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BACKGROUND

Food insecurity rates 2023 in NJ:

* 11.7% overall population’
* 13.5% of children?

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP):
* Largest federal nutrition assistance program
 Administered by the USDA Food and Nutrition Service (FNS)
 2022: 9% of NJ residents were enrolled in SNAP
* NJDepartment of Human Services is state administrator
 Managed locally by each county’s Board of Social Services
* SNAP Navigators available in all counties

Schools:

* National School Lunch Program (NSLP)
* Academic and community support
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BACKGROUND

SNAP Gap:

« Gap between those éligible to enrol/ in SNAP and those actively
enrolled in SNAP3

« Nationwide average of 18% of those eligible not receiving
benefits*

* NJ average: 19%
« NJ ALICE population: 28%

* In 2019, 46% of SNAP recipients were children®

* SNAP Gap percentage can be deceiving based on county population:
 Essex nty: over 76% participation, but number of residents

not participating almost 34,600

 Hunterdon County: 27.8% participation, about 6,500 residents
not participating®
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SNAP GAP PROJECT

Collaboration with & funding from the
NJ Office of Food Security Advocate

' Office of the
\ ’ Food Security Advocate

* Exploratory study to examine perceptions of
SNAP and learn why eligible individuals do
not apply

* Focus population: families with children
who qualify for the free and reduced-price
school meal program

* Project beganin early 2023

NEW
JERSEY

2025

Rutgers IRB Protocol 2023000458
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Cooperative Extension Coaperating Agencies: Rutgers, The State University of New Jersey, U.S. Department of Agriculture, and Boards of County Commissioners. Rutgers Cooperative
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PROJECT BREAKDOWN

Year 1: $600,000

Early 2023
6 school districts
Short project year
Pilot methods

2023-2024

Year 2: $600,000

12 school districts

Start to look at
school meals

Additional data
collection

Year 3: $700,000

2024-2025
15 school districts

Investigate CEP
decisions at
schools




SCHOOL RECRUITMENT

Enrolled Student’s Demographics in Focus Schools
Compared to New Jersey: 2021-2022
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Figure 1: Enrolled Student's Demographics in Focus Schools Compared to New Jersey: 2021-2022,

Source: NJDHS, 2021-22 Data. (Values less than 5% are not labeled).

*School has community eligibilty to recieve Free and/or Reduced Lunch.

Enrolled Students Participating in Free or Reduced Meals in
Focus Schools Compared to New Jersey: 2021-2022
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Year 1: 2023

RUTGERS UNIVERSITY
Cooperative Extension
New Jersey Agricultural Experiment Station



METHODS

YEAR ONE: 2022-2023
6 School Districts

Caregiver Focus Groups J

SNAP Administrator Interviews}

SNAP Promotional Events }




FOCUS GROUP FINDINGS

v' Awareness & Understanding of SNAP

e Alternative names “l was broke, and what are my
options? | went down there and

*  Word of mouth/informal communication  ,,ieq for weifare because my

* Perceptions of eligibility and benefits cousin told me you can get it.
v Applying for SNAP That’s how | found out about it.”

* Heard of bad experiences with applying

¢ Stigma with documentation “I have been separated from [my

* Timeline daughter’s] father for 20 years,

. . . but | need information from him,
¢ Onlme appllcatlon what for? He and | are not

* Inperson interactions together. He has his life with
* Miscommunication about documents another [partner].

“If you decide to go to the office to apply, you can spend all day and still not get it done -
you need to take off from work and you don’t even know if you are going to get to talk to

someone or going to qualify.”
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FOCUS GROUP FINDINGS

“When I didn’t have SNAP, | thought about
v Expe riences Usi ng SNAP quantity over quality when | was shopping. Now |

Helpfulin times of need geta variety offoods.
Benefits cliff “My wife and | fight less because we don’t have

Access to retailers to go into ‘bill money’to buy food.”

CcOVID-19 “The more you do for yourself, the less

v" Schools and SNAP they are willing to help you.

Schools have other priorities Fm more broke now that! have a job
. . than | was when | was unemployed.

Source of trusted information

“| believe that the Pandemic made it easier for

* Central location for navigators families to receive assistance. | know some

° privacy is paramount people who applied before and they'were
denied. But during COVID, everybody got it very
easily.”

“We already have to fill out lots of information at the
beginning of the school yeatr... | think they could also add
something about SNAP (and what to do to see if you) can
qualify. They should throw that in that in the same package
(of information) so that everyone is aware.”

“If schools know you are on SNAP that
could become a strike againstyou if CPS
(Child Protective Services) gets involved.”



SNAP ADMINISTRATOR FINDINGS

v Program Successes

Afford nutritious food
Assistance during COVID-19
Permanent changes

v" Program Challenges

Administrative
Outdated internal systems
Delays in verification documents

v" Applicant Challenges

Federal Poverty Level
Lack of retailers
Insufficient information

v" Schools

No prior connection
Provide information
Knowledgeable staff

“Ithink the biggest success of SNAP is really
helping and ensuring people get healthier food,
they can use itto buy stuff that they typically
wouldn’t be able to afford and have healthier
lifestyles...”

“The actual system that we put information into is
very, very old. It’s not web based, you can’tjust
hover over something and find out what certain
things mean, things like that. You have to know

what codes mean. Another problem is getting a lot
of the systems to speak to each other. We have a
separate system for this, and we have a system for
that.”

“In light of the heavy volume of those whom we’re
currently servicing, | don’t know if it would be
feasible for us when we’re so busy right now...we
have to service the population who are currently
in front of us. We have to balance where our
resources should be expended.”



PROMOTIONAL ACTIVITIES

“Our community now possesses a deeper understanding of SNAP’s impact on individuals

and families facing economic challenges. This increased awareness has fostered a strong sense of
community building and support around food and nutrition issues.... Moreover, the project has
played a pivotal role in reducing stigma associated with accessing SNAP benefits, promoting

empathy and understanding among community members.”

“Ourteam learned a great deal about [SNAP] program registration and
participation barriers.... We have decided to include the flyer with the
QR code with the free and reduced lunch applications that are mailed
home in August. We plan to continue sharing this information at Back -

to-School nights, parent workshops and... through the PTA.”

Apply for -

SNAP
| BENEFITS [



Year 2:
2023 - 2024
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METHODS

YEAR TWO: 2023-2024
12 School Districts

Caregiver Focus Groups }

School Administrator Interviews

SNAP Promotional Events

Caregiver Surveys

School Staff Surveys




FOCUS GROUP FINDINGS

Four major themes emerged: “It helps a lot. Regarding the budget. You
1. SNAP is beneficial in times of can buy more fruits and meat, which are
sometimes the most expensive things.”
need
2. Areas in need when applying for , '
) “If you decide to go to the office to apply, you
SNAP: can spend all day and still not get it done -
a) Knowledge and understanding you need to take off from work and you don’t

even know if you are going to getto talk to

b) Miscommunication or lack of _ _
someone or going to qualify.”

communication
c) Application processing
d) Immigration concerns
3. Schools can be helpful with SNAP

promotion and awareness

“They specify, low-income families,
it's more like noincome.”

4. Commun ity feedback provides “They don’t answer the phone; you could leave
ers like 50 messages, and they won’t call you
opportu.n ities for engagement & back... | don’t think it matters what time you
suggestions callthem. No one ever answers.



SCHOOL ADMINISTRATOR FINDINGS

v Communication

v
v
v

Partnerships
Promotion

Recommendations

“l go outside every day during dismissal and I'm out
there every morning...talking with parents and that
works a lot [better] than just handing them a flyer.
Because when I hand them the flyer and | speak to them,
they'll engage with me versus seeingitin their child's
book bag and they'll just put it to the side.”

“These efforts not only provided vital supportto families
who need it most, but also brought together community
groups within [the district], fostering a sense of
community around food and nutrition issues”

“Ithink the thing that's helped us is that anybody who's talking about it, we're like
groceries are ridiculously expensive. Like if you can get help, why wouldn't you? So we've
kind of normalized how ridiculous it is right now and then that's made it easier, right?”

“So I think at a school level, if people were trained, not just given a task, but trained like the order process,
how this comes from the state all the way down. How it affects everyone so that we understand so that
when a parent does come speak to us because they're not speaking to the state then we're more informed

to like help them. Versus me being like, | don't know, ma‘am, did you fill this out? That's all | know.”



FINDINGS

SNAP PROMOTION PILOT PROJECTS

EVENTS PARTICIPANTS
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SURVEY FINDINGS

Caregiver and School Staff Results

SNAP:
* 30% of staff and 45% of caregivers expressed concern
over privacy if applying for SNAP at school
* 68% of caregivers would be comfortableto do it
* 85% of staff agree that schools should do whatever they
can to increase health of families
* 35% of staff have promoted SNAP
* 66% are interested in doing itin the future
School Meals:
* 80% of caregivers that completed NSLP application
agreed that it was very or somewhat easy
* 78% would apply through a statewide portal



SURVEY FINDINGS

Caregiver retrospective post survey:
* Results across all variables demonstrated statistically

sighificant changes in knowledge levels (p-valueless than 0.001)
* Knowledge of:
* SNAP benefits
 SNAP eligibility
* Whereto apply for SNAP
* Whereto find help applying for SNAP

 Schools play an important role as a source of SNAP
iInformation
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RUTGERS SCHOOL MEAL AND
SNAP DUAL ENROLLMENT
PILOT PROJECT

Year 3:
2024 - 2025
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METHODS

YEAR THREE: 2024-2025
15 School Districts

~

Staff Training

J

Caregiver Pre & Post Su rveys\

\

CEP Interviews

J

SNAP Promotional Activities \




STAFF TRAINING

Collaboration with Hunger Free NJ

* Based on school administrator feedback
* Two sessions offered

* Focus on federal nutrition programs
 Share successes from previous years

* Posted on SNAP Gap website for viewing
* 13 of 15 schools attended live

School Meal and SNAP Dual Enroliment Pilot Project

Helping every student eat wedl 10 loarm well!




STAFF TRAINING FINDINGS

Six of the 13 schools completed post survey

* 83% had better understanding of SNAP

* 67% increased understanding of connection between
SNAP, School Meals, and Summer EBT

* 66% now know who SNAP navigators are

 83% were clear about the purpose of the project

* 100% know who to reach out to with questions about
the project

Income Eligibility




Recommendations
& Next Steps
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RECOMMENDATIONS

SNAP Promotion
* Streamline NJ SNAP website

Partner with community agencies to disseminate accurate information
Continue social media promotion

Promote initiatives that create awareness in a stigma-free & culturally
sensitive way

Follow best practices of some counties: extended hours, incentives for
bilingual employees

SNAP Processes

VAG
% -

Increase number of staff dedicated to promoting SNAP and supporting
application process

Temporary funding for counties with large backlogs

Review verification documentation requirements

Engage participants for further feedback

Training for staff

SNAP in Schools

Include SNAP information with NSLP applications
Continue partnerships with SNAP Navigators




INFORMATION DISSEMINATION

Presentations & Poster Sessions

* Society for Nutrition Education and Behavior Conference, 2024

* Urban Food Systems Symposium, 2024
* Epsilon Sigma Phi, Alpha Xi Annual Meeting, 2024
* American Public Health Association Annual Meeting, 2024

* Northeast Urban Extension Leaders Conference, 2024

* Rutgers Cooperative Extension Conference, 2023

* NJ Office of the Food Security Advocate Working Session, 2023

» State of the Food Systems Summit, 2023

Publications

* SNAP Promotion in Schools Fact Sheet

e 2023 SNAP Gap Report

* Urban Food Systems Symposium Proceedings

Abstract

Community Feedback Loop
* 2023 event at Rutgers

* Mailers to residents in the participating school

districts
* Back-to-school events

Rutgers SNAP Gap Project

Building Stronger Communities Through Food Security

Visit the website to learn more & share your thoughts on the project!

This project explored the perceived barriers and strategies to
increase SNAP ﬁamcnpatlon in families enrolled in free and
reduced-cost school meals to develop recommendations on
how schools can increase SNAP awareness and participation

among caregivers while also decreasing stigma.

Project Impact

®:
Focus

Groups

34
SNAP-Promoting
Events

Our sincere thanks go to the focus group participants
and i ig their honest feedback

o:
Focus

Group

Participants

8,808
People Reached

Through Events

Funded by NJDA & NJ
Cooperating Agencies: Rutgers, Th
v

ood Security Advocate
of New Jersey,

‘‘‘‘‘‘‘

Visit our Website!
Check out what we are doing {4
this year & share feedback!

go.rutgers.edu/snapgap




STATE IMPACT

Rutgers Research Team

* Presented to the speaker of the NJ General
Assembly

* Report review with NJ Department of Human
Services & Division of Family Development

* |Introduction meeting to new Deputy
Commissioner of Social Services

* Upcoming review with Deputy & Assistant
Commissioners

Office of Food Security Advocate
* Reports to the Governor
e Shares updates with the DHS Commissioner
* Focused on streamlining systems
* Introduction to the NJ Office of Innovation
* Strategic plan for Universal School Meals




LESSONS LEARNED

School Recruitment
* Patience and timing
* Find a champion

Reporting Findings
* Present objectively
* Be straightforward

Political Climate
e Stay current, positive, and proactive
* Be flexible

Stay focused!
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Jennifer Salt Taylor, RDN, CHES

jennifer.taylor@rutgers.edu
973-305-5746

Thank you!

Our sincere thanks go to the focus group participants
and interviewees for their honest feedback, the readers
of the report for reviewing our findings, and to the NJ
Department of Agriculture for its generous support.

SNAP Gap Website
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