-insufficient households with 

certain characteristics for data collected during April 23-May 5. Note these percentages are for 

respondents that answered both questions about food security and the household characteristic 

being examined. 

An additional food sufficiency concern may be for those who are in higher-risk age 

categories and may be less willing or able to travel to stores to shop for food. However, Table 3 

shows that for April 23-May 5, households experiencing food insufficiency were more likely to 

fall into younger age groups than food-sufficient households. This could possibly be due to 

pandemic-related job losses or reduced work hours having a greater impact on younger age 

groups. However, additional research would be needed to verify this hypothesis. Table 3 also 

shows that food-insufficient households were likely to have a primary respondent that was 

female, non-white, currently not employed, and their household income was far more likely to be 

below $35,000 in 2019. While 56.2 percent of food-insufficient household respondents are 

female, 51.4 percent of food-sufficient household respondents are female. Although 78.8 percent 

of the food-sufficient household respondents are white, only 51.4 percent of the food-insufficient 
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households are, suggesting a racial disparity in household food sufficiency. In addition, while 

41.7 percent of food-sufficient household respondents are high-school graduates or less, this 

percentage is much higher, 65.1 percent, among food-insufficient households. Food-insufficient 

households also tended to be more likely to have children present, 55.8 percent compared with 

39.7 percent for food-sufficient households. While 51.1 percent of respondents for food-

sufficient households were employed at the time of the survey, only 28.3 percent were employed 

for food-insufficient households. Perhaps the most marked difference between the food-

sufficient households and food-insufficient households was for income, with 25.0 percent of 

food-sufficient households having incomes of less than $35,000, but 82.4 percent of the food-

insufficient households having incomes of less than $35,000. 

 

Table 3. Household Characteristics Across Whether the Household Was Food Sufficient or 
Insufficient in Past Seven Days for April 23- May 5 
 Percent Among Households that Were 

Household Characteristic 
Food  

Sufficient 
Food 

 Insufficient 
Age Group   
  Age 18-36 33.8% 39.2% 
  Age 40-64  44.7% 53.7% 
  Age 65 and Over 21.4% 7.1% 
   
Female  51.4% 56.2% 
   
High-School Graduate or Less 41.7% 65.1% 
   
Children Under 18 in Household 39.7% 55.8% 
   
White  78.8% 51.4% 
   
Currently Employed 51.1% 28.3% 
   
2019 Household Income <$35,000 25.0% 82.4% 
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5.2 Weekly Food Expenditures 

 
The HPS also measure past-week spending on food prepared and eaten at home and also 

food prepared elsewhere (both eating out and delivery). Table 4 shows the average weekly food 

expenditures for each category by food-sufficiency status for households in Tennessee. Overall, 

food expenditures on food prepared at home averaged roughly 70 percent of food expenditures.  

This can be compared with the 2019 percent of U.S. food expenditures that were spent for food 

prepared at home, which was 45.2 percent (USDA/ERS 2020). Hence households spent a much 

higher percent of their food expenditures on food prepared at home during the first few weeks of 

the pandemic compared with 2019. This likely reflects the effects of restaurant closures or 

limited service combined with consumers preparing more of their meals at home during 

recommendations to stay at home. 

Expenditures on foods to be prepared and eaten at home by households with enough of 

the kinds of foods they wanted to eat remained relatively stable across the survey time periods at 

around $170 to $190 per week. However, among the households that often did not have enough 

to eat, this amount varied widely. This variability was even greater for households that often do 

not have enough food to eat, ranging from $49 to over $207. It is possible that the patterns in 

food expenditures for these households could be influenced by pay and/or benefits distribution 

periods coupled with the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. It should be noted that May 21-26 

includes the Memorial Day weekend, which could have placed upward pressure on food 

expenditures. 

Expenditures on foods prepared elsewhere than the home generally trended upward in the 

time periods past April 23-May 5. This result may be due to the fact that Tennessee began 
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reopening restaurants to in-person dining on April 27 (i.e., in the middle of survey period 1) 

(State of Tennessee, 2020). 

 

Table 4. Weekly Household Food Expenditures Across Food-Insufficiency Ratings for Last 
Seven Days 

Survey Time 
Period 

 
 
 
 
Food Prepared 

Food Sufficient Food Insufficient 
Enough of 

the kinds of 
food wanted 

to eat 

Enough, but not 
always the 

kinds of food 
wanted to eat  

Sometimes 
not enough  

to eat 

Often not 
enough  
to eat 

Household Money Spent in the Last Seven Days:   
Mean Amount Spent (dollars) 

April 23-May 5   Prepared and eaten at 
home 

$190.92 $181.41  $183.10 $49.43 

Prepared elsewhere   $69.45 $64.04  $77.02 $47.92 
May 7-May 12 
  

Prepared and eaten at 
home 

$168.75 $171.11  $155.22 $145.32 

Prepared elsewhere  $71.59 $59.05  $83.29 $45.68 

May 14-May 19  Prepared and eaten at 
home 

$180.39 $164.72  $127.06 $111.69 

Prepared elsewhere  $81.54 $61.63  $42.08 $40.49 

May 21-May 26 Prepared and eaten at 
home 

$184.02 $193.44  $195.68 $207.66 

  Prepared elsewhere   $80.19 $67.50  $95.59 $120.92 
a Food prepared elsewhere includes eating out and delivery. 
 

The expenditures on food prepared and eaten at home and food prepared elsewhere are 

shown in Figure 5. The top panel of the graph displays expenditures on foods prepared and eaten 

at home over the four survey time periods. The bottom panel of the graph shows expenditures on 

food prepared elsewhere at restaurants and eating places over the four survey time periods.   
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Figure 5. Household Weekly Food Expenditures Across Food-Sufficiency Ratings for the 
Last Seven Days. 
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6.    Conclusions 

The Household Pulse Survey (HPS) provides important information about the well-being 

of Tennessee households during the period of the COVID-19 pandemic. This report considers 

measures of well-being related to household food expenditures and food sufficiency for the time 

period April 23 to May 26, which coincides with the end of Tennessee’s statewide stay-at-home 

order and the beginning of the state’s reopening. 

The HPS results show that during the first few weeks after the pandemic, the majority of 

households were food sufficient (had enough to eat). However, about 525,000 Tennessee 

households were projected to sometimes or often not have enough to eat in the last seven days.   

Among the food-insufficient households, about 30 percent of these were food sufficient prior to 

the pandemic. This suggests a shift toward food insufficiency during the first few weeks of the 

pandemic. The use of free groceries or meals was at its peak during the first survey period after 

the pandemic. At that point, nearly 83,000 households were projected to use free groceries or 

meals in the last seven days. The most commonly cited free food providers included school or 

other programs aimed at children, food pantries or banks, and family, friends and neighbors.  

Many food-insufficient households—in some weeks, over half—were not at all confident of their 

ability to afford food in the next four weeks. Less than 2 percent of these households were very 

confident. These results signal a high degree of uncertainty about future food affordability 

among food-insufficient households. Analysis of household characteristics across food 

sufficiency reveals that Tennessee’s food-insufficient households tended to have lower education 

levels, be younger, have children in the household, to be unemployed, to be races other than 

white, and to have lower incomes than food-sufficient households. Household spending on food 

from across the survey time periods tended to be much more stable for food-sufficient 
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households than for those that often did not have enough to eat. The share of food spent for at-

home preparation is much higher than what is usually allocated for food-at-home, reflecting food 

shoppers spending the majority of their food dollars for at-home preparation than away from 

home during the pandemic. However, among the most food-sufficient households, this share 

declined over the survey time periods, as more restaurants and eating establishments were able  

to open. 
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Appendix 

Selected Survey Questions Drawn from the Census Bureau 2020 Household Pulse Survey 

The full survey instrument can be accessed at the following link: 

https://www2.census.gov/data/experimental-data-products/household-pulse-survey/household-
pulse-survey-questionnaire.pdf?# 

Q1 What year were you born? Please enter a number.  

________________________________________________________________  

Q2 Are you… Select only one answer.  

• Male  
• Female  

Q3 Are you of Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin?  

• No, not of Hispanic, Latino or Spanish origin  
• Yes, Mexican, Mexican American, Chicano  
• Yes, Puerto Rican or Yes, Cuban  
• Yes, another Hispanic, Latino or Spanish origin  

Q4 What is your race? Please select all that apply.  

▢ White  
▢ Black or African American  
▢ American Indian or Alaska Native   
▢ Asian Indian  
▢ Chinese  
▢ Filipino  
▢ Japanese  
▢ Korean  

▢ Vietnamese  
▢ Other Asian  
▢ Native Hawaiian   
▢ Chamorro   
▢ Samoan   
▢ Other Pacific Islander   
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Q5 What is the highest degree or level of school you have completed? Select only one answer.  

• Less than high school  
• Some high school  
• High-school graduate or equivalent (for example GED)  
• Some college, but degree not received or is in progress or Associate’s degree (for 

example AA, AS)  
• Bachelor's degree (for example BA, BS, AB) 
• Graduate degree (for example master's, professional, doctorate)  

 

Q11 Now we are going to ask about your employment. In the last seven days, did you do 
ANY work for either pay or profit? Select only one answer.  

• Yes  
• No  

 

Q8 How many people under 18-years-old currently live in your household? Please enter a 
number.  

________________________________________________________________ 

 

Q23 Getting enough food can also be a problem for some people. Which of these statements best 
describes the food eaten in your household before March 13, 2020? Select only one answer.  

• Enough of the kinds of food (I/we) wanted to eat    
• Enough, but not always the kinds of food (I/we) wanted to eat   
• Sometimes not enough to eat   
• Often not enough to eat    

  

Q24 In the last seven days, which of these statements best describes the food eaten in your 
household? Select only one answer.   

• Enough of the kinds of food (I/we) wanted to eat   
• Enough, but not always the kinds of food (I/we) wanted to eat   
• Sometimes not enough to eat   
• Often not enough to eat 
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Q25 Why did you not have enough to eat (or not what you wanted to eat)? Choose all that apply.  

▢ Couldn’t afford to buy more food  
▢ Couldn’t get out to buy food (for example, didn’t have transportation or had mobility or 
health problems that prevented you from getting out)    
▢ Afraid to go or didn’t want to go out to buy food  
▢ Couldn’t get groceries or meals delivered to me  
▢ The stores didn’t have the food I wanted  

 

Q26 During the last seven days, did you or anyone in your household get free groceries or a free 
meal? Select only one answer.  

•  Yes  
•  No  

 

Q27 Where did you get free groceries or free meals? Choose all that apply.  

▢ Free meals through the school or other programs aimed at children  
▢ Food pantry or food bank  
▢ Home-delivered meal service like Meals on Wheels 
▢ Church, synagogue, temple, mosque or other religious organization  
▢ Shelter or soup kitchen  
▢ Other community program  
▢ Family, friends or neighbors  

  

The next questions are about how much money you and your household spend on food at 
supermarkets, grocery stores, other types of stores and food service establishments, like 
restaurants and drive-thrus. When you answer these questions, please do not include money 
spent on alcoholic beverages.   

  

Q28 During the last seven days, how much money did you and your household spend on food at 
supermarkets, grocery stores, online and other places you buy food to prepare and eat at home? 
Please include purchases made with SNAP or food stamps. Enter amount.  

____________________________________  
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Q29 During the last seven days, how much money did you or your household spend on prepared 
meals, including eating out, fast food and carry out or delivered meals? Please include money 
spent in cafeterias at work or at school or on vending machines. Please do not include money you 
have already told us about in item Q28 (above). Enter amount.  

____________________________________ 

 Q30 How confident are you that your household will be able to afford the kinds of food you 
need for the next four weeks? Select only one answer.  

• Not at all confident   
• Somewhat confident   
• Moderately confident   
• Very confident    

 

Q50 In 2019, what was your total household income before taxes? Select only one answer.  

• Less than $25,000 
• $25,000 - $34,999 
• $35,000 - $49,999 
• $50,000 - $74,999 
• $75,000 - $99,999 
• $100,000 - $149,999 
• $150,000 - $199,999 
• $200,000 and above 

 

 

 

 

 


