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NEEDS ASSESSMENT METHODOLOGY & FINDINGS 
 

Needs Assessment Methodology 

This needs assessment is prepared with the assumption that information in reports and databases 

is accurate, i.e. respondents the best of their knowledge. Database development and analysis was 

free of recording errors. 

 

1. Existing Information (source, content, time frame): 

To assess nutrition education needs of Pennsylvanians receiving or eligible to receive 

benefits from the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), data were compiled 

from several sources to assess demographics and health-related behaviors of this population. 

In Pennsylvania (PA), SNAP is administered by the PA Department of Public Welfare 

(DPW). The Pennsylvania State University (PSU) is contracted by DPW to manage and 

implement the approved TRACKS plan.  DPW provided the most current information on 

selected characteristics of PA SNAP recipients. See the References section at the end of this 

document for sources used to determine nutrition education needs for participants of PA 

Nutrition Education TRACKS (TRACKS). 

 

2.  New Information: 

 

In FY 2009, TRACKS extended FY 2008 formative testing of About Eating, an online 

curriculum addressing eating competence constructs, to a larger scale pilot study. About 

Eating consists of 4 lessons completed in participant-driven order and speed.  Eating 

competence tenets are evident in the content and format, i.e. learners retain control over level 

and scope of participation and content is non-judgmental , not prescriptive, and supportive of 

the individual.  Curriculum outcomes were assessed with the Satter Eating Competence 

Inventory (ecSI) modified for low-income populations (ecSI/LI).  ecSI/LI use was informed 

by  TRACKS activities in FY2007 and FY2008.  About Eating results were presented at the 

Food and Nutrition Conference of the American Dietetic Association in Denver, CO in 

October, 2009.  Low-income women (aged 18 to 45, healthy, non-nutrition students /workers) 

were recruited via email and postcards displayed in PA WIC sites.  Of 213 initial recruits, 136 

(mean 30.2 ± 7.7 years, 90% white) completed all pre and post assessments.  Overall, 

participants’ response to lesson content, length, design and navigation was positive; 52% were 

not eating competent at baseline.  Competent eaters had a lower body mass index (28.8 ± 6.9 

vs 31.8 ±  10.0), less dissatisfaction with body weight (49% vs 82%), had lower levels of 

uncontrolled eating and emotional eating, and demonstrated stronger meal management skills 

(e.g. shopping with a list, comparing prices to save money, considering healthful choices).  

Participation in About Eating was associated with decreased ecSI/LI scores for 75 

participants, no change for 10, and increased scores for 51 women.  Increased ecSI/LI scores 

were more likely in learners who reported no difficulty navigating the website (P=.002). 

Findings appear to be partly explained by changes in eating attitudes with fewer women 

feeling relaxed about their eating, enjoying eating, or comfortable with the amount they eat.  

Findings suggest need for increasing attention to lesson navigation, exploring “consciousness 

raising” as an influence on outcomes, and encouragement for multiple module exposures.  In 

addition, issues related to program accessibility and learning readiness were identified and 

will inform future revisions to About Eating content and delivery (1).  
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National Healthy People 2010 fruit and vegetable objectives are to increase the percentage of 

Americans consuming ≥2 servings of fruit to 75% and ≥3 servings of vegetables to 50%. 

Nutrition and physical activity items from the Youth Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS) were 

administered post-intervention to a convenience sample (N=374) of 8th graders participating 

in PA SNAP-Ed during FY 2008. In our YRBS, only 16.6% reported vegetable intake 3 or 

more times per day in the past 7 days. This finding emphasized vegetable intake as a nutrition 

education need (2). A workgroup of TRACKS Management Entity staff and Local Partner 

educators identified 4th grade as a feasible target for a vegetable-focused nutrition education 

intervention.  

 

The TRACKS 4
th

 Grade Vegetable Core was implemented as a statewide intervention for the 

first time in the fall of FY 2009. A sample of 1630 students was selected from participating 

Local Partners by randomizing elementary schools into control or intervention groups; Local 

Partners selected one 4
th

 grade classroom per school to participate in the study. Pre- and post-

tests were administered to students and matched survey responses were assessed to determine 

impact of the 4
th

 Grade Vegetable Core curriculum. A scale was created for each impact 

measure (attitude, self-efficacy, preference, knowledge). When compared to the control 

group, there were significant improvements in the intervention students’ vegetable-related 

attitudes (p <0.001), self-efficacy (p <0.001), preferences (p <0.001), and knowledge             

(p <0.001).  

 

Needs Assessment Findings 

 

1. Demographic Characteristics of SNAP Eligibles in PA.  

 

Poverty Across the Commonwealth.  Geographically, PA is largely rural with significant 

urban populations concentrated in Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, and Harrisburg.  Of all 

Pennsylvania households with children, more than one-fourth were at or below 200% of the 

Federal Poverty Guideline with 35% and 27% reported for rural and urban areas respectively 

from 2007-2008 (3).  According to the U.S. Census Bureau’s 2008 Current Population 

Survey results, 11% of Pennsylvanians are living below poverty, and approximately 14.5% 

are living below 125% of poverty. In addition, 34.5% of Pennsylvanians living in families 

with a female householder with children and with no husband present, are living below 

poverty, and 43.9% are living below 125% of poverty (4). 

 

Since 2000-2001, the total number of households and persons participating in SNAP in PA 

has continued to rise every year.  Total number of households participating in SNAP has 

increased from 345,068 in 2000-2001 to 606,613 in 2008-2009.  Figure 1 illustrates the rising 

level of SNAP eligible households and persons since 2000-2001.  Total number of SNAP 

eligible persons in PA increased by 51% over the past 10 years and by 15.3% over the past 

12 months from 1,205,289 in July 2008 to 1,389,375 in July 2009 (5).  
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Source: DPW-SNAP Eligibles: 
Households & Persons Report, June 2009. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

According to the most recent available data from the American 

Community Survey, approximately 1,923,061 Pennsylvanians 

were living below 125% of the poverty line during 2008 (6). 

From Fiscal Year 2008-2009, DPW reported an average total of 

1,285,078 SNAP participants indicating that 66.8% of those 

income-eligible to receive SNAP were actually participating in 

2008. As shown on the left in Table 1, Philadelphia County has 

the highest rate of SNAP participation at 25.5% during June 

2009, followed by Fayette and Erie counties. Pennsylvania’s 

overall statewide SNAP participation rate during June 2009 was 

11.0% of Pennsylvania’s total population (5). Given the nation’s 

recent economic crisis and noted rising rates of SNAP 

participation, it is clear the percentage of individuals eligible for 

SNAP-Ed (Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 

Education) in PA has increased considerably in the past year. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 1. Highest Percentage of  

SNAP Participants by County, 

Pennsylvania, June 2009 

County Percentage 

Philadelphia 25.5 

Fayette 19.1 

Erie 16.0 

Greene 15.7 

Cameron 15.2 

Lawrence 14.6 

Venango 14.3 

Clearfield 14.2 

Mercer 14.2 

Crawford 14.0 

McKean 13.8 

Blair 13.5 

Luzerne 13.0 

Mifflin 13.0 

Jefferson 12.9 

Pennsylvania 11.0 
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Source: DPW: SNAP Eligibles: Households, Persons, and Issuance Report, July 2009. 

 

Figure 1.  Increasing number of households and persons in PA participating in SNAP 
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Source: US Dept of Labor-Bureau of 

Labor Statistics, June 2009. 

 

Employment and Income Sources.  Many Pennsylvania 

SNAP participants are unemployed or employed part time, 

and are often dependent on other assistance programs. 

According to a DPW report in 2005, 77% of SNAP heads of 

household are unemployed. Of those who are employed, more 

than half work less than 30 hours per week. Additionally, 

80% of SNAP households rely on other forms of unearned 

income such as Social Security Disability Insurance (SSI), 

Retirement Survivors Disability Insurance (RSDI), 

Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), child 

support payments, and unemployment insurance (7). In the 

current economic downturn, Pennsylvania’s overall 

unemployment rate has risen from 5.6% in September of 2008 

to 8.5% in July of 2009. Counties with notably high 

unemployment rates compared to the state average during 

June of 2009 are shown in Table 2 and include many rural 

counties such as Cameron (18.5%), Elk (14.7%), Fulton 

(14.5%), and Mercer (11.6%). Philadelphia County’s 

unemployment rate of 10.4% as noted during June 2009 is 

also higher than the state average (8). 

 

 

Family Composition. Approximately 388,843 families in Pennsylvania have incomes below 

130% of the Federal Poverty Guideline according to 2008 data from the American 

Community Survey. This number represents 12.1% of all families in Pennsylvania. Table 3 

shows that although this statewide percentage is lower in comparison to national data, 

Philadelphia County has a disproportionately higher percentage of SNAP eligibles (25.8%) as 

compared to Pennsylvania statewide data.  Of all families in PA below 130% of poverty, 

73.9% (287,437) have children less than 18 years of age, and 34.7% (134,881) of all SNAP 

eligible families include children less than 5 years of age. Of SNAP eligible families in PA, 

the largest proportion (54.0%) are female-headed households with no husband present, and 

the majority (86.5%) of these female-headed households have children less than 18 years of 

age, as noted in Table 3 below (6).   
 

Table 3.  US and PA comparison of SNAP eligible (<130% of the poverty line) family composition 

 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, Data Profiles, 2008. 

 

Table 2. Highest Unemployment 

Rates by County, Pennsylvania, 

June 2009 

County Percentage 

Cameron 18.5 

Elk 14.7 

Fulton 14.5 

Mercer 11.6 

Huntingdon 11.0 

McKean 10.7 

Clearfield 10.6 

Carbon 10.6 

Potter 10.6 

Philadelphia 10.4 

Clarion 10.3 

Crawford 10.2 

Schuylkill 10.2 

Mifflin 10.1 

Pennsylvania 8.4 

Geographic Area 

Column A 

% of Families with 

Incomes <130% of 

the poverty line 

Column B 

% of Column A 

with female 

householder, no 

husband present 

Column C 

% of Column B 

with related 

children under 18 

years 

Column D 

% of Column B 

with related 

children under 5 

years only 

United States 13.9% 49.6% 86.5% 17.5% 

Pennsylvania 12.1% 54.0% 86.5% 19.5% 

Philadelphia County 25.8% 61.2% 80.8% 12.7% 



Needs Assessment and Application FY 2009 
 

Page 5 of 21 
 

FY 2011 Pennsylvania Nutrition Education TRACKS 

Needs Assessment and Application 

Males 
(6-17 yrs) 
177,096 Females 

(18-59 yrs) 
446,219

Males 
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Figure 3. Total Number of PA SNAP 
Recipients, By Gender & Age, June 2009

Children
(1-17 yrs) 
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Males
(18-59 yrs) 
257,506

Females 
(60+ yrs)
81,531

Males 
(60+ yrs) 
37,925

Figure 2. Total Number of PA SNAP 
Recipients, By Gender & Age, June 2009

Age and Gender.  From 2007-2008, 31% of rural and 24% of urban female heads-of-

household in Pennsylvania lived in low-income households (3). FNS has encouraged SNAP-

Ed to target women first, then children because women living in households with children and 

children themselves represent the majority of SNAP participants nationally (9). As shown in 

Figure 2, children represent 40%, the largest proportion, of PA SNAP participants followed 

by females ages 18-59 (32%) and males ages 18-59 (19%). Figure 3 reveals 25.5% of SNAP 

participants in PA are children ages 6 -17 and 14.6 % are children ages 1-5. Seniors represent 

8.7% of SNAP participants in Pennsylvania. Figure 3 further details the Children category 

revealing that almost two-thirds (351,699) of all children participating in SNAP are school-

age children (10).  

 

 

 

As shown in Figure 4, females 18-59 years old represent 63% (446,219) of SNAP participants 

and males ages 18-59 represent 37% (257,506) of SNAP participants. Females represent the 

majority (68%) of senior SNAP recipients (10).  Adult and senior women (ages 18 years and 

older) account for the majority (74%) of SNAP-Ed Adult/Senior Track direct education 

participants in PA as displayed in Figure 5 (11). A total of 295,431 males ages 18 years and 

older participated in SNAP during June 2009 (10).  During FY 2009, only 2,742 males (≥18 

years of age) participated in PA SNAP-Ed Adult/Senior Track direct education programming 

(11). Very low food security is defined as severe food insecurity characterized by a reduction 

in food intake and/or disrupted eating patterns for one or more individuals within a household. 

Data from the USDA indicate that low-income households headed by males living alone and 

by single men with children both have a much higher prevalence (>15%) of very low food 

security than other family composition groups (12). During FY 2010, TRACKS plans to 

conduct an online survey of current Local Partners regarding possible venues and methods for 

inclusion of and focus on low-income males as part of current SNAP-Ed programming. 

 

Figures 2 & 3: DPW Enterprise Data Warehouse, August 2009. 
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Age Distribution.    

 Adult/Senior Track     
As displayed in Figure 6, adults ages 18 to 59 account for the largest portion (49%) of 

SNAP participants in PA (10). As shown in Figure 7, Adults ages 18 to 59 years represent 

3.3% of all PA SNAP-Ed direct education participants reached during FY 2009 (11). 

Seniors (60+ years) represented 8.5% of all PA SNAP participants during June 2009, as 

shown in Figure 6 (10), and Figure 7 reveals 2.4% of all SNAP-Ed participants are seniors 

(11). 

 School-Age  and Preschool Tracks 

As shown in Figure 7, school-age children represent the majority (92%) of SNAP-Ed 

direct education participants (11). SNAP-Ed eligible caregivers of school-age children are 

often reached in collaboration with state EFNEP programming (13).  For FY 2011, 

TRACKS will require the inclusion of a caregiver component for School-Age Track and 

Preschool Track programming to reach the majority (51%) of PA SNAP recipients, 

individuals ages 18-59. Of the fourteen local TRACKS partners who deliver School-Age 

and Preschool Track nutrition education, twelve currently include programming to 
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Figure 5: PA Nutrition Education TRACKS STARtracks data, FY 2009. 

Figure 4: DPW Data Enterprise Warehouse, June 2009. 
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caregivers. Indirect education strategies, such as newsletters, handouts, fact sheets, and 

food tastings are primarily used to reach caregivers of school-age and preschool-age 

children; therefore data on the number of caregivers reached are not available. However, 

estimating that each child who participated in SNAP-Ed during FY 2009 has ½ of a 

caregiver (assuming 2 children per household) then over 96,000 estimated caregivers were 

reached (11). 

 Preschool Track 

A total of 240,454 preschool-age (1-5 years of age) SNAP participants were reported for 

June 2009 (10). Only 5,526 preschoolers (<5 years) participated in SNAP-Ed direct 

education programming during FY 2009 (11). In response to the need for increased 

programming to preschool-age SNAP eligibles, several TRACKS local partners have 

either initiated programming as part of the Preschool Track or have increased the number 

of preschool sites they plan to program to during FY 2010.  For example, the local partner 

providing the largest portion of TRACKS preschool-age programming has added over 150 

new preschool sites. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Race and Ethnicity.   

 Adult/Senior Track     
As seen in Figure 8, the majority of Adult/Senior 

Track SNAP-Ed direct education participants are 

non-Hispanic White (60%) followed by non-

Hispanic Black/African American (29%) and 

Hispanic White (6.6%) (11). Low-income 

households headed by non-Hispanic Blacks have 

a substantially higher prevalence (>15%) of very 

low food security as compared with other racial 

and ethnic groups (12), therefore increasing 

Black/African American participation in PA 

SNAP-Ed is necessary. Some Black/African 

American caregivers are reached through 

Preschool and School-Age Track indirect 

education strategies, but direct education efforts 

are still needed to reach Black/African American 

adult SNAP eligibles in Pennsylvania. A recent 

Figure 8. Race/Ethnicity of 

Adult/Senior Track SNAP-Ed 

Participants, FY 2009

White, Non-Hispanic
White, Hispanic
Black/African American, Non-Hispanic
Black/African American, Hispanic
Hawaiian Native/Pacific Islander
Native American/Alaskan Native
Asian
More than One Race

<5 
years, 
5,526

5-17 
years, 

198,385

18-59 
years, 
7,098

60+ 
years, 
5,114

Figure 7. Total Number of PA 

SNAP-Ed Participants, by Age

FY 2009

1-5 
years, 

240,454

6-17 
years, 

348,740

18-59 
years, 

679,225

60+ 
years, 

118,111

Figure 6. Total Number of 

PA SNAP Recipients, by Age 

June 2009

Figure 6:  DPW Enterprise Data Warehouse, June 2009.  
 

Figure 7: STARtracks data, FY 2009 

 

Figure 7: PA Nutrition Education TRACKS 

STARtracks data, FY 2009. 

Figure 8: PA Nutrition Education TRACKS 
STARtracks data, FY 2009. 
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study of urban and immigrant black men found that fruit and vegetable consumption was 

related to knowledge of federal recommendations for these food groups, perceived 

barriers to consuming fruits and vegetables, and stage of change for readiness to eat more 

fruits and vegetables. Less than 6% of participants knew the recommended daily amount 

of fruits and vegetables to consume. Higher knowledge of recommended amounts was 

associated with 23.8% higher consumption of fruits and vegetables. The most common 

reported barrier to fruit and vegetable consumption was dependence on someone else to 

prepare these foods indicating interventions that address this barrier may need to elicit 

support from the household member responsible for food purchasing and preparation. 

Overall, fruit and vegetable intake was still low in the sample.  This study revealed the 

need for focused nutrition education targeting this audience (14).   

 

 School-Age and Preschool Tracks 

TRACKS serves a large, urban population through Preschool and School-Age Track 

programming as shown in Figure 9. Non-Hispanic Black/African American preschoolers 

and caregivers represent the largest portion (49%) of all Preschool Track participants, 

followed by non-Hispanic White (21%) and Asian (16%) participants. Non-Hispanic 

Black/African American represent that majority (53%) of School-Age Track participants, 

followed by non-Hispanic White (25%) and Hispanic White (16%) (11). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 All Tracks 

As shown in Figure 10, the majority of PA SNAP participants are non-Hispanic White 

(52%) followed by 30% non-Hispanic Black/African American during June 2009 (10). 

STARtracks data from FY 2009 (Figure 11) showed that the largest segment (53.5%) of 

TRACKS participants of all ages is non-Hispanic Black/African American reflecting the 

substantial urban population served through the School-Age and Preschool Tracks as 

previously noted in Figure 9. PA SNAP-Ed programming in Philadelphia serves a 

concentrated East Asian preschool population as that contributes to the 4.7% Asian 

SNAP-Ed participants noted in Figure 11. 

 

White, Non-Hispanic

White, Hispanic

Black/African American, Non-Hispanic

Black/African American, Hispanic

Hawaiian Native/Pacific Islander

Native American/Alaskan Native

Asian

More than One Race

Figure 9. PA Nutrition Education TRACKS STARtracks data, FY 2009. 

Figure 9. Race/Ethnicity of Preschool & School-Age Track Participants, FY 2009 

Preschool Track School-Age Track 
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Figure 11. Total Number of SNAP-Ed 
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FY 2009
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Language.  Spanish-speaking SNAP participants in PA are growing in number. According to 

June 2009 data, 648,042 households in PA received SNAP benefits (10). To best evaluate use 

of Spanish in SNAP-eligible households, one month (August) of high migrant population was 

examined. During August 2008, 572,141 households in PA received SNAP benefits. Spanish 

was reported as a preferred language by 4.9% (27,831) of households (10). In comparison, 

August 2007 data indicated that only 4.6% (26,460) of SNAP participants reported Spanish as 

a first language (15). County-specific data from June 2009 indicate that the Spanish-speaking 

SNAP population is disproportionately high in specific counties and that the number of 

Spanish-speaking SNAP participants continues to grow within these counties.  Berks County 

has the highest documented percentage (22.2%) of SNAP heads of household who report 

Spanish as their preferred language, followed by Lehigh (18.7%) and Lancaster (15.8%) 

counties (10).  Previous data from August 2007 indicate 17.1% of Lehigh County and 15.3% 

of Lancaster County SNAP participants reported Spanish as a primary language (15).  These 

data suggest the need for continued nutrition education materials available in Spanish. 

 

 

Education Level.  More than a quarter of SNAP heads of household (28.7%) have less than a 

high school education; 6.8% have completed some post secondary education and only 1.8% 

are college graduates.  The education level of the remaining 4% is unknown.  Slightly over 

half (58.7%) of PA SNAP heads of household possess a high school diploma or General 

Educational Development (GED) equivalency, according to 2005 data (6).  Findings indicate 

need for PA SNAP-Ed to continue attending to literacy issues. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figures 11: PA Nutrition Education TRACKS STARtracks data, FY 2009 

 

Figure 10:  DPW Enterprise Data Warehouse, June 2009.  
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Free & Reduced Lunch. According to SNAP-Ed 

Guidance, children in schools where at least 50% of 

students receive free and reduced priced lunches are 

eligible to receive SNAP-Ed, if exclusivity waivers are in 

place (9). As shown in Table 4, Philadelphia County has 

the highest free and reduced lunch participation rate in the 

state at 75.0%, which represents a total of 137,127 students. 

Fayette County has the next highest participation rate of 

54.8%, a total of 10,694 students, followed by Erie County 

at 47.1% representing a total of 19,689 students (16). 

TRACKS partners with the School District of Philadelphia 

to deliver nutrition education to over 200 eligible schools in 

the district. TRACKS also partners with Adagio Health, 

Inc. who provides SNAP-Ed in over 30 schools in Fayette 

County and two schools in Erie County. TRACKS Local 

Partners continue to provide and expand nutrition education 

programming in these counties where large numbers of 

school students are eligible for SNAP-Ed. 

 

 

2. Nutrition-Related Behavioral and Lifestyle Characteristics of SNAP Eligibles in PA         

 

Dietary Patterns.  Dietary patterns of PA SNAP eligibles reveal inadequate intake when 

compared to USDA’s Dietary Guidelines for Americans and MyPyramid.  Only 22% of adults 

in PA with incomes less than $15,000 report eating 5 or more fruits and vegetables a day (17). 

Preliminary findings from FY 2007 TRACKS evaluation involving a statewide sample of the 

SNAP-Ed audience revealed that fruit and vegetable intake was very low, participants had 

low Healthy Eating Index scores, indicating lower dietary quality, and over three-quarters of 

the sample were not meeting Estimated Average Requirement (EAR) or Adequate Intake (AI) 

standards for vitamin E, magnesium, calcium, vitamin D, and potassium (18-19).   

 

A separate study with female residents in three low-income housing sites in Harrisburg, PA 

(n=91) found low fruit and vegetable intake, high fat intake, and low fiber intake using 

Gladys Block fruit/vegetable, fat, and fiber screeners.  Mean combined servings of fruit and 

vegetables consumed per day was 3.91, which was below the recommended 5 or more 

servings a day.  Mean fat intake for participants was 110.1 grams per day (38.7% of daily 

calories), which was classified as “Quite High” according to the Block fat screener (Average 

= 30-35% of daily calories).  Mean fiber intake was 16.08 grams per day, and only 29% of 

study participants met the minimum daily fiber recommendation of 20 grams daily (20). In a 

related study conducted in rural Lewistown, PA, 58 respondents were interviewed via 

telephone about dietary intake. Average fat intake was high at 33.1% of caloric intake or 87.4 

grams. Respondents consumed an average of only 3 servings of fruits and vegetables per day, 

lower than MyPyramid recommended amounts. Average fiber intake of 10.3 grams also did 

not meet recommended amounts of 25-35 grams per day. The mean BMI for study 

participants was 28.5. Almost a third (29.1%) of study participants were overweight and 

almost 42% of participants were obese. These study participants reported an obesity rate well 

above the national average of 32.9% (21). Findings from a recent study revealed that 

Table 4. Highest Free & Reduced 

Lunch Participation Rates by 

County, Pennsylvania, Oct 2008 

County Percentage 

Philadelphia 75.0 

Fayette 54.8 

Erie 47.1 

Forest 46.3 

Cameron 46.1 

Potter 45.1 

Northumberland 44.5 

Clearfield 44.4 

Tioga 44.0 

Venango 43.7 

Pennsylvania 36.5 

Source: PA Department of Education, 

Building Data Report for October 2008. 
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interventions designed to increase access to fruits and vegetables for low-income parents and 

primary caregivers of preschool-aged children must be tailored to meet their stage of change. 

Whereas none of the average number of fruit and vegetable servings provided to children met 

the MyPyramid recommendations, portions served were significantly different depending on 

the parents and primary caregivers’ stage of change (22).  

 

National Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance (YRBS) data from 2007 show that 21.4% of high 

school students reported eating fruits and vegetables 5 or more times per day in the past week.  

Only 14.1% of high school students reported drinking 3 or more glasses of milk per day in the 

past week, which indicates a 1.9% decrease from previous 2005 data in which 16% of high 

school students reported drinking 3 or more glasses of milk per day in the past week. While 

similar percentages were reported by females and males with respect to fruit and vegetable 

intake (19.9% and 22.9% respectively reported consuming fruits and vegetables 5 or more 

times daily in the past week), striking differences exist between females and males with 

regard to milk consumption.  Only 8.8% of females reported drinking 3 or more glasses of 

milk per day in the past week versus 19.4% of males who reported this activity (23).  

TRACKS statewide YRBS data from FY 2008 show that 22.9 % of 8
th

 graders report eating 

fruits or vegetables 5 or more times per day in the past 7 days and 11.8 % reported consuming 

3 or more glasses of milk per day in the past 7 days (19). 

 

Philadelphia specific YRBS data from 2007 showed that 18% of high school students reported 

eating fruits and vegetables 5 or more times per day in the past week, and only 7.0% reported 

drinking 3 or more glasses of milk per day, a noted 2.7% decrease from 2003 data in which 

9.7% of Philadelphia students reported drinking 3 or more glasses of milk daily in the past 

week (23).  TRACKS YRBS data from a sample of high school students in Philadelphia 

during FY 2008 show that 24.7 % of these students in Philadelphia reported eating fruits or 

vegetables 5 or more times per day in the last seven days after receiving SNAP-Ed.  Only 

2.5% of these high school students reported consuming 3 or more glasses of milk per day in 

the past 7 days (19). 

 

Eating Behaviors and Food Security.  Throughout the life cycle, a variety of personal, peer, 

social, familial, and environmental influences determine people’s food choices and dietary 

patterns (24). CDC defines the built environment as, “the buildings, roads, utilities, homes, 

fixtures, parks and all other man-made entities that form the physical characteristics of a 

community” (25).  Factors associated with the built environment influence not only eating 

behaviors but also food shopping practices. TRACKS examined these associations, including 

barriers to acquiring and consuming healthy foods; this data will inform development of 

nutrition education messages with contextual relevance and potential for positive impact for 

the SNAP-Ed priority audience of caregivers with children (20).  

 

In FY 2006, females at three public housing sites in Harrisburg were assessed for nutrition 

behaviors and level of physical activity through focus groups and survey tools.  Reported 

barriers to healthy eating behaviors and food security issues relevant to the urban setting were 

explored with this low-income audience.  Several barriers were identified including distance 

to a grocery store, transportation issues, higher produce costs as compared to less expensive 

snack foods, and influence of children on food purchasing decisions (20).  To examine rural 

vs. urban experiences, in FY 2009 three focus group sessions were conducted with 20 public 
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housing residents in Lewistown, PA (Mifflin County) to elicit barriers to, and facilitators of, 

healthy eating and physical activity behaviors influenced by a rural environment in which 

low-income audiences reside.  Focus group participants were primarily female (75%), white 

(75%), with an average age of 60.8 years. All but one participant lived alone. Nine 

participants had some high school education, 7 had either a high school diploma or GED, and 

only 1 participant had a college degree.  Identified barriers to healthy eating included: 

transportation issues, too many unhealthy restaurants in the area, unhealthful food supported 

by the local Pennsylvania Dutch culture, absence of ethnically appropriate food, and lack of 

education regarding how to eat healthy. Focus group participants expressed interest in 

participating in nutrition education programs and felt that the public housing community 

would welcome such an opportunity. The primary barriers to healthy eating expressed were 

price of food and access to transportation (21). 

 

According to the Economic Research Service of the USDA, food security is defined as, 

“access by all people at all times to enough food for an active, healthy life” (26). In a recent 

study that measured food security in rural Pennsylvania households, participants had a mean 

household food security status of 2.19 indicating low food security. The national average for 

low food security is 12.6% and very low food security is 3.6%. In this study, 24.6% reported 

low food security and an additional 24.6% reported very low food security. A correlation was 

noted between the consumption of fruits and vegetables and low food security. As food 

security decreased, the consumption of fruits and vegetables also decreased (21). Another 

study, measuring the monthly variations in dietary energy intake and household food supply 

among low-income women, revealed the existence of food shortages during the fourth week 

of each month. Food was abundant in week one and decreased to a shortage by week four. 

The study also found that food insecure women have a higher mean BMI than food secure 

women (27). Research by Laraia et al. revealed that the occurrence of household food 

insecurity among low-income African Americans was three times the rate of non-Hispanic 

Whites and that 30% of all African-American children live in food-insecure households (28).  

   

Both accessibility to and availability of healthful food items influence eating patterns and 

behaviors. To examine the built environment, neighborhood food stores were identified 

around public housing sites in Harrisburg.  No supermarkets were identified within the study 

neighborhoods, but all sites had access to multiple convenience stores.  Neighborhood 

convenience stores had restricted hours of business as compared to the 24-hr open policy of 

the resident-preferred groceries outside the housing neighborhoods.  Availability of food 

items at the local food outlets and identified grocery stores was assessed using a food store 

survey instrument—UC Davis 5adaychecklist.  More than 50% of food items surveyed (e.g. 

fresh produce, breads, dairy products) were unavailable at the food stores within the 

neighborhoods; however, only 6% of food items were not found at the grocery stores.  Focus 

group participants identified grocery stores as main locations for food shopping due to lower 

food costs; however, access to these stores was of concern for residents. Many relied on taxi 

cabs or family members for transportation as a result of low rates of vehicle ownership (20). 

 

Philadelphia has the second lowest number of supermarkets per capita in the United States.  

Nearly 228,000 Philadelphians report that the quality of the food stores available in their 

neighborhoods is fair or poor.  More than eight out of ten adults in Philadelphia who report 

poor quality of grocery stores in their neighborhoods do not consume 5 servings of fruits and 
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vegetables a day.  More than half (51%) of residents in Lower-North Philadelphia report 

traveling outside this low-income neighborhood to access a supermarket as compared to 32% 

of Philadelphia residents reporting this activity (29). 

 

SNAP eligible Pennsylvanians may experience barriers to affordable food as a result of lack 

of transportation, but also as a result of age or disability. From FY 2005 to FY 2008, the total 

number of households with elderly SNAP participants has increased by approximately 19,000. 

According to national FY 2008 data, approximately 19% of households receiving SNAP 

included an elderly individual; 15% of SNAP households were elderly persons living alone; 

and approximately 23% included nonelderly individuals with a disability. In PA, 19% of 

households who participated in SNAP during FY 2008 included an elderly individual, and 

approximately 35% of SNAP participating households included a nonelderly, disabled 

individual (30). Nationally, the prevalence of very low food security among low-income 

households is much higher among the disabled adults not in the labor force (>20% reported 

very low food security) than any other employment group (12).  

 

During March 2007, a sample of low income SNAP eligible females (n=507) in PA counties 

ages 18-45 years participated in a web-based survey to access various sociodemographic and 

health characteristics as well as eating attitudes and behaviors.  This survey also included the 

ecSI/LI (Eating Competence Satter Inventory for Low Income) as well as a number of other 

instruments that measured level of food security, food preferences, fruit and vegetable stages 

of change, sociodemographic, health and food preparation items, and self-reported level of 

eating competence.  Majority of respondents were White, non-Hispanic (78%) and nearly all 

(96.6%) were mothers.  The greatest proportion of respondents (40.2%) reported very low 

food security.  Majority of respondents were SNAP participants (85.5%) and the mean body 

mass index (BMI) was 30.41 (obese) compared to the normal range of 18-25.  Almost all 

(98.5%) respondents had sole or shared responsibility for household food decisions and most 

prepared food at home more than three times a week.  Most respondents did not meet fruit and 

vegetable intake recommendations (31). 

 

Interviews were conducted in FY 2008 with a sample of low-income caregivers (N=32) of 

preschool-age (2-6 years) children to gain insight and understanding into their knowledge of 

nutrition for young children and feeding practices currently used with preschool-age children. 

Interviews consisted of both qualitative interview questions and quantitative questionnaires 

(Feeding Demands Questionnaire and Caregiver Feeding Styles Questionnaire).  Needs 

assessment data from these interviews reveal need for tailoring of nutrition education to 

specific cultural groups. Overall, findings revealed a need for continued nutrition education 

among low-income caregivers of preschool age children with respect to current dietary 

recommendations and appropriate feeding methods (32). Raynor et al. found that preschool-

aged children consumed more servings/day of low-fat dairy and fewer servings/day of 

sweetened drinks, salty and sweet snack foods daily than school-aged children as assessed by 

parent report. These findings indicate that interventions for meeting dietary recommendations 

must start with families of preschool-aged children (33).  

 

Overweight, Obesity, and Physical Activity.  According to 2007 data, 63% of adults in PA are 

overweight (BMI >25) and 28% are obese (BMI>30) indicating a 1% rise in overweight and a 

3% rise in obesity based on 2006 data.  Among PA adults with incomes less than $15,000 
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annually, 36% are obese compared with 24% of those with incomes greater than $75,000 per 

year.  No leisure-time physical activity in the past month was reported by 42% of adult 

Pennsylvanians with incomes less than $15,000 as compared to only 11% of those with 

incomes above $75,000 per year reporting this behavior.  Only 34% of adults living in PA 

households with incomes less than $15,000 reported sufficient moderate physical activity in 

the past week compared with 59% of adults in PA households with incomes greater than 

$75,000 reporting this activity (17).   

 

Perceived barriers to physical activity were discussed by focus groups consisting of female 

residents of low-income housing sites in Harrisburg, PA.  Participants reported an awareness 

of the need for physical activity as part of a healthy lifestyle, however, the majority did not 

engage in regular leisure-time physical activity. Several barriers to leading a more physically 

active lifestyle were cited by the focus groups. The most commonly mentioned barriers are as 

follows: concern for safety, lack of no-cost facilities for physical activities for youth and 

adults, few or no destinations within acceptable walking distance from their homes, lack of 

organized physical activities for adults, and lack of social networks for support (34). 

 

Levels of physical activity of female low-income housing residents were measured both 

subjectively and objectively with the International Physical Activity Questionnaire-short form 

(IPAQ-S) and pedometers respectively.  According to IPAQ-S data, the majority of 

participants (84%) were placed in the High Active category.  However, objective pedometer 

data revealed that most participants were categorized as sedentary (44%) or Low Active 

(38%) with only 3% being placed in the Highly Active category.  Inconsistent subjective and 

objective data demonstrate the disparity between perceived and actual levels of physical 

activity with this SNAP eligible audience (34).   

 

National YRBS data from 2007 show that only 25.6% of female and 43.7% of male high 

school students met recommended levels of physical activity defined as 60 minutes daily 

during 5 or more of the past 7 days.  Philadelphia specific YRBS surveys from 2007 revealed 

lower percentages of high school students actually meeting recommended levels of physical 

activity.  Only 25.5% of females and 38.5% of males reported being physically active for at 

least 60 minutes a day during at least 5 out of the past 7 days before the survey (23).  PA 

TRACKS statewide YRBS data during FY 2008 reveal that 79.4% of 8
th

 graders reported 60 

minutes of physical activity on three or more days in the past 7 days after participating in 

direct nutrition education.  Philadelphia specific TRACKS YRBS data from a sample of high 

school students in FY 2008 indicate that 77.4% reported 60 minutes of physical activity on 

three or more days in the past 7 days after participating in SNAP-Ed (19). 

 

Eating Competence.  The Satter Model of Eating Competence is a biopsychosocial model 

that addresses intrapersonal approaches to eating and food-related behaviors. Four studies of 

eating competence in low-income Pennsylvanian women reveal very low levels of eating 

competence as measured by the Satter Eating Competence Inventory (ecSI) and the ecSI 

modified for low income audiences (ecSI/LI).  A score of 32 or higher has been adjudged 

eating competent for the ecSI and adjusted ecSI/LI ; for the unadjusted ecSI/LI the suggested 

cutoff score is 28.  Mean ecSI scores were low (29.5  7.7) for a sample of 149 women 

participating in the Expanded Food and Nutrition Education Program; 61% of these women 

were current or recent past SNAP participants (35).  In another sample of 19 young 
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Pennsylvanian women (mean age was 32.05  6.03), 95% of whom were current SNAP 

program participants, mean adjusted ecSI/LI score was 26.18  10.2 , well below that 

considered indicative of eating competence (35) . In interviews conducted with 70 young, 

low-income Pennsylvanians (mean age 31.7  9.6; 78.6% SNAP participants, 76.8% female) 

mean ecSI score (28.8  8.3) indicated a low level of eating competence (37).  Finally, a study 

of two groups of Pennsylvania females, (overall n=507) aged 18 to 45 (85.5% current or 

recent past SNAP recipients) revealed mean unadjusted ecSI/LI scores less than 24 (31). 

These results confirmed validation findings of Lohse et al. that low eating competence was 

associated with less food preference, poorer intake of fruits and vegetables, higher body mass 

index, greater weight dissatisfaction, more symptoms of disordered eating, and fewer skills 

with respect to food selection, food preparation, and food budgeting (38).  

 

Interventions to enhance eating competence of low-income adults are needed and would be 

well received by this audience (36).  In FY 2007, local TRACKS program-delivery partners 

were surveyed about their understanding of eating competence, the value of eating 

competence constructs in TRACKS, feasibility of using an eating competence model, and 

training needs for implementation of this model for TRACKS programming.  A majority of 

respondents (61.9%) agreed or strongly agreed that eating competence is relevant to their 

work as nutrition educators, and 57.2% agreed or strongly agreed that application of education 

to enhance eating competence for learners in their nutrition setting was feasible (18). 

   

Eating competence (EC) has been positively associated with diet quality and health (39, 38).  

Little is known about the relationship between EC and dietary patterns (DP) among low-

income (LI) females.  EC and DP were examined in LI females (n=149, age range 18-60) in 

Pennsylvania.  EC was measured by the ecSatter Inventory (ecSI); 45% (n=67) were defined 

as eating competent (mean scSI score was 29.71±7.8).  Three, 24-hour dietary recalls were 

collected.  A principal components analysis with varimax rotation revealed two DPs.  DP1 

consisted of refined grains, added fats, sweetened beverages, and whole fat dairy; DP2 was 

characterized by fruits, vegetables, and whole grains.  DP1 was also associated with lower 

intakes of most micronutrients and fiber; DP2 related to higher EC, Healthy Eating Index and 

micronutrients and lower percent energy from fat.  EC was associated with higher intakes of 

fiber, vitamin C, most B vitamins, vitamin A and many minerals including iron.  

Recommendations of 5 or more nutrients were not met by 79.5% of non-eating competent 

females and by 56.1% of eating competent females.  Mean number of nutrients with an at-risk 

intake level was lower for eating competent participants (P=.02).  This association provided a 

rationale for focusing nutrition education on EC as a means to improve the diet quality of LI 

females (35). 

 

Internet Access.  A formative social marketing study in FY 2006 revealed that the Internet 

was considered a convenient source for obtaining nutrition information by 32% of study 

participants.   From a list of preferred sources for obtaining information about nutrition, the 

Internet was the most frequently selected choice. Accessibility of web-based nutrition 

education for the target audience is supported by cognitive interview findings from a 

TRACKS formative evaluation project that found 80% of low-income persons interviewed 

had access to the internet at home or another location (37).  In addition, testing of an online 

EC module was not hampered by internet access (36). 
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Nutrition Topics of Interest and Preferred Learning Strategies. Digital Photo Receivers 

(DPRs) display a continuously rotating set of images and related messages about specific 

nutrition topics of interest. This method of nutrition education may be particularly relevant to 

Local Partners working with SNAP eligibles in counties where lack of public transportation 

may create difficulty for recruitment of participants to nutrition classes. Community-based 

participatory research results reveal that DPR-delivered nutrition education is well received 

by the SNAP eligible audience (40). A DPR program on herbal usage was developed for and 

tested with Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) 

clients in PA. Client feedback revealed that 98.5% found the DPR program useful and 93.8% 

found the accompanying information card useful. SNAP participation was found to be 

associated with use of herbals; 52.5% of SNAP participants reported herbal use compared to 

40.2% of study participants who never participated in SNAP. Herbal use by children was also 

higher among SNAP participants. These data reveal the viability of the DPR format for 

nutrition education, and the relevance of herbal education among SNAP eligibles in PA (41). 

 

3. Other Nutrition-Related Programs Serving Low-Income Persons in PA                

 

Numerous programs that deliver nutrition education to low-income audiences operate within 

PA. These range from federally or state funded programs to those operated by local non-profit 

agencies or charitable organizations.  

 

 The PA Department of Health administers the WIC program in all PA counties. 

 The Expanded Food and Nutrition Education Program (EFNEP) conducts nutrition 

education programming to low-income adults who have children and are responsible for 

planning and preparing family meals.  EFNEP is not funded statewide; however this 

program is available in 47 of the 67 PA counties.   

 The PA Department of Education (PDE) coordinates Team Nutrition Initiatives, 

providing school foodservice departments with materials and resources to improve meal 

preparation, increase understanding of the nutritional needs of children, and promote 

healthy school food environments by emphasizing the nutritional value of school meals. 

Additionally, PDE implements national school meal programs in PA. 

 Head Start, a preschool program with a nutrition component, serves low-income children 

throughout the state. 

 The PA Department of Aging administers congregate meals at senior centers and home-

delivered meals to homebound persons.   

 The Emergency Food Assistance Program (TEFAP) and the State Food Purchase 

Program are administered by the PA Department of Agriculture, providing regional food 

banks with commodities and fresh foods to supply the local non-profit food pantries 

serving the low-income population across the state.   

 

4. Areas of PA Where SNAP Eligibles Are Underserved Or Have Not Had Access to 

SNAP-Ed Previously 

 

Non-Hispanic Black adults are a population underserved by TRACKS.  As noted earlier, 

Black children account for a large portion of SNAP-Ed programming, but 60% of adults (age 

≥ 18 years) who participated in direct education SNAP-Ed programming in FY 2009 in PA 

were non-Hispanic White.  In a recent report by the USDA, low-income households headed 



Needs Assessment and Application FY 2009 
 

Page 17 of 21 
 

FY 2011 Pennsylvania Nutrition Education TRACKS 

Needs Assessment and Application 

by non-Hispanic Blacks were found to have a substantially higher prevalence (>15%) of very 

low food security as compared with other racial and ethnic groups.  Very low food security is 

defined as severe food insecurity characterized by a reduction in food intake and/or disrupted 

eating patterns for one or more individuals within a household (12). A recent study of urban 

and mostly immigrant Black men, revealed the need for focused nutrition education for this 

audience (14). 

 

Adult males are a population underserved by SNAP-Ed in Pennsylvania.  During June 2009, 

a total of 295,431 males ages 18 years and older participated in SNAP (10).  During FY 2009, 

only 2,742 males were served through PA SNAP-Ed Adult/Senior Track (≥18 years of age) 

direct education programming (11).  Low-income households headed by males living alone 

and by single men with children both reported a much higher prevalence (>15%) of very low 

food security as compared to other family composition groups such as married couples with 

children, single women with children, two or more adults with no child, and women living 

alone (12).  These data indicate a need for increased nutrition education strategies and 

programs targeting male SNAP eligibles. 

 

Preschool-age children are an underserved SNAP-Ed population.  As previously cited under 

Demographic Characteristics of SNAP Eligibles in PA in the paragraph addressing age 

distribution, a total of 240,454 preschool-age (1-5 years) children received SNAP benefits 

during June 2009 (10).  Only 5,526 preschoolers (<5 years) were served by TRACKS in FY 

2009; however, the total number of preschool-age children participating in TRACKS has 

more than doubled since FY 2008 (11). These data indicate that efforts have been 

implemented to reach this audience; nevertheless the need to continue expansion of 

preschool-age SNAP-Ed programming in Pennsylvania remains. 

 

Rural PA counties were historically underserved by SNAP-Ed as a result of difficulty in 

identifying viable cost share sources of the magnitude needed to administer and deliver 

SNAP-Ed programming. In response to this need, TRACKS has planned several initiatives in 

order to reach SNAP eligibles in un-served counties, the majority of which are rural. 

Unclaimed available cost share or uCASH, is an initiative developed by the TRACKS ME 

and implemented by the Pennsylvania Nutrition Education Network (PA NEN) through the 

delivery of SNAP-Ed direct education programming in low-income senior centers in the 

following rural counties: Cambria, Somerset, Bedford, Huntingdon, Mifflin, and Juniata.  In 

addition, PA TRACKS Principal Investigator is conducting a USDA-funded Models in 

SNAP-Ed and Evaluation Demonstration Project that will target the counties in Pennsylvania 

that are either un-served by SNAP-Ed or served only through participation of the County 

Assistance Office with PA NEN. Of the 29 counties targeted for this study, 26 are considered 

rural and three urban (42). For FY 2010, all 67 Pennsylvania counties will be served in some 

capacity by TRACKS: twenty-seven through Local Partner SNAP-Ed programming, twenty-

nine through the FNS Demonstration Project, six through the uCASH program, and five 

through PA NEN food pantry and CAO programming. 
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5. Implications of Your Needs Assessment and How These Findings Were Applied to This 

Current Year’s SNAP-Ed Plan 

 

Nutrition education lessons were previously developed to teach the Dietary Guidelines for 

Americans to middle-income women through a series of problem-based learning (PBL) 

sessions.  In order to utilize the PBL approach with women in the Supplemental Nutrition 

Assistance Program, a study was initiated in FY 2009 with the objective of adapting and 

translating the materials for a low-income audience.  Cognitive interviews were conducted 

with low-income, SNAP- eligible women in order to obtain feedback regarding the 

readability, appropriateness of content, and relevance of the materials to this audience.   

Comments and responses were used to adapt and revise original lessons.  Interviews also 

provided information regarding acceptance of group-setting learning and the feasibility and 

interest in lessons offered in series sessions. 

 

The TRACKS Management Entity will finalize this section after compilation of the FY 2011 

State Plan. 
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