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INTRODUCTION 
The government shutdown and the freezing of the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) 
benefits put a spotlight on hunger in America.  
 

There is no possible excuse for children to go hungry in this country. Yet it happens - every day, 
in every community. – No Kid Hungry, Texas 

 
This paper explores food insecurity in America and how afterschool programs can help. For a more 
comprehensive understanding of food insecurity, we recommend the USDA’s annual report on 
Household Food Security in the United States. 

 

“FOOD INSECURITY” DEFINED 
The defining characteristic of very low food security is that—at times during the year—food intake of 
household members is reduced and their normal eating patterns are disrupted because the household 
lacks money and other resources for food. Very low food security is characterized in terms of the 
conditions that households in this category typically reported in annual surveys. 

  

KEY HUNGER STATISTICS 
Below are some key hunger statistics from FY 2023: 

• “13.5 % of U.S. households (18.0 million households) were food insecure at some time during 
the year, a statistically significant increase from 12.8% in 2022. Approximately 47.4 million 
people lived in these households.  

• 5.1% of households (6.8 million) experienced "very low food security," where food intake was 
reduced due to limited resources. 

• 17.9% of households with children were food insecure, with 8.9% of these households seeing 
both children and adults affected. 

https://state.nokidhungry.org/texas/about/
https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/publications/109896/err-337.pdf?v=8442.7
https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/publications/109896/err-337.pdf?v=8442.7
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• Causes include increased food prices, the end of pandemic-era aid, stagnant wages, and job 
losses are major factors.  

• Black (23.3%) and Hispanic (21.9%) households had significantly higher rates of food insecurity 
compared to White non-Hispanic households (9.9%). Single-mother households also faced a high 
rate of 34.7%.” 1 

 
Also, in a survey of adult family members:  

• “Over 96 % reported: 
o having worried their food would run out before they had money to buy more. 

o the food they bought just did not last, and they did not have money to get more. 
o they could not afford to eat balanced meals.an adult had cut the size of meals or 

skipped meals because there was not enough money for food; 88 percent reported this 
had occurred in 3 or more months. 

• 68 %reported they had been hungry but did not eat because they could not afford enough food. 

• 51 % reported having lost weight because they did not have enough money for food. 

• 30 % reported an adult did not eat for a whole day because there was not enough money for 
food; 23 percent reported this had occurred in 3 or more months.” 2 
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IMPACT OF FOOD INSECURITY ON YOUTH 
There are many impacts of food insecurity on youth. Below are some: 
 

• “Food insecurity harms young children’s cognitive, emotional, and physical development. 
• Research indicates that food-insecure children are almost twice as likely to be in fair or poor 

health when compared to food-secure children, and are significantly more likely to be 
hospitalized. 

• The most affordable food is often the most unhealthy – especially in food deserts, where finding 
healthy food at an affordable price can be particularly difficult. Food-insecure households are 
much more likely than food-secure households to report eating unhealthy foods.” 3 

 

Socio-Emotional and Behavioral Factors 
“Aside from the mental and physical consequences of food insecurity, a child’s social and emotional 
health are also at risk when he or she is not adequately nourished. This can lead to behavioral issues 
that affect not only home life, but school life as well. 

• Research shows that mental health problems, such as depression, anxiety, and behavioral 
problems among children (and their mothers) increase as food insecurity increases. 

• Food insecurity often prevents children from functioning normally in social settings due to 
a poorer physical quality of life. Specifically, food-insecure students are often not fully engaged 
in daily activities such as social interactions with peers at school. They also have greater 
difficulty getting along with other students. 

• By the time they are teenagers, food-insecure children are twice as likely as their peers to have 
seen a psychologist or to have been suspended. 

 

 
Source: No Kid Hungry 

Education 
In addition to the cognitive, emotional, mental, and physical consequences of food insecurity and poor 
nutrition, a wide body of research indicates that these consequences follow children into the classroom, 
often resulting in poor academic performance. 

• Children from homes with persistent food insecurity have shown smaller gains in both reading 
and math than their food-secure counterparts. 

http://www.childrenshealthwatch.org/wp-content/uploads/toohungrytolearn_report.pdf
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15173408
http://www.foodispower.org/food-deserts/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16950971
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15630058
http://www.nokidhungry.org/sites/default/files/child-economy-study.pdf
http://www.nokidhungry.org/sites/default/files/child-economy-study.pdf
http://www.nokidhungry.org/sites/default/files/child-economy-study.pdf
http://www.omicsonline.org/nutrition-and-academic-performance-in-school-age-children-the-relation%20to-obesity-and-food-insufficiency-2155-9600.1000190.pdf
http://www.omicsonline.org/nutrition-and-academic-performance-in-school-age-children-the-relation%20to-obesity-and-food-insufficiency-2155-9600.1000190.pdf
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• Food-insecure children and teenagers have been shown to miss school more frequently, and are 
more likely to repeat a grade than food-secure children. 

• Food insecurity has been shown to reduce a child’s chances of graduating from high school. 
• Growing up food-insecure has consequences even beyond K-12 education. Research shows that 

workers who experienced hunger* as children ‘are not as well prepared physically, mentally, 
emotionally or socially to perform effectively in the contemporary workforce.’ 

 
There is no doubt that a child who grows up without adequate nutrition will face significant barriers to 
academic achievement. The various physical, behavioral, emotional, and cognitive costs of food 
insecurity make it extremely difficult for these students to reach their full potential. Although programs 
like the National School Lunch Program and the Summer Food Service Program have been providing 
meals to income-eligible students for years, research indicates they may not be enough on their own to 
mitigate the damaging effects of food insecurity on students. 
 
Although the burden to provide a solution to child food insecurity cannot fall on the public school 
system and afterschool programs alone, they may be an important mechanism to help provide both 
academic and non-academic supports for students to help ensure that they reach their full potential.” 4 

 
AFTERSCHOOL PROGRAM EFFORTS TO REDUCE HUNGER 
Afterschool programs are well positioned to address youth food insecurity in their local community. In 
particular, young people regardless of age, enjoy working to help others. Afterschool programs can work 
directly to address food insecurity or volunteer at food banks or other organizations in the community.  
 
“Youth programs can address hunger through direct food provision, education, and advocacy. By 
providing meals in stigma-free environments and offering opportunities for involvement, these 
programs ensure immediate relief while also developing long-term skills and advocating for systemic 
change.  
 
Youth programs can address hunger through a combination of direct food provision, community 
empowerment, and policy advocacy. By integrating food with recreational or educational activities, 
these programs reduce the social stigma often associated with food assistance.  
 

Afterschool Programs Can Provide Direct Food Access 
• On-site Meals and Snacks: Programs can offer free, healthy meals and snacks as part of their 

regular activities, such as afterschool or during the summer, reducing the stigma often 
associated with seeking food assistance. 

• Gift Cards/Vouchers: Providing gift cards to grocery stores or restaurants offers flexibility and 
choice, which is important for adolescents gaining independence.  

• Nutrition and Cooking Education: Offering cooking or home economics classes helps youth learn 
to make healthy choices and prepare nutritious meals, especially when resources are limited. 

 
Youth-Led Initiatives:  

Empower youth to lead projects, such as community garden creation, organizing food drives, or 
starting their own non-profits like ‘Dancing Against Hunger’, builds leadership skills and community 
impact. Youth can: 

• Volunteer at local food pantries/banks 

http://www.omicsonline.org/nutrition-and-academic-performance-in-school-age-children-the-relation%20to-obesity-and-food-insufficiency-2155-9600.1000190.pdf
http://www.childrenshealthwatch.org/wp-content/uploads/FeedingHumanCapital_report.pdf
http://www.nokidhungry.org/sites/default/files/child-economy-study.pdf
http://www.fns.usda.gov/nslp/national-school-lunch-program-nslp
http://www.fns.usda.gov/sfsp/summer-food-service-program-sfsp
http://cs.oxfordjournals.org/content/36/4/231.abstract
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• Application Assistance: Programs can offer eligibility counseling and enrollment assistance for 
federal benefits like the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) and WIC, connecting 
families to broader support systems. 

• Skill Development: Beyond food skills, youth programs can incorporate workshops on financial 
literacy, leadership development, and job skills, addressing some of the underlying causes of 
poverty and food insecurity. 

• Gift Cards/Vouchers: Providing gift cards to grocery stores or restaurants offers flexibility and 
choice, which is important for adolescents gaining independence.  

• Establish school-based, on-site food pantries provides youth and their families with staples and 
prepackaged food to take home, with youth involvement in stocking and organizing helping to 
reduce shame. 

 

Youth Engagement and Advocacy 
• Incorporate Youth Voice by seeking out and incorporating teens' input on food options, 

activities, and marketing makes programs more effective and tailored to their needs, increasing 
engagement. 

• Youth can be mobilized to advocate for broader systemic changes, such as universal free school 
meals, increased minimum wage, or improved access to affordable housing, by writing letters to 
lawmakers or participating in campaigns.  

• Advocacy for Policy Change: Youth can be mobilized to advocate for broader systemic changes, 
such as universal free school meals, increased minimum wage, or improved access to affordable 
housing, by writing letters to lawmakers or participating in campaigns.  

 
By combining these strategies, youth programs can effectively address immediate hunger needs and 
contribute to long-term food security and community well-being. For more information, resources are 
available from organizations like Feeding America and No Kid Hungry.” 5 These resources showcase 
methods youth programs can employ to tackle hunger, focusing on direct food access, skill-building, and 
leveraging federal nutrition programs. 
 

 
Source: Feeding America 

Examples of Youth-Led Hunger Initiatives 
“Students from a class in Milwaukee who turned movie night into something much bigger. In response 
to a natural disaster that left communities in need of support, the students organized a fundraiser in 
their school gym. Their idea proves that with creativity, teamwork, and the courage to act, everyone can 
make a difference.  

https://www.feedingamerica.org/
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Benton, a teen who has found his voice in advocacy, helping to make sure hunger is addressed at the 
policy level. He advocates for strong nutrition programs and policies at the local, state, and federal level, 
ensuring that kids—and their families—have access to the food they need. From writing letters and 
meeting with lawmakers, to speaking at events, Benton shows that teens can be powerful advocates for 
improving our food systems.” 6 To learn more about examples and tips on youth-led hunger initiatives, 
check out Teens Leading the Charge During Hunger Action Month. 
 

 
Source: Teens in the Movement: Cobe, Isaiah and Atticus 

 

CASE STUDY: YOUTH-LED HUNGER INITIATIVE AT LANSINGBURGH BOYS & GIRLS 
CLUB, TROY, NEW YORK 

Jimmy Bulmer serves as Executive Director of the Lansingburgh Boys & Girls Club in Troy, 
New York, where he leads efforts to provide safe, supportive spaces and opportunities for 
local youth and families. A Troy native and former Club member, Jimmy is deeply 
committed to strengthening the community that helped shape his own path.  
 
He has spent more than a decade working with Boys & Girls Clubs across the Capital 

Region in roles spanning operations, development, and executive leadership. Today, Jimmy works 
closely with schools, families, and community partners to address critical issues impacting youth—
including food insecurity, access to safe spaces, and workforce development—while ensuring young 
people have the support and opportunities they need to succeed. 
 
We interviewed Jimmy to learn more about the youth-led hunger initiative at the Boys & Girls Club.  
 
Q: Why did you choose the issue of hunger/food insecurity to address in your program? What actions 
did your program take? 
 
A: Hunger and food insecurity are real and visible challenges within our community, and they directly 
impact many of the families we serve. The recent spotlight on SNAP disruptions brought additional 
awareness and urgency to the issue. As a program that provides daily meals and snacks, we see 
firsthand how access to food affects a child’s ability to focus, participate, and feel secure. 
To address this, our program incorporated conversations and activities around food insecurity, 
organized food collection efforts, and partnered with local organizations to help support families in 
need. Youth participated in assembling care packages and helping to distribute information about local 

Jimmy Bulmer 

https://www.feedingamerica.org/advocate
https://www.feedingamerica.org/hunger-blog/teens-leading-charge-during-hunger-action-month
https://youtu.be/sYa8qw18NJY
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food resources. We also used this as an opportunity to educate members on the importance of 
supporting one another and contributing to community solutions. 
 
Q: Were the youth involved in identifying hunger as a problem and determining what actions you 
could take? 
 
A: Yes. Our youth were actively involved in discussions about community needs and shared their own 
observations and experiences related to food insecurity. Through group conversations and guided 
activities, they helped identify hunger as an issue they wanted to address and contributed ideas on how 
they could help. Their input shaped the actions we took, ensuring that the project felt meaningful and 
youth-driven. 
 
Q: What impact did this have on participants? 
 
A: Participants gained a deeper understanding of challenges faced by others in their community and 
developed a stronger sense of empathy and social responsibility. Many expressed pride in being able to 
help and felt empowered knowing that even small actions can make a difference. It also strengthened 
teamwork and leadership skills as they worked together toward a shared goal. 
 
Q: What impact did this have on the community? 
 
A: Our efforts helped raise awareness about local food insecurity and contributed tangible support 
through collected and distributed items. Just as importantly, it demonstrated that young people care 
deeply about their community and are willing to step up to help. These experiences build stronger 
connections between youth, families, and community partners and reinforce the idea that we all play a 
role in supporting one another. 
 
Q: Is engaging young people in civic engagement/community improvement an important part of your 
program? Why? 
 
A: Yes, engaging young people in civic engagement and community improvement is a core component 
of our work at the Lansingburgh Boys & Girls Club. We believe that when youth understand the needs of 
their community and see themselves as part of the solution, they build confidence, empathy, and 
leadership skills. It also reinforces that their voices and actions matter. Experiences like service projects, 
community partnerships, and youth-led initiatives help our members develop a sense of responsibility 
and connection to the neighborhood they are growing up in. 
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APPENDIX 1: FEDERAL PROGRAMS TO PREVENT HUNGER 
 

What is SNAP and why is it so important? 
“SNAP (Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program) is one of the most 
effective and efficient federal programs, as well as one of the most 
responsive, providing additional assistance to families during economic 
downturns. It’s also one of the most-needed: 42 million Americans rely on 
SNAP benefits to buy food each month, according to the USDA. Two-thirds of 

these SNAP benefits go to households with children. The SNAP program provides families living on low 
incomes with money to purchase food each month and serves about 41.7 million people monthly (FY 
2024). However, some individuals facing hunger may not qualify for SNAP due to income limits.  
 

WIC Program 
One of the largest and most effective federal nutrition programs is the Special 
Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC). 
WIC benefits are primarily for children under the age of five or women who 

are pregnant or breastfeeding. According to the latest figures from the USDA, in 2023, the WIC program 
provided benefits to more than 6 million people from households living on low incomes and served 39 
percent of all infants born in the United States.  
 
Through WIC, moms can get nutritious foods for their young children, as well as access to important 
services at WIC clinics, including nutrition education, counseling and referrals to local health and welfare 
agencies.  
 
Other federal programs that we know can make an enormous difference for kids living with hunger: 

• School Breakfasts- Making breakfast part of the regular school day, just like lunch, has a 
powerful effect on kids. That’s why we work with educators, political leaders and local 
nonprofits across the country to change the way schools serve breakfast. 

 

• Summer Meals- Millions of kids rely on school for regular meals. But in the summer, those 
meals disappear. No Kid Hungry is helping community leaders with the funding and know-how 
they need to start free summer meals sites, as well as advocating for needed changes to the 
national summer meals program. Currently, the national summer meals programs reach just a 
fraction of the children who need help when school is out of session. 

 

• Afterschool Meals-The Afterschool Meals Program, part of the Child and Adult Care Food 
Program (CACFP), helps kids get the nutritious meals they need in a safe, supervised location 
after the school day ends. This program is the newest federal child nutrition program, so No Kid 
Hungry is working to ensure that more kids, families and teachers know about it and are able to 
take advantage of it.” - Source: No Kid Hungry, Facts About Child Hunger in America 

 
 
 

 

https://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/supplemental-nutrition-assistance-program
https://www.nokidhungry.org/blog/five-facts-how-snap-helps-kids
https://www.nokidhungry.org/blog/five-facts-how-snap-helps-kids
https://www.nokidhungry.org/blog/what-is-wic-program-women-infants-and-children
https://www.nokidhungry.org/blog/what-is-wic-program-women-infants-and-children
https://www.nokidhungry.org/free-meal-finder
https://www.nokidhungry.org/who-we-are/hunger-facts
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https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/food-nutrition-assistance/food-security-in-the-us/key-statistics-graphics
https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/food-nutrition-assistance/food-security-in-the-us/definitions-of-food-security
https://aypf.org/blog/food-for-thought-how-food-insecurity-affects-a-childs-education/#:~:text=Food%20Security%2C%20Socio%2DEmotional%2C,or%20to%20have%20been%20suspended
https://www.feedingamerica.org/hunger-blog/teens-leading-charge-during-hunger-action-month

