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Abstract

During the summer months food insecurity increases for some children because many youth who 
receive meals during the academic year do not receive meals during the summer. Federal summer 
feeding program data suggest that recreation providers play a role in addressing summertime food 
insecurity, but few targeted studies have been conducted. This study assessed South Carolina recreation 
provider participation in programs addressing summertime food insecurity as well as challenges 
associated with summer feeding program implementation. Data were collected from 58 South 
Carolina recreation providers (i.e., summer camps and parks and recreation agencies) via an online 
questionnaire. Provider-reported quantitative, qualitative, and spatial data were analyzed. Findings 
were visualized using concept mapping and ArcGIS Pro mapping. Twenty-three of the 58 (39.6%) 
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responding organizations participated in a summer feeding program. Transportation of youth to a 
feeding site was the most salient challenge. Spatial analyses suggest that communities with the greatest 
economic needs are underserved by recreation providers in this study sample. Recreation providers 
are important community-based intermediaries between federal, state, and local food suppliers and 
youth/families in need, with food distribution via recreation providers occurring through diverse youth 
program mechanisms (i.e., camp sessions, parks, recreation centers, and after school program sites). 
However, more recreation providers can be engaged as summer feeding sponsors or sites. Future research 
examining summertime food insecurity following the onset of COVID-19 as well as the ways in which 
summer feeding program recipients are engaging with recreation providers is needed.

Introduction

During the academic year children have access to daily meals through their 
schools, but during the summer months food insecurity increases for many 
children (Gordon et al., 2017). Food insecurity is defined as “consistent, 
dependable access to enough food for active, healthy living” (Coleman-Jensen 
et al., p. v). To address children’s greater susceptibility to food insecurity 
during summertime, federal summer feeding programs (e.g., Summer Food 
Service Program; SFSP) were developed to reimburse sponsors like schools, 
local government agencies, camps, faith-based organizations, and other 
community-based organizations that serve free, nutritious meals and snacks 
to low-income children during the summer months (Food Research & Action 
Center, 2018; Giglotti, 2005). 

Sponsor participation in summer feeding programs requires organizations 
to take on responsibilities outside of their normal day-to-day operations, 
including in some cases the management of multiple feeding sites (Giglotti, 
2005). In addition to being fully responsible for administering their summer 
feeding program (U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2013), sponsors must 
also attend training; recruit eligible sites; hire, train, and supervise staff and 
volunteers; competitively procure food to be prepared or identify a vendor who 
can deliver meals; monitor all sites; prepare claims for reimbursement; ensure 
sites are sustainable; and maintain all program documents for three years (Food 
Research & Action Center, 2018; US Department of Agriculture, 2013). This 
administrative responsibility and accountability may constrain some providers 
from participating in summer feeding programs. For example, Molaison and 
Carr (2006) found that paperwork volume was the number one constraint faced 
by state agency directors when starting an SFSP. The researchers also cited a 
lack of trained staff and access to appropriate facilities as major barriers for 
organizational participation in an SFSP program (Molaison & Carr, 2006). 
State agency directors further suggested that partnerships with community 
groups, such as the YMCA, and improved federal resources and training would 
help encourage their agencies to participate.
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Although the USDA tracks organizational involvement in SFSP, a limited 
number of studies have examined summer feeding program involvement 
from the perspective of recreation providers like summer camps and park and 
recreation (P&R) agencies (Popkin et al., 2019; Singletary et al., 2012). Further, 
institutions representing these recreation providers have limited data on the 
role of their member organizations in addressing food insecurity. For instance, 
the American Camp Association—the national organization representing 
camps across sectors (e.g., for-profit, not-for-profit, governmental)—has 
collected no state or national-level data on camp participation in summer 
feeding programs and other strategies used by camps to address food insecurity 
(L. Brown, personal communication, March 19, 2019). This knowledge gap 
provides an opportunity to better understand organizational participation in 
summer feeding programs as well as factors that prevent organizations from 
participating in such programs (Beaulieu, 2014). 

Thus, the primary purpose of this study was to assess South Carolina 
recreation provider participation in programs and initiatives targeting 
summertime food insecurity, where the term “recreation provider” included 
summer camps and P&R agencies. A better understanding of such participation 
may inform strategies for engaging and supporting summer feeding sponsors 
and sites from the overall population of recreation providers. The study 
research questions were: 

1.	 What are the characteristics of South Carolina recreation providers 
involved in addressing summertime food insecurity?, 

2.	 How are South Carolina recreation providers addressing summertime 
food insecurity?, 

3.	 What challenges do South Carolina recreation providers experience 
when implementing summer feeding programs?, 

4.	 How are South Carolina recreation providers collaborating within com-
munity contexts to address summertime food insecurity?, and 

5.	 What geographic areas of South Carolina are served by recreation pro-
viders involved in summer feeding programs? 

Literature Review

Food Insecurity

More than 11% of US households face food insecurity (Coleman-Jensen  
et al., 2019). When access to food is insecure, families often reduce the quality, 
variety, and desirability of their food and reduce calorie intake due to the lack 
of resources to access higher quality and more desirable food (Beaulieu, 2014). 
As with many challenges facing less-resourced populations, food security is 
conceptualized on a spectrum, from the absence of food (i.e., starvation) to 



8� Recreation, Parks, and Tourism in Public Health • Vol. 5 • 2021

more acute conditions (i.e., regular hunger, reduced diet quality) (Hendriks, 
2015; US Department of Agriculture, 2019a). 

Although close to 35% of households under 185% of the Federal Poverty Line 
are food insecure (Beaulieu, 2014), food insecurity can fluctuate depending 
on household characteristics, socioeconomic factors, and the distribution 
of racial and ethnic minorities within a region (Elsheikh & Barhoum, 2013; 
Havewala, 2020). For instance, households with adolescents may exhibit lower 
food security, as these older children require more calories to be adequately 
fed, resulting in these families needing to provide for the higher food demand 
(Anderson et al., 2016). These challenges often lead adult family members to 
go without food or for younger children to receive less than the recommended 
amount of food (Anderson et al., 2016).

Food insecurity can differ based on the race and ethnicity of a given 
population. In fact, racialization of food access and income inequality are 
widely recognized as leading causes of food insecurity among ethnic minority 
populations (Elsheikh & Barhoum, 2013; Morales et al., 2020). Additionally, 
racial segregation impacts the availability of healthy food options, leaving 
more segregated neighborhoods with fewer healthy food outlets and greater 
distances to travel to access them (Havewala, 2020). Food deserts (i.e., areas 
in the US where residents have limited access to healthy and affordable food) 
are most often associated with the percentage of the population identifying 
as a minority, the percentage with less than a high school degree, and the 
percentage in poverty (Dutko et al., 2012). 

Experiencing food insecurity can contribute to youth’s physical and mental 
changes and have negative consequences for their cognitive development, 
physical well-being, psychological health, and family life (Bhattacharya et al., 
2004). Furthermore, the stress associated with household food insecurity can 
result in behavioral and psychological dysfunction in children and adults (Cook 
et al., 2006). Given this combination of stress and hunger, evidence suggests 
food insecure children experience greater rates of anxiety and irritability than 
their low-income peers who are not experiencing hunger (Kleinman et al., 
1998). Further, food insecurity is associated with lower resilience levels for 
youth and their families and correspondingly poorer ability to successfully 
navigate negative or stressful life events (Rutter, 2012). For these reasons, 
food insecurity is a critical issue facing organizations providing programs and 
services to youth and their families. 

The study was informed by Weiser et al.’s (2015) food security and health 
framework, which identifies individual, household, and community factors 
that can influence the relationship between food insecurity and health. The 
community level focuses on structural factors such as food availability and 
education. It is within the community level that summertime recreation 
providers may influence structural factors impacting food insecurity, such as 
improving access to food support through feeding sites or facilitating summer 
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feeding program enrollment among youth and families being served. These 
structural factors are central to this study’s examination of summertime 
feeding program participation among South Carolina recreation providers.

Food Insecurity in South Carolina

Food insecurity presents a serious challenge to South Carolina families (Helsel 
et al., 2019; Mobley et al., 2020). While an estimated 4 million South Carolina 
children are served through a summer feeding program (South Carolina 
Department of Education, 2018), 1 in 6 South Carolina children reside in a 
home that experiences food insecurity (Feeding America, 2020). 

Food insecurity is more prevalent in some areas of the state, such as within 
counties included in the “I-95 corridor.” South Carolina’s I-95 corridor is a 
17-county region that includes approximately one million people and stretches 
from North Carolina to Georgia (see Figure 3). Communities within the I-95 
corridor face significant challenges. As noted by Moore and Lawrence (2009), 
“the Corridor has long been under-developed. With that underdevelopment 
have come problems ranging from struggling schools to cyclical poverty to 
lagging health and social well-being indicators” (p. 17). In short, counties 
along the I-95 corridor are the poorest in the state and include 7 of the 8 poorest 
South Carolina counties (Moore & Lawrence, 2009). Furthermore, the I-95 
corridor is notably more racially and ethnically diverse than the rest of the state, 
with 45% of the state made up of individuals identified as “African-American,” 
“Hispanic or Latino,” or multiracial (Moore & Lawrence, 2009).

Recreation Provider Participation in Summer Feeding Programs

Access to food through summer feeding programs typically occurs from May to 
September, reflecting the typical summer schedule based on traditional school 
calendars. For example, through the SFSP, breakfast and lunch are served for 
free through open or enrolled sponsors (US Department of Agriculture, 2019b). 
While it is estimated that federal food programs provide 3 million children 
with a meal on a typical summer day, 84% of students (~17.9 million children) 
who received free or reduced-price meals during the 2014 academic year (i.e., 
October to April) did not receive a meal from a federal summer food program 
(Food Research & Action Council, 2015). Thus, there is a gap between youth 
who need access to food during the summer and those receiving food through 
summer feeding programs. 

While recreation providers such as parks and recreation agencies and 
summer camps are prominent sponsors of (and sites for) summer feeding 
programs, few targeted studies of recreation provider involvement in summer 
feeding programs have been conducted, particularly from the perspective of 
summer feeding sponsors. Rather, data about recreation provider involvement 
in summer feeding programs have been aggregated within larger reports 
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of sponsor involvement in summer feeding programs (US Department of 
Agriculture, 2020) or grouped within broader categories (e.g., combining 
parks and recreation within a “government” category and combining summer 
camps with colleges and universities) (US Department of Agriculture, 2019c). 
The studies of recreation provider involvement in addressing food insecurity 
that have been conducted have only examined factors that impacted program 
success. For example, in a food insecurity study involving community 
stakeholders that included community-based recreation providers, Popkin 
et al. (2019) found that expanding summer feeding options and supporting 
mobile food services were needed as strategies sponsors could use to address 
transportation and access barriers experienced by youth and families in rural 
areas. Other food insecurity studies have considered recreation providers’ 
involvement in collaborations (e.g., Food Planning Associations) as part 
of comprehensive community strategies for addressing food insecurity 
(Singletary et al., 2012). Given the gap in the literature specific to the experience 
of recreation providers in addressing summertime food insecurity, this study 
explored this topic within the state of South Carolina. Specifically, this study 
examined recreation provider organizational characteristics; summer feeding 
program participation, barriers, and collaborations; and geographic areas of 
the state served by recreation providers. 

Methods

Participants and Data Collection

This study was approved by the Institutional Review Board of Clemson 
University and informed consent was obtained for all participants. South 
Carolina recreation program administrators (i.e., camp directors, parks and 
recreation agency administrators) were recruited through a collaboration with 
the American Camp Association (ACA) and the South Carolina Recreation and 
Parks Association (SCRPA). ACA and SCRPA recruited recreation program 
administrators using the email addresses they had on file for their respective 
members. The entire population of ACA-accredited and affiliated South 
Carolina camps (n = 28) and SCRPA-affiliated member agencies (n = 105) were 
recruited into the study (total n = 133). After receiving a recruitment email 
from ACA or SCRPA, prospective respondents were directed to an online 
consent letter that provided them with information about the study. Once 
prospective respondents agreed to participate, they were directed to a Qualtrics 
questionnaire. Those who completed the questionnaire were entered into a 
drawing to receive a $100 gift card incentive. An additional incentive (i.e., map 
of their organization’s service area) was provided for respondents who shared 
zip code data for their service area.
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Of the 133 recreation providers recruited, 76 surveys were attempted through 
Qualtrics. Respondents who did not complete any questions or did not answer 
the question about hosting a summer feeding program (e.g., “Does your 
organization currently participate in a summer feeding program?”) (n = 14, 
18.4%) were deleted from the data set, as this question provided the essential 
context for the quantitative analyses. In addition, because only one response 
was retained per organization, when organizational duplication was identified, 
the case with the least completed responses (n = 4, 5.3%) was removed from 
the data set. The remaining 58 cases (RR = 43.6%) comprised the final dataset. 
Respondents tended to be Directors (n = 34, 58.6%), Executive Directors (n = 7, 
12.1%), or Program Directors (n = 8, 13.8%). Respondents who selected “Other” 
(15.5%) described their roles as Recreation Leader, Youth Program Supervisor, 
Owner, Food Service Director, Recreation Supervisor, Park Superintendent, 
Program Superintendent, Deputy Director, and City Administrator.

Measures

The questionnaire elicited mixed (i.e., quantitative and qualitative) data 
regarding organizational characteristics, summer feeding program 
involvement, summer feeding program implementation challenges and 
barriers, community collaborations to address summertime food insecurity, 
and geographic service area based on zip code. 

Organizational Characteristics
Respondents were asked to provide information about their organization, 
including organizational type (e.g., summer camp, parks and rec agency, 
college/university), structure (e.g., public, private, public-private partnership, 
nonprofit), service area (e.g., one county, one city, geographic region of SC, 
statewide, multiple states), and populations targeted (e.g., children ages 12 
and under, adolescents ages 13–17, adults up to 55, adults 55 and older). In 
addition, a 10-item measure of organizational priorities (e.g., enhancing 
quality of life, skill development, providing a safe space) on a 1 (least priority) 
to 10 (top priority) scale, based on the research team’s knowledge of common 
youth development organizational practices and in consultation with ACA and 
SCRPA, was utilized. Respondents were asked to rank the priorities that best 
reflect those of their organization using a click and drag approach (with the 
most important priorities at the top and the least important priorities at the 
bottom). These measures of organizational characteristics and priorities were 
developed by the research team.

Summer Feeding Program Involvement
Respondents were asked to indicate yes or no to the question, “Does your 
organization currently participate in a summer feeding program (i.e., offering 



12� Recreation, Parks, and Tourism in Public Health • Vol. 5 • 2021

free meals to youth through one or more sites)?” If they responded with “yes,” 
then other questions (informed by Molaison & Carr, 2006) were presented, 
including “How many years has your organization participated in a summer 
feeding program?,” “How many summer feeding sites (individual locations) 
does your organization sponsor?,” and an open-ended question, “Describe 
how your organization is involved in summer feeding programs, from 
formal summer food service programs to informal strategies like community 
gardens.”

Summer Feeding Program Implementation Challenges
Respondents were asked to identify challenges experienced in implementing 
a summer feeding program. This information was solicited in two ways. 
First, respondents were asked, “Rate each of the following challenges based 
on your experiences implementing a summer feeding program.” Molaison 
and Carr’s (2006) 12-item scale of challenges to summer feeding program 
implementation was adapted and included items such as “program overhead 
costs are too high,” “too much paperwork,” and “transportation of children 
to the sites is difficult.” Items were rated on a 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 
agree) scale. Second, respondents were asked to respond to the open-ended 
question, “Explain your primary barrier to implementing a summer feeding 
program.”

Summer Feeding Program Collaborations
Collaborations to address summer food insecurity were measured using 
an open-ended question informed by Thomson et al. (2009): “Does your 
organization collaborate with other organizations to address youth/family food 
insecurity needs? If so, please describe how your organization collaborates 
with other organizations.”

Geographic Service Area
Zip code data reflecting respondents’ organizational service area was solicited 
through the questionnaire. Specifically, these zip codes represented youth and 
families served by the recreation provider. Respondents were asked to upload 
anonymized zip code data when they responded to the Qualtrics questionnaire. 
Requests for spatial data were limited to zip code to avoid additional survey 
response burden (Snijkers et al., 2013) and privacy sensitivities based on 
feedback from SCRPA and ACA. The use of zip code data is supported by its 
importance in other studies of food insecurity (Bartfeld et al., 2010; Janda et al., 
2021). Notably, in the Three Square Food Bank (2015) study, the researchers 
stressed, “zip code maps are used to drive both policy and programmatic 
decisions around government and charitable responses to hunger in Southern 
Nevada” (para. 6). 
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Data Analysis

Quantitative Analyses
Scale-item responses were analyzed using the statistical package RStudio 
version 1.3.959. Descriptive statistics were calculated for all items. Additionally, 
nonparametric tests were used to analyze differences in organizational 
priorities and challenges. Nonparametric tests were used for all quantitative 
analyses due to the small sample size (n = 58) and non-normality (skewness 
-2.50 to 1.11; kurtosis -1.583 to 4.73) of the data. 

Independent two-sample nonparametric Mann-Whitney U tests were 
conducted to compare organizational priorities between organizations who 
offered summertime feeding programs and those who did not. These tests 
were conducted to determine if there was a difference in organizational 
priorities between those who offered summer feeding programs and those 
who did not. Non-parametric Kruskal-Wallis (one-way analysis of variance) 
tests were also conducted to compare the effect of organizational priorities on 
different organization types (i.e., parks and recreation agency). This analysis 
was conducted using the 10-item scale previously described (i.e., please rank 
the following priorities to best reflect your organization) using a 1 (top priority) 
to 10 (least priority) scale. 

Kruskal-Wallis tests were conducted to compare challenges to summer 
feeding program implementation between different organization types (i.e., 
parks and recreation agency). These analyses were conducted on six survey 
questions that asked about implementation challenges (e.g., Please rate each 
of the following challenges to summer feeding program implementation, 
based on your experiences—Community support) using a 1 (strongly disagree) 
to 5 (strongly agree) Likert scale. The Kruskal-Wallis tests evaluated whether 
challenges to implementation of summer feeding programs differed based on 
organizational type. 

Qualitative Analyses
The open-ended questions were framed as process questions (Maxwell, 2013) 
to better understand events and how they occurred. These questions were 
analyzed in different ways. Responses to the open-ended question “Please 
describe how your organization is involved in summer feeding programs 
(from formal summer food service programs to informal strategies like 
community gardens)” were analyzed by one research team member using a 
non-coding disassembling procedure using identified “derived notes” (Yin, 
2016, p. 200) that were then reassembled using concept mapping (Jackson 
& Trochim, 2002). Responses to the remaining open-ended questions (e.g., 
questions about barriers to implementing a summer feeding program and 
organizational collaborations to address food insecurity) were analyzed 
using conventional content analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005) to identify 
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patterns across responses to each question. One team member coded the 
data based on portions of text that represented one idea and then developed 
categories reflecting similarities across codes (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). This 
was followed by an audit of the data, codes, categories, interpretations, and 
concept map to ensure trustworthiness (Cutcliffe & McKenna, 2004). For 
both open-ended questions, an independent audit was performed by another 
research team member to verify the concept map and conventional content 
analysis codes accurately reflected the data.

Spatial Analyses
Three maps support spatial analysis of the respondent data and underlying 
demographic and socioeconomic patterns: 1) a service area analysis 
representing youth and families served by the recreation provider, 2) income 
equality across South Carolina as represented by the GINI Index (Gini, 1936) 
with a focus on the I-95 corridor, and 3) percent minority racial composition 
and food deserts in South Carolina. 

Thirteen zip code datasets were received from respondents representing 
youth and families served by the recreation providers. Datasets were inspected 
for errors and converted to five-digit zip codes when nine-digit zip codes were 
present and saved as Comma Separated Value (CSV) files. Upon inspection 
of the submitted data, it was found that two respondents submitted lists that 
reported two or more occurrences of the same zip code. The first record of 
the duplicate was kept, and all other occurrences of the same zip code were 
removed. All other respondents submitted unique zip code lists, meaning 
that the respondent did not report multiple client occurrences (i.e., youth and 
families served) per zip code. A unique identifier for each respondent was 
created and added to the original aggregated zip code dataset. 

GIS shapefiles consisting of nationwide US Census Bureau TIGER/Line five-
digit zip code, county, and state boundary shapefiles were downloaded from the 
National Historical Geographic Information System (NHGIS) (Manson et al., 
2019). Additionally, American Community Survey (ACS) tabular data consisting 
of the 2015–2019 GINI index, racial demographic data, and census tract data 
were downloaded from NHGIS (Manson et al., 2020). NHGIS modified the 
TIGER/Line definitions only by erasing coastal water areas. US Census Bureau 
TIGER/Line Primary Roads shapefile and 2020 USDA Food Environment Atlas 
tabular data were also downloaded (US Census Bureau, 2016; US Department 
of Agriculture, 2017).

Several processing steps were used to generate the three maps. For the service 
area analysis, an R (version 3.6.1) script was written to import CSV files, the 
2017 five-digit zip code shapefile, and generate shapefiles for mapping (R Core 
Team, 2019). After importing data into R, the sp:::merge function performed 
a join using the zip code attribute from each data set resulting in a state-wide 
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zip code service area (Pebesma & Bivand, 2005; Bivand et al., 2013). A shapefile 
was exported from R. The respondent addresses were geocoded in ArcGIS Pro 
(ESRI, 2019), and a final service area map was generated. 

All further processing steps were performed in ArcGIS Pro (version 2.5.1). 
The GINI index tabular data were joined to the zip code data using the 
“GISJOIN” attribute available in both data sets for the income equality map. 
The “GISJOIN” is a unique identifier for each zip code in both the spatial and 
tabular data sets available in NHGIS data. Using the 2016 TIGER/Line Primary 
Roads shapefile, the Interstate 95 feature class for South Carolina was generated 
through an attribute selection and clip function followed by a dissolve realizing 
the mapped feature. Corridor of shame counties, i.e., counties on the I-95 
corridor in South Carolina, were selected manually from TIGER/Line county 
data using literature references to identify the 17 counties (Moore & Lawrence, 
2009). A graduated color Natural Breaks (Jenks) quantitative classification was 
applied and a final map generated. 

To create the percent minority and food desert map several processing 
steps were performed. To develop the percent minority data, South Carolina 
census tracts were subset from national data using a select by attribute query 
followed by a join between census tract spatial data and the demographic table 
using the “GISJOIN” attribute and the feature class was exported. A percent 
minority was calculated using the following method at a census tract level after 
adding a new attribute. A summation was applied to all minority demographic 
classes, including 1) Black or African American, 2) Asian, 3) Native Hawaiian 
or other Pacific Islander, 4) some other race alone, and 5) the total of two or 
more races. The summation of all minority classes was divided by each census 
tract’s total population and multiplied by 100, resulting in the percent minority 
metric, and a graduated color Natural Breaks (Jenks) quantitative classification 
was applied. A quality control step to verify that the minority percentage and 
the White percentage equaled 100% was performed. To complete the map, 
the USDA Food Desert Locator tabular data were also joined to the NHGIS 
census tract data using the census tract unique identifier available in both data 
sets. The USDA Food Desert classification of one mile for urban areas and ten 
miles for rural areas is used to demarcate those census tracts classified as food 
deserts (USDA, 2017).

Results

Characteristics of South Carolina Recreation Providers

The first research question was “What are the characteristics of South Carolina 
recreation providers involved in addressing summertime food insecurity?” 
Results associated with organizational characteristics are summarized in  
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Table 1. Organizations represented in the sample of 58 respondents included 
17 camps (29.3%), 37 P&R agencies (63.7%), 3 colleges/universities (5.1%), 
and 1 after-school program (1.7%). Of the 17 camps represented in the 
sample, 15 (88.2%) identified as resident camps and 2 (11.8%) identified as 
day camps. With regard to the organizational service area, the largest number 
of respondents reported serving a single city (27; 46.6%). However, 11 camps 
and universities (19%) acknowledged serving multiple states. Additionally, 
10 organizations (17.2%), served a single county, 7 organizations (12.1%) 
served the entire state of South Carolina, and 3 organizations (5.2%) served a 
geographic region within South Carolina.

When asked to identify their organizational priorities, most respondents (28; 
48.3%) identified enhancing quality of life as their primary focus. Respondents 
also listed safe space (9; 15.5%), youth development (8; 13.8%), promoting 
health and physical activity (6; 10.3%), spiritual development (4; 6.9%), 
inclusive programs and services (2; 3.5%), and environmental education (1; 
1.7%) as top priorities for their organization. 

With regard to populations served, all but one organization (57; 98.3%), 
a university, identified serving participants 12 years or younger. Thirty-two 
(55.1%) organizations served participants 13 to 17 years old. Fourteen (24.1%) 
organizations served populations up to 55, and fourteen (24.1%) organizations 
served participants above 55. 

As another way to understand the characteristics of recreation providers 
involved in addressing summertime food insecurity, respondents were asked 
to rank their organizational priorities by marking a list of 10 priorities with a 
1 signifying top priority and 10 representing the bottom priority. The results 
of the independent two group Mann-Whitney U test indicated a significant 
difference (p < .05) in the median scores of several priorities when comparing 
organizations who hosted summer feeding programs to those who did not. A 
Mann-Whitney test indicated that quality of life received a significantly more 
prominent (p = .029, effect size r = .288) median rank (median = 1, IQR= 1) 
for organizations who offered summer feeding programs than those who did 
not offer these programs (median = 2, IQR = 5). Organizations who hosted 
summer feeding programs (median = 4, IQR = 3) also significantly prioritized 
(p = .004, effect size r = .382) providing inclusive programs and services more 
than organizations who did not offer summer feeding programs (median = 
7, IQR = 3.5). On the other hand, organizations who did not offer summer 
feeding programs (median = 7, IQR = 4) prioritized environmental education 
significantly more than (p = .027, effect size r = .291) organizations who did not 
offer summer feeding programs (median = 9, IQR = 3). Organizations who did 
not offer summer feeding programs (median = 6, IQR = 3) also significantly 
prioritized (p = .007, effect size r = .355) leadership development more than 
those organizations who offered summer feeding programs (median = 8,  
IQR = 2). 
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Participants (n) Percentage (%)

Organizational Type

Summer Camp 17 29.3

Parks and Recreation Agency 37 63.7

College/University 3 5.1

After-School Program 1 1.7

Organizational Structure

Public 43 74.1

Private 2 3.4

Public-Private 4 6.9

Nonprofit 9 15.5

Organizational Service Area

Single City 27 46.6

Single County 10 17.2

Geographical Area within South Carolina 3 5.2

All of South Carolina 7 12.1

Multiple States 11 19

Organizational Priorities

Quality of Life 28 48.3

Providing Youth with a Safe Space 9 15.5

Youth Development 8 13.8

Health and Physical Activity 6 10.3

Spiritual Development 4 6.9

Inclusive Programs 2 3.5

Environmental Education 1 1.7

Populations Served

Youth 12 Years or Younger 57 98.3

Youth 13 to 17 Years Old 32 55.1

Adults Up to 55 Years Old 14 24.1

Adults 55 Years Old or Older 14 24.1

Table 1: Organizational characteristics of South Carolina recreation providers 
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Organizational priorities were also measured by organizational type (i.e., 
Summer Camp, Parks and Recreation Agency, College/University, or After-
School Program). A Kruskal-Wallis test was used to measure if there was a 
difference between the four organizational types. When the null hypothesis 
was rejected, multiple comparisons (the Dunn post-hoc test) were performed. 
Using the Kruskal-Wallis test, there were statistically significant differences 
between organizational types in regard to the priority placed on quality of life 
(p <.001, epsilon squared = .354), leadership development (p = .005, epsilon 
squared = .219), promoting health and physical activity (p <.001, epsilon 
squared = .399), providing inclusive programing (p = .045, epsilon squared = 
.141), spiritual/religious development (p = .002, epsilon squared = .262), and 
youth development/education (p = .005, epsilon squared = .220). The Dunn 
post-hoc tests showed that parks and recreation agencies prioritized quality 
of life (median = 1, IQR = 1; median = 6, IQR = 5) and promoting health and 
physical activity (median = 3, IQR = 2; median = 6, IQR = 3) significantly more 
than (p < .001; p < .001) summer camps, while summer camps prioritized 
leadership development (median = 5, IQR = 3; median = 7, IQR = 2) and 
spiritual/religious development (median = 10, IQR = 6; median = 10, IQR = 0) 
significantly more than (p = .013; p < .001) parks and recreation agencies. The 
Dunn post hoc test also revealed that summer camps prioritized promoting 
health and physical activity (median =3, IQR = 2; median = 8, IQR = 0.5) 
significantly more than (p = .008) colleges and universities. See Tables 2 and 
3 for all comparisons.

Food Insecurity Strategies of South Carolina Recreation Providers

The second research question was, “How are South Carolina recreation 
providers addressing summertime food insecurity?” While a majority 
of respondents (i.e., 35 organizations; 60.3% of the sample) reported 
their organizations did not participate in a summer feeding program, 23 
organizations (i.e., 4 camps and 19 P&R agencies, representing 39.7% of the 
sample) had sponsored a summer feeding program or currently serve as a 
summer feeding site. The majority (52.2%) of organizations operated out of 
a single feeding site and primarily served one (34.8%) or two (39.1%) meals 
a day. Five organizations reported serving three (21.7%) meals a day, while 
one (4.3%) organization reported serving five meals a day. All organizations 
reported that at least one meal contained fresh fruits and vegetables. Feeding 
programs operated from a range of three weeks (4.3%) to twelve weeks (8.7%) 
over the summer. The majority of programs (39.1%) operated for eight weeks. 
Of the 23 organizations offering a summer feeding program, nine respondents 
reported hosting their feeding program for five years or less. However, four 
respondents reported hosting a summer feeding program for at least 20 years. 
For example, the City of Charleston has participated in a summer feeding 
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program for 30 years, and Camp Asbury Hills reported sponsoring a summer 
feeding program for 50 years. 

Participants were asked to identify how their feeding programs were 
funded and to identify funding sources. Respondents identified a mix of 
funding sources. Out of the 23 organizations participating in a summer 
feeding program, 12 received at least 50% of their funding through a federal 
entity (e.g., US Department of Agriculture; 52%), three received at least 50% 
of their funding through a state entity (e.g., South Carolina Department of 
Social Services; 13%), one received at least 50% of their funding through 
a local entity (e.g., school district or county government; 4.3%), three 
received at least 50% of their funding through donations and philanthropy 
(e.g., grants; 13%), and five received at least 50% of their funding through 
operational funds (22%). As these findings indicate, funding sources 
for summer feeding programs vary and are intermingled, with providers 
receiving funding from multiple sources most often channeled through 
governmental entities.

Finally, respondents were asked the open-ended question, “Please 
describe how your organization is involved in summer feeding programs.” 
As described by respondents, South Carolina recreation providers acquire 
food and related resources through state government or local entities (e.g., 
food banks, food rescue) often via funding that originated with the federal 
government (e.g., USDA). Next, through programs and sites that include 
after-school programs, recreation centers, parks, and camps sessions, 
recreation providers offer meals and snacks to youth as well as access to 
other fresh foods through the provision of services such as community 
gardens. These meals and snacks are sometimes offered directly to youth (for 
example, through summer camps that used the food as part of breakfast or 
lunch service), and in other instances the recreation providers function as an 
intermediary and offer meals, snacks, and access to gardens through other 
direct providers such as schools and faith-based organizations. Concept 
mapping (informed by Jackson & Trochim, 2002) was used to visualize the 
processes respondents described regarding their involvement in summer 
feeding programs (see Figure 1).

Factors Influencing SC Recreation Provider Participation in 
Summertime Food Insecurity

Initiatives
The third research question was, “What challenges do South Carolina 
recreation providers experience when implementing summer feeding 
programs?” Data associated with this question were solicited in two 
ways. Respondents were first asked to identify challenges associated with 
implementing a summer feeding program (see Table 4). On a scale of 1–5, 
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where 1 = strongly disagree and 5 = strongly agree, the most salient challenges 
to program implementation were transportation of children to the feeding 
site (2.86, SD = 1.315), too much paperwork (2.86, SD = 1.276), government 
regulations (2.57, SD = 1.326), and insufficient staff to operate the program 
(2.52, SD = 1.327). 

Challenges to implementing a summer feeding program were then 
measured based on recreation provider type. The Kruskal-Wallis test was used 
to determine if there was a difference between the four organizational types. 
The sample size decreased from 58 to 21 because organizations who programs 
did not host a summer feeding program (n = 35) were not asked this question. 
Additionally, two organizations who do host summer feeding programs did not 
answer the questions about implementation challenges. These missing cases 
were removed using listwise deletion. When the null hypothesis was rejected, 
multiple comparisons (the Dunn post-hoc test) were performed. Using the 
Kruskal-Wallis test, statistically significant differences were identified between 
organizational types regarding challenges faced in receiving community 
support (p = .036, epsilon squared = .077). The Dunn post-hoc test indicated 
that parks and recreation agencies faced a significantly greater challenge in 
receiving support from their communities than summer camps did (median = 
2, IQR = 2; median = 4, IQR = .5, p = .036). 

Respondents were then asked the open-ended question, “Please explain 
your primary barrier to implementing a summertime feeding program.” 
Eighteen respondents provided an answer to this question. While five 
respondents identified no barriers (28%), the remaining sites identified one 
or more barriers. Barriers identified by at least two respondents included 
staffing (e.g., “finding quality help to administer the program”), program 
continuity (e.g., “ensuring that it will continue by the outside organization 
so our program participants can receive the benefit”), and the location of the 
feeding sites in relation to family residences (e.g., “[we are a] large county in 
terms of geographic area so it can be difficult to reach all parts of the county 
by way of sites”). 

South Carolina Recreation Providers’ Collaborations to Address Summertime Food 

Insecurity
The fourth research question was, “How are South Carolina recreation 
providers collaborating within community contexts to address family 
food insecurity?” Respondents were asked whether their organizations 
collaborated to address youth/family food insecurity. Ten respondents 
provided an answer to this question. Collaboration categories included 
food distribution, (e.g., “partner with local Boys and Girls club to offer 
the federally funded, state operated year-round feeding program”), food 
funding (e.g., “applying for grants”), food procurement (e.g., “collaborating 
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Figure 2: Communities served through summer feeding programs imple-
mented by South Carolina recreation providers. Areal units are zip codes.

to provide breakfast for our camp participants” and “working closely with 
food banks and charity groups to offer food”), and participant identification 
(e.g., “we partner …. to read and interpret food desert maps in our counties 
and municipalities to make sure we know where these are for better 
programming.”) 

Geographic Areas Served by South Carolina Recreation Provider Summer Feeding 

Programs
The fifth research question was, “What geographic areas of South Carolina 
are served by recreation providers involved in summer feeding programs?” 
Figures 2, 3, and 4 provide the results of the spatial analyses. Figure 2 reports 
the recreational service area for the respondents that submitted zip code 
data. Figure 3 reports the same recreation provider zip code data as Figure 
2, but shows the GINI index for South Carolina counties and the path of I-95 
through the I-95 corridor counties. The GINI index is a measure of statistical 
dispersion that represents income inequality within a region. The GINI 
coefficient is a number from 0 to 1, where 0 implies perfect equality and 1 
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implies perfect inequality. Figure 4 reports the percentage of racial minorities 
across South Carolina along with the location of food deserts and I-95 at 
the census tract level. The spatial results suggest some areas of the state are 
better served by recreation providers engaged in addressing summertime food 
insecurity. In addition, the I-95 corridor is not well represented by recreation 
providers engaged in addressing summertime food insecurity, although 
youth and families in those counties may be more food insecure. Further 
analyses confirm this observation. An analysis of the overall state-wide service 
area found that the 13 recreational respondents cover 53% of SC zip codes. 
Removing the I-95 corridor zip codes from the analysis found that respondents 
reported activity in 81% of those SC zip codes, while the recreational provider 
respondents cover only 32% of the total zip codes in the I-95 corridor. These 
analyses suggest that recreation providers in this sample underserved the I-95 
corridor.

Figure 3: Statistical dispersion (GINI Index) representing income equality 
across South Carolina. Areal units are zip codes. (Note: The GINI coefficient 

is a number from 0 to 1, where 0 implies perfect equality and 1 implies perfect 
inequality. Counties included in the I-95 corridor are outlined in red, and I-95 

is shown in yellow.)
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Figure 4: Percentage of racial minorities across South Carolina. Areal units are 
census tracts. (Note: Food deserts are outlined in orange, and I-95 is  

shown in yellow.)

Discussion

This study provided the first targeted examination of South Carolina 
recreation providers’ role in addressing summertime food insecurity, barriers 
to involvement in food insecurity programs and initiatives, and organizational 
collaborations to address summertime food insecurity. This study involved a 
sample of recreation providers recruited through intermediaries (i.e., ACA, 
SCRPA). The findings situate recreation providers (both summer camps 
and parks and recreation agencies) as community-based intermediaries 
between federal, state, and local food suppliers and youth/families in need. 
Furthermore, the findings highlight how food distribution via recreation 
providers occurs through different youth program mechanisms (i.e., camps, 
parks, recreation centers, and after-school program sites). National, state, and 
local intermediaries are critical actors in addressing youth and family needs 
(Wicks et al., 2007), which was a central conclusion of a national consensus of 



28� Recreation, Parks, and Tourism in Public Health • Vol. 5 • 2021

studies on children’s summertime experiences (National Academy of Science, 
Engineering, and Medicine, 2019). This study provides further evidence for the 
important role played by these intermediaries. 

Our findings indicate that while approximately 40% of the South Carolina 
recreation providers in this study are involved in formal summer feeding 
programs (e.g., USDA Summer Food Service Program, South Carolina Child 
and Adult Care Food Program), the majority are not participating in these 
programs. In this state-level survey, more than 60% did not report involvement 
in a summer feeding program. The limited involvement of summer feeding 
program “sponsors” (in this study, recreation providers) has been noted in 
the literature, with Miller (2016) stressing the need for new sponsors to enroll 
in summer feeding programs, the need for existing sponsors to operate new 
summer feeding sites, and the need for existing summer feeding sites to remain 
open for more days and longer hours. 

The spatial data findings (particularly Figures 3 and 4) allowed for a 
comparison between the geographic areas served by recreation providers and 
South Carolina’s “I-95 corridor.” While the study sample may not be entirely 
representative of the state population of recreation providers, they do represent 
a cross-section of urban and rural camps and P&R agencies. It is notable that 
many summer feeding programs are offered by recreation providers in localities 
not included within the I-95 corridor. This study’s benchmark (i.e., ~40%) of 
recreation provider involvement in summer food service programs, as well as 
the spatial data showing where youth and families are currently being served, 
the percentage of racial minorities in the areas currently being served, and the 
locations of food deserts, suggest an opportunity for more recreation providers 
to be engaged in addressing summertime food insecurity. This need appears to 
be particularly salient in counties with higher rates of Black, indigenous, and 
people of color. 

In this study the program implementation barriers identified by recreation 
providers were consistent with those identified in previous studies of summer 
feeding sponsors. For example, the most salient barriers to recreation provider 
implementation of a summer feeding program included transporting youth to 
the feeding sites, paperwork volume, government regulations, and insufficient 
staffing, which support findings by Molaise and Carr (2006) who highlighted 
how administrative responsibilities constrained involvement in summer 
feeding programs. There was also no significant difference between reported 
barriers to implementation based on organizational types or structures. 
Additionally, lack of funding emerged as a barrier within both the scale and 
open-ended responses consistent with the literature (Food Research & Action 
Center, 2018), which may partially explain the lack of recreation provider 
summer feeding sites in areas with higher poverty (as suggested in the spatial 
analyses described earlier). 
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The contrasting findings associated with barriers to summer food 
service program implementation faced by recreation providers suggests the 
significance of the local context in which programs were implemented. In other 
words, summer food service program implementation barriers may be unique 
to the specific context in which recreation providers are implementing them. 
Within the context of recreation and leisure, researchers (and their respective 
frameworks) have noted the importance of the broader ecology in which a 
program participation barrier/constraint may be experienced (see Stodolska 
et al., 2019). Barriers identified in this study, although contextually bound, 
indicate where additional resources may be needed (e.g., transportation) in 
order to enhance the reach of existing recreation provider summer food service 
programs. 

In some communities there is a struggle to engage summer feeding sites 
where they are easily accessible by families facing food insecurity. For these 
communities there is a need for more summer feeding sites. Both camps and 
P&R agencies can play multiple roles in addressing food insecurity, including 
becoming a sponsor, becoming a feeding site, preparing meals for a sponsor, 
and having staff and youth serve as volunteers at a feeding site (American Camp 
Association, 2020). Recreation providers considering these opportunities may 
benefit from the results of this study (as well as from studies by Binder [2016] 
and Molaise & Carr [2006]) when preparing for program implementation. 
Furthermore, national and state intermediaries (including but not limited to 
ACA and SCRPA, who collaborated on this study), as well as state and federal 
agencies, should consider targeted efforts to engage recreation providers in 
summer feeding programs. Such engagement could include disseminating 
information about summer feeding programs in organizational publications 
and through major professional development events, as well as supporting 
local entities and programs interested in summer feeding initiatives. 

Future Directions

The findings of this study could inform future research and practice in several 
ways. First, the role of recreation providers in addressing summertime food 
insecurity needs to be contextualized for the COVID-19 pandemic. COVID-19  
has changed the food insecurity landscape in that it has caused sharp 
increases in food insecurity rates in the United States and created a public 
health crisis (Bauer, 2020; Van Lancker & Parolin, 2020). For instance, in 2018 
3.1% of mothers with a child age 12 and under reported a lack of food for their 
children because their family could not afford enough food in the past year. 
In April 2020, 17.4% of mothers with children ages 12 and under reported a 
similar situation in which their children were not eating enough because the 
family could not afford sufficient amounts of food, with COVID-19 specifically 
identified by mothers as a critical factor contributing to a lack of resources for 
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food (Bauer, 2020). Negative impacts of the pandemic on food insecurity have 
disproportionately impacted Black, indigenous, and people of color (Morales 
et al., 2020). Within the context of COVID-19, innovative approaches for 
addressing food insecurity are being implemented, such as “Grab-n-Go” meal 
sites that can provide children with five days of meals at one time (Dunn et al., 
2020). These innovations have been applied to an academic year response but 
have not been tested during summertime. Additionally, youth-serving agencies 
such as the YMCA of the USA (2020) have developed targeted programs and 
services in response to COVID-19, but the extent to which these programs are 
successful, and the strategies developed to implement these programs, have 
not been assessed or reported. 

Second, more investigation is needed to better understand how recreation 
providers may be collaborating within communities to address summertime 
food insecurity. This study’s findings associated with recreation provider 
collaborations are mixed. While the concept map (see Figure 1) suggests South 
Carolina recreation providers are addressing food insecurity within a fully 
collaborative process involving food provision and distribution partners, only 
43% (10 out of 23) of recreation providers specifically identified a collaborator 
or described how they were collaborating to address food insecurity. Innovative 
collaborations (called “summer food service coalitions”) have been proposed 
as “working groups to create and/or tailor model joint-use/shared-use 
agreements for local entities to adopt to utilize sites such as indoor and outdoor 
physical activity facilities at schools, nongovernmental organizations, or parks 
and recreational centers, among others” (Fleischhacker et al., 2020, p. 122). 
Future studies guided by conceptual models examining the five dimensions of 
collaboration (i.e., governance, administration, mutuality, norms, and agency) 
(Thomson et al., 2009) may be constructive in elucidating information about 
how community collaborations play a role in addressing summertime food 
insecurity. 

In addition, future studies involving recreation provider community 
collaboration to address food insecurity may be enriched by mapping 
collaborators in addition to feeding sites and families served, which may 
provide better data to inform potential service gaps. Furthermore, exploring 
how recreation providers and community collaborators are resourced 
to address food insecurity, especially organizations operated by Black, 
indigenous, and people of color (BIPOC), may identify additional disparities 
reflecting the racialized nature of food insecurity as suggested by Elsheikh and 
Barhoum (2013) and Odoms-Young (2018). Further, the study findings suggest 
that only the most resourced recreation providers with the capacity to complete 
the required paperwork and navigate other barriers such as transportation 
are participating in summer feeding programs. Future research is needed to 
understand how alleviating barriers to summer feeding program participation 
for smaller, less-resourced, and decentralized community-based organizations 
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may result in better summertime food insecurity outcomes for youth and 
families.

Third, while this study examined food insecurity from the perspective of 
South Carolina recreation providers, future studies conducted with recipients 
of South Carolina recreation provider food service programs could examine 
outcomes of those programs and inform a theory of change for better modeling 
of both predictors of change as well as program or recipient characteristics 
that moderate change. Such modeling may also shed light on the relationship 
between food security and health outcomes resulting from summer feeding 
programs. As noted by Weiser et al. (2015), “the relationship between food 
security and health outcomes is bi-directional, causing households and 
individuals to be caught in a ‘vicious cycle’ of poor outcomes” (p. 40). Because 
evidence suggests that summer camps may not be settings in which children 
make good decisions when it comes to the consumption of healthy foods and 
beverages (Kenny et al., 2017), evaluating youth outcomes (across health, 
youth development, and related domains) associated with summer feeding 
programs within recreational settings is needed (Fleischhacker et al., 2020). 
These reasons tend to be highly contextual, as family decisions to engage with 
summer feeding sites are made based on local factors embedded in availability 
and accessibility. 

Study Limitations

Some study limitations are acknowledged. First, data were collected from South 
Carolina recreation providers and are not generalizable to recreation providers 
in other states. Further, while the ~44% response rate is respectable, some data 
may be incomplete, including the spatial data, and therefore the work of some 
South Carolina recreation providers who are addressing summertime food 
insecurity may not be represented in this study. The limitations of zip code data 
as areal units of measure can be problematic especially in urban areas where 
racial and socioeconomic populations can be separated by neighborhoods 
and roads that all fall within a single zip code. The use of smaller level of 
geography units such as census tract, block groups, and blocks would provide 
a more accurate representation of the spatial variability of these observations. 
The small sample size further prevented a more robust statistical analysis 
of results. Second, data reported in this study were collected through a self-
report strategy, and as such the findings were susceptible to respondent recall 
bias. As previously noted, other unreported barriers or collaborations may 
be influencing the provision of food service programs within the context of 
recreation settings. 

This exploratory study examined the role of South Carolina recreation 
providers in addressing summertime food insecurity to identify benchmarks 
against which future data could be compared, as well as to further illuminate 
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how recreation providers are involved within community food insecurity 
processes and collaborations. The study findings highlight that South 
Carolina recreation providers (i.e., summer camps and P&R agencies) are 
critical community-based intermediaries in the process of providing youth 
and families with food during summertime. Further, the study identifies that 
more recreation providers can be engaged as sponsors of summer food service 
programs or as summer feeding sites to reduce food insecurity and increase 
youth access to healthy foods during summertime. 
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