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About This Report 

Food insecurity is a significant public health problem. If left unaddressed, it can lead to long-
term negative outcomes for population health. There are gaps in how food insecurity is currently 
measured and mapped across Los Angeles County, which prior work suggests may lead to 
undercounting of individuals experiencing or at risk for food insecurity. Using publicly available 
datasets, this study sought to better understand the scope of food insecurity in LA County with a 
particular focus on the Westside Food Bank (WSFB) service area, and toward the goal to most 
effectively target program design and investments. In particular, we wanted to answer three 
research questions which were developed based on conversations with WSFB: 1) How can food 
insecurity be measured and conceptualized more broadly, given that most food insecurity metrics 
are collected at household level, and typically reported at county- and state-levels? 2) Who is 
food insecure in LA County and in WSFB’s service area? And 3) What population needs should 
be considered in planning food distribution? Findings from this study will be of interest to 
WSFB’s leadership and Board of Directors, but may also interest more broadly philanthropists, 
public and private social service providers, policymakers, and legislators in LA County and 
California. 

Community and Environmental Policy Program 
RAND Social and Economic Well-Being is a division of the RAND Corporation that seeks to 

actively improve the health and social and economic well-being of populations and communities 
throughout the world. This research was conducted in the Community Health and Environmental 
Policy Program within RAND Social and Economic Well-Being. The program focuses on such 
topics as infrastructure, science and technology, community design, community health 
promotion, migration and population dynamics, transportation, energy, and climate and the 
environment, as well as other policy concerns that are influenced by the natural and built 
environment, technology, and community organizations and institutions that affect well-being. 
For more information, email chep@rand.org. Questions about this report should be directed to 
palimaru@rand.org. 
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Funding for this research was provided through gifts from RAND supporters and income 

from operations.  

mailto:chep@rand.org
mailto:palimaru@rand.org


  iv 

Acknowledgments 
We would like to thank Ariella Korn and Julia Caldwell for their thoughtful review and 

feedback on the development of this report. We also thank Viking Lounge for the visual 
production design.  
  



  v 

Contents 

About This Report .......................................................................................................................... iii	
Figures and Tables ......................................................................................................................... vi	
Defining and Mapping Social Vulnerability as a Proxy for Food Insecurity in Los Angeles 

County ....................................................................................................................................... 1	
Introduction ............................................................................................................................................... 1	
Results ....................................................................................................................................................... 6	
Conclusion and Recommendations ......................................................................................................... 26	

Appendix A: Methodology ............................................................................................................ 29	
A.1. Background and overview ............................................................................................................... 29	
A.2. Stage 1 ............................................................................................................................................. 29	
A.3. Stage 2: Identification of publicly available survey data ................................................................ 30	
A.4. Stage 3: Analysis Plan ..................................................................................................................... 32	

Abbreviations ................................................................................................................................ 43	
References ..................................................................................................................................... 44	

  



  vi 

Figures and Tables 

Figures 
Figure 1. Service Area for Westside Food Bank Relative to Other Regions of LA County ........... 4	
Figure 2. Overview of the Social Vulnerability Index .................................................................... 7	
Figure 3. Relative Socio-Economic Vulnerability at Census Tract Level .................................... 10	
Figure 4. Tracts That Are Most Vulnerable with Respect to Socio-Economic Status .................. 11	
Figure 5. Relative Vulnerability by Household Characteristics .................................................... 12	
Figure 6. Tracts That Are Most Vulnerable with Respect to Household Characteristics ............. 13	
Figure 7. Spread of Racial and Ethnic Minority Groups at Census Tract Level ........................... 14	
Figure 8. Tracts with High Racial and Ethnic Minority Populations ............................................ 15	
Figure 9. Relative Vulnerability by Housing Type and Transportation ........................................ 16	
Figure 10. Tracts That Are Most Vulnerable with Respect to Housing and Transportation ........ 17	
Figure 11. Cumulative Social Vulnerability Index by Census Tract ............................................ 18	
Figure 12. Tracts That Are Most Vulnerable with Respect to Social Vulnerability Index ........... 19	
Figure 13. Cumulative Social Vulnerability Index by Census Tract, with Plots of LA County 

Schools Where More Than 40% of Students Are Eligible for Free and Reduced-Price Meals
 ............................................................................................................................................... 20	

Figure 14. Cumulative Social Vulnerability Index by Census Tract, with Plots of WSFB’s 
Current Partner Agencies That Distribute Food .................................................................... 21	

Figure 15. Cumulative Social Vulnerability Index by Census Tract, with Plots of Agencies That 
Provide Food to Their Clients ............................................................................................... 22	

Figure 16. Cumulative Social Vulnerability Index by Census Tract, with Plots of County and 
City Public Libraries ............................................................................................................. 23	

Figure 17. 2022 Point-in-Time Homeless Count for LA County as Total Density per Square Mile
 ............................................................................................................................................... 24 

Tables 
Table 1. Population Characteristics for LA County and Westside Food Bank’s Area by Social 

Vulnerability Index Variables ................................................................................................. 8	
Table A.1. Search Syntax Approach with Sample Keywords ....................................................... 34	
Table A.2. Abstraction Field Definitions ...................................................................................... 35	
Table A.3. Publicly Available Sources of Data Used to Compile the Database ........................... 38	
Table A.4.  Publicly Available Datasets ....................................................................................... 39	
Table A.5.  Social Vulnerability Index Variables (Adapted from the Social Vulnerability Index 

Data Dictionary) .................................................................................................................... 40	



  1 

Defining and Mapping Social Vulnerability as a Proxy for Food 
Insecurity in Los Angeles County 

Introduction 

Why does food insecurity matter in public health? 

Food insecurity is a complex socio-economic experience.1 Understanding and accurately 
measuring food insecurity matters because of its significant impact on health outcomes. In 
children, food insecurity is associated with anemia, poor nutrition, cognitive problems, and 
poorer general and oral health;2-7 while in adults it is associated with poor nutrition, diabetes, and 
overall poor physical and mental health.8-12  

In 2021, about 34 million Americans—or one out of every ten—were experiencing food 
insecurity or lacking consistent access to enough food for an active, healthy life.13 Among 
Americans who are deemed to be food insecure, almost a third report very low food security.14 
Further, food insecurity is more likely to affect (a) African American and Hispanic households; 
(b) households headed by individuals who are never married, divorced, or separated; (c) 
households of renters; and (d) households headed by individuals with lower educational 
attainment.15 In 2022, it was estimated that nearly a quarter of all households in Los Angeles 
County (LA County) experienced food insecurity over the past 12 months, which represented an 
increase of 7 percentage points from the previous year.16   

Why we may be undercounting food insecurity? 

The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) utilizes two definitions of food 
insecurity where food insecurity occurs when people have limited or uncertain access to enough 
food because they lack economic resources: (1) low food security, defined as a reduction in the 
quality, variety, or desirability of diet with little or no indication of reduced food intake; and (2) 
very low food security, indicating disruptions in eating patterns and reductions in food intake.17 
The survey module used by the USDA (and most researchers) to gauge food insecurity across the 
U.S. captures aspects such as 1) anxiety about household food supplies (i.e., food access); 2) 
perceptions that the quality or quantity of accessible food is not adequate (food access); 3) 
adults’ reduced food intake (food utilization); and 4) reduced food intake for children (food 
utilization).18 Notably, USDA distinguishes between food insecurity, as a household-level socio-
economic indicator, and hunger, which it defines as “the uneasy or painful sensation caused by 
lack of food,” thus an individual-level physiological condition that is a consequence of food 
insecurity.19 
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Every December the USDA administers the Current Population Survey-Food Security 
Supplement (CPS-FSS) which is a nationally representative survey providing food insecurity 
estimates in the prior 12 months. However, recent work suggests that such estimates drawing on 
one-time self-reported assessments over the past 12 months may in fact undercount food 
insecurity, due to bias in how respondents recall their experiences over the year and socio-
cultural norms among those earning higher incomes.20  One of the reasons why measurement of 
retrospective food insecurity typically occurs at a single point in time over one year is that it may 
be cost-effective. CPS-FSS also includes a module of questionnaire items with a reference period 
of the prior 30 days. However, food insecurity is episodic, and the prevalence is lower with the 
shorter reference period than annual rates.21 Finally, CPS-FSS estimates are only available at the 
state level. 

Other available metrics include Feeding America’s Map the Meal Gap, which uses the state-
level prevalence of the USDA’s CPS-FSS measure to calculate county-level food security 
estimates.22 In addition to food insecurity, it also includes food expenditure estimates among 
people who are food insecure and food secure.23 To our knowledge county-level estimates of 
food insecurity are the most geographically granular available publicly. 

Other challenges to measuring food insecurity 

It is not only the frequency and geographic granularity of such measurements that may be 
problematic. The misalignment between the content of the survey scales that are often used and 
the complexity of food insecurity as a phenomenon may also contribute to either undercounting 
or misunderstanding how food insecurity or food poverty manifests itself.1 For example, there 
have been robust discussions regarding the utility of how the federal poverty line has been 
determined for the last five decades, and what that means for how we understand the scope of 
poverty in the U.S.24,25 The federal poverty level is the minimum level of household resources 
adequate to meet basic needs defined as three times the cost of a food diet from 1963 (in today’s 
prices).25 The poverty threshold does not  account for government benefits or necessary expenses 
like taxes. Nor does it account for state level differences in housing costs.  

Moreover, prior work identified dimensions of food insecurity which are not consistently 
captured, including financial means to buy food, existence of food stores or other points of 
distribution, proximity to food supply points, individual functioning related to nutritional status, 
health outcomes related to food safety, social support, culturally acceptable diets, and frequency 
of food insecurity experiences.1 Another body of work argues that a more complete 
understanding of food insecurity should account for nutritional adequacy (“limited or uncertain 
availability of nutritionally adequate and safe foods or limited or uncertain ability to acquire 
acceptable foods in socially acceptable ways”) and nutrition security (“having consistent access, 
availability, and affordability of foods and beverages that promote well-being and prevent (and if 
needed, treat) disease”).26   
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Finally, it is important to note that when seeking to use food insecurity metrics to inform 
policy or procedures, practitioners ought to consider carefully how to match a measure to its 
practical purpose, for instance, targeting food aid, screening at-risk households for intervention, 
monitoring changes in food security status over time, monitoring program utilization, evaluating 
programs and policies, or advocacy.18  

Other unique considerations of food insecurity in California  

In California, understanding the breadth and depth of food insecurity has become even more 
important in the context of Senate Bill 1383, which beginning with January 1, 2022 has 
mandated food recovery and redistribution to organizations such as food banks, food pantries, 
and social service agencies with capacity to distribute food.27 Although this is primarily a climate 
policy that aims to address food waste and methane gas emissions, it has the potential to 
stimulate higher volumes of food donations available to be redistributed to those who need it. 
Thus, having a clearer understanding of who is likely to experience food insecurity and where 
the needs are, can help food recovery and redistribution organizations to better target their 
infrastructure and resources to help reduce the number of people who are food insecure. For 
example, evidence suggests that in addition to low-income households,28,29 food insecurity 
should also be measured among college students,30-32 families with children and youths,33-35 low-
income pregnant women and new mothers,36 seniors,37 people experiencing housing 
insecurity,34,38,39 people experiencing homelessness,40 people with disabilities,41 veterans,42 
active military service families,43 and justice-impacted populations.26 

Westside Food Bank 

Westside Food Bank (WSFB) in LA County was founded in 1981, bringing together several 
social service agencies in a collective effort to more efficiently handle food purchases, 
collections and distributions.44 Their mission is to provide free nutritious food to those in need in 
order to end hunger in the communities they serve.44 WSFB’s service area is centered on the 
West side of LA County, but also covering parts of Central and South LA, South Bay, and the 
San Fernando Valley (see Figure 1 below). They currently have a network of just over 60 partner 
agencies that, in 2022, helped distribute food to 72,000 households throughout this service 
area.44 A 2021 study examined food insecurity levels among households within a section of 
WSFB’s service area (known in LA County as Service Planning Area 5), and found that only 
18% of households below 300% of the federal poverty level were food insecure before the 
COVID-19 pandemic.45 While this represented some of the lowest levels of food insecurity in 
LA County at the time, the study indicated there may be some pockets of higher food 
insecurity.45 These data suggest a complex picture of population risk of food insecurity that 
needs to be well understood to meaningfully inform WSFB’s future service planning.  
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Figure 1. Service Area for Westside Food Bank Relative to Other Regions of LA County 

 
 

Study Goal 

Using publicly available datasets, this study sought to better understand the potential scope of 
food insecurity in LA County with a particular focus on the WSFB service area, and toward the 
goal to most effectively target program design and investments by WSFB. Our research 
questions were developed based on conversations with WSFB: 
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1. Using existing evidence, how can food insecurity be measured and conceptualized more 
broadly, given that most food insecurity metrics are collected at household level, and 
typically reported at county- and state-levels? 

2. Who is food insecure in Los Angeles County and in WSFB’s service area, highlighting 
any distinct unmet population needs? 

3. What are other aspects of population food needs to consider, such as age or culture, place 
and time of food distribution points? 

To answer these questions, we first conducted an environmental scan of food insecurity 
measurement approaches to understand measurement challenges and the potential for using an 
expanded menu of proxy measures for a more comprehensive understanding of how many 
individuals may be experiencing or are at risk of food insecurity. In this first stage we also 
assembled a database of organizations that could be good candidates to help distribute food in 
LA County (e.g., libraries,  social service agencies), using publicly available information.  Next, 
we reviewed and identified a group of publicly available datasets that could be used to answer 
our research questions. In the final stage, we used data from these publicly available datasets to 
map risk factors for food insecurity and types of populations that may be at risk, as well as an 
expanded network of food distribution points within and outside WSFB’s service area. A more 
detailed discussion of the methods can be found in Appendix A (at the end of this report).  
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Methods Overview 

Brief environmental scan 
We examined peer-reviewed and grey literature (such as organizational or procedural reports) to identify how food 
insecurity has been defined and measured in the US. 
 
Providers Database 
We developed a providers database using publicly available websites. We focused on food providers and other 
potential organizations that could distribute food, such as public libraries. We also included the providers listed on 
WSFB’s website. 
 
Available Survey Instruments 
Our team identified a range of publicly available datasets that could be used to answer our research questions.  
 
• Social Vulnerability Index. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and Agency for Toxic 

Substances and Disease Registry Social Vulnerability Index (CDC/ATSDR SVI or simply SVI, hereafter) was 
created by the ATSDR’s Geospatial Research, Analysis, & Service Program. The goal of the SVI is to 
identify and map communities that will most likely need support before, during, and after a hazardous event. 
The SVI reflects the relative vulnerability of every U.S. Census tract by ranking tracts on 16 social factors, 
including unemployment, racial and ethnic minority status, and disability, and further groups them into four 
related themes. We used the SVI 2020 based on the American Community Survey (ACS), 2016-2020 (5-
year) data. 

 
• Common Core of Data. The Common Core of Data (CCD) is the Department of Education’s primary 

database on public elementary and secondary education in the United States. This national statistical 
program annually collects and compiles administrative data from state education agencies covering the 
universe of all public elementary and secondary schools and school districts. We used for school year 2020-
2021 data.  

 
Social Vulnerability Index Analysis 
To develop our understanding of the potential geographic spread of food insecurity in Los Angeles County using 
proxy measures, we aggregated descriptive statistics for each core variable in the SVI dataset to the state, county, 
and the WSFB service area using the R programming language in RStudio. 
 
Common Core Analysis 
To identify schools serving families with high need, we created an indicator that reflects schools where 40% or 
more of the students were eligible for free or reduced-price lunch. 
 
Data Visualization 
Finally, to have a visual understanding of food insecurity and food provision gaps across the County, and in 
WSFB’s service area, we uploaded our data files to Mapline® and Tableau® to map population vulnerability and 
relevant organizational plots throughout the County. 

Results 
The results we present in this section are based on the estimates provided by the Social 

Vulnerability Index (SVI)46 (see Appendix A at the end for a detailed discussion of 
methodology). The SVI dataset included estimates based on the American Community Survey 
data from 2016 through 2020. While this is a slight limitation, because the data may obscure 
more recent changes in vulnerability following the COVID-19 pandemic, the tradeoff is the 
granularity that these data offer. The SVI scores and ranks each individual U.S. Census tract 
based on 16 social factors.46 (See Figure 2 below for an overview of the SVI). This involves a 
complex mechanism, but in essence, each geographical Census tract is first scored on each of 
these 16 variables. These individual variable scores are combined to determine the broader theme 
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scores. Then in turn, the variable scores are also consolidated into a single score of overall social 
vulnerability for each tract. Each tract’s overall score can then be compared to California’s 8,057 
other tracts, giving it a relative vulnerability ranking compared to other tracts in the state.  

Figure 2. Overview of the Social Vulnerability Index 

 

Table 1 summarizes population characteristics for LA County and for WSFB’s service area 
by the 16 variables in the SVI grouped within one of the four SVI themes. The WSFB service 
area was determined by sub-setting the dataset for the appropriate Service Planning Areas (SPA) 
(which are planning and administrative units within LA County), Supervisory Assembly Districts 
(SAD), and select zip codes provided to us by the WSFB. Currently, the WSFB serves all of SPA 
5, parts of SPA 8, 4, and 6, as well as SAD 51, 55, 61 and parts of SAD 57, 42. However, due to 
the lack of granularity in the geographical indicators used to define WSFB’s service area (e.g., 
we did not have a list of the Census tracts covered by this area), we included the entirety of each 
relevant SPA and SAD in our estimates for the WSFB service area, which is reflected in the right 
half of Table 1 (last 4 columns). 

These descriptive estimates suggest that some indicators of vulnerability may be slightly 
elevated for WSFB’s service area compared to LA County overall. In the table we highlight 
where the difference is at least one percentage point higher for the WSFB area, which includes 
living below 150% of the poverty line, housing cost burden, no high school diploma, higher 
proportion of Black or African American residents, multi-unit structures, crowding, and having 
no vehicle.  
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Table 1. Population Characteristics for LA County and Westside Food Bank’s Area by Social Vulnerability Index Variables  

 Los Angeles County WSFB Service Area 
 Mean % SD Min Max Mean % SD Min Max 

Theme 1 Socioeconomic Status 
Below 150% Poverty 23.8 14.5 0 94.6 25.8 15.8 0 94.6 
Unemployed 6.5 3.7 0 43.6 6.7 4.2 0 43.6 
Housing Cost Burden 37.4 14.1 0 82.6 38.8 14.4 0 72.1 
No High School Diploma 20.8 15.9 0 73.4 21.8 17.0 0 73.4 
No Health Insurance 9.2 6.2 0 50.1 10.1 6.9 0 50.1 
Theme 2 Household Characteristics 
Aged 65 & Older 13.8 6.4 0 53.2 13.3 6.7 0 53.2 
Aged 17 & Younger 21.1 7.0 0 44.9 20.4 7.9 0 44.7 
Civilian with a Disability 10.1 4.1 0 60.8 9.9 4.4 0 60.8 
Single-Parent Households 6.5 5.4 0 81.8 6.9 6.0 0 81.8 
English Language Proficiency 12.8 10.1 0 63.1 12.9 10.5 0 63.1 
Theme 3 Racial & Ethnic Minority Status 
Minority Race/Ethnicity 72.8 25.0 5.8 100.0 74.7 26.0 7.9 100.0 
Hispanic or Latino (any race) 47.0 28.6 0.1 100.0 46.6 29.1 1.2 99.6 
Black or African American 7.7 11.9 0 84.3 10.7 14.9 0 84.2 
Asian 14.5 16.0 0 87.2 13.6 15.0 0 79.9 
American Indian Alaska Native 0.1 0.5 0 8.3 0.1 0.4 0 5.5 
Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 0.2 0.7 0 7.7 0.2 0.7 0 7.7 
Two or More Races 2.6 2.6 0 21.3 2.8 2.7 0 21.3 
Other Races 0.3 1.0 0 22.6 0.4 1.0 0 16.4 
Theme 4 Housing Type & Transportation 
Multi-Unit Structures 24.7 26.1 0 100.0 28.1 28.1 0 100.0 
Mobile Homes 1.6 5.6 0 92.7 1.1 4.7 0 92.7 
Crowding 12.4 10.9 0 65.2 13.5 11.6 0 65.2 
No Vehicle 8.9 9.1 0 86.4 11.3 10.8 0 86.4 
Group Quarters 1.8 7.9 0 100.0 2.1 9.1 0 100.0 
Note: All statistics were derived from the CDC’s Social Vulnerability Index Database. Please see Appendix A for more detailed description of the dataset and 
how each variable was calculated. SD (Standard Deviation); Min (Minimum); Max (Maximum) 
Estimates in bold are at least one percentage point higher for WSFB’s service area than for LA County. We provide LA County estimates as context.  Whether 
the WSFB service area sample was different from LA County was not a research question, so we did not calculate statistically significant differences. 
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Mapping Social Vulnerability in LA County 

Below we present the visual mapping of vulnerability according to the four themes, from the 
CDC’s Social Vulnerability Index (SVI) data for California: socio-economic status, household 
characteristics, racial and ethnic minority status, and housing type and transportation. Although 
as part of our analysis we output density maps for each variable within each theme (Appendix 
B), there was insignificant visual difference among variables in each theme in terms of the 
geographic spread of vulnerability. Thus, in this report we only present cumulative visuals that 
map vulnerability by theme rather than by variable.  

The visuals (Figures 3, 5, 7 and 9) depict vulnerability at Census tract level, and each tract’s 
rankings are based on percentiles (relative to all tracts in California). The values in each 
percentile range from 0 to 1, where higher values (or more saturated colors) represent greater 
vulnerability. For each theme, the SVI also designates the greatest area of vulnerability as flags, 
which represent the most vulnerable 10% of the population (i.e., 90% percentile) (Figures 4, 6, 8 
and 10). 

The gray portion of each map represents either missing data for the given variable in that 
Census tract or filtered data if the total population of that tract falls below five percent of the 
mean total population of all Census tracts in the SVI dataset. The threshold was chosen to 
minimize instability in the population density maps and more accurately represent the 
vulnerability across LA County. 

Across all maps, the white border delineates WSFB’s service area more precisely, compared 
to the broader estimates in Table 1. 
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Figure 3 maps relative socio-economic vulnerability at Census tract level, summing 
percentile ranking for the variables in this theme, i.e., below 150% poverty, unemployed, 
housing cost burden, no high school diploma, and no health insurance. WSFB’s service area is 
within the white border, showing that socio-economic vulnerability is pre-dominant in the 
southern and eastern parts of the service area, with a few pockets of vulnerability towards the 
coast. It’s notable that there are significant concentrations of socio-economic vulnerability 
immediately outside WSFB’s current service area, along the eastern, northern, and southern 
borders.   

Figure 3. Relative Socio-Economic Vulnerability at Census Tract Level 
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Figure 4 highlights the tracts that are most vulnerable with respect to socio-economic status. 
For each of the five variables in the socio-economic theme, tracts are flagged if the people living 
there are in the top 10% of vulnerability (90th percentile), meaning they are more vulnerable than 
90% of Californians.  The overall flag value (0-5) reflects the cumulative number of variables 
within this theme that are in the top 10% of vulnerability in the state of California. More flags 
mean more vulnerability across all the variables in this theme, i.e., below 150% poverty, 
unemployed, housing cost burden, no high school diploma, and no health insurance. Within 
WSFB’s service area, the top 10% most vulnerable populations reside in the eastern and southern 
areas, with more concentrated top 10% vulnerability immediately outside the service area to the 
east, and a few pockets to the south and north.  

Figure 4. Tracts That Are Most Vulnerable with Respect to Socio-Economic Status 
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Figure 5 shows relative vulnerability by household characteristics, i.e., aged 65 and older, 
aged 17 and younger, civilian with a disability, single-parent households, and English language 
proficiency. WSFB’s service area is within the white border, showing that vulnerability by 
household characteristics is pre-dominant in the southern and eastern parts of the service area, 
with a few pockets of vulnerability towards the coast. Notably, there are significant 
concentrations of  vulnerability immediately outside WSFB’s current service area, along the 
eastern, northern, and southern borders. 

Figure 5. Relative Vulnerability by Household Characteristics 
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Figure 6 highlights the tracts that are most vulnerable with respect to household 
characteristics. For each of the five variables in the household characteristics theme, tracts are 
flagged if the people living there are in the top 10% of vulnerability (90th percentile), meaning 
they are more vulnerable than 90% of Californians.  For this theme, the overall flag value (0-4) 
reflects the cumulative number of variables within this theme that are in the top 10% of 
vulnerability in the state of California. More flags mean more vulnerability across all the 
variables in this theme, i.e., age 65 and older, age 17 and younger, civilian with a disability, 
single-parent households, and English language proficiency. Within WSFB’s service area, there 
are pockets of top 10% vulnerability in the central region, with more concentrated top 10% 
vulnerability immediately outside the service area to the east. 

Figure 6. Tracts That Are Most Vulnerable with Respect to Household Characteristics 
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Figure 7 maps the spread of racial and ethnic minority groups at Census tract level, summing 
percentile ranking for the variables in this theme, i.e., Hispanic or Latino (any race), Black or 
African American, Asian, American Indian Alaska Native, Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, 
two or more races, and other races. WSFB’s service area is within the white border, showing that 
racial and ethnic minority groups predominantly reside in the southern and eastern parts of the 
service area. Notably, more minority groups reside immediately outside WSFB’s current service 
area, along the eastern, northern, and southern borders. 

Figure 7. Spread of Racial and Ethnic Minority Groups at Census Tract Level 
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Figure 8 highlights the tracts with high racial and ethnic minority populations. Tracts are 
flagged if the people living there are in the top 10% of the racial and ethnic minority population 
(90th percentile), meaning they are more racially and ethnically diverse than 90% of Californians.   
For this theme, the top 10% flag was calculated discretely, relative to the non-white population, 
hence the 0-1 range. This means that tracts are either in the top 10% or they are not. Non-white 
populations include Hispanic or Latino (any race), Black or African American, Asian, American 
Indian Alaska Native, Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, two or more races, and other races. 

Figure 8. Tracts with High Racial and Ethnic Minority Populations 
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Figure 9 shows relative vulnerability by housing type and transportation at Census tract level, 
summing percentile ranking for the variables in this theme, i.e., multi-unit structures, mobile 
homes, crowding, no vehicle, and group quarters. WSFB’s service area is within the white 
border, showing that vulnerability by housing type and transportation is pre-dominant in the 
southern and eastern parts of the service area, with a few pockets of vulnerability towards the 
coast. Notably, there are significant concentrations of vulnerability immediately outside WSFB’s 
current service area, along the eastern, northern, and southern borders. 

Figure 9. Relative Vulnerability by Housing Type and Transportation 
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Figure 10 highlights the tracts that are most vulnerable with respect to housing and 
transportation. For each of the five variables in the housing and transportation theme, tracts are 
flagged if the people living there are in the top 10% of vulnerability (90th percentile), meaning 
they are more vulnerable than 90% of Californians. For the housing type and transportation 
theme, the overall flag value (0-5) reflects the cumulative number of variables within this theme 
that are in the top 10% of vulnerability in the state of California. More flags mean more 
vulnerability across all the variables in this theme, i.e., multi-unit structures, mobile homes, 
crowding, no vehicle, and group quarters. Within WSFB’s service area, there are pockets of top 
10% vulnerability in the northern and eastern region, with additional top 10% vulnerability 
immediately outside the service area to the east, and a few pockets to the north. 

Figure 10. Tracts That Are Most Vulnerable with Respect to Housing and Transportation 
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Figure 11 maps the cumulative Social Vulnerability Index by Census tract, which was 
calculated by summing the sums for each theme, ordering the tracts and then calculating overall 
percentile rankings. Thus, considering all four themes, socio-economic status, household 
characteristics, racial and ethnic minority status, and housing type and transportation, this figure 
shows high vulnerability in the eastern and southern parts of WSFB’s service area, with a few 
pockets towards the coast. Notably, there are significant concentrations of social vulnerability 
immediately outside WSFB’s current service area, along the eastern, northern, and southern 
borders. 

Figure 11. Cumulative Social Vulnerability Index by Census Tract 
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Figure 12 highlights the tracts that are most vulnerable with respect to Social Vulnerability 
Index. For each of the twelve variables across the four themes (socio-economic status, household 
characteristics, racial and ethnic minority status, and housing type and transportation), tracts are 
flagged if the people living there are in the top 10% of vulnerability (90th percentile), meaning 
they are more vulnerable than 90% of Californians. For overall social vulnerability, the overall 
flag value (0-12) is indicative of the total number of variables in the Social Vulnerability Index 
in which a given census tract falls within the 90th percentile, or top 10% vulnerability. Within 
WSFB’s service area, these tracts fall across the eastern and southern parts, with noticeable 
severe vulnerability immediately outside the service area, to the east and a few pockets in the 
north.  

Figure 12. Tracts That Are Most Vulnerable with Respect to Social Vulnerability Index 
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Figure 13 shows the cumulative Social Vulnerability Index by Census tract, with plots of all 
the LA County schools where more than 40% of students are eligible for free and reduced-price 
meals. Within WSFB’s service area, the location of these schools overlaps with the geographic 
spread of the Social Vulnerability Index. 

Figure 13. Cumulative Social Vulnerability Index by Census Tract, with Plots of LA County 
Schools Where More Than 40% of Students Are Eligible for Free and Reduced-Price Meals 
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Figure 14 shows the cumulative Social Vulnerability Index by Census tract, with plots of 
WSFB’s current partner agencies that distribute food. We did not collect organizational 
information about these distributors, so we do not know to what extent the organizations located 
in the areas of highest need have high capacity to service the need. If these providers have a 
smaller footprint, then this map highlights the potential to expand points of distribution along the 
eastern and southern regions of the service area.   

Figure 14. Cumulative Social Vulnerability Index by Census Tract, with Plots of WSFB’s Current 
Partner Agencies That Distribute Food 
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Figure 15 shows the cumulative Social Vulnerability Index by Census tract, with plots of 
agencies that provide food to their clients, including food banks, food pantries, and social service 
agencies that provide hot meals as part of their services. We did not collect organizational 
information about these distributors, so we do not know to what extent the organizations located 
in the areas of highest need have high capacity to service the need. But these plots suggest that 
there are organizations in the areas of need that could be approached for future partnerships.  

Figure 15. Cumulative Social Vulnerability Index by Census Tract, with Plots of Agencies That 
Provide Food to Their Clients 
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Figure 16 shows the cumulative Social Vulnerability Index by Census tract, with plots of 
county and city public libraries. The map shows the existence of nearly 200 public library 
branches, many of which could partner with WSFB to distribute food to people living in the 
more vulnerable areas. 

Figure 16. Cumulative Social Vulnerability Index by Census Tract, with Plots of County and City 
Public Libraries 
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Figure 17  shows the 2022 point-in-time homeless count for LA County as total density per 
square mile. The map shows that more than 500 unhoused individuals per square mile live in 
areas such as Downtown and South Los Angeles. However, the density feathers out from there 
with some concentrations extending west to the coast, and to the north and south of WSFB’s 
service area. 

Figure 17. 2022 Point-in-Time Homeless Count for LA County as Total Density per Square Mile 

 

 



  25 

Additional population considerations 

The review of the literature identified a set of additional considerations relating to 
population-specific food needs. Cultural considerations, for example, are important when 
distributing food to racial and ethnic minority groups, as prior research found that unfamiliarity 
with texture or taste can limit access.47 Also, the food norms vary across cultures and countries, 
which informs preferences and nutritional priorities.48 Additional cultural considerations include 
identity, gender, religion, and the broader sociocultural contexts, as values link people to food 
choices, food lifestyles, and diets.49 

Food as medicine, i.e., premised on the understanding that healthy food supports good 
health,50 has been gaining significant traction in public health programs, including produce 
prescriptions and medically tailored meal plans. For example, obesity would be a good 
candidate, as it is a complex phenomenon (with individual, social, physical and policy 
dimensions) related to food insecurity.51 Age is another factor to keep in mind when planning 
food distribution. For instance, individuals over 60 may need softer foods as their physiology 
changes with age, as well as food with more nutrient dense moisture (e.g., milk, cream or butter), 
while avoiding hard and dry foods.52  Also, evidence suggests that age is associated with an 
increased risk of chronic diseases, and pertinent considerations to address this include offering 
low-salt or low-fat options for clients who have Type 2 diabetes or heart disease.53 Although the 
evidence base for this model is still emerging, there are several suggested approaches that might 
be useful in program planning, such as focusing on diet quality with an increase in micronutrient 
density and fewer processed foods.51 Food prescriptions can increase fruit and vegetable 
consumption and lower food insecurity, but more rigorous research is needed.54 

Finally, consideration of client schedules and feasible access to food when it is needed are 
key to ensuring equitable access to food pantries and other distribution points. RAND’s 2023 
study looking at the LA County landscape of services available during the daytime for people 
experiencing homelessness found that only 40% of survey respondents were open 7 days a week, 
and most service providers said they open in the morning and close in the afternoon, with only 
15% open 24 hours.40 About half of organizations provided services during at least one week 
day, with weekends showing a marked gap in service availability, especially Sundays.40 
Weekend and evening gaps were also discussed in interviews with people experiencing 
homelessness.40  Finally, when looking at types of service providers our prior study found that 
fewer non-profits, faith-based organizations, and public agencies were open during weekends, 
while more informal mutual aid organizations were available to help with immediate needs more 
at the weekend than during the week.40 Our prior report also identified an extensive network of 
public libraries that could be of considerable value in partnerships to distribute food to 
vulnerable populations; there are hundreds of libraries in LA County, including library networks 
at the county and city level.40  
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Conclusion and Recommendations 
Using publicly available data, this study sought to better understand the scope of food 

insecurity in LA County with a particular focus on the WSFB service area, and toward the goal 
to most effectively target program design and investments. The findings support potentially 
actionable observations that WSFB can incorporate in its strategic planning. We can suggest 
strategies (i.e., overarching set of goals), tactics (i.e., specific actions to accomplish the 
strategies), and future research (i.e., added explorations that could enhance strategic planning in 
the long term). 

Overarching Strategy 

The data suggest that some attributes of vulnerability may be slightly more elevated within 
WSFB’s service area compared to LA County overall. The maps resulting from these data 
indicate that elevated vulnerability exists in the eastern and southern part of the service area. 
Looking at the density of vulnerability just outside WSFB’s service area, all four SVI themes 
suggested that vulnerability is elevated immediately to the east, south, and some pockets to the 
north. The homeless density data also point to significant needs within and immediately outside 
of WSFB’s service area. Thus, an overarching strategy could be to focus resources on the 
most vulnerable areas within the current service region, and expand distribution capacity 
outside to the east and south.  

Tactics 

Several tactics might help accomplish this strategy. The plot of WSFB’s existing network of 
community partners shows fewer providers in the eastern and southern regions, although lack of 
data on these organizations’ capacity and geographic footprint precludes any conclusions of 
provision gaps. Nevertheless, tactics of expanding the distributor network to both traditional and 
less traditional partners might help meet population needs within and outside the service area. 

Tactic 1 

First, partner with schools located in the areas of greatest needs. The plots of schools with at 
least 40% of students who are eligible for free and reduced-price lunches indicate the potential 
for partnerships with school districts to organize additional on-site food distribution for students 
and caregivers. Receiving free food from these sites may be easier for some populations to obtain 
(i.e., busy parents) and for some may be less stigmatizing than going to a traditional food bank. 

Tactic 2 

Second, partner with less traditional partners, such as libraries and public parks, that could 
potentially support additional distribution capacity, such as at weekends. Our prior work 
mapping daytime service providers that offer food suggests that these are areas with fewer social 
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service organizations in general.40 In addition, our previous findings regarding untapped 
potential among public libraries support further consideration to extend partnerships with less 
traditional food distribution partners. Prior research found that food distribution in such locations 
may be perceived as less stigmatizing than pick-up from a food bank.55 More importantly, many 
of these potential partners are located in parts of WSFB’s service area of greater vulnerability.  

Tactic 3 

A third tactic could build on recommendations from other funders in the field. A recent 
report evaluated the Walmart Foundation’s Healthier Food Access grant initiatives, including 
food banks experimenting with online ordering and home delivery.56 The authors identified two 
policies of particular relevance to WSFB that could facilitate the reach of food access 
interventions: 

1. building the evidence for integrating healthy food access into health care programs and 
bridging the silos between food and health policy, and 

2. bolstering the role of child care in addressing food insecurity and healthy food access.56  
 For example, WSFB could partner with health care providers, such as those serving 

Medicaid clients, to increase access by bridging the gap between food and health care policy. 
Further, WSFB could work with childcare providers to distribute foods to families via the 
childcare centers. Given the racial and ethnic demographic make-up of WSFB’s service area, 
there is a need to ground food distribution practices in cultural values relating to food, and also 
bring food to where people feel comfortable receiving it.  

Future Research 

Further research is likely to help finesse developing strategies and tactics going forward. 
First, future planning could be supported with objective metrics of capacity among WSFB’s 
partners, such as organizational capacity (e.g., building size, staffing, capital assets), service 
frequency (days and hours open), service utilization (e.g., number of clients served, 
demographics about clients). Second, explore best practice and models of collaboration that are 
optimized by type of partner (e.g., schools, non-profits, faith-based organization, public libraries 
etc). Third, increase understanding of the range of cultural preferences within the service area, 
which could be accomplished with surveys and interviews among existing clients. The review of 
the literature indicates that there is limited qualitative and mixed methods work to contextualize 
quantitative data with in-depth perspectives from individuals. Many quantitative studies have 
focused more on the prevalence of food insecurity; qualitative work could tell us more about the 
specific ways in which individuals and families experience food insecurity, what they see as 
reasonable approaches to addressing the issues, and how the absence or presence of support may 
feature in their decisions of when and where to seek help.  Finally, increase understanding of 
how food insecurity is being addressed elsewhere, both nationally and internationally, with a 
view to adopting, adapting, and implementing good practices wherever it may be found is 
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practical and feasible. For example, Finland and Norway have consistently ranked in the top 
global index of food security.57 What is it that they do right? To what extent approaches to social 
safety net in other countries could be adapted for the U.S. context?  

Limitations 

This study has several limitations. First, we want to note that there may be quality issues with 
the publicly available food provider data (as noted in Table A.3), such as outdated information 
on organizational websites. Second, we focused on data collection instruments and public 
websites with provider information that were in English only. We could not map food insecurity 
at the tract level because these data are not publicly available. The SVI 2020 estimates are based 
on ACS 2016–2020 (5-year) data so it may obscure more recent vulnerability states and may not 
reflect changes in vulnerability. The tradeoff is that we were able to examine tract-level 
estimates that are more granular than state-level estimates using 1-year ACS data. Finally, a 
more rigorous analysis of WSFB partner capacity was not within the scope of our study, which 
limits the specificity of our recommendations.    
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Appendix A: Methodology 

A.1. Background and overview 

Overview 

We sought to better understand the scope of food insecurity in LA County, with a view to 
most effectively target program design and investments at WSFB. We had three research 
questions, which were developed based on conversations with WSFB: 

1. Using existing evidence, how can food insecurity be measured and conceptualized more 
broadly, given that most food insecurity metrics are collected at household level, and 
typically reported at state- and county-levels? 

2. Who is food insecure in Los Angeles County and in WSFB’s service area, highlighting 
any distinct unmet population needs? 

3. What are other aspects of population food needs to consider, such as age or culture, place 
and time of food distribution points? 

To answer these questions, we first conducted an environmental scan of food insecurity 
measurement approaches to understand measurement challenges and the potential for using an 
expanded menu of proxy measures for a more comprehensive understanding of how many 
individuals may be experiencing or are at risk of food insecurity. In this first stage we also 
assembled a database of organizations that could be good candidates to help distribute food in 
LA County (e.g., libraries), using publicly available information.  Next, we reviewed and 
identified a group of publicly available datasets that could be used to answer our research 
questions. In the final stage, we used data from these publicly available datasets to map risk 
factors for food insecurity and types of populations that may be at risk, as well as an expanded 
network of food distribution points within and outside WSFB’s service area. All study materials, 
including approaches to identifying and using public data were approved by RAND’s Human 
Subjects Protection Committee (2023-N0208). 

A.2. Stage 1 

Brief environmental scan 

We examined peer-reviewed and grey literature (such as organizational or procedural 
reports) to identify how food insecurity has been defined and measured in the US.  We paid close 
attention to metrics and approaches applied in Los Angeles County and California. In addition, 
the scan looked at a range of food needs by population groups, such as aging individuals and 
racial/ethnic communities. Table A.1. shows the keywords we used in our literature and website 
search. Keywords were derived based on prior knowledge of food insecurity and food recovery. 
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We searched PubMed and Google Scholar. This environmental scan resulted in 39 English-
language peer reviewed journal articles and grey literature published from January 2000 to April 
2023. These were reviewed and summarized by two researchers, using a standardized extraction 
sheet with defined categories (see Table A.2).   

 

Providers Database 

The final step in this first stage was the development of providers database using publicly 
available websites. We focused on food providers and other potential organizations that could 
distribute food, such as public libraries. We also included the providers listed on WSFB’s 
website. We collected organization names, and street addresses for mapping purposes. We 
included food banks, food pantries, emergency food distribution places, hot food and food 
voucher distribution points and organizations that distribute food to other organizations. Table 
A.3. lists all the online sources used to compile the database, type of data available and data 
challenges associated with each.  

A.3. Stage 2: Identification of publicly available survey data  

Available Survey Instruments  

Our team identified a range of publicly available datasets that could be used to answer our 
research questions (see Table A.4.). Given the timeline of the project, we decided to identify one 
or two datasets that were best suited to our goals. Food insecurity is measured by the United 
States Department of Agriculture USDA using the annual Current Population Survey Food 
Security Supplement (CPS-FSS).58 However, the CPS-FSS estimates are only available at the 
state level. While Feeding America’s Map the Meal Gap provides county-level food security 
estimates,22 these, similar to the state-level estimates, would not be helpful to identify 
populations who are or at risk of being food insecure in the WSFB service area. Alternatively, 
we identified datasets that would distinguish geographic areas where populations may be at risk 
for or experiencing food security. Specifically, we focused on data sources that reflect 
socioeconomic vulnerability beyond poverty alone.  

Social Vulnerability Index Overview and Variables of Interest 

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and Agency for Toxic Substances and 
Disease Registry Social Vulnerability Index (CDC/ATSDR SVI or simply SVI, hereafter) was 
created by the ATSDR’s Geospatial Research, Analysis, & Service Program.46 The goal of the 
SVI is to identify and map communities that will most likely need support before, during, and 
after a hazardous event. The SVI reflects the relative vulnerability of every U.S. Census tract by 
ranking tracts on 16 social factors, including unemployment, racial and ethnic minority status, 
and disability, and further groups them into four related themes.  
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For each tract, the American Community Survey (ACS), 2016-2020 (5-year) data were used 
to generate the following estimates by theme and variable:  

• Theme 1: Socioeconomic Status  

- Below 150% Poverty  
- Unemployed  
- Housing Cost Burden  
- No High School Diploma  
- No Health Insurance  

• Theme 2: Household Characteristics  

- Aged 65 & Older  
- Aged 17 & Younger  
- Civilian with a Disability  
- Single-Parent Households  
- English Language Proficiency  

• Theme 3: Racial & Ethnic Minority Status 

- Hispanic or Latino (of any race); Black and African American, Not Hispanic or 
Latino; American Indian and Alaska Native, Not Hispanic or Latino; Asian, Not 
Hispanic or Latino; Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander, Not Hispanic or 
Latino; Two or More Races, Not Hispanic or Latino; Other Races, Not Hispanic or 
Latino  

• Theme 4: Housing & Transportation 

- Multi-Unit Structures 
- Mobile Homes 
- Crowding 
- No Vehicle 
- Group Quarters 

 
ATSDR generated the tracts’ percentile rank among all tracts for 1) the 16 individual variables, 2) 
the four themes, and 3) its overall position.  

The theme rankings were calculated as follows: for each of the four themes, ATSDR 
summed the percentiles for the variables comprising each theme. Then they ordered the summed 
percentiles for each theme to determine theme-specific percentile rankings. 

Overall tract rankings were calculated as follows: ATSDR summed the sums for each theme, 
ordered the tracts, and then calculated overall percentile rankings. Taking the sum of the sums 
for each theme is the same as summing individual variable rankings. 

Theme flags represent tracts in the top 10%, i.e., at the 90th percentile of values. They are 
given a flag value of 1 to indicate high vulnerability. Tracts below the 90th percentile are given a 
flag value of 0. For any given theme, the flag value is the number of flags for variables 
comprising the theme. ATSDR calculated the overall flag value for each tract as the number of 



 32 

all variable flags. Detailed description of the methodology is available at A Social Vulnerability 
Index for Disaster Management.59 

SVI data are available for years 2010, 2014, 2016, 2018, and 2020. We focused on the 
following variables using SVI 2020 which used ACS 2016–2020 data in its estimates.  

Table A.5 details the variables we included in the study as well as how they were calculated.  

Common Core Overview and Variables of Interest 

The Common Core of Data (CCD) is the Department of Education’s primary database on 
public elementary and secondary education in the United States.60 This national statistical 
program annually collects and compiles administrative data from state education agencies 
covering the universe of all public elementary and secondary schools and school districts. The 
CCD files include regular school districts, independent charter school districts, as well as other 
Lead Education Agencies that are unlike regular school districts. CCD includes school-level data 
regarding school characteristics and enrollment details, including the number of students eligible 
for free and reduced-price lunch.  

Using the most recent year for which data was available (school year 2020-2021), we 
downloaded detailed geographic data and numbers of students enrolled and eligible for free and 
reduced-price lunch for all public schools in California. We focused on the following variables: 

School identifiers 

We included the following CCD school identifiers: school name, school location address, 
school location city, and school location zip code. 

Total enrollment 

We included the total number of students enrolled in all grades. 

Number of students eligible for free and reduced lunch 

Finally, we included the number of students eligible for free and reduced-price lunch.  

A.4. Stage 3: Analysis Plan 

Social Vulnerability Index Analysis 

To develop our understanding of the potential geographic spread of food insecurity in Los 
Angeles County using proxy measures, we aggregated descriptive statistics for each core 
variable in the SVI dataset to the state, county, and the WSFB service area using the R 
programming language in RStudio. The WSFB service area was determined by sub-setting the 
dataset for the appropriate Service Planning Areas (SPA) (which are planning and administrative 
units within LA County), Supervisory Assembly Districts (SAD), and select zip codes provided 
to us by the WSFB. Currently, the WSFB serves all of SPA 5, parts of SPA 8, 4, and 6, as well as 
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SAD 51, 55, 61 and parts of SAD 57, 42. However, due to the limitations of the dataset the 
entirety of each relevant SPA and SAD were included in our estimates for the WSFB service 
area, (see Table 1 in Results). 

Common Core Analysis 

To identify schools serving families with high need, we created an indicator that reflects 
schools where 40% or more of the students were eligible for free or reduced-price lunch. We 
chose this threshold since schools with 40% or more of the students were eligible for free or 
reduced-price lunch are eligible to participate in the Community Eligibility Provision (CEP).61 
CEP allows participating schools and districts to serve free meals to all their enrolled students, 
regardless of the household’s income. 

Data Visualization  

Finally, to have a visual understanding of food insecurity and food provision gaps across the 
County, and in WSFB’s service area, we uploaded our data files to Mapline® and Tableau® to 
map population vulnerability and relevant organizational plots throughout the County. Mapline® 
is a geo management platform that uses spreadsheets to plot location data based on customizable 
attributes. In our case, it enabled us to visualize plots of WSFB partners, schools, and public 
libraries across the county. In Mapline, data from each Excel file can be displayed as separate 
layers and enabled/disabled individually as needed. In Tableau® the SVI dataset was uploaded 
and connected to a corresponding spatial geographic file to map each variable in the specified 
WSFB service area. Tableau® is a data visualization software used to analyze and visualize data 
through interactive dashboards with customizable features. Using this tool allowed us to design 
maps that highlighted the varying levels of vulnerability while adjusting for levels of regional 
granularity such as state, county, and census tracts. Sparsely populated areas with few residents 
can generate extreme values in the communities’ (or tracts in this case) estimated SVI 
characteristics and can threaten residents’ confidentiality.62 Bayesian statistics can be used to 
provide smoothed estimates,63 however this approach is beyond the scope of this work.  To 
address this issue of small populations, we excluded from our maps any tracts with a population 
less than the lower 5% of the distribution (or N=29).
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Table A.1. Search Syntax Approach with Sample Keywords 

 Category Keywords 

Core 
keywords 
across all 
sub 
searches 

Food insecurity 
 

• Hot meals 
• Food pantry 
• Food bank 
• Meal line 

• Food recovery 
• Food insecurity 
• Poverty 
• Referrals to food stamps/SNAP 

Sub search 
1 

Faith-based 
organizations 
that may 
distribute food 

• Religious organization 
• Faith-based organization 
• Mission 
• Temple 
• Synagogue 
• Mosque 

• Church 
• Religious retreat 
• Buddhist 
• Hindu 
• Inter-faith 
• Ministry 
• Worship 

Sub search 
2 

Homeless 
services that 
may distribute 
food 

• Housing for Health 
• Los Angeles County Continuum of 

Care 

• Youth drop-in center 
• Navigation center 
• Access center 
• Daytime shelter 

Sub search 
3 

Health, social, 
and other 
community 
services that 
may distribute 
food 

• Primary care 
• Federally qualified health centers 
• Community health 
• Public library 

• Los Angeles Department of Public 
and Social Services 

• Los Angeles Department of Health 
Services 

• YMCA 
• Pop-up food distribution 

Sub search 
4 

At-risk 
populations 

• Homeless 
• Homelessness 
• Homeless youth 
• Homeless transitional age youth 
• Homeless adults 
• Homeless older adults 
• Housing insecure 

• Veterans 
• U.S. Military service 
• School age children 
• Families 
• Seniors 
• People with disabilities 
• Justice-impacted 
• Low-income families 
• College students 
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Table A.2. Abstraction Field Definitions 

Category Definition 

Citation Please include full APA style citation 

Peer-reviewed or academic journal 
article? 

Yes/No 

Location (US, International [specify]) If based in the U.S., please indicate U.S. and the state(s) if applicable. 
If international, please specify country (e.g., Australia, UK) 

Population(s) Target population as defined in the article, e.g., people experiencing 
homelessness, seniors, school children, children and families, people living 
in poverty, etc.   
Note: we will categorize these further when we draft our review. 

Formal definition of food insecurity 
provided?  

Yes – formal definition is provided by the study (e.g., the USDA definition, or 
some other specific formal definition) 
No – the study does focus on relevant vulnerable populations but does not 
lay out a specific operational definition of disability 

Study definition  Include article’s definition of food insecurity. If a formal definition was used, 
please provide that. If no formal definition was provided, how are they 
determining or defining food insecurity or the target population? 

Other dimensions of poverty 
Concept 

Does the study describe other dimensions of poverty, such as housing 
insecurity, childhood poverty, homelessness, other social vulnerability 
indicators? If so, what concepts do they use? 

Other dimensions of poverty 
Metric 

How are the above concepts measured? 

Research question(s) Please report the research question(s) addressed by the study. If not clearly 
stated, please infer as best you can from the study (e.g., review aims, focus 
of analysis) 

Method Options:  
• Quantitative (to refer to analysis of primary quantitative data [e.g., 

survey data] or secondary quantitative data [e.g., administrative data]) 
– Note that a study that uses one of the methodologies below but 

reports some basic quantitative descriptive statistics should not be 
reported as “quantitative”, but rather classified using the appropriate 
category below (e.g., a qualitative study that includes counts of the 
times that a theme emerged) 

• Qualitative (to refer to primary data collection) 
• Mixed Methods 
• Literature review (narrative review – e.g., systematic review, other 

literature reviews) 
• Meta-analysis 
• Other (please specify) 

If quantitative, what type of study? Please use the complete terms below to categorize the study (e.g., 
“Descriptive – non-intervention” should appear in this field) 
• Descriptive – non-intervention (e.g., articles describing the 

characteristics of a population, such as through the use of a survey or 
administrative dataset, but not examining the effect of an intervention) 

• Correlational – non-intervention (e.g., articles examining the association 
between food insecurity status and a health outcome, without a focus 
on the effects of a particular program) 

• Observational – intervention, cross-sectional (e.g., articles examining a 
program or intervention with no comparison group; examines a single 
point in time, such as post-intervention) 
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Category Definition 

• Observational – intervention, longitudinal (e.g., articles examining a 
program or intervention with no comparison group; examines multiple 
points in time, such as pre-post measures) 

• Quasi-experimental – intervention (e.g., articles examining a program 
or intervention that use a non-randomly-selected comparison group) 

• Experimental – intervention (e.g., articles examining a program or 
intervention that use random selection) 

• Other – please specify if selected 

If intervention study, please describe 
program 

2-3 sentence description of intervention 
Note this can also be used for program evaluation efforts, including feasibility 
studies, process evaluations, and outcome evaluations 

[If qual] Was a reporting framework 
used? 

If no, indicate No. If yes, report the specific framework (e.g., PRISMA, 
COREQ) or if basic standards of reporting were met, such as coding 
reliability.  

Data source For primary or secondary quant or qualitative analysis, indicate source of 
data (e.g., survey, administrative data sources, interviews, focus groups). For 
literature reviews, indicate type of sources (e.g., peer reviewed literature, 
gray literature). If another method, please indicate data source (e.g., review 
of policies)  

Sample size 
 

For primary or secondary data, indicate the number of participants. For 
intervention studies, please capture the size of the treatment and comparison 
groups separately. For mixed methods studies, report separately on the 
number included in quant and qual analyses, if relevant. If literature review or 
meta-analysis, report the number of studies. Please include the unit (e.g., 
“282 participants” or “39 studies”). 
 
If a narrative review, and the sample size (e.g., number of articles or policies) 
is not captured, then can indicate “not specified.” 

Details of sampling Please describe how sampling took place. For example, for primary data 
collection, could be a convenience sample, random selection, purposive 
sampling.  
If there are any major inclusion/exclusion criteria, we can capture that here 
too.  

Summary of findings Please provide 2-6 sentence summary of findings. Note that these findings 
should be specific to the food insecure or otherwise vulnerable population. If 
the full study is focused on the population of interest, high level findings 
might suffice. If there are studies that focus on a range of populations and 
only some findings were specific to food insecure or vulnerable populations, 
it’s okay to focus on those findings in particular.  

Did study discuss differences by 
racial or ethnic group?  

Response options can include: 
• Yes 
• No, not included 
• No, only included as covariate 

 
To answer “yes”, there should be a formal effort to explore differences by 
group. Including race or ethnicity as a covariate is not sufficient – there must 
be some intentional effort to explore race or ethnicity (e.g., including as a 
research question, conducting moderation analysis) 

Brief summary of any findings by 
racial or ethnic group 

Please provide a 1-3 sentence description of any differences found by race 
or ethnicity 

Did study discuss differences by 
age?  

Response options can include: 
• Yes 
• No, not included 
• No, only included as covariate  
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Category Definition 

To answer “yes”, there should be a formal effort to explore differences by 
group. Including age as a covariate is not sufficient – there must be some 
intentional effort to explore age (e.g., including as a research question, 
conducting moderation analysis) 

Brief summary of any findings by age Please provide a 1-3 sentence description of any differences found by age 

Did study discuss differences by 
immigration status?  

Response options can include: 
• Yes 
• No, not included 
• No, only included as covariate  

To answer “yes”, there should be a formal effort to explore differences by 
group. Including immigration status as a covariate is not sufficient – there 
must be some intentional effort to explore immigration status (e.g., including 
as a research question, conducting moderation analysis) 

Brief summary of any findings by 
immigration status 

Please provide a 1-3 sentence description of any differences found by 
immigration status 

Flag for Hand Search of 
References?/Miscellaneous 

Indicate if there is a literature review that reviews sources that we may want 
to comb through by hand, if resources/time permit 
Can also use this column for any other through’s about limitations, issues, 
themes of interest that are outside scope (e.g., victimhood) 

 



 38 

Table A.3. Publicly Available Sources of Data Used to Compile the Database 

Resource Data Contained Data Quality Challenges 

211 LA Organization Names, Services Rendered, Hours, 
Addresses, Website, Documentation Requirements 

Older organizations may not be 
updated. Organizations that have 
closed since their posting may not be 
marked as closed. 

Aunt Bertha 
(findhelp.org) 

Organization Name, Services Rendered, Populations 
Served, Cost, Website, Phone Number, Languages 

Generally organizations self-report, 
leading to issues with older 
organizations not being updated.  

1Degree Organization Name, Services Rendered, ADA 
Accessibility, Documentation Requirements, 
Instructions on Receiving Services, Address, Hours, 
Service Reviews, Phone Number 

Data completeness issues, generally 
smaller than other databases. 

LAHSA Get Help Organization Name, Populations Served, Phone 
Number, POC Name and Phone Number, ADA 
Accessibility, Address, Hours 

List has recently been redone, since 
we completed our Database 
development. 

Los Angeles Public 
Library Homeless 
and Stable Living 
Resources 

Organization Name, Address, Phone Number, 
Populations Served, Services Rendered 

List is not updated with changes to 
organizations.  

Our Community LA 
(WIN app) 

Organization Names, Services Rendered, Hours, 
Addresses, Service Availability 

Data appear to be updated, but 
completeness varies for smaller or 
newer organizations. 

Necessities of Life 
Program Food Bank 

Organization Names, Addresses, Hours Few to no challenges, data appear to 
be complete and services rendered 
are consistent across websites. 

Various Public Lists 
on Instagram  

Organization Names, Photos, Hours, Services 
Rendered, Addresses 

Older posts are generally not useful 
since informal organizations change 
addresses or hours (or close) often. 

Organization 
websites 

Organization Name, Address, Phone Number, 
Populations Served, Services Rendered 

Not all organizations update their 
website to reflect changes in site 
addresses, new sites, closed sites, 
services no longer offered. 



 39 

Table A.4.  Publicly Available Datasets 

Database 
name 

Description Timeframe Geographic 
footprint 

Link 

Food Access 
Research 
Atlas Data 

Includes a wide variety of food access 
variables 

2019 report Census 
Tract 

https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/food-access-research-
atlas/download-the-data/ 

Food 
Environment 
Atlas Data 

Includes a wide variety of food environment 
variables. Information on SNAP, school 
lunch program, grocery distance, etc 
ranging from 2010 - 2018 

2020 report County https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/food-environment-atlas/data-
access-and-documentation-downloads/ 

American 
Communities 
Survey 

Population and household data aggregated 
by various characteristics (social, housing, 
economic, demographic) 

2021 report Census 
Tract 

https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/data.html 

CalFresh 
Cases 

CalFresh case counts from August 2022, 
aggregated to census tract, and underlying 
population data from ACS 2020 5-Yr 
estimates. 

2022 Census 
Tract 

County of Los Angeles Open Data (lacounty.gov) 

Common Core 
Data for 
California 

School addresses and numbers of enrolled 
students total and eligible for free or 
reduced-price meals. No data use 
agreement is needed 

Multiple 
years 

School 
address 

https://nces.ed.gov/ccd/elsi/ 

CDC Social 
Vulnerability 
Index 

Includes downloadable data tables. The 
CDC/ATSDR SVI uses U.S. Census data to 
determine the social vulnerability of every 
census tract. Census tracts are 
subdivisions of counties for which the 
Census collects statistical data. The 
CDC/ATSDR SVI ranks each tract on 16 
social factors, including poverty, lack of 
vehicle access, and crowded housing, and 
groups them into four related themes. Maps 
of the four themes are shown in the figure 
below. Each tract receives a separate 
ranking for each of the four themes, as well 
as an overall ranking. 

Multiple 
years 

Census tract Interactive maps at 
https://www.atsdr.cdc.gov/placeandhealth/svi/interactive_map.html 

https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/food-access-research-atlas/download-the-data/
https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/food-environment-atlas/data-access-and-documentation-downloads/
https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/data.html
https://nces.ed.gov/ccd/elsi/
https://www.atsdr.cdc.gov/placeandhealth/svi/interactive_map.html
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Database 
name 

Description Timeframe Geographic 
footprint 

Link 

The Census 
Opportunity 
Atlas 

Includes a map with wealth of child 
outcomes and neighborhood characteristics 
at the tract-level. 

Multiple 
years 

Census tract https://www.opportunityatlas.org 

HUD’s Local 
Affordability 
Index 

Includes data at tract level Multiple 
years 

Census tract https://hudgis-hud.opendata.arcgis.com/datasets/location-affordability-
index-v-3/explore?location=34.135759%2C-118.399466%2C10.00 

 

Table A.5.  Social Vulnerability Index Variables (Adapted from the Social Vulnerability Index Data Dictionary) 

Variable Name Description Theme Calculation Description 

EP_POV150 Percentage of persons below 150% poverty 1 (Persons below 150% poverty estimate / Population 
for whom poverty status is determined estimate) * 
100 

EP_UNEMPL Percentage of civilian persons age 16+ who are 
unemployed (age 16+) 

1 The ACS calculated Unemployment Rate = 
E_UNEMP/civilian population age 16+ in the labor 
force 

EP_HBURD Percentage of housing cost-burdened occupied housing 
units with annual income less than $75,000 (30%+ of 
income spent on housing costs) 

1 (Housing cost-burdened occupied housing units with 
annual income less than $75,000 estimate / 
Occupied housing units estimate) * 100 

EP_NOHSDP Percentage of persons age 25+ with no high school 
diploma 

1  

EP_UNINSUR Percentage of civilian noninstitutionalized population who 
are uninsured 

1  

RPL_THEME1 Percentile ranking of census tracts in California for 
Socioeconomic Status theme summary 

1  

F_THEME1 Number of Socioeconomic Status Theme variables in the 
90th percentile 

1  

EP_AGE65 Percentage of persons aged 65 and older 2  

EP_AGE17 Percentage of persons aged 17 and younger 2 (Persons aged 17 and younger estimate / Total 
population estimate) * 100 

https://www.opportunityatlas.org
https://hudgis-hud.opendata.arcgis.com/datasets/location-affordability-index-v-3/explore?location=34.135759%2C-118.399466%2C10.00
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Variable Name Description Theme Calculation Description 

EP_DISABL Percentage of civilian noninstitutionalized population with 
a disability 

2  

EP_SNGPNT Percentage of single-parent households with children 
under 18 

2 (Single-parent household with children under 18 
estimate / Households estimate) * 100 

EP_LIMENG Percentage of persons age 5+ who speak English “less 
than well” 

2 (Persons who speak English "less than well" estimate 
/ Population age 5 and over estimate) * 100 

RPL_THEME2 Percentile ranking of census tracts in California for 
Household Characteristics theme summary 

2  

F_THEME2 Number of Household Characteristics Theme variables in 
the 90th percentile 

2  

EP_MINRTY Percentage of population who are a racial or ethnic 
minority 

3 (Minority estimate / Total population estimate) * 100 

EP_AFAM Percentage of population who are Black/African 
American, not Hispanic or Latino 

3  

EP_HISP Percentage of population who are Hispanic or Latino 3  

EP_ASIAN Percentage of population who are Asian, not Hispanic or 
Latino 

3  

EP_AIAN Percentage of population who are American Indian or 
Alaska Native, not Hispanic or Latino 

3  

EP_NHPI Percentage of population who are Native Hawaiian or 
Other Pacific Islander, not Hispanic or Latino 

3  

EP_TWOMORE Percentage of population who are two or more races, not 
Hispanic or Latino 

3  

EP_OTHERRACE Percentage of population who are some other race, not 
Hispanic or Latino 

3  

RPL_THEME3 Percentile ranking of census tracts in California for Racial 
and Ethnic Minority Status theme summary 

3 (Persons below 150% poverty estimate / Population 
for whom poverty status is determined estimate) * 
100 

F_THEME3 Number of Racial and Ethnic Minority Status Theme 
variables in the 90th percentile 

3  

EP_MUNIT Percentage of housing in structures with 10 or more units 4 (Housing in structures with 10 or more units estimate 
/ Housing units estimate) * 100 

EP_MOBILE Percentage of mobile homes 4  
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Variable Name Description Theme Calculation Description 

EP_CROWD Percentage of occupied housing units with more people 
than rooms 

4 (Occupied housing units with more people than 
rooms estimate / Occupied housing units estimate) * 
100 

EP_NOVEH Percentage of households with no vehicle available 4  

EP_GROUPQ Percentage of persons in group quarters 4 (Persons in group quarters estimate / Total 
population estimate) * 100 

RPL_THEME4 Percentile ranking of census tracts in California for 
Housing Type and Transportation theme summary 

4  

F_THEME4 Number of Housing Type and Transportation Theme 
variables in the 90th percentile 

4  

RPL_THEMES Percentile ranking of census tracts in California for 
overall Social Vulnerability Index theme summary 

N/A  

F_TOTAL Number of overall Social Vulnerability Index variables in 
the 90th percentile 

N/A  
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Abbreviations  

ACS  American Community Survey 
ATSDR Agency for Toxic Substances and Diseases 
CDC Center for Disease Control and Prevention 
CEP Community Eligibility Provision 
COVID-19 coronavirus disease 2019 
CPS-FSS Current Population Survey-Food Security Supplement 
SVI Social Vulnerability Index 
USDA United States Department of Agriculture 
WSFB Westside Food Bank 
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