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Introduction 
 

Food insecurity exists where households are unable to access 

enough food at all times for all members to have an active, 

healthy life. In the short-term, food insecurity is associated with 

poorer quality diets, particularly low in fruit and vegetables. In 

the long-term, food insecurity can adversely affect academic and 

economic performance, as well as mental and physical health. 

During the economic downturn from 2007-2009, food insecurity 

increased nationwide and remains especially high in low-income 

populations. In 2014, 37.4% of households living below 130% of 

the federal poverty level experienced food insecurity, compared 

to 14% of all US households (1). Running out of food before the 

end of the month is a common problem in food insecure 

households. Helping low-income families develop resource 

management skills to maximize use of their food assistance can 

improve food security and overall health outcomes. 

 

Description of Plan, Shop, Save, Cook   

During the economic crisis, families who were eligible for or on 

the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) had great 

concerns about their abilities to purchase healthy food options. 

To respond to their needs, activities were expanded and piloted 

based upon a lesson in Eating Smart Being Active curriculum. In 

the four, one-hour Plan, Shop, Save and 

Cook lessons, participants learn the 

benefits of planning ahead for meals, 

using food labels to choose healthy foods, 

comparing prices, and helpful cooking tips 

to save time. Each class includes 

discussion and skill-building activities, 

such as creating a menu based on MyPlate, 

writing a shopping list, locating and 

understanding items on the nutrition facts 

label, and identifying the lowest cost food 

option by using unit pricing. During the series, participants taste 

low-cost healthy foods and receive recipes to try at home. The 

University of California SNAP-Ed program, known as UC CalFresh, 

began delivering Plan, Shop, Save, Cook statewide in 2011. 

Results 

 Table 1: Participant Characteristics (n=3744, 2011-13)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Discussion and Conclusions 

From 2011-2013, a UC CalFresh pre-post evaluation 

study in adults completing PSSC (n=3,744) found 

significant improvements in resource management 

skills (Fig1). More than a third increased their food 

security, as measured by not running out of food 

before the end of the month. Participants who 

received federal food assistance through the 

CalFresh program and made greater improvements 

in their resource skills reported the greatest 

reduction in food insecurity (Fig 2). Focus groups in 

2013 (n= 54 PSSC participants) suggested that food-

related behavior changes are sustained beyond the 

end of the PSSC classes. The findings also revealed 

that other changes in cooking practices and food 

purchases, not captured in the current pre-post 

evaluation survey, may have occurred. 

Supplementing the pre-post survey with additional 

questions and conducting a longer term follow-up 

may be useful to determine more fully the impact of 

UC CalFresh. Due to the size and diversity of low-

income populations in California, these applied 

evaluation studies are useful to guide practice and 

policies related to options for improving the food 

security and diet quality of low-income participants 

in US Department of Agriculture food assistance 

programs. 

 

Funded by the UC CalFresh Nutrition Education Program; Support 

for UC advisors and specialist through UC ANR. 

Methods   
 

In 15 California counties, UC CalFresh educators recruited SNAP or SNAP-eligible participants for the Plan, Shop 

Save, Cook four lesson series, delivered over a one-month period. From 2011-2013, participants (n=3744) 

completed the pre- and post evaluation tool at the beginning of lesson one and at the end of the lesson four.  The 

tool included six resource management items and one food security item with a 5-option Likert-type response: 

1=Never; 2=Seldom; 3=Sometimes; 4=Most of the time; and 5=Always.  A resource management scale was created 

by summing the pre-post change in six behaviors, including planning meals, shopping with a list, comparing prices, 

reading food labels, thinking about healthy food choices, and eating a variety of foods (Cronbach's alpha=0.75).   

Pre-post change in food insecurity was also calculated, based on the item: "How often  do you run out of food 

before the end of the month?”  Using SAS for Windows (version 9.30), the signed rank test was used to examine  

pre-post changes in each of the seven items. Analysis of variance, controlling for race, ethnicity, age,  gender and 

year, was used to compare program response among  CalFresh and CalFresh-eligible participants. The University of 

California at Davis Institutional Review Board (IRB) approved protocol for this study. 
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Prevalence of Food Insecurity in 
California

2002-04 2009-11 2012-14

12.4 % 16.2% 13.5%

Source: Coleman-Jensen et al. Household Food Security in the US, 2014
Economic Research Service, ERR-194, Sept 2015

Though food insecurity has decreased since 
the 2007-8 recession, current rates are still 
significantly higher now than 10 years ago. 

US Trends in Food Insecurity, 2000-2014

Figure 1: Percent of adults  who used 

skills more often after Plan, Shop, Save, 

Cook classes (n=3744, 2011-13)
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Figure 2: Percent of adults who run out of 

food during the month (n=3744, 2011-13)
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Participants Report Sustained Behavior Change: 

 

“I would just buy food, but did not look at labels. Eating was not 

important before. I’m taking it seriously now. I don’t feel sluggish 

anymore - now I have a lot more energy.” Male, San Mateo 

 

“(the lessons) changed how I planned everything. Gave me a lot of 

good information.” Female, San Joaquin  

 % (n) 

Age 

< 17 yrs. 

18-59 yrs. 

60 yrs. and older 

 

 
 

 

0.9 (37) 

89.1 (3339) 

9.8 (368) 

Gender 

Female 

 
 

 

74 (1043) 

Race 

Non-Hispanic White 

Black 

Asian 

Am Indian/Alaskan 

Ethnicity: Hispanic 

 

 
 

 

23.6 (882) 

8.3 (310) 

2.7 (100) 

4.6 (171) 

65.1 (2440) 

CalFresh (SNAP) recipient 57.5 (2154) 


