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Treating Patients for Food Insecurity 
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Why the MOTHeRS Project is distributing emergency food bags 

to pregnant women at high risk of food insecurity 

The emergency food bag contents and rationale 

How to screen for food insecurity in the clinical setting, using 

two validated questions 

How to briefly counsel a woman who screens positive for food 

insecurity 

How the process of getting food from the Medical Food Pantry 

to eligible women will work 

How to counsel the food bag recipient, using MOTHeRS Project 

handouts 

In this module you will  

Learn:
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A partnership of the Food Bank of Central and 
Eastern NC, the Brody School of Medicine, 
ECU Physicians and Vidant Health.

Eastern AHEC is the training partner.

What is the 

Medical Food Pantry (MFP)
at ECU Health Medical Center (ECUHMC)
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• An emergency source of healthy foods for patients of 
ECU Health and the MOTHeRS Project, which opened in 
2018

• It addresses the immediate needs of patients with food 
insecurity by providing them with health-promoting 
foods

• It links patients to follow-up food resources within their 
home community

• In 2021, the MFP is contracted to deliver emergency 
food bags to medical practices participating in the 
United Health Foundation’s MOTHeRS Project

• Each bag is tailored to meet the nutritional needs of 
pregnant women who are at high risk of food 
insecurity

• Eastern AHEC houses the training materials for the MFP
Revised September 2022
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Why the 
MOTHeRS Project 
is distributing 
emergency food 
bags to pregnant 
women at high-
risk of food 
insecurity

MOTHeRS Project
Orientation to Screening and 
Counseling Your Patient for 
Food Insecurity
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Why?

Medical Food Pantry
MOTHeRS Project

•The MOTHeRS Project uses a statewide telepsychiatry 
program to bring multidisciplinary care to rural 
primary care obstetric clinics

•This collaborative care model makes the services of a 
nurse navigator, diabetes educator, behavioral health 
manager, primary obstetrician, Maternal Fetal 
Medicine specialist, and a psychiatrist consultant 
accessible to rural women

Treating food insecurity is important for optimal care

Revised September 2022



• Good nutrition is critical during pregnancy to support both the mother’s 

health and the healthy growth and development of her infant

• The foods a mother eats are her baby’s primary source of nutrition, and it is 

important to ensure that she is equipped to make food choices which will 

support both her and her baby’s health

• Women who are food insecure are at a higher risk of having eating patterns 

that lack nutrients which are essential for positive health outcomes

• Food insecurity among pregnant women may increase her risk of excess 

weight gain, gestational diabetes, depression and anxiety, and nutritional 

deficiencies which may lead to poor health outcomes

• Many women in eastern NC struggle with food insecurity, and the COVID-19 

pandemic has further amplified these challenges
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Why?

Medical Food Pantry
MOTHeRS Project

The MOTHeRS Project aims to assist pregnant women who are food insecure 
through the provision of an emergency food bag, tailored to provide essential 
nutrients that support a healthy pregnancy, as well as supplemental handouts to 
empower them to make nutritious food decisions

Revised September 2022
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Emergency 
food bag 
contents and 
rationale

MOTHeRS Project
Orientation to Screening and 
Counseling Your Patient for 
Food Insecurity
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Emergency 

Food Bag 

Contents
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• Nutrients that are critically important during pregnancy 
are often under-consumed, especially when resources are 
limited

• WIC food packages provide supplemental foods that are 
designed to meet the special nutritional needs of low-
income pregnant women

• Hopefully, all eligible women are receiving WIC benefits

• The MOTHeRS Emergency Food Bag was designed to 
complement WIC Food Package V. 

• If consumed solely by the pregnant woman, it will meet 
target nutrient needs for 2 weeks on its own; and for    
4 weeks if combined with WIC Food Package V

• Items in the bag are also appropriate for women with 
gestational diabetes or hypertension

Medical Food Pantry
MOTHeRS Project

Revised September 2022



Medical Food Pantry
MOTHeRS Project - Food Card
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• A great deal of thought and planning 
went into developing the contents of the 
MOTHeRS Emergency Food Bag

• The Registered Dietitian Nutritionists from ECU 
Physicians and ECU Health agreed on the 
amount and kinds of food to include and 
approved by ECU obstetricians.

• This bag has been specifically designed to 
provide:

• Nutrients that are critically important 
during pregnancy, but are often inadequate 
in the diets of pregnant women in the US

• Foods which are both acceptable and 
accessible to women in rural, eastern NC

• Foods that are shelf-stable, and can readily 
be incorporated into a meal or a snack

Revised September 2022
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Medical Food Pantry
MOTHeRS Project – Foods Included • The food bag will contain shelf-stable foods

• Assure patients that these products are 
healthy and safe

• At times there may be a product obtained 
from food pantries that are past the ‘best use 
by’ date. This is NOT a safety date, but a 
quality date. These foods should be safe.

• Instruct patients to avoid foods that have 
visible mold or an off-odor

Revised September 2022
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• The bag will contain 30 items (27 
unique foods), worth a value of about 
$83.00.

• It will provide about 23,658 calories

• A typical pregnant woman needs around 
2,000-2,400 calories per day

• Food items will be appropriate for all 
pregnant women, regardless of 
trimester or comorbidities (e.g. 
gestational diabetes, hypertension, 
excess or inadequate weight gain)

• Assumes the woman is taking a prenatal 
multiple vitamin mineral supplement 
that includes both iron and choline

Medical Food Pantry
MOTHeRS Project – Foods Included

Revised September 
2022
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Key nutrients that are important during pregnancy, but 
often consumed in inadequate amounts include:

Medical Food Pantry
MOTHeRS Project

Target Nutrients

Protein 1,193 g Calcium 14,208 mg

Carbohydrate 3,460 g Iron 464 mg

Fat 637 g Iodine 991 mcg

Folate 14,337 mcg Choline 4,184 mg

Vitamin D 179 mcg Omega 3s 15,510 mg

• Protein
• Folate
• Vitamin D

• Calcium
• Iron
• Iodine

Note: there is no RDA for Omega 3s, but pregnant women are thought to need 
650 mg total per day

The MOTHeRS Emergency Food Bag will provide:

• Choline
• Omega 3s

Revised September 2022
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Medical Food Pantry
MOTHeRS Project:
Target Nutrients

Why they are 
important

• Protein
o Supports fetal growth, and the development of antibodies, 

hormones, and enzymes 

• Folate
o Especially important in the first few weeks of pregnancy to 

prevent neural tube defects

• Vitamin D
o Supports optimal maternal bone maintenance and fetal bone 

development

o Deficiencies have been associated with higher risks of pre-
eclampsia and low birth weights

• Calcium
o Supports optimal maternal bone maintenance and fetal bone 

development

o Adequate intake may reduce the risk of pre-eclampsia, and pre-
term delivery
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Medical Food Pantry
MOTHeRS Project:
Target Nutrients

Why they are 
important

• Iron
o Needs nearly double during pregnancy to support maternal 

blood volume expansion, fetal brain development, and to 
prevent anemia

• Iodine
o Supports maternal and fetal thyroid hormone production, and 

fetal brain development

o Deficiencies are associated with intellectual impairments, birth 
defects, and stunted growth

• Choline
o Supports fetal growth and the development of the brain and 

central nervous system

• Omega 3 Fatty Acids
o Supports fetal brain, eye, and nervous system development

Revised September 2022
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How to screen 
for food 
insecurity in 
the clinical 
setting using 
two validated 
questions

What to do if 
she screens 
positive

MOTHeRS Project
Orientation to Screening and 
Counseling Your Patient for 
Food Insecurity
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• Screening for food insecurity has become more 
routine in doctor’s offices. The two questions 
validated for medical clinic use have been 
embedded in many electronic health records.

• Many circumstances lead to a person or family 
being food insecure for a period of time. You 
cannot tell a person is food insecure just by looking 
at them.

• COVID 19 has created food insecurity for many 
people 

• Food Insecurity is a very sensitive topic. 
ALWAYS treat these patients with RESPECT

16

Medical Food Pantry
MOTHeRS Project

Protecting The Patient

Revised September 2022



• The gold standard measurement is an 18 item USDA 
survey

• Researchers have found that an affirmative response 
to question 1 and/or question 2, asked in the clinical 
setting, is 97% sensitive and 83% specific for food 
insecurity

o An affirmative answer is: Usually or Sometimes

• The questions need to be asked exactly as written on 
this screen

• The questions can be asked by anyone who has 
practiced asking the questions

• Ask the questions at every visit during the woman’s 
pregnancy, as food insecurity can be chronic or 
cyclical

• With COVID-19 there are many who are food 
insecure for the first time

• Listen to Kay Craven ask these two questions
17

Screening for Food Insecurity

Medical Food Pantry
MOTHeRS Project

Questions to Assess Food Insecurity

1. Within the past 12 months, we 
worried that our food would run out 
before we got money to buy more

Never     Usually     Sometimes

2. Within the past 12 months, the food 
we bought just didn’t last and we 
didn’t have money to get more

Never     Usually     Sometimes

Revised September 2022
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• You will determine how the two questions are best 
asked during the patient’s visit with you

• Listen to Kay Craven incorporate these questions into 
her patient assessment. Kay is a Registered Dietitian 
Nutritionist (RDN) and Certified Diabetes Care and 
Education Specialist (CDCES)

o Formerly known as a Certified Diabetes 
Educator (CDE)

• If the answer is affirmative to either or both of the 
questions, document the patient as food insecure 
following the procedure in your practice.  The 
optimal documentation would be in the Electronic 
Health Record

• A patient can receive an emergency food bag if she 
tells you she is out of food and/or every time she 
screens as food insecure

Screening for Food Insecurity

Medical Food Pantry
MOTHeRS Project

Questions to Assess Food Insecurity

1. Within the past 12 months, we 
worried that our food would run out 
before we got money to buy more

Never     Usually     Sometimes

2. Within the past 12 months, the food 
we bought just didn’t last and we 
didn’t have money to get more

Never     Usually     Sometimes

Revised September 2022
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• Inquire if the patient is enrolled in WIC, SNAP, or if her 
children are receiving free or reduced-priced breakfast 
or lunch. If not, offer appropriate assistance

• Provide the patient with your local Community 
Resource Handout. An initial handout for each 
community participating in the MOTHeRS Project is 
available on the EAHEC website

• If the patient accepts the offer of an emergency food 
bag, complete the voucher seen on slide 21  and 
counsel  her on how to use the contents of the bag

If a woman screens positive 
for food insecurity:

Medical Food Pantry
MOTHeRS Project

Ensure that they are taking 
advantage of available benefits 
(e.g. WIC, SNAP)

Offer an emergency
food bag

Offer a local community 
resource list

Revised September 2022



• As of June 2022 the 
MOTHeRS project has 
delivered 746 bags to the 3 
participating practice 
locations

• As food prices rise, we see 
the number of deliveries 
increasing

Lessons learned 

Normalizing asking 
the food insecurity 

questions is key

Women seem to 
be influenced by 
who is attending 

the visit

Revised September 2022



Medical Food Pantry
MOTHeRS Project – Resource List
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• Women who screen positive for food 
insecurity may not have consistent 
availability or accessibility to 
nutritionally adequate or safe foods

• The MOTHeRS Project Resource List 
provides information of food and 
nutrition support services that are 
available in each location where the 
project will operate

• The Project does not have the 
resources to keep these up-to-date 
but hopes that your practice will add 
and delete resources as they change

Revised September 2022



REQUIRED INFORMATION TO FILL IN:

• Fill in the name, date, MR and/or HAR numbers, and 
name of the practice

• Document any food allergies

• Fill in the name of the person who provided the bag

• List the number of adults and children in the household

• List the county of residence

• The patient’s signature, that they received the bag

OPTIONAL: (But we hope the women will participate)

• Request that the patient please provide a phone 
number where they can be reached to participate in an 
evaluation of the program and the best time to call

• The patient does not have to participate in the 
evaluation to receive the food bag, handouts or other 
services of the practice

22

Voucher and Follow-up Survey

Medical Food Pantry
MOTHeRS Project

Revised September 2022
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Points to review with the patient: (Say)

• We can offer you an emergency food bag

• It contains healthy, shelf-stable foods that are good 
sources of nutrients that are important for both you 
and your baby

• If you combine this food bag with WIC benefits, it 
should meet your nutrient needs and last for about 
4 weeks

• Remember to continue taking a daily prenatal 
multivitamin/mineral supplement that includes both 
iron and choline. If you are not taking one, please 
ask your physician about it today. 

• Also included in a food bag are handouts that will 
show you how to use the foods in the bag and will 
provide information to help you make food decisions 
that will best support the health of you and your 
baby.

• Would you like a MOTHeRS food bag today?

Medical Food Pantry
MOTHeRS Project – Food Bag

Revised September 2022



September 2018 24

How the 
process of 
getting food 
from the 
Medical Food 
Pantry to 
eligible women 
will work

MOTHeRS Project
Orientation to Screening and 
Counseling Your Patient for 
Food Insecurity

Revised September 2022
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Identify a place where the food bags can be 
stored. Storage locations should:

• Be more than 6 inches off the floor and 
away from the walls

• Use metal or wooden shelves, cabinets  
or wooden pallets

• Be secured (locked)

• Be stored at temperatures near 70 degrees F 
(leads to longer shelf life)

• Have bags stocked using ‘First in First Out’

• Products with dented cans or broken seals 
should be removed from the bag and returned 
to the courier

Medical Food Pantry

Food Bank Policy

for Storage and Handling

This policy is to be  followed 
by each practice that receives 

emergency food bags

Revised September 2022



Food Safety Course
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• Everyone involved in handling food would 
benefit from completing  a food safety course.  

• If you choose to complete the NC State course:

• The link to the course used by the MFP is:
https://foodsafety.ces.ncsu.edu/food-
pantries-and-food-banks

• The agency number is:  AG3351

• The link to the test is:
https://www.classmarker.com/online-
test/start/?quiz=y4q56b27a0de919e.

• If you score 70% or above, you will receive a 
certificate that is good for 2 years

At least one staff member
is encouraged to complete 
the online course on food 
safety for Food Banks

Medical Food Pantry

Food Bank Policy

Revised September 2022

https://foodsafety.ces.ncsu.edu/food-pantries-and-food-banks


SOME OF THESE DETAILS ARE SUBJECT TO CHANGE AS WE GAIN 
EXPERIENCE WITH THE PROJECT. Contact Dr. Saeed for the 
most current information.

• Each practice will receive a supply of 20 emergency food bags 
and voucher

• Email Rose Ann Simmons for details on how to order bags:

• rsimmons@vidanthealth.com

• The MFP will pack and deliver emergency food bags to the 
practice on a regular schedule 

• The practice must store the bags per the instructions on Slide 
25.

• The MFP will call the practice and find out how many bags 
they need for the next delivery, and the practice will give the 
MFP courier the vouchers for bags already distributed

• The practice will fill out a voucher as they give the patient a 
bag

• The vouchers will go to the MFP for their records and will be 
used to coordinate follow-up calls with recipients by 
individuals trained to ask a brief survey

The Food Voucher

27

Medical Food Pantry
MOTHeRS Project

Revised September 2022



• The follow-up survey has received IRB 
or Institutional Review Approval from 
East Carolina University

• The italicized information is a 
preliminary consent to participate in 
the survey research

• Unless the person helping the patient 
with the voucher has completed IRB 
training, they cannot assist with the 
consent

• They can ask the patient to read it and 
then to check the two boxes if they are 
willing to talk further about the survey

• If the patient has any questions, they 
ask them to call  Dr. Lauren Sastre at 
252-744-1005 and she will explain it to 
her.

28

Voucher and Follow-up Survey

Medical Food Pantry
MOTHeRS Project

Revised September 2022
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How to counsel 
women, using 
MOTHeRS Project 
handouts to discuss:

▪ The contents of the 
emergency food bag

▪ Obtaining additional 
healthy foods from 
other community 
resources or stores

▪ Food safety

MOTHeRS Project
Orientation to Screening and 
Counseling Your Patient for 
Food Insecurity

Revised September 2022
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Greeting the Patient
and

Contents of the Food Bag

Medical Food Pantry
MOTHeRS Project Say to the Patient:

• We are giving you a bag of healthy food that is 
special for a pregnant woman and her developing 
infant

• The foods in the bag will last a few days until you 
can link up with resources in your community, or 
with family or friends

• I would like to go over some handouts that will 
help you use these foods, is that ok?

o If the patient says she does not have time, just 
make sure the voucher is filled out, hand her 
the appropriate bag, and ask her to read the 
material when she gets home

Revised September 2022



Handout #1 – Frontside 
MOTHeRS Project - Plate
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This plate is a reminder:

•Of the daily nutrition recommendations for 
women who are pregnant 

o Nutrition is critical to support the 
healthy development of their infant

o Getting enough of some nutrients can 
help keep feelings of sadness or 
depression away

• To take in plenty of fluids, but not sugar 
sweetened drinks 

• To take a daily prenatal vitamin and 
mineral supplement as directed 

• To eat the appropriate amounts of food

• To not eat any foods in the bag if she is 
allergic to it.

Revised September 2022
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Points to review with the patient: (Say)

• Your emergency MOTHeRS food bag is filled 
with nutritious, shelf-stable and safe foods 
which are high in nutrients that are 
important for the healthy development of 
your infant

• Because of this, it is important that you eat 
these foods yourself, and not share them 
with others.

→ Show the patient the handout

• This side of the handout shows the foods 
that you can ask for at other pantries or 
from family and friends that are helping you 
out. Use this as a guide when you shop for 
food. 

• It also shows the foods you should limit and 
some you should just say NO to while 
pregnant

Handout #1 – Backside 
MOTHeRS Project - Shopping Guide

Revised September 2022
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Points to review with the patient: (Say)

•When you do get more food try to get 
the foods listed on this side of the 
handout 

•Foods listed under each category are 
nutritious options that support the 
growth, development, and health of 
you and your baby

•Try to collect a variety of foods from 
within each food category listed

•Avoid foods in the ‘NO’ section, as 
these may NOT be safe for you or your 
baby

Handout #1 – Backside 
MOTHeRS Project - Shopping Guide

Revised September 2022
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Handout #1 - Backside
MOTHeRS Project - Shopping Guide

Points to review with the patient: (Say)

• Canned and frozen foods can be just as 
NUTRITIOUS as fresh. Just be sure to avoid a 
lot of added sodium and sugar by choosing 
products labeled “low-sodium,” “low-sugar,” 
and “unseasoned.” 

• It is a good idea for everyone to LIMIT foods 
high in sugar and fats. These include things 
like sugar-sweetened drinks, sweets, sugary 
cereals, and fast or fried foods and snacks.

• Pregnant women should be careful to AVOID
certain foods because they are at a greater 
risk of foodborne illness. These include some 
fish, deli meats, unpasteurized juices and 
cheeses, and alcohol.

Revised September 2022
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Handout #2
MOTHeRS Project - Food Safety

Physiological changes occur during 
pregnancy which weaken a mother’s 
immune system and put her and her infant 
at greater risk of foodborne illness

Points to review with the patient: (Say)

•Food safety is always important, but it is 
critically important during pregnancy

•This handout provides 10 food safety practices 
that can help keep you and your developing 
infant safe

Revised September 2022
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Handout #2
MOTHeRS Project - Food Safety

Food safety tips to review: (Say)

•CLEAN: Wash your hands, all surfaces, and 
fruits and vegetables before cooking or 
preparing food

•SEPARATE: Keep raw meat separate from 
fresh food, and thoroughly wash any utensils 
and surfaces that come in contact with raw 
meat

•COOK: Make sure to cook foods to the correct 
temperature

•CHILL: Promptly refrigerate or freeze any 
leftovers

Revised September 2022
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Handout #2
MOTHeRS Project - Food Safety

Points to review with the patient: (Say)

•At the bottom of the handout is a list of 
foods that are especially dangerous and 
should be avoided during pregnancy

•Point out: 

• Canned chunk light tuna IS
considered safe

• But canned albacore, white, and 
yellow-fin tuna are NOT considered 
safe

Revised September 2022
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Handout #3
MOTHeRS Project - Recipes

The foods within the MOTHeRS Food Bag were 
selected for their contribution of nutrients identified 
to be important during pregnancy

Points to review with the patient: (Say)

• The front and backside of this handout contain recipes 
that combines many of the items in your food bag with 
other foods that are high in nutrients that are 
important during pregnancy

• Some of the recipes are printed on the handout, others 
can be accessed using your cell phone’s camera to scan 
the QR-Code. This will take you to a website with the 
recipe

• Remember, it is okay to substitute ingredients in a 
recipe for food items that you have on hand. And you 
can often use canned or frozen foods in place of fresh. 

•Most pregnant women only need about 1-2 small  
snacks per day. The backside of this handout provides 
easy, nutritious snack ideas that could be enjoyed.

Revised September 2022
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A few other things it 
would be good to 
know

Revised September 2022
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• Women diagnosed with GDM should have a 
session with a registered dietitian nutritionist 
and/or diabetes educator

• If she is not scheduled to talk with a 
professional soon, review these points with the 
patient: (Say)

o Glucose is your body’s primary source of energy

o You may also know glucose as sugar

o Your body gets glucose from carbohydrates 

o When diabetes occurs, glucose cannot properly 
get into your body cells

o This causes them to lack the energy they need 
to keep your body working properly

Counseling a woman 
with Gestational 
Diabetes. 
Briefly review these 
points if she has to wait 
to have an appointment 
with a diabetes 
educator (CDCES) or a 
registered dietitian 
nutritionist (RDN)

Gestational Diabetes

Medical Food Pantry
MOTHeRS Project

Revised September 2022
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• Insulin is the key that unlocks the doors 
of our cells to allow glucose to come in

• In diabetes,

o Your body may not make enough 
insulin 

Or

o Your body’s cells may not respond 
well to the insulin that is produced

Gestational Diabetes

Medical Food Pantry
MOTHeRS Project

Why doesn’t glucose 
move into cells?

Revised September 2022
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Medical Food Pantry
MOTHeRS Project – Gestational Diabetes

Points to review with the patient: (SAY)

• You will be asked to make some changes in the foods 
you eat and drink to benefit both you and your baby

• Unless your doctor gives you other instructions, use 
this pyramid as your guide

• Avoid all sugar sweetened beverages, fruit juices and 
drinks

• Avoid sweet foods

• Eat small, regularly scheduled meals and snacks

• Avoid junk food

• Ask to see an RDN for your meal plan if you do not 
already have an appointment

Revised September 2022
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Questions Patients May Ask

Medical Food Pantry
MOTHeRS Project

Can I trade some of the foods in the bag 
for other foods I like better?

No. The foods in the bag are specific to 
helping you have the best possible diet 
during pregnancy

When can I get another bag?

You will be screened for food insecurity 
every time you come to the office during 
your pregnancy.  If you continue to screen 
positive, you will be offered another bag. If 
you are out of food, ask for another bag.

Q:

A:

Q: 

A:

Revised September 2022
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Thank you!
If you have questions about anything in this module, 
please email cravenk@ecu.edu or call 252-744-0087

Canva.com
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