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Allison Scheetz: Welcome to the Applied Economic Perspectives and Policy podcast, a 

production of Oxford Journals and the Agricultural and Applied Economics Association. 

Today’s podcast features a discussion between Spiro Stefanou and Alessandro Bonanno 

about a recent Featured Article published in AEPP. If you are interested in reading the 

article or learning more about AEPP visit aepp dot oxford journals dot org.   

Spiro Stefanou:  Welcome to the Applied Economics Perspectives and Policy Podcast 

Series.  I am Spiro Stefanou, Managing Editor of the Journal and Professor and Chair of 

Food and Resource Economics at the University of Florida.  Today we will focus on the 

recent featured article, "Food Insecurity and Food Access in U.S. Metropolitan Areas," 

coauthored by Alessandro Bonanno at Wageningen University and also an adjunct 

faculty at Penn State University and his coauthor Jing Li at Penn State University.  I am 

pleased to have Alessandro Bonanno with us today.  Alessandro, welcome to our 

podcast. 

Alessandro Bonanno:  Hello, Spiro.  Thank you and thank you for having me. 

Spiro Stefanou:  This is an extremely interesting article exploring the role of food access 

to different food retail outlets and how it impacts the level of food insecurity.  The main 

policy tool is to address food insecurity or food assistance programs such as USDA's 

funded Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program known as SNAP.  Your focus is on 

how and where food insecure households access food.  Today we hope you can bring 

together the vexing issues that link food insecurity and the challenges of food access in 

U.S. cities.  Let's start out by having you outline how food access and food insecurity are 

linked. 

Alessandro Bonanno:  Thank you Spiro.  There are basically two main mechanics to 

which food access can affect food insecurity.  The first is simply that through their 

location, food stores can make it either easier or harder for households to acquire food.  

By locating strategically in areas where the demand is higher or where logistic structure 

makes it easier for them to supply products to consumers, food stores may create areas 

where there is a high supply of food and other areas where there is a low supply.  In that 

case, consumers, especially low income ones or household, income ones have hurdles 

to reach those supermarkets or those food stores which are located farther away from 

them.  If access per se is not an issue and with access, I mean physical access, another 

issue might be prices.  Isolated stores could at least in theory have a certain amount of 

monopoly power which means they could charge higher prices.  So if you think about it, 
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stores that operate in isolated areas which might be harder to reach for some consumers 

may also charge higher prices.  Through both channels, physical access and prices, the 

location of food stores can have an effect on food insecurity. 

Spiro Stefanou:  So are there policy mechanisms to promote access in an effort to 

improve food security? 

Alessandro Bonanno:  Yes, there are.  There are several policy mechanisms and also 

partnerships of private and public entities to help the location of food stores or to help 

providing food to households that are underserved.  If we think of the issue of households 

not having enough income or not having enough resources to acquire food, the USDA 

through a series of programs are aiding households which are low income or households 

with children or households with infants to receive additional funds to acquire more food.  

We already mentioned the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, SNAP, there is 

the Women, Infants and Children, the WIC Program.  There are other programs targeting 

children such as the Child and Adult Care Food Program, the Fresh Fruits and Vegetable 

Programs, aiding to provide nutrition foods to consumers.  There are also partnerships 

between private and public initiatives such as the Healthy Food Financing Funds that 

uses programs at U.S. Department of Agriculture Health and Human Services and other 

programs to expand the availability of nutrition foods and this includes also developing 

new grocery stores, small retailer, corner stores to increase access.  There are a lot of 

initiatives that aim at improving access to farmer's market and to aid farmers who want to 

provide food directly to consumers to do so.  And let's not forget the food pantries and the 

soup kitchens which provide many meals to households that are underserved in the 

United States. 

Spiro Stefanou:  How do you go about investigating this link?  For example, what kind of 

data are available? 

Alessandro Bonanno:  Well until recently the key issues was to match two different 

types of databases.  The first database that one needed to have was ideally a database 

of food stores location.  There are different sources that one could use.  In our paper we 

use data from the County Business Pattern of the United States Bureau of Census and 

United States Bureau of Labor Statistics.  The County Business Pattern which is actually 

available at different level of geographic detail, allow a researcher to track the number of 

establishments for different type of industries in a given area.  In our case, we collected 

data on grocery stores of different size, convenience stores and then we wanted to add 

additional information on Walmart Supercenters and we use a database by Thomas 

Holmes at the University of Minnesota.  The issue was we had to match this data with the 

household level information on food insecurity.  That proved challenging.  We used the 
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current population survey, food security supplements that records different information for 

food security for households with and without children.  We had to use geocoded 

indicators to match the households' location with the County Business Pattern data.  We 

could find a good way to match these databases at the metropolitan level, the MSA, 

metropolitan statistical areas.  That is why our analysis focuses on the metropolitan 

United States.  But thankfully, recently, in the last year and a half, a new database has 

been made available by the USDA, that is the FoodAPS.  The FoodAPS, or the long 

name is the National Household Food Acquisition and Purchase Survey, is the first 

national representative survey of American households and combines different data 

sources and provides data about households food purchases, food acquisitions, both 

food away from home, let's say from restaurants or fast food establishments as well as 

food at home.  The data is available for researchers and it really looks like it could be a 

good source of information for scholars who want to do more in this field of analysis, for 

scholars who want to do more to disentangle these issues of food insecurity and access. 

Spiro Stefanou:  What confounding factors do you address to separate out all these 

different linkages? 

Alessandro Bonanno:  Well that is a really good question.  We faced at least two 

different issues in our analysis.  The first one is that some of the same economic forces 

that might drive food establishments to locate in a given area are also or might also 

contribute to a household's food insecurity status.  Stores might want to locate in areas 

where consumers have a higher income or there is a higher population density or where 

the unemployment level is low.  Because that will give them some long run profitability, 

that will allow them to make plans to stay in business for a long time.  Some of these 

issues might bias the results of any kind of metric analysis, that wants to disentangle our 

food access or in our case food stores' location can affect food insecurity.  Another issue 

that we had to face and resolve in a way was that of retailers compete with each other.  

We look at large grocery stores, small grocery and convenience stores and Walmart 

Supercenters as our measures for food stores.  There is a lot of literature that studies 

how stores interact with one another and especially looks at the effect that Walmart might 

have on other traditional food stores.  In a way we did the best that we could with the 

data that we had available to try to isolate drivers of location for the different type of 

stores including Walmart Supercenters in a way so that we could quote unquote, "purge" 

our data from any confounding effects and isolate, again at the best of our possibilities, 

the effect of just the pure presence of stores, in our case density of stores on the 

probability that a household declares to be food insecure. 

Spiro Stefanou:  What results do you wish to highlight for us?  For example, does size, 

that is store size matter? 
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Alessandro Bonanno:  Well the best answer I can give you is, yes and no or it depends.  

We found that as we segmented the households in our sample by income level and by 

whether or not they had children in their households, the statistical significance of some 

of our coefficients and also the size of the effect of the different stores changed.  Overall 

we would say that if the goal of policy makers were to let's say create an environment 

that could lower the probability of households to be food insecure, they could just 

facilitate stores to locate in a given area.  We find most of the stores we included in the 

analysis to have an effect on what we call the food sample of households.  And one 

caveat I want to mention, we focused on the food insecurity among adult individuals only.  

So instead if the goal was that of facilitating let's say the reduction of food insecurity 

among households which are lower income or which might have children, might have 

more susceptible of being food insecure, the access, facilitating the access to small size 

food stores perhaps easy to access that do not require one stop shopping trips might be 

a bit more effective.  However, in a way, location of stores will in most cases regardless 

on the store type facilitate some households to reduce their level of food insecurity. 

Spiro Stefanou:  Alessandro, many thanks for taking time to share your insights on this 

contemporary policy issue that impacts our communities. 

Alessandro Bonanno:  Thank you, Spiro.  And I would also like to thank all the readers 

of Applied Economic Perspectives and Policy. 

Allison Scheetz: The article discussed today "Food Insecurity and Food Access in U.S. 

Metropolitan Areas," was written by Alessandro Bonanno from Wageningen University as 

well as at Penn State University and his coauthor Jing Li at Penn State University. It can 

be found in Volume 37 Issue 2 of AEPP. If you have any feedback or questions, please 

send an email to podcasts at oxford journals dot org. 

 

If you are interested in learning more about AEPP or signing up for free AEPP content 

alerts, visit aepp dot oxford journals dot org.  For more information about the Agricultural 

& Applied Economics Association, go online to aaea dot org.  

 

The music featured in today’s episode is the song “Forward” by Northbound. You can find 

it online at free music archive dot org. Thanks for listening. 

###END### 


