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Executive Summary
Since 2020, the SAFE Network has been committed to improving food security in Cincinnati to ensure that all
children have the food that they need to grow, develop, learn, and thrive. SAFE now includes more than 300
individuals and 100 organizations.
 
In our first year, organizations within the SAFE Network distributed an equivalent of 89,000 meals into our
three target neighborhoods of Avondale, East Price Hill, and Lower Price Hill. In our second year, this number
more than doubled, with 192,000 equivalent meals distributed.

The network accomplished this work by focusing on: Co-production with community, Ensuring the network
was community-led, Sharing data and data governance, Learning to learn together, Reallocating power, and
Pursuing sustainability in an equitable way.

While the network has been incredibly busy and productive over the last year, with our goal of closing the
meal gap by December 31, 2028, there is still much to do! SAFE is prepared to keep pushing forward, and we
hope you will join us on this mighty endeavor.



Nutrition inequity in Cincinnati, as in many US cities, remains a complex problem with no simple solution. For
this reason, achieving nutrition equity will require intervention at multiple levels, from community to policy
levels. Real and sustained success will require transformation of our current systems and policies. 

Committed to this transformation, our SAFE Network has grown – in size, strength, and impact. Together, we
have continued to work towards a future in which every child in Cincinnati has the nutrition they need to
grow, learn, and thrive. Now as we look forward, we remain deeply committed to creating community-led
systems change for nutrition equity. 
 
As Principal Steward of SAFE, I am continuously inspired by the collaboration, creativity, and courage
demonstrated by the diverse array of people and organizations who come together in SAFE. Now, as we
expand from our initial focus on improving access to emergency or free food resources to creating structural
and systems change across the food system in service to nutrition justice, I look forward to all that we will
accomplish together.

A Letter from the SAFE Network
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Onward together we go,

Carley Riley
The System to Achieve Food Equity Network



Figure 2: U.S. households with children by food security status of adults and children, 2022 15, 16

Figure 1: Percentage of U.S. households reporting indicators of adult food insecurity, by food security status, 2022

The State of Food Equity
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Food insecurity, a wicked problem of limited or uncertain access to adequate, nutritious food, impacts 18% of
households in the United States  (Figures 1 and 2). In Hamilton County, more than one in five children
experience food insecurity, with higher rates for children and families living in historically and structurally
disadvantaged neighborhoods.
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 The problem is deep and wide, and its impact is broad, with harmful effects on children’s developmental,
behavioral, academic, and emotional outcomes.    

Factors that contribute to the current state of food insecurity include: 

Child poverty rate increased at record-high rates from a historic low of 5.2% in 2021 to
12.4% in 2022, largely attributed to the expansion and termination of this tax credit  . 

Expiration of the
2021 expanded Child

Tax Credit in 2022 

25% of Cincinnati’s population lives in a food desert where residents have little or no access to
healthy, fresh foods . 
Compared to the national average of 24-34 grocery stores within 1 mile of all residents,
Cincinnati averages 14 or less . 
Groceries stores in food deserts do not often accept WIC or EBT         .  

Food deserts

Program for free and reduced lunches now requires an application process, of which many
who previously benefitted may no longer qualify .  

Expiration of
nationwide school

child nutrition waivers 

Decrease in number of participants stating that their benefits lasted the full month from 30%
to 5%  .  

SNAP benefits
decreased due to

2023 Omnibus
spending bill cuts 
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The Inflation rate in the U.S. in 2022 was 6.5%, which was considerably higher than the
national average prior to the pandemic (2013-2019), which fluctuated between 0.0% at its
lowest in 2015 and 2.9% at its highest in 2018   . 
Grocery costs increased for 63.2% survey participants in 2022, higher than other categories
like utilities, rent, childcare, and health insurance  .   
The inflation rate at the close of 2023 was 3.4%; however while prices may be decreasing in
some consumer areas, grocery prices have continued to increase . 

Inflation  
24
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21, 22, 23

2

There are many barriers preventing food-insecure families from receiving aid. 10% of those eligible for
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) and 61% of those eligible for the Special Supplemental
Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) in Ohio were not enrolled in the benefits        .  21, 22, 23



At the onset of COVID-19 which exacerbated inequities, a variety of Cincinnati agencies and stakeholders
were prompted to coordinate a response informed by actionable data to address food insecurity.  

Framing the SAFE Network
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Based on expressed needs and hopes of families and communities, the System to Achieve Food Equity (SAFE)
network developed a family-centered, community-based, cross-sector learning network that seeks to tackle
childhood food insecurity in three neighborhoods in Cincinnati, Ohio (Avondale, East Price Hill, and Lower
Price Hill). 



“With the price of food
and the financial
insecurity that’s in our
community, and around
the world, this project has
brought a light into a lot
of people’s lives.“

- Jennifer Foster,
Avondale Resident

All 70,000 children in Cincinnati have the food they
need to grow, develop, learn and thrive.

SMART Aim 1: Close the meal gap for children
and families from 303k to 0 by December 31,

2028.

SMART Aim 2: Improve self-reported food
security for children and families by 5% per

year starting in 2024 with a 20% improvement
by December 31, 2028.

As a sub-network of the All Children Thrive Learning Network at the Cincinnati Children's Hospital, SAFE is
a network of over 300 individuals and 100 organizations committed to improving food security in
Cincinnati to ensure that all children have the food that they need to grow, develop, learn, and thrive. The
SAFE Network includes regional and neighborhood food organizations, healthcare, education, and
government institutions, data scientists and families in the Cincinnati area. 
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To accomplish these goals, the
network focused on the following:

Our True North

SAFE is currently focused in three neighborhoods: Avondale, East Price Hill and Lower Price Hill.

Co-Production
with Community

Community-Led
Network

Shared Data and
Governance

Learning to Learn
Together

Distributing
Leadership &

Power

Equitable
Sustainability



“All of our volunteers come
from the community that we

serve so this has created a
sense of community both
with the volunteers that

might not have met each
other, but also the people

who come to pick up food.”

- Aaron Moore, Senior Manager of
Partnerships & Programs,

Last Mile Food Rescue

Co-Production with Community
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The SAFE Network creates spaces for co-production as exemplified by the Neighborhood Leadership team.
Neighborhood leadership meetings began in 2022 to serve as a safe space for community members to share
their lived experiences. These forums help provide valuable insight for the network to learn, grow, and develop
strategies around systemic barriers to food access that families face across Cincinnati. With a network desire to
enhance long-term communication strategies with our neighborhood leaders, these meetings continued
throughout 2023 on a monthly basis in the Avondale and East Price Hill neighborhoods. The feedback and
expertise of these neighborhood leadership groups ensure that the network continues to be led and owned by
the community. 

Co-production is an approach where families, partners, and community members work together to analyze
outcomes and design unique solutions by sharing influence, skills, and experiences. It helps us to learn how
to ask better questions, solve complex problems, and build and strengthen relationships  . It guides us in
understanding family experiences in underlying barriers and holds us accountable in sharing power in
decision-making and strategizing. 

18

Co-Production
with Community



Our work in SAFE is a shared
effort that involves engaging
diverse members and groups with
the purpose of planning, funding,
designing, building, evaluating,
and maintaining effective and
sustainable solutions to
inequitable food access in our
communities. Leadership is
distributed across 3 workstreams
to ensure there are checks and
balances in operations and
decision-making. Neighborhood
leadership groups uplift family
voice and share needs and
recommendations for food
strategies and approve solutions. 

A Community-Led Network 
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 SAFE network members across all 3 workstreams
joined for our annual summit in September 2023
to lead theory and strategy building for the
network in the upcoming year. Acknowledging
and affirming individual and collective leadership,
the community gathered to reflect on collective
learnings and celebrations in the past year and
uplift ideas, thoughts, and voices in various
facilitated conversations and sessions to build
longer-term strategies for the upcoming year and
beyond (see 2024 Priorities section below for the
outcome of these discussions.) 

Community organizations plan and share initiatives with neighborhood leaders and incorporate community
voice and recommendations. The SAFE Stewardship team then manages resource allocations and support
based on what is proposed by community organizations in collaboration with the neighborhood leadership
teams.   

Community Led
Network



As a community-based, cross-sector, family-centered learning network, we have worked towards distributing
leadership to reduce power differentials and promote leaders across the network in taking ownership and
responsibility to reach our shared goal. As mentioned above, SAFE remains organized into three
interconnected nodes, each mutually reinforcing the others. In this structure, leadership is distributed so that
all stakeholders focus on collaboration and resource sharing. 

Distributing Leadership &
Power 
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From focused workstreams to checks and balances, SAFE is striving to ensure its rapidly growing network of
people and organizations elevates the voices and leadership of people with lived experience and those
working at the frontlines; affirms and supports skill-building of people who are not typically seen as leaders;
and democratizes collective decision-making, in theory and goal setting; intervention design, selection, and
evaluation; and allocation of resources including funding. 

This feedback helps to
identify individuals who may
want to take on more
ownership within the
network, or those whose
capacity may be changing so
everyone can gain the
support they need.  

 These surveys have also helped us to understand where further role clarification was needed for our leaders,
and we are actively working to better refine these roles and responsibilities. We hope to continue using these
learnings to better support and structure roles and expectations throughout the network. 

With the rapid growth of the
network, these surveys have
helped the project team to
keep a pulse on changes in
engagement levels of core
members, identify barriers,
and have leadership
development conversations
with interested members.

Stakeholder surveys are conducted quarterly to assess network growth and engagement, and provide
opportunities for members to guide SAFE activities through feedback. 

Distributed
Leadership &

Power



To grow in expertise and impact, the SAFE Network continues to use quality improvement (QI) methodologies
and strong network collaborations as we learn how to better learn together.   

Learning to Learn Together 
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$218,100 was distributed across 7 interventions for a combined impact as shown below. Please see the full
2023 SAFE Network Community-Led Intervention Impact Summary report in the appendix. In addition, you
will also find briefs on the incredible interventions that our network partners facilitated to make this great
impact. 

To continue learning from the previous year’s efforts to improve food security (see more in Year 1 report), the
interventions supported in 2022 were invited to collaborate, test, and learn together again in 2023 with
funding provided by the Kroger Co. Zero Hunger Zero Waste (ZHZW) Foundation. Using the governance
structure outlined above, food organizations shared intervention ideas at neighborhood leadership meetings
where recommendations and feedback were used to co-create interventions with those who would use the
proposed resources and services. Funding was distributed by the stewardship team based on neighborhood
need as informed by the meal gap measure (to be discussed later on in this report).  

Learning through Community-Led Interventions 

Learning to Learn
Together

“There are no stores, so
this is a life preserver 

for those that live here.”

- Jonathan Harris,
Avondale Resident

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/60d494b4d5d35b5459cb43a8/t/63849f9e8671157ecfe88dfc/1669636008538/SAFE+Year+One+Report.pdf


Effective tools include flyers, text communications, and word-of-mouth 
Make event signage easy to see (visible from large streets for moving cars) 
Gathering voice of customer is important but difficult. Removing barriers to collect survey
responses is key (QR codes were not always effective) 
Changes in phone numbers can happen frequently with intervention participants, making
ongoing communication difficult

Customer
Feedback and

Communication 

There is a need for bilingual volunteers for effective communication, especially in Spanish 
Certain populations eat different foods, so it is important to have culturally appropriate /
relevant food options at distribution sites based on participant demographics 

Language and
Cultural Barriers 

Starting up new food intervention programs may require additional time upfront for
licensing, inspections, and other regulatory processes.   
Support from city staff and from those with lived experience help navigate the process
smoothly 

Licensure and
Inspection Process 

Nutrition education nurtures a spirit of communal responsibility and respect 
Addressing food equity requires changing the narrative on how people view food and
produce - Kids get excited to eat healthy foods if they’re taught how! 

Nutrition and
Education 

Partnerships with other organizations helps to  
Better identify and coordinate help for families in need 
Find and recruit volunteers for interventions 
Share resources and information to help each other’s interventions 

Joining SAFE Network activities fosters connections and partnerships within the food space 
Anticipate staffing/resource issues and communicate often 

Partnerships 

Planning around how food is transported to homes is critical (e.g. reusable bags/backpacks
for carrying produce, delivery options)  
Various packaging and delivery service options exist, but effectiveness depends on the
program scale and scope 
It is important to think about future expansions and long-term goals when planning ideas to
test 
Incorporate community preferences and data in planning logistics (e.g. peak times
distribution events, preferred locations) 

Program and
Distribution

Logistics 

QI tools help harmonize language and learning across interventions 
Data is helpful for advocacy and future funding requests 
Data is often hard to collect during intervention events if not planned and resourced ahead
of time 
Some data is harder to collect than others (e.g. household sizes) 
Converting intervention data into a harmonized meal gap measure is often case-by-case 

Quality
Improvement &

Data 

Developing skills of staff & volunteers is an important part of interventions (e.g. customer
service, project management, communications strategies) 
Roles and expectations for both staff and volunteers is necessary 
Involving community members in interventions helps to spread awareness, and improves
impact 

Staffing and
Volunteers 

It is difficult to assess whether families are moving out of crisis after receiving services and if
there is a point where they no longer need them 
Adapting or adding services/programs help create sustainable funding sources 
When resources/services are limited, adjusting and communicating appropriate scope is
critical 
Fundraising events can lead to sustainable funding sources 

Sustainability for
families and

interventions 
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Key Learnings from Community-Led Interventions 

In addition to the joint impact in closing the meal gap for families and neighborhoods, the 7 interventions
shared key learnings from their efforts as follows: 



“I love the trainings, I love
the camaraderie, I love
the input that everybody
brings together.”

-Dina Mullins, Avondale
Resident
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Facilitating Learning Spaces 
With all of the individual and
collaborative work done by
network members, it was
important to create spaces and
opportunities to teach and
share learnings across the
network. This effort included
teaching QI concepts at
monthly meetings, supporting
leaders with QI tools and
expertise as they test
interventions and study their
impacts, and facilitating all-
teach-all-learn spaces to share
successes and failures so we
can all improve and learn from
one another. 

Formal QI training is also offered to SAFE members through Cincinnati Children’s ImpactU and Community QI
courses so that the power of QI not only lies in what we do to improve food security, but also in how we work
as a learning network in equitable ways.   

Sharing our Learnings Beyond the Network 

While sharing culmination of network learnings in the forums above was an honor for the teams involved, it is
important to remember that teams collaborated to share learnings and data throughout the entire year to
make sure we were we were able to make such an incredible impact. 

In addition to creating and disseminating the SAFE Network Year End Report in 2023, the Network identified
several other opportunities to share learnings including: Presenting at the Cincinnati Children’s Hospital
Improvement Expo , hosting another summit in September of 2023  , presenting in the Institute for
Healthcare Improvement Forum in 2023  , and publishing a manuscript regarding the community-led
interventions addressing food inequities in the American Academy of Pediatrics .  

5 19
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https://static1.squarespace.com/static/60d494b4d5d35b5459cb43a8/t/63849f9e8671157ecfe88dfc/1669636008538/SAFE+Year+One+Report.pdf


To ensure progress toward our goals, SAFE collected, analyzed, and shared data regularly, allowing for
innovation, capability building, and co-production. With support from many network members, the SAFE
Network Meal Gap Dashboard was launched in the spring of 2023 to visualize progress toward closing the
meal gap. The meal gap measurement is calculated at neighborhood scale using income, SNAP, school meal,
and available charitable distribution data to determine the total meal coverage percentage.  

Sharing Data and
Governance
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While food insecurity and closing the
meal gap remain our overall outcome
measure to track with data, other
measures to track network maturity
and effectiveness include stakeholder
engagement efforts as shown to the
right.

To compile the monthly charitable meal coverage data for this dashboard, SAFE network members tested
ways of tracking food distribution data within their own organizations and collaborated on conversion
formulas to estimate equivalent meals served from measures such as pounds of produce distributed and
sales transactions at local grocery stores.   

In the spirit of co-production and
continuous improvement, several
amendments have been made since
launch based on community
feedback: addition of definitions and
calculations, filters, a food resource
map, among other changes.  

Shared Data and
Governance

https://grapph.shinyapps.io/safe/
https://grapph.shinyapps.io/safe/


Equitable Sustainability 
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SAFE strives to ensure that solutions to food insecurity are both equitable and sustainable.  There is enough
food in Cincinnati to feed everybody, but the systems in place provide inequitable access and distribution. As
a network, we stress the need to move from a scarcity & competition mentality to more equitable distribution
of resources both within the network and beyond.  For example, SAFE builds strategic partnerships to fund
and support interventions primarily within structurally disadvantaged neighborhoods, and incorporates food
rescue & recovery as an ethical, effective model.   

Sustainable Food Distribution Network 
Freestore Foodbank and other SAFE network organizations collaborated in exploring sustainable ways to
distribute food across the city using the 2022 Feeding America Food Security Impact Fund. The group was
awarded a $250,000 Planning Grant and a subsequent $500,000 Implementation grant to explore the
Cincinnati food distribution network and understand the needs and opportunities of food producers,
distributors, and consumers to access food more equitably and affordably.  Process, systems, and network
mapping tools were used to understand and visualize information and support the design of structural
interventions to improve neighborhood-level food sovereignty.  

Equitable
Sustainability
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An additional policy focus for the network over the last year has been non-instructional school days (NISD) for
children. Work around this policy was initiated in 2023 as a way of building and testing theory around the
need for free meals on weekends and holidays when school is not in session. The team tested various
methods of sharing information and distributing food and resources during Thanksgiving, winter, and spring
breaks (along with the community-led intervention initiatives taking place primarily in the summer break
months).  The team plans on compiling outcomes and learnings from the 2023-2024 school year to guide
strategy and action in the upcoming year. Impact visuals from the Thanksgiving and Spring Break initiatives
are below. 

Sustainable Solutions for Non-Instructional School Days  

The Greater Cincinnati Regional Food Policy Council (GCRFPC) through Green Umbrella has spearheaded
network efforts in elevating strategic policy priorities and opportunities for advocacy in 2023.  Members from
GCRFPC educated the network on the Farm Bill and Child Nutrition Programs and shared opportunities for
individuals to engage in policy work through committees on farm & land use, access & education,
infrastructure, and institutions. SAFE network members lead and support in these committees and efforts,
and we hope to continue learning ways to synergize efforts for broader impact.  

Sustainability Through Food Policy 
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A Sustainable SAFE Network 
While sustainability and systems level transformation are priorities amongst network organizations, the All
Children Thrive team has also been working to ensure sustainability in the SAFE learning network itself. The
network utilizes the learning network maturity model to build up the network infrastructure for ongoing
effectiveness and sustainability. Community learning systems are unique from the typical learning networks
seen within the healthcare setting, so while the model is used as a guide, modifications are being made to the
language, content, and tools, one being the maturity matrix.

The maturity matrix is used to identify strengths and opportunities for growth within a variety of domains.
The matrix helps leadership teams determine what steps may be needed to support continued growth and
maturity of the network in general.  As the maturity matrix for the Community-Learning system is refined, we
look forward to sharing this more widely for assessment across the various network partners. 



18

Looking Behind. Looking Ahead.

“This project has brought a light to a lot of people’s lives. Changed
behavior, changed habits, and a change in life expectancy itself.”

-Jennifer Foster, Avondale Resident

While the SAFE network continues to grow and mature, there is still more work to be done and we cannot do
this alone. Cincinnati has enough food resources to feed every child and family, but it requires systems
transformation to ensure all have equitable access. We each have a part to play, and we hope you will join us
on this journey as we strive to create a System that Achieves Food Equity together.

2023 Summary

The network has been incredibly busy and
productive over the last year. We made progress
on every goal and recommendation that were
shared in our first annual report and are excited
for what is on the horizon. 

2024 Priorities and Future State 

Reflecting upon and building on the efforts from 2023, the SAFE Network met at the SAFE Summit in
September to recommend strategic priorities for 2024. In order to close the meal gap by 2028, it was evident
that the network needed to build and reinforce infrastructure for sharing information, ideas, learnings, and
resources across the network and beyond. To do this, the following priorities for 2024 were developed,
presented, and affirmed by Neighborhood Leadership groups and SAFE stakeholders in December 2023.
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