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Abstract

In this article, we discuss the most recent trends in food-retail access in low- and moderate-income 

communities in the United States of America. We begin with a review of the current literature 

on the number of people impacted by food deserts and then review several critical retail trends, 

including supercentres (such as Walmart),1 dollar stores, farmers markets and online food retail. 

We discuss the growing investment in incentive programmes, as well as new understandings 

of the impact of food deserts on health. In the United States of America, the number of 

communities without adequate access to healthy affordable food has declined, though more than 

5.6 percent of the population still lives in low-access census tracts. At the same time, racial and 

economic disparities in food access remain a considerable concern, with around 30 percent more 

non-white residents facing limited access to food retail than white residents. We also provide 

recommendations for areas of future research.

INTRODUCTION

The Scottish Nutrition Task Force first coined the term “food desert” in 1995 (Beaumont 

et al., 1995). Today, the term generally refers to a geographic area that lacks sufficient 

access to grocery stores, especially in low-income communities (Shaw, 2006). While much 

of the food-desert concept remains grounded in a conceptualization of geographic proximity, 

whereby concern remains for those that live far from affordable access to healthy nutritious 

foods, recent policy efforts, changes in the retail industry and new research findings have 

1According to the Merriam-Webster dictionary, a supercentre is a very large discount department store that also sells a complete line 
of grocery merchandise.
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prompted new considerations about how food deserts can or should be defined. These 

include a broader understanding for how food deserts impact the economic well-being of 

communities (Richardson et al., 2017), how store quality influences access (Hilmers et 

al., 2012), how supercentres and dollar stores influence shopping patterns, and how new 

technologies (including online ordering and home delivery) may help to alleviate gaps.

In 2009, the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) began mapping food access 

to identify communities where there was low availability of affordable nutritious foods 

and found that food deserts exist in every American state, in all types of communities. It 

estimated that roughly 23 million people lived in 6 529 food-desert communities (USDA, 

2012). The USDA’s research elicited increased recognition of the vital role of people’s 

environment in supporting health and reducing disparities (Neff et al., 2009).

In the United States of America, national funds were allocated to address food-desert areas 

for the first time in 2011, following a series of city and state financing efforts, which began 

with the Pennsylvania Fresh Food Financing Initiative in 2004 (Karpyn et al., 2010). To 

date, such public efforts have provided more than USD 220 million, which has leveraged 

more than USD 1 billion in private investment through public-private partnerships, to fund 

nearly 1 000 retailers serving areas of limited food access in 35 states (PolicyLink, The Food 

Trust and The Reinvestment Fund, 2015).

HAS THE NUMBER OF RESIDENTS LIVING IN FOOD DESERTS CHANGED?

In its most recent 2017 report, the USDA’s Economic Research Service determined that the 

number of census tracts that met the classification of “low access” had declined measurably 

since 2010, indicating a general improvement in the proximity of supermarkets to residents 

across the country (Rhone et al., 2017). Specifically, the US saw a 15 percent decline in the 

number of individuals living in a limited-supermarket-access area. From 2010 to 2016, the 

share of the population living in limited-supermarket-access areas declined gradually, from 

6.8 percent of the population to 5.6 percent (Rhone et al., 2017).

However, because the number of low-income communities across the country had increased 

by more than 5 percent since 2010, the net number of low-income and low-access 

communities increased 0.36 percent (Rhone et al., 2017). The overall increase in low-

income areas in the United States of America – the cause of the net increase in low-income 

food deserts – raises concerns about the growing number of struggling households with 

limited access to affordable nutritious foods, and the ways in which disparities may expand 

in part as a result.

State by state, the greatest improvement in increasing food access, as denoted by the 

percentage decrease in limited-supermarket-access-area populations, was witnessed in North 

Dakota (41 percent), Idaho (41 percent), Iowa (40 percent), Rhode Island (38 percent), 

Wisconsin (36 percent), Alabama (35 percent), Kansas (35 percent), New York (34 percent), 

Arkansas (32 percent) and Indiana (32 percent). In contrast, several states have experienced 

a substantial worsening of the problem, including Maine (with an increase of 27 percent) 

and Nevada (with a rise of 26 percent) (The Reinvestment Fund, 2018).
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In addition to examining food access at state level, research has also considered food access 

at the census-tract level. Census tracts are relatively small geographical subdivisions of an 

area, defined for the purpose of collecting national census data. Depending on definitional 

parameters, estimates indicate that somewhere between 35.2 million and 83.5 million 

individuals (5.6 percent to 17.7 percent of the US population, respectively) reside in census 

tracts with limited access to a store (Rhone, et al., 2017). Further, racial and economic 

disparities in food access persist across the country, with approximately 30 percent more 

non-white residents facing limited access to food retail than their white counterparts (Rhone, 

et al., 2017). Rhode Island, for example, was home to more than 274 000 non-white 

residents as of 2018 (26 percent of the state’s population), yet 60 percent of those living in 

food deserts were non-white (The Reinvestment Fund, 2018).

NOTABLE TRENDS IN GROCERY RETAIL AND FOOD-DESERT 

COMMUNITIES

In 2011, as a team member of Michelle Obama’s National Healthy Food Financing 

Initiative, Walmart announced that it would open between 275 and 300 stores to serve 

USDA-designated food-desert areas (Walmart Inc., 2011). In the United States of America, 

USD 1 in every USD 3 grocery dollars is spent at Walmart (Hauter, 2014), the country’s 

largest food retailer. According to its 2019 annual report (Walmart Inc., 2019), Walmart 

increased its revenue by 6.6 percent, from USD 482 billion in 2015 to USD 514 billion 

in 2019. It did so in part through store expansion, increasing its retail units by 5.6 percent 

between 2015 and 2019, including adding 4.8 percent more supercentres (to total 3 570 

such stores), 27 percent more neighbourhood markets (now 813 stores) and 18 percent more 

discount stores (now 386 stores). While the net result has been expansion, stores have closed 

as well. From 2015 to 2019, Walmart closed a total of 223 stores in the United States of 

America, creating at least 3 new food deserts and another 31 neighbourhoods in 15 states 

that no longer sell fresh produce and meat (CBS News, 2016).

Walmart entering a region can result in social concerns, including weakened union 

bargaining power, reduced wages and benefits, and decreased employment levels (Neumark 

et al., 2008; Davis et al., 2009). Large supercentres also evoke considerable worry about 

the viability of local retail. For example, a report by Manhattan Borough President Scott 

Stringer showed that (a new) Walmart on 125th street in Harlem, New York would result 

in 25 percent of the nearby supermarkets and bodegas going out of business within a year 

(CBS New York, 2011). Such concerns magnify the potential impact of superstore closings 

on communities.

At the same time, the nations’ largest grocer has been a significant partner in several 

evidence-based health promotion and nutrition interventions. For example, in 2011, Walmart 

helped to lead a national effort to work with manufacturers to reformulate products to reduce 

sodium, added sugar and trans fats in frequently purchased and consumed foods without 

adding considerable cost for consumers (Stolberg, 2011).

The dollar-store market, although a very different model from the supercentre, has also 

grown considerably in food-desert communities, prompting concerns. As of 2018, dollar-
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store chains (including Dollar Tree, Dollar General and Family Dollar, which was acquired 

by Dollar Tree in 2015) grew from roughly 18 000 locations in 2009 to more than 27 000, 

with plans to continue expanding to more than 50 000 (Donahue, 2018). Like Walmart, 

dollar stores often serve food deserts, are rapidly expanding in rural and low-income 

communities, and have raised concerns in relation to their proclivity to decrease the profits 

of local grocers in the surrounding area, causing such stores to close (Donahue, 2018).

Community advocates have noted worrying ripple effects on communities, as dollar-store 

chains employ fewer people on average than local grocery stores, rely more heavily on 

publicly subsidized health care for their employees and offer a limited selection of healthy 

foods (Donahue, 2018). Dollar stores typically do not carry fresh produce and their selection 

of food is mostly processed (Donahue, 2018). Furthermore, dollar-store chains often appeal 

to low-income customers by offering low sticker prices, though their per-unit prices are 

actually higher than the competition (Hoium, 2012). Taken together, this suggests that 

dollar-store chains are contributing to growing economic and health disparities in rural and 

low-income communities across the United States of America.

Just when the physical landscape of the food desert is evolving in terms of the types of 

retailer sited in low-income and underserved areas, online food delivery is emerging and 

starting to realize its potential. While it remains unclear to what extent these types of 

solutions will effectively meet the needs of low-income residents, the recent merger between 

Amazon and Whole Foods has fuelled hope that online delivery will soon be able to reach 

customers whom to date have not had adequate access to healthy, affordable foods (Karsten 

and West, 2017).

At the federal level, in April 2019, the USDA’s Food and Nutrition Service, which 

administers the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), launched an online, 

two-year pilot programme in New York to test the use of SNAP benefits in online grocery 

shopping and delivery systems (USDA, 2019). Specifically, Amazon and ShopRite (a full-

service retailer) will be providing the service to the New York City area, while Walmart will 

provide online services in upstate New York locations (USDA, 2019).

The novel approach responds to ongoing questions about how receptive low-income families 

are to online ordering, how feasible online ordering is for them (including access to 

technology and internet access for online orders) and the extent to which families will 

be able to pay for the delivery fee associated with the service using non-SNAP forms of 

payment. While promising, the extent to which food purchasing patterns will be altered in 

the New York pilot remains to be seen. It is unknown whether the programme will increase 

the sale of healthier foods among food-desert residents who are receiving food-assistance 

benefits and decrease sales of unhealthy items.

Farmers markets, defined as a location where two or more farmer-producers sell their own 

agricultural products (such as fruits, vegetables, meat, fish, poultry, dairy products and 

grains) directly to the general public at a fixed location (USDA Agricultural Marketing 

Service, 2019), have also seen considerable growth in low-income areas and are proving a 
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promising strategy for addressing food deserts. The number of US farms selling directly to 

consumers increased from 116 733 in 2002 to 144 530 in 2012 (Low et al., 2015).

Farmers markets, in parallel with the number of farms selling directly to consumers, have 

witnessed substantial growth over the past 10 years, with more than 8 767 such markets 

in operation nationally as of 2018, up 200 percent from 2006 (Low et al., 2015). Local 

farmers markets, in addition to providing locally grown food in low-income areas, have a 

positive job multiplier effect, with each full-time-equivalent job created at a farmers market 

supporting approximately half of another full-time-equivalent job in other sectors of the 

region’s economy (Low et al., 2015).

Evidence from the past 10 years shows a steady increase in SNAP-benefit use at farmers 

markets. In 2015, more than USD 19.4 million SNAP redemptions were honoured by 

farmers markets, compared with only USD 2.7 million in 2008 (USDA Food and Nutrition 

Service, 2015). Despite increased farmers-market usage, however, lower-than-recommended 

fruit-and-vegetable consumption patterns persist among low-income residents (Moore et al., 

2015), while rates of diet-related chronic disease remain high (National Center for Health 

Statistics, 2016). And while early data on the health and economic benefits of increased 

SNAP shopping at farmers markets suggest positive impacts on fruit and vegetable intake 

and body mass index, especially where additional financial incentives are available (Dimitri 

et al., 2015), these studies remain limited in geography and research design (for example, 

no comparison group) (Savoie-Roskos et al., 2016). Consequently, it is unclear whether 

the improved diet is a result of increased access alone, or whether it is mediated by the 

individual characteristics of the farmers-market shopper, who may be inherently more likely 

to purchase and consume healthier products.

HOW DO FOOD DESERTS IMPACT COMMUNITIES?

Food deserts and their consequences are far more complex than once thought (Richardson 

et al., 2017). Research has evolved to support a growing understanding of the causes of 

food deserts and their economic impacts in terms of lost wages, reductions in the local 

tax base and lost potential for food retail to serve as an anchor institution for other retail 

development. The economic impacts of a new grocery store or retention of an existing, but 

struggling grocery store, reflect our growing understanding of the multi-faceted importance 

of employment and community on health and well-being (Horster et al., 2016; Hardcastle et 

al., 2015; Buro et al., 2015).

Research has further re-defined adequate store access beyond store counts to include 

measures of store quality, community acceptability, healthy and unhealthy food-marketing 

practices, product quality and affordability (Adam and Jensen, 2016). In addition, new 

approaches to incentivizing healthy food have taken centre stage as a mechanism for 

helping low-income consumers (Broers et al., 2017). New research has also emerged, which 

estimates that 9 percent of nutritional inequalities are attributable to food deserts (Allcott 

et al., 2017). However, more recent conversations about the need to solve the food-desert 

problem emphasize the importance of both ensuring the fundamental human right to food 

and the economic value of community retail, and de-emphasize the role of food deserts as 
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an obesity-prevention or obesity-reduction strategy, where connections are likely more distal 

(Haspel, 2018).

Food insecurity is also closely tied to wellness, and to the availability of healthy food, 

disproportionately affecting those in low-income communities (FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, WFP 

and WHO, 2018). Food insecurity, or a lack of secure access to sufficient amounts of safe 

and nutritious food for an active healthy life, and normal growth and development, is a result 

of limited food availability due to inadequate physical access to food (in other words, food 

deserts), limited economic access to food (namely, poverty, or high food costs), inadequate 

utilization (for example, lack of kitchen or household facilities for food preparation, or 

challenges in meeting the costs of living in a way that adequately addresses food needs), or 

a lack of stability in one’s environment or income, further disrupting physical, economic or 

utilization capacity.

Inadequate access to affordable, nutritious food, particularly when combined with stress, 

anxiety or depression, disordered eating patterns and/or inadequate pre-natal and child 

nutrition, results in an inadequate diet and contributes to excess and/or insufficient 

nutritional quality. Consumption of calories, protein, vitamins or minerals and intake of 

sugar, salt and/or fat are often impacted, in terms of either excess consumption or inadequate 

consumption, or both. In turn, child stunting and wasting, micronutrient deficiencies and 

overweight and obesity result (FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, WFP and WHO, 2018).

NEW UNDERSTANDINGS OF THE ECONOMIC POTENTIAL OF FOOD 

DESERTS

In spite of food deserts’ negative attributes, there is increasing evidence that such areas 

offer significant economic potential. To date, food deserts have witnessed substantial grocery 

“leakage” due to unmet demand for food retail. For example, analysis in Newark, New 

Jersey showed that residents of low-income areas underserved by food retailers were 

travelling more than twice as far to full-service food-retail locations as residents of similar 

areas that were solidly middle income (PolicyMap, 2018). Newark’s low-income residents 

still need to purchase food – corresponding to retail demand of USD 24 million – but as 

these low-income families are underserved by food retail, their available food supply is only 

valued at about USD 6 million, meaning that almost USD 18 million of total retail food 

demand is leaking outside these low-income areas (PolicyMap, 2018).

In addition to this untapped retail demand, food deserts offer potential to decrease 

unemployment rates among the formerly incarcerated. In the US, close to 700 000 persons 

are released from prison each year, many of whom are low income and in need of jobs 

(SHRM, 2019). Supermarkets are one of a limited number of employers that will hire and 

train formerly incarcerated individuals (Von Bergen, 2017). The US Congress and others 

have recognized the critical nature of such opportunities for families and recently passed 

the First Step Act (December 2018), which includes increased rehabilitation programming, 

among other things, to support former prisoners (115th US Congress, 2018).
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PROVIDING FUNDING AND INCENTIVES FOR LOW-INCOME RESIDENTS TO 

PURCHASE HEALTHIER FOOD

Dating back to 1939, Congress began providing financial benefits to citizens needing 

assistance to purchase food to meet their nutritional needs in the form of a food-stamp 

programme (USDA, 2018a). While the original programme ended in 1943, Congress 

restarted the provision of food assistance in 1961 and this has remained uninterrupted 

(USDA, 2018a). Since 1973, food assistance has been authorized and funded by Congress 

as part of the Farm Bill (Farm Policy Facts, n.d.). This legislation is typically revised and 

reauthorized every five to six years and is administered by USDA (Snap to Health! 2018).

Relatively recent and noteworthy developments related to the provision of food assistance 

include the establishment of electronic benefits transfer (EBT) (USDA, 2018a). Also, to 

reduce the stigma of receiving benefits and in recognition of those benefits as a significant 

source of nutrition, the programme was renamed the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 

Program (SNAP) in 2008 (USDA, 2018a). SNAP is the largest programme in the United 

States of America’s hunger safety-net (USDA, n.d.), providing nutrition assistance benefits 

to approximately 42.1 million Americans as of September 2017 (Cronquist and Lauffer, 

2019). Furthermore, the aforementioned online purchase programme for SNAP beneficiaries 

was launched in April 2019 (USDA, 2019).

To help address disparities in food access and nutrition among low-income residents, a 

series of efforts have been made to provide financial discounts, or “bonus” dollars, for the 

purchase of healthy foods, often in conjunction with SNAP. Efforts to understand incentive 

programmes largely began in 2008 when that year’s Farm Bill provisions for the SNAP 

programme committed USD 20 million to projects intended to incentivize recipients to 

increase their purchase of fruits and vegetables and other healthful foods at the point of sale 

(Rosenbaum, 2008).

In 2011, a USD 4.4 million healthy-incentive pilot was the first attempt in this area of 

research to systematically study the impact of fruit and vegetable incentives on SNAP 

participants’ purchase and consumption patterns (Bartlett et al., 2014). Results showed that 

by instituting a 30 percent incentive within a retail setting for purchases of targeted fruits 

and vegetables, among a randomly selected sample of 7 500 SNAP participants, mean total 

fruit and vegetable intake increased by 0.32 cups per day compared with the control group 

(Bartlett et al., 2014). Researchers reported an increase from 2.294 to 2.616 cups per day 

of all fruits and vegetables, including potatoes, legumes and 100 percent juice (Bartlett et 

al., 2014). More recently, the USDA Food Insecurity Nutrition Incentive grant programme 

was established by the 2014 Farm Bill (USDA, 2018b) and renewed in the 2018 Farm Bill, 

with more than USD 100 million to be dispensed over five years to support projects that 

utilize incentives (financial and non-financial) to increase the amount of fruit and vegetables 

purchased and consumed by SNAP participants.
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CONCLUSIONS

Since the term’s emergence in 1995, the nutrition field’s understanding of how to address 

food deserts has evolved into a far more nuanced and complex web of considerations 

and, perhaps, we now have more questions than answers. Research to date shows that a 

new supermarket in a low-income neighbourhood is unlikely to have an effect on obesity 

reduction (Adam and Jensen, 2016; Dubowitz et al., 2015a; Pechey and Monsivais, 2015); 

however that new supermarket will probably have an impact on community health and 

well-being, including economic benefits (Adam and Jensen, 2016; Dubowitz et al., 2013; 

Dubowitz et al., 2015b; Aggarwal et al., 2014; Cannuscio et al., 2013). At the same time, 

online food retail is nascent and it remains unclear to what extent this new phenomenon 

will help food-desert residents to purchase healthy food, or perhaps perpetuate inequities 

by causing new store closings, reducing the number of bricks-and-mortar stores across the 

nation.

Choice is an important variable in the food-desert discussion and residential shopping is 

determined by an increasingly evolving retail landscape, driven by price, convenience, and 

cultural and practical considerations, which together add a significant nuance to the “if we 

build it, they will come” interpretation of the food-desert definition (Dubowitz et al., 2015b).

Our next generation of efforts to make healthy foods “accessible” to residents of food 

deserts requires an understanding of meaning and context, as well as of place and 

space. Both quantitative and qualitative research are needed to understand how food retail 

availability and store operations – including retail jobs, community and family perceptions 

of the relative value of healthy and less healthy foods, food cultures and traditions, food 

marketing efforts and food prices – collectively impact health.
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