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Effects of private food distribution services on the diet of

user households with children

Abstract

Relative poverty notably persists in Japan, especially among families with children and
single parents. It has been demonstrated that children from low-income families
consume less breakfast and vegetables, more processed meat and fish, and more instant
noodles. They also have an increased likelihood of becoming obese as adults. As a
response, private food assistance such as foodbanks and "Kodomo Shokudo" has begun
to sprout throughout the country in recent years. The number of these food assistance
has expanded dramatically over the past two decades in Japan. Foodbanks provide free
grocery items to households with hardships through food pantries. Kodomo Shokudo
are locations where children can go alone to have meals together with others in a safe
environment and where meals are offered for free or at a minimal cost by local
community volunteers and personnel. Despite the increase in food assistance in Japan,

research on the effects of food assistance on households with children is limited.

This study aimed to examine the impact of food assistance on user households with
children and to develop recommendations for improving the quality of meals and dietary
habits of children living in disadvantaged households. The focus of the study was on

families with children who use private food assistance for financial or other reasons.

This paper consists mainly of three studies. Research using a self-administered



questionnaire was undertaken among the clients of four food pantries organized by
Second Harvest Japan from January to February 2020. Datasets from 194 participants
out of 241 were analyzed. The Chi-squared test, or Fisher's exact test, and Kruskal-
Wallis test were used to analyze the answers. The clients with children had an increased
frequency of family meals and opportunities to eat together with others. The parents
observed that their children skipped breakfast less frequently and started eating items
that they had not eaten before. The children became more enthusiastic about meals.
These families had a tendency to use food pantries longer than other clients without

children.

Secondly, through quantitative text analysis of open-ended responses to the
questionnaire, this research seeks to elucidate the characteristics of changes in the
dietary habits of households with children among food bank clients. A total of 283
households responded to the self-administered questionnaire, with 154 of those
households providing open-ended responses. The open-ended responses were subjected
to morphological analysis using KH Coder to extract terms with high frequency, and
co-occurrence network analysis was employed to elucidate the characteristics of the
responses among households with children. One of the characteristics, according to the
findings, is a change in parents’ motivation to prepare meals. Receiving foods that
differ from those typically purchased increases enthusiasm for cooking and provides
more opportunities to cook at home as opposed to purchasing ready-made meals and
lunch boxes, and cooking these foods results in increased meal enjoyment. In addition,
the results suggest that receiving food from a food bank leads to changes in children,
such as an increase in meal enjoyment and changes in eating patterns, particularly the

consumption of vegetables and the consumption of foods they do not normally consume.



Finally, a self-administered questionnaire survey targeting the organizations that
provided meals through Kodomo Shokudo was conducted. Trends, strengths, and
challenges of providing food assistance were analyzed after information was gathered
through the questionnaire. 11 out of 77 organizations operating Kodomo Shokudo in
Tokyo that agreed to provide information comprised the target group. More than 70%
of Kodomo Shokudo were held less than twice a month, indicating that it is difficult for
these services to play a role in improving food consumption. Regarding the meal's
composition, all Kodomo Shokudo answered that grain dishes, fish and meat dishes,
vegetable dishes, as well as snacks and beverages, were almost always provided. Even
when food could not be obtained for free through assistance or donations, according to
the research, balanced diets consisting of grain dishes, fish and meat dishes, and
vegetable dishes were provided. In addition, the results revealed that the
implementation was intended to provide food assistance to children from low-income
households, but in reality, the meals were not specifically aimed at these children. The
most frequently mentioned purpose of Kodomo Shokudo was providing a safe place for

children.

In addition to immediate improvements in food intake, interventions leading to medium-
to long-term changes in eating habits are required to improve food intake and healthy
eating habits among children living below the relative poverty line. Foodbanks can have
a positive effect on children by supporting the dietary intake of needy households and
inducing changes in the eating habits of children and their caregivers. Kodomo Shokudo
are expected to improve the quality of life in regard to food by sharing meals with them

and showing them how to eat well.



The Japanese government's 4th Action Plan for Dietary Education calls for these
private-sector dietary support activities to be bolstered in order to address the issues
surrounding children in greater need. To improve the diet and eating habits of children,
both now and in the future, it is necessary to address issues such as the quantity and
type of donated food, the variety of food, and the financial support for implementing

organizations.
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