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Challenges and Opportunities Created by the COVID-19
Pandemic
Journal of Nutrition
The COVID-19
pandemic is an
unprecedented
challenge with
immediate im-
pacts on public
and economic
health. It has rad-
ically changed re-
lationships across
the globe. Our
personal relationships have been
radically altered as we’ve learned to
socially distance ourselves, wear face
masks when walking or shopping,
smile more with our eyes, and nod or
wave our greetings. We’re holding
Zoom meetings and classes and form-
ing exclusive social “pods” of quaran-
tine buddies and sharing meals
virtually.

Our relationship with food is
changing too. In a matter of months,
COVID-19 has brought about a
change in behavior many nutrition
educators view as critical to public
health and sustainability: cooking. I
dearly hope that the current surge in
home cooking spells a long-term
reversal in the overall decline home
cooking that stretches back to 1965.1

A recent Hunter survey2 suggests
that it may. More than half of the re-
spondents said they were cooking
more than before the pandemic. Of
particular interest to nutrition educa-
tors, three-quarters of respondents
claimed they had become more con-
fident in the kitchen, and 51% said
they will continue to cook more after
the crisis ends.2 As people around the
world have adjusted to COVID-19-
driven stay-at-home guidelines, fam-
ily meals—not just dinner—have
become part of the new normal. For
some, the shift to family meals may
be one of the few good things to
come out of the pandemic.3

Not all changes are positive, how-
ever. Sales of processed and “comfort”
foods such as potato chips, cookies,
Education and Behavio
popcorn, pretzels, candy4 have taken
off since early March.5 Scoffing at
nutrition standards in the midst of a
pandemic is understandable. As nutri-
tion writer Bettina Elias Siegel points
out, stress often increases desire of
highly palatable, yet unhealthy,
food.6 While crushing stresses of “job
insecurity, cramped living spaces,
poorer sleep, a dearth of childcare,
and lack of assured access to medical
care”6 are new for many Americans,
for low-income families they were a
way of life well before COVID-19. The
opportunity for nutrition education is
to advocate for nutrition quality and
access to healthy food for all, in the
best and worst of times. Now is the
time ensure our food safety net is ade-
quate for the purchase of healthy food
to cook.

The pandemic is changing our
relationship with food well beyond
the kitchen. Driven perhaps by
increased uncertainty about the food
supply, increased reliance on the
emergency food system or simply by
a need to control something basic to
survival, home gardening is on rise at
rates not seen since the Great Reces-
sion of 2008. Whether on a patch of
lawn converted to vegetable beds, in
containers on apartment deck, or in
window boxes, more of us are growing
some of our food. At the time of this
writing, local suppliers are reporting
seed shortages and consumers are
starting their “pandemic gardens.”7

The timing couldn’t be better to inte-
grate garden-based learning with
nutrition education programming.8

Further, SNAP-Ed practitioners can
remind recipients their benefit can be
used for vegetable seeds.

Reports of breakdowns in con-
ventional food supply chains and
COVID-19 hotspots among frontline
food workers particularly in large
industrial meat packing plants have
exposed food system vulnerabilities,
inequities and ethical breaches.9 The
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crisis that unfolded in big meat’s sup-
ply chain shines light on yet another
opportunity for nutrition educators to
work at policy, systems and environ-
mental change levels to create change.

As the food system policy director
at the Johns Hopkins Center for a
Livable Future, Bob Martin, suggests,
“This virus is a warning shot, and it
provides us with an opportunity to
change our food system in ways that
are less susceptible to disruption.”10

As nutrition educators, academics, re-
searchers and advocates we can help
bring this change by helping less
concentrated, more diverse, locally
controlled and resilient food systems
emerge and thrive.
Jennifer L. Wilkins, PhD, RD
President, Society for Nutrition

Education and Behavior
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