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School nutrition professionals’ employee safety experiences during the onset of 

the COVID-19 pandemic 
 

Attention to the safety and concerns of school nutrition employees is vital for continuation of 

school nutrition programs during the pandemic and future emergency situations, according to 

the Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior 

 

Philadelphia, January 7, 2021 – A new study in the Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior, 

published by Elsevier, explores real-time personal and employee safety experiences and perspectives of 

school nutrition professionals ranging from frontline staff to state leadership across the United States 

during the early weeks of the coronavirus pandemic.  

 

A survey with both closed- and open-ended items was developed to explore the experiences of school 

nutrition staff, managers, directors, and state agency personnel. Descriptive statistics from the responses 

of 47 states were calculated, and a thematic analysis of an open-ended item was conducted.  

 

“When we analyzed the survey’s open-ended results, we found three themes in the responses. The most 

prominent theme, that 94 percent of our respondents reported, was that they had significant concern for 

risk of transmission or risk of exposure to the coronavirus while they were at work as they interacted with 

people in the community and their coworkers,” said lead investigator Emily Vaterlaus Patten, PhD, RDN, 

CD, Brigham Young University, Provo, UT, USA.  

 

Another theme that emerged was concern with the processes including the administrative interactions, 

logistics, and protocols for serving emergency meals. For some, there was a feeling of distrust or lack of 

support from authority. School districts and state health departments were described as disconnected 

from the situation, apathetic, or uncaring. “I don’t trust that a school nurse understands and/or even cares 
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about whether or not we are safe. They are working from home and have no clue what we are up 

against,” wrote a nutrition program director from Texas.  

 

 
Caption: Attention to the safety and concerns of school nutrition employees is vital for continuation of school nutrition 

programs during the pandemic and future emergency situations (Credit: iStock.com/andrewd). 

 

Personal concerns were also a common theme in the research results. Respondents described feelings 

of exhaustion, fear, and stress. Personal concerns were often rooted in the perspective that working 

through the pandemic was a high risk, low-reward situation. Others were concerned for themselves, their 

families, peers, or employees because of the risk factors associated with severe illness.  

 

“This was and continues to be a challenging time for school nutrition professionals and this research 

highlights that they have demonstrated resilience through the whole process. USDA Waivers have helped 

improve conditions, and nutrition programs have innovated their distribution methods. I think we are 

celebrating the enormous number of meals that have been served during this time and the people that 

made it happen. They’re veritable heroes. They’ve worked and self-sacrificed to mitigate food insecurity in 

their communities during this difficult time,” Dr. Vaterlaus Patten said.  

 

--- 

 

Notes for editors 

The article is "School Nutrition Professionals’ Employee Safety Experiences During the Onset of the 

COVID-19 Pandemic,” by Emily Vaterlaus Patten, PhD, RDN, CD; Emma Beckstead, RDN, CD; Mckenna 

Jones, RDN, CD; Lori Andersen Spruance, PhD, CHES; and Dayle Hayes, MS, RDN 



(https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jneb.2020.10.021). It appears in the Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior, 

volume 53, issue 1 (January 2021), published by Elsevier. 

 

The article is openly available at https://www.jneb.org/article/S1499-4046(20)30699-0/fulltext. 

 

Full text of the article is available to credentialed journalists upon request; contact Eileen Leahy at +1 732 

238 3628 or jnebmedia@elsevier.com to obtain a copy. To schedule an interview with the author(s), 

please contact Emily Vaterlaus Patten, PhD, RDN, CD, at Emily_patten@byu.edu. 

 

An audio podcast featuring an interview with Emily Vaterlaus Patten and other information for journalists 

are available at www.jneb.org/content/media. Excerpts from the podcast may be reproduced by the media 

with permission from Eileen Leahy. 

 

Elsevier’s Novel Coronavirus Information Center provides expert-curated information for researchers, 

healthcare professionals and public health officials, including clinical guidance and a portal to access all 

of Elsevier’s COVID-19 research. All resources are freely available. We also have dedicated hubs for 

healthcare professionals; health educators and students; librarians; and R&D professionals. You can find 

these in our Coronavirus Resource Directory. www.elsevier.com/connect/coronavirus-information-center 

 

About the Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior (JNEB)  

The Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior (JNEB), the official journal of the Society for Nutrition 

Education and Behavior (SNEB), is a refereed, scientific periodical that serves as a resource for all 

professionals with an interest in nutrition education and dietary/physical activity behaviors. The purpose of 

JNEB is to document and disseminate original research, emerging issues, and practices relevant to 

nutrition education and behavior worldwide and to promote healthy, sustainable food choices. It supports 

the society’s efforts to disseminate innovative nutrition education strategies, and communicate 

information on food, nutrition, and health issues to students, professionals, policy makers, targeted 

audiences, and the public. 

 

The Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior features articles that provide new insights and useful 

findings related to nutrition education research, practice, and policy. The content areas of JNEB reflect 

the diverse interests of health, nutrition, education, Cooperative Extension, and other professionals 

working in areas related to nutrition education and behavior. As the Society's official journal, JNEB also 

includes occasional policy statements, issue perspectives, and member communications. www.jneb.org 

 

About Elsevier 

Elsevier is a global information analytics business that helps scientists and clinicians to find new answers, 

reshape human knowledge, and tackle the most urgent human crises. For 140 years, we have partnered 

with the research world to curate and verify scientific knowledge. Today, we’re committed to bringing that 

rigor to a new generation of platforms. Elsevier provides digital solutions and tools in the areas of 

strategic research management, R&D performance, clinical decision support, and professional education; 

including ScienceDirect, Scopus, SciVal, ClinicalKey and Sherpath. Elsevier publishes over 2,500 

digitized journals, including The Lancet and Cell, 39,000 e-book titles and many iconic reference works, 

including Gray’s Anatomy. Elsevier is part of RELX, a global provider of information-based analytics and 

decision tools for professional and business customers. www.elsevier.com 
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