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The surplus project, nurses leading interventions to address food insecurity

Food insecurity is a social issue that is becoming more common across the nation. An individual identified as food insecure 
does not necessarily have enough food, but they may also have limited access to obtaining the food they need. Food 

insecurity is a social determinant of health. To address the issue of food insecurity in surrounding communities on the West 
side of Chicago, nurses developed The Surplus Project. This project decreases hospital food waste by donating food to local 
shelters to be redistributed to individuals who are in need. The World Health Organization defines, the Social Determinants 
of Health (SDH) are the conditions in which people are born, grow, live, work and age. The social determinants of health 
are mostly responsible for health inequities-the unfair and unavoidable differences in health status seen within and between 
countries (WHO, 2012). For the purpose of this presentation, the presenter will focus on food insecurity one of the social 
determinants of health and describe a nurse-led initiative designed to address food insecurity in one of Chicago’s underserved 
communities. Food insecurity is a growing health concern in the USA. As defined by the USA Department of Agriculture 
(USDA), food insecurity is “the lack of consistent access to enough food for an active, healthy life” (USDA, 2017). There is 
often a misconception where people believe food insecurity means not having any food at all, but in reality, food insecurity 
refers to more than just not having food. Food insecurity relates to access, quality and availability (USDA, 2017). As healthcare 
workers, we have a special responsibility to relieve hunger. The Surplus Project seeks to simultaneously reduce food waste and 
food insecurity throughout Cook County, IL through the development of a replicable and sustainable model for redistributing 
unserved cafeteria food to local families/individuals in need, while simultaneously operating as a model of service efficiency 
and environmental sustainability. The Surplus Project is an innovative way to reduce commercial food waste and increase the 
amount of safe, nutritious food for those in our community who struggle with hunger. Notably, this project answers the call to 
action issued by the AHA. Addressing food insecurity can have a great impact on the patient experience and patient outcomes. 
If food insecurity is managed and addressed, people may feel more empowered to improve upon their lifestyles.
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