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Abstract 

OneΩs surrounding political, policy, programme and societal environment can influence many factors 

of wellbeing and living, including food security. These multiple, varied environmental factors engage 

and interact with each other to create structures facilitating or impeding oneΩs ability to be food 

secure, with Covid-19 demonstrating how swiftly and dramatically these structures can change. This 

thesis adapts Bartfeld and DunifonΩs 2006 State Food Security Infrastructure framework into a 

revised theoretical framework of food insecurity in multiple global north contexts through a multi-

case study. While originally designed as a mixed-methods case-study thesis, in practice it utilises 

semi-structured interviews with 23 participants in 2021from two case locations ς Leeds, England and 

Fresno, California ς to inform the development of the adapted food security framework. Findings 

highlight the complexity and interconnectedness of influencing structures onto their food security 

status during the Covid-19 pandemic, finding nine common themes throughout both case locations, 

with an additional theme in Fresno. The adapted theoretical framework is presented as a mappable 

visual framework tool for future research use, while the data from the cases shines critical insight 

into food insecurity during the Covid-19 pandemic. 
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1 Chapter 1: Introduction 

Food insecurity is a pervasive problem in the global north, despite its wealth and progression 

(Loopstra, 2018; Reeves, Loopstra and Stuckler, 2017; Nord, 2014; Wilde, 2011). Concern for food 

security, or lack thereof, was traditionally centred upon food supplies (Wilde, 2011). The early 20th 

century understanding of this was demonstrated in a 1921 League of Nations address, where 

Norwegian refugee commissioner, Fridtjof Nansen, stated: ΨArgentina is burning its grain surplus; 

America is letting its corn rot in its silos; Canada has more than 2 billion tons of leftover grain ς and 

yet, in Russia, millions are dying of hungerΩ (Jac hertz and Nützenadel, 2011, p. 102 citing Eckart, 

1999, p. 16). Following this, agricultural and economic initiatives were taken by individual countries, 

the League of Nations, and the International Labour Organization to address the global-level 

imbalance of food distribution (Jachertz and Nützenadel, 2011). A 1930s study by British physiologist 

John Boyd Orr established a newfound basis for food in relation to societal conditions (1936). The 

findings informed the League of NationsΩ 1935 foundational report, which addressed global food 

shortages, hunger and malnutrition, acknowledging societyΩs role in creating these issues (Simon, 

2012; Jachertz and Nützenadel, 2011; Shaw, 2007).  

This multidimensional approach to food security ς covering aspects like food supplies, agriculture, 

and nutrition amongst other angles ς set a precedent for how food (in)security is thought of today, 

through a multi-pronged approach. Food security, as the term started to be recognised, is not simply 

about producing or procuring food but additionally considering nutritional quality. This adoption of 

nutrition as part of food security shapes todayΩs understanding of the term. Per George-André 

SimonΩs analysis, food security was, in essence, multidisciplinary (2012, p. 10). 

Food insecurity is a dynamic, multidisciplinary problem throughout the global north with many 

moving parts, as to be discussed throughout the subsequent chapters. Combining this highly 

multifaceted issue with a pandemic, Covid-19, makes the issue pressing and in need of further 

research. This thesis offers space to explore these important issues. 

This study draws upon the multidimensional approach and view of food insecurity outlined above 

and its prevalence in the global north (discussed further in Chapter 2). This understanding of a 

multidimensional approach is translated into viewing food insecurity holistically ς here meaning with 

appreciation for the direct and indirect issues, topics and factors that can interact to create food 

insecurity. This holistic view, in laypersonΩs terms, leads into the purpose of this thesis: to review 

what factors and contexts make it easier or harder to be food secure. Given this goal, this thesis is 

conceptually broad in scale, covering many related topics to food insecurity, such as housing and 

health. As will be shown in this thesis, many areas of life are deeply connected to whether it is easier 
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or harder to be food secure; thus, it covers an array of policy topics to give the most holistic view 

possible. 

The global north is the focus here due to the inherent irony between typically rich nations featuring 

food insecurity and similarities in policy and approaches (discussed in Chapter 3). One aspect in the 

global north literature and of the multidimensional patterns in food insecurity is an emphasis on 

crisis points ς indeed, the 2008 financial crisis was especially prevalent in the literature when work 

on this thesis began in 2019 (discussed further in Chapters 2 and 3). As demonstrated in Part 1 of 

this thesis (Chapters 1ς4), the financial crisis was a major crunch point for increasing food insecurity 

in the global north, exposing the intersecting weak points and issues.  

While writing this thesis a new, pressing crisis arose: Covid-19. Covid-19 led to its own host of factors 

and determinants to food insecurity, with varying knowledge and insights into this as the pandemic 

unfolded. Unsurprisingly, Covid-19 has had a huge influence on food insecurity in the global north 

and has acted as the ΨnewΩ crisis, building upon the effects of the 2008 financial crisis, thus becoming 

a critical area for specific review in this research. Given this thesisΩs timing, this research aimed to, 

and successfully captured empirical, real-time data recording of what made it easier and harder to 

be food insecure during the pandemic. This valuable data not only informed the outcomes of this 

thesis but holds inherent merit in being a record of peopleΩs experiences of Covid-19. 

Given the thesisΩs goals ς to devise a way to discuss what makes it easier or harder to be food secure 

particularly in a pandemic ς it builds upon an existing theoretical framework by Bartfeld and Dunifon 

(2006) that examines the policies, programmes and other factors related to food insecurity called 

the State Food Security Infrastructure (State FSI). This thesis takes inspiration from that framework 

and looks to apply it outside of US states to other global north locations with direct attention to the 

Covid-19 crisis. The research questions are:  

1) What are the main contextual conditions affecting a personΩs ability to become or 

remain food secure in a particular location? 

2) Are the primary contextual conditions affecting a personΩs ability to become or remain 

food secure the same in different locations?  

3) How did the context of Covid-19 affect a personΩs ability to become or remain food secure in a 

particular location? 

4) From a household perspective, do some contextual conditions matter more than 

others?  
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5) Can the adapted FSI theoretical framework be workable in multiple global north locations, and if 

so in what form? 

 

To address these research questions, two case studies were conducted in Fresno, California, and 

Leeds, England. Due to Covid-19 and a cyberattack (see section 6.3.1), the nature of the study 

evolved from a mixed-methods approach to one primarily based on qualitative data. Given the 

timing of the data collection being during Covid-19, this data is a unique insight into the expressions 

and factors of food insecurity during this crisis. Therefore, the thesis has multiple avenues of value, 

including documenting the research process during a pandemic, recording the effects of Covid-19 on 

food insecurity and giving a framework to discuss what factors make it easier or harder to be food 

secure in general ς something that can be so broad and interconnected it is difficult to do succinctly.  

This thesis is broken down into three parts. Due to the unfolding nature of the pandemic, the thesis 

similarly has a disrupted, unfolding structure reflecting what was known at what points in the 

research. Structuring it in this way demonstrates the story of how the research project evolved and 

in what stages, and it is an alternative to re-writing the literature review and methodology on the 

basis of Covid-19. Part 1 focuses on pre-Covid-19 research and during the initial outbreak; Part 2 

reflects the research and writing conducted during the height of the crisis; and Part 3 shows the case 

studyΩs findings and reflects the more recent knowledge and insights known about Covid-19Ωs impact 

on food insecurity (which were not present during the writing of Parts 1 and 2). 

Part 1, conducted primarily prior to the height of the pandemic (2019 to early 2020), includes a 

general literature review of food insecurity with a focus on the issues of affordability and 

accessibility (Chapter 2). Chapter 3 offers a holistic review of policies and policy contexts that affect 

food insecurity, ranging from political environments to social security. Chapter 4 discusses the styles 

of food insecurity responses, including governmental direct programmes, such as free school meals, 

to the responses from the third sector, such as emergency food assistance.  

Part 2 moves into the period at the height of Covid-19, primarily written in 2020ς2022. Chapter 5 

discusses State FSI and the opportunities for adaptation ς importantly, addressing two weaknesses 

of the model: being solely based on quantitative data and the lack of addressing emergency food 

assistance. Emergency food assistance here refers to the short-term food-based intervention food-

insecurity measures typically delivered by the charitable sector, such as food bank parcels. Chapter 

6Ωs methodology includes explanations for what had to be adjusted in the research to account for 

Covid-19 disruptions and a cyberattack (see section 6.3.1).  
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Part 3, written largely in 2023, begins with Chapter 7 and shows the empirical research from the 

Leeds case study, Chapter 8 showcasing the data from Fresno, whereas Chapter 9 offers discussion 

of the findings and reveals an adapted FSI framework. Chapter 10Ωs conclusion highlights the 

contributions of the work and its potential applications.  
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2 Chapter 2: Food Insecurity Review 

As an introductory note, this chapter was written prior to the Covid-19 pandemic. Therefore, its 

scope features literature prior to this crisis. Rather than update the chapter, it is vital to ensure that 

the established literature is not overlooked or overshadowed by the new, emerging research of food 

insecurity related to Covid-19. Doing so does a disservice towards a long-range broad understanding 

of food insecurity and, moreover, by focusing on pre-Covid-19 the literature can inform us about the 

previous crises that affected food insecurity, notably the 2008 financial crash. 

In the wake of the 1970s food crisis in (FAO, 2009b), a different understanding of international food 

security was developed by the United Nations (UN) Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) (Simon, 

2012; FAO, 2003). At the 1974 World Food Conference, the FAOΩǎ response to the global food crisis 

leaned on an agricultural supply-side, production-based definition of food security (Overseas 

Development Institute, 1997). In 1983, food insecurity debates developed further, moving the 

emphasis from food supply to food access; importantly, there grew emphasis on the vulnerability of 

affected people as well as nutritional value (FAO, 2003; Hussein, 2002; Overseas Development 

Institute, 1997).The FAO definition encompassed this sentiment stating food security as (2003, p. 

27): 

Ensuring that all people at all times have both physical and economic access to the basic 

food that they need. 

At the 1996 World Food Summit, the term further evolved, building upon both the 1974 conference 

proceedings and the updated 1983 definition (Overseas Development Institute, 1997). This 1983 

definition introduced the notion of access, but the 1996 summit solidified the acknowledged 

relationship between poverty and food insecurity (Martin, 2010; Overseas Development Institute, 

1997) (FAO, 1996, p. 1): 

Food security, at the individual, household, national, regional and global levels [is achieved] 

when all people, at all times, have physical and economic access to sufficient, safe and 

nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy 

life. 

As part of the 1996 summit, the FAO recognised three dimensions of food insecurity: availability, 

stability of supply, and access for all (Overseas Development Institute, 1997, p. 2). Through this 

1990s understanding of food security, food insecurity was an easily adaptable term, which is now 

applied as the standard. 

The FAO has developed a nuanced understanding of food insecurity, further distancing itself from a 
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production and supply concern to an emphasis on how people engage with shortcomings in food 

access and agency. The organisation utilises various sub-definitions: food security, moderate food 

insecurity and severe food insecurity, as indicated in Figure 1 (FAO et al., 2019, p. 5). 

Figure 1: FAO Food Insecurity Levels. Definitions as per Sustainable Development Goal Target 2.1.2 

 

The movement towards complex definitions of food (in)security has emerged as more data has been 

collected and as food insecurity in developed countries has become an emphasised discussion (FAO, 

2019a). As part of the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) framework, the FAO created the 

Food Insecurity Experience Scale (FIES) in 2017 through which various levels of food (in)security are 

explored (FAO et al., 2019). The measure, known as SDG Target 2.1.2, serves as an accompaniment 

to the FAOΩs traditional Prevalence of Undernourishment measure (PoU), which is aimed at 

measuring hunger (FAO et al., 2019). 

The FAO is not the only organisation to develop a definition; by the 1990s there were over 

two hundred acknowledged definitions (Maxwell et al., 1992). Authors have debated the 

ever-evolving terminology, assessing what attributes must be met to be food secure and free 

from food insecurity (FAO, 2003). As surmised by Coates and colleagues (Coates et al., 2006), 

food insecurity literature contains the following primary themes:  

¶ uncertainty and worry 

¶ inadequate quality 

¶ insufficient quantity  
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¶ social unacceptability. 

Food insecurity is defined separately from hunger. The FAO first began reporting on the prevalence 

of hunger in 1974, aligned with their addressment of food security (2019b). Today they adopt this 

definition (FAO, 2019b): 

Hunger is an uncomfortable or painful physical sensation caused by insufficient consumption 

of dietary energy. It becomes chronic when the person does not consume a sufficient amount 

of calories (dietary energy) on a regular basis to lead a normal, active and healthy life. 

Hunger and food insecurity have been linked to conversations regarding malnutrition and obesity. 

The FAO, World Health Organisation (WHO), World Food Program, American Society for Clinical 

Nutrition, Environmental Audit Committee and individual researchers such as Loopstra have found 

that countries with higher rates of severe or moderate food insecurity have an increased prevalence 

of adult obesity (Environmental Audit Committee, 2019; FAO et al., 2019; Loopstra, 2018; 

Drewnowski and Specter, 2004). In relation, those in food-insecure households in upper-middle to 

high-income countries face higher levels of obesity as well, expanding beyond adults to school-aged 

children and adolescents (FAO et al., 2019, p. 42). The FAO acknowledges obesity as a form of 

malnutrition (FAO, 2019b; FAO et al., 2019). Both obesity and malnutrition reside within the SDG 

goals and are explored as part of hunger and food (in)security. 

Addressing poverty while discussing food insecurity is important in that in some cases those who are 

food insecure may or may not qualify as poor using poverty metrics (Wight et al., 2014). Based on 

circumstances and how the two concepts are defined, some may experience food insecurity while in 

poverty, others may not. PovertyΩs interaction with food insecurity will be a running theme 

throughout this thesis as the concepts are so intertwined. 

An ongoing debate revolves between the terms food insecurity and food poverty. It is debated 

whether food insecurity should be viewed as an individual issue rather than a subset of poverty 

(Crossley, Garthwaite and Patrick, 2019; Sosenko et al., 2019). The phrases are often used in tandem 

or interchangeably (NHS Health Scotland, 2018; Caraher and Coveney, 2016; Purdam, Garratt and 

Esmail, 2016; Dowler and Lambie-Mumford, 2015a, 2015b; Garthwaite, Collins and Bambra, 2015; 

Livingstone, 2015; Dowler and OΩConnor, 2012; Dowler, Turner and Dobson, 2001). Caraher and 

Coveney justify their use of the term food poverty, arguing that it exemplifies the reality of food 

scarcity; thus, word choice affects understanding (2015). 

Some authors disagree, stating that poverty should not be compartmentalised or fragmented 

(Crossley, Garthwaite and Patrick, 2019). Proponents of this argue that by focusing on subset 
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categories of poverty, such as food insecurity or period poverty, the overarching issues of poverty, 

such as inequality and unequal justice, are overshadowed and introduce the classic poverty 

arguments of the ΨdeservingΩ and ΨundeservingΩ poor (Crossley, Garthwaite and Patrick, 2019; 

Sosenko et al., 2019; Mitton, 2011). Through this, it would invoke a ranking system within poverty by 

subset of insufficiency, which could contribute to the false prioritisation of some groups (the 

deserving) over others (the undeserving) based on the validity assigned culturally and politically to 

one subgroup over another. Further, it allows society to participate in the judgement over peopleΩs 

poverty experiences by topic subjugating the conversation to cherry-picking and not considering 

oneΩs poverty experience as intersectional and multifaceted.  

A counter to this narrative is that not all in poverty experience food insecurity; so by minimising this 

attribute as a part of poverty, it ignores the individual experience of the food-insecure person 

(Sosenko et al., 2019; Widdison, n.d.; Caraher and Coveney, 2016; Burns, 2004). Also by only 

referring to food insecurity issues within general poverty, one risks silencing the specific issues 

surrounding food in public rhetoric, potentially reducing support (Widdison, n.d.). By isolating a 

specific experience in poverty, targeted solutions become available and can directly address the food 

security problem, even if only in an emergency capacity (Broca and Stamoulis, 2003; Broca, 2002); 

this ensures that those impacted by structural issues that have left them in poverty are not forgotten 

even if their personal experience does not fall within popular narrative. 

Furthermore, the specific issues surrounding food insecurity can be trivialised or forgotten when the 

entirety of the problem is categorised as a non-distinguishable facet of poverty. Numerous areas 

contribute to why and how food insecurity is experienced at the household level, including: climate 

change, agricultural practices, food production and distribution, globalisation of food, markets and 

economics, ΨBig FoodΩ, and cultural and societal food norms (Carimentrand et al., 2015; Stuckler and 

Nestle, 2012; Brooks and Loevinsohn, 2011; Thornton et al., 2011; Offer, Pechey and Ulijaszek, 2010; 

Rocha, 2007; Schmidhuber and Tubiello, 2007; Gregory, Ingram and Brklacich, 2005; Okuneye, 

2002). While the debate continues, the term food poverty has become entrenched within the 

literature, particularly in the UK. 

2.1 Measuring Food (In)Security 

According to Pérez-Escamilla and Segall-Corrêa (2008, p. 17) there are five main measurement 

approaches to food (in)security, as outlined in Table 1. 
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Table 1: Derived and Fundamental Food Insecurity Measures 

 

The main approaches all have advantages and disadvantages and additional conditions for success 

depending on where they are implemented (Pérez-Escamilla and Segall-Corrêa, 2008). For example, 

high-wealth, developed countries may not find the calorie per capita measurement or calorie 

deprivation indicator as productive as an experience-based food-insecurity measurement scale 

(Headey and Ecker, 2013; Pérez-Escamilla and Segall-Corrêa, 2008). That said, not all countries adopt 

a food-insecurity measurement, raising issues around comparison. 

Each technique also has its own track record of use, with the calorie per capita deprivation indicator 

being one of the oldest and most prominent, utilised by the World Bank and the FAO (Headey and 

Ecker, 2013). Until recently, the FAO only adopted an estimated calories per capita, national-level 

approach to food insecurity and hunger. In 2017, the UN General Assembly adopted two indicators: 

the traditional PoU and the FIES (both under SDG Indicator 2.1.1) (FAO et al., 2019). The two 

indicators are designed to measure the separate but related issues of hunger and food insecurity. 
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Different measurement techniques utilise unique indicators and tactics that are open to critique. 

Headey and Ecker evaluate food-insecurity measurement methods across multiple countries, 

compiling the indicator score sheet seen in Table 2 (2013, p. 339). 

Table 2: Usefulness of Food and Nutrition Indicators in Gauging the Impacts of Shocks ς a Score Sheet 

 

The US Department of Agriculture (USDA) Household Food Security Survey Module (HFSSM) is 

frequently replicated or referenced as a potential model of measurement by organisations and 

countries alike, including Portugal, Australia, England, and Northern Ireland (Loopstra, 2018; Cafiero, 

2014; Coates et al., 2006). The HFSSM consists of 18 questions utilising different indicators of food 

insecurity and measures both its severity and prevalence while also recording household 

demographics (Coleman-Jensen, Rabbitt and Gregory, 2016; Bickel et al., 2000). There are drawbacks 

to the measure (e.g. being unable to account for differences between responses by married men 

and women when in similar circumstances), but generally the survey is viewed positively for its 

qualitative focus (Loopstra, 2018; Nord, 2014; Skinner, Hanning and Tsuji, 2013). 
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2.2 The Prevalence of Food Insecurity in the Global North 

Although the global north tends to have wealth and is often referred to as rich, many struggle with 

food insecurity (FAO et al., 2019; Loopstra, 2018; Reeves, Loopstra and Stuckler, 2017; Nord, 2014; 

Wilde, 2011). Academic literature tends to be framed over the past decade around the 2008 

financial crash. While there are certainly individual reasons and particular circumstances driving the 

rise, plateau, or fall of food insecurity in each nation, following the 2008 financial crash there was a 

rise in food insecurity rates (Gundersen and Ziliak, 2018; Loopstra, Lambie-Mumford and Patrick, 

2018; Davis and Geiger, 2017; Reeves, Loopstra and Stuckler, 2017; Stuckler et al., 2017; Loopstra et 

al., 2016; Caraher and Coveney, 2015; Ruckert and Labonté, 2014; Rada, 2013). To put the crash into 

perspective, gross domestic product (GDP) declined in real terms for all EU countries except Poland, 

at a mean rate of 4.3 percent (Stuckler et al., 2017). Economic output only returned to its pre-crash 

levels in 2016 (Stuckler et al., 2017). 

Secondary analysis of the European Quality of Life Survey shows the Netherlands, Ireland, Finland, 

Austria, the UK, Spain, France and Hungary, amongst others, saw increases in food insecurity in 2011 

(Davis and Geiger, 2017). The steepest rise occurred in Anglo-Saxon regimes, whereas eastern 

European nations had the highest levels overall (Davis and Geiger, 2017). In the US, from 2001ς2007 

food insecurity rates consistently measured approximately 12 percent (17 percent for children), 

increasing to 30 percent in the wake of the financial crisis and only in the late 2010s began to 

achieve pre-crisis levels (Gundersen and Ziliak, 2018). Even after a countryΩs economic recovery, 

food security improvements can display delays, as seen in previous crashes (Ruckert and Labonté, 

2014; Sell and Zlotnik, 2010).  

Due to the significance of the crash on food security this discussion of food insecurity in global north 

countries pays particular attention to this timeframe, exploring its wider implications on current 

food insecurity trends. While it cannot be said that that every global north nation experienced the 

precise patterned result of increased food insecurity following the crash, notably in social democrat 

and corporatist regimes food insecurity increases were at least somewhat mitigated (Reeves, 

Loopstra and Stuckler, 2017; Loopstra, Reeves and Stuckler, 2015; Ruckert and Labonté, 2014). The 

general trend rings true and thus allows for generalisation of the issue amongst high-income, global 

north nations. 

At various points through the 21st century, 12 percent of the EU27 population was food insecure 

(2005), 14.9 percent in the US (2011), and 12.6 percent in Canada (2011ς12) (Coleman-Jensen, 

Rabbitt and Gregory, 2016; Loopstra, Reeves and Stuckler, 2015; Tarasuk, Mitchell and Dachner, 

2014). In the EU27, following 2005, when food insecurity was at its height, an incremental decline in 
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food insecurity occurred (0.5 percent per year) until 2010 (Loopstra, Reeves and Stuckler, 2015). The 

reversal in this trend has been associated with the 2008 financial crisis and the recession-associated 

unemployment, debt and hardship (Loopstra et al., 2016; Caraher and Coveney, 2015; Loopstra, 

Reeves and Stuckler, 2015). The crash affected the food insecurity prevalence substantially, as 

depicted by Loopstra and colleagues (2016, p. 46) (see Figure 2). 

Figure 2: Prevalence of Food Insecurity in 2009 and 2012 in 21 EU Countries 

 

As Figure 2 indicates, there is a marked difference in how certain EU27 countries experienced food 

insecurity post-crash. Certain nations did not adhere to the marked trend, including Germany, 

Poland, Slovenia and Austria (Davis and Geiger, 2017; Loopstra et al., 2016). In Germany, food 

insecurity declined from 11 percent in 2005 to 8.2 percent in 2012, which coincides with the 

narrative that Germany was one of the top performers in the financial crash (Davis and Geiger, 2017; 

Kaitila, 2014). In the US, the Great Recession, a term for the financial crash, also played a role in food 

insecurity rates, as outlined in Figure 3 (Coleman-Jensen, Rabbitt and Gregory, 2016, p. vi). 
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Figure 3: Rates of Food Insecurity by Household in the United States 2000ς2015 

 

Only in 2019 has the USΩǎ food insecurity prevalence returned to pre-crash rates of 11.1 percent 

(Coleman-Jensen et al., 2019b). One explanation of the declining trend is that low-income 

households are starting to experience the benefits of the economic recovery and related measures 

(Keith-Jennings, 2016). Reduced food-price inflation, falling of oil and gas prices and lower levels of 

overall inflation has allowed households more flexibility in their food budgets (Keith-Jennings, 2016). 

Rates of childhood food insecurity are comparable or higher than those of the average population 

(FAO et al., 2019; Ministry of Health, 2019; UNICEF, 2017b; Wight et al., 2014; Tarasuk, Mitchell and 

Dachner, 2014). In 2012, one in six Canadian children was classified as food insecure, while 19 

percent of children in New Zealand (NZ) in 2015ς16 experienced moderate to severe food insecurity 

(Ministry of Health, 2019; Tarasuk, Mitchell and Dachner, 2014). In 2014ς5, UNICEF found the food 

insecurity rates amongst children in rich nations seen in Figure 4 (UNICEF, 2017a, p. 17). 
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Figure 4: Percentage of Children below the Age of 15 Living with a Respondent Who Is Food Insecure, 
2014ς15 

 

Food insecurity affects different populations within countries. As a generalisation, race, parenthood, 

income level, education attainment, employment status and benefit receipt are the most common 

indicators of food insecurity (Loopstra, Reeves and Tarasuk, 2019; Coleman-Jensen et al., 2019b; 

McIntrye et al., 2016; Sriram and Tarasuk, 2015; Alvares and Amaral, 2014; Ramsey et al., 2012; 

Lallukka et al., 2007; Tapogna et al., 2004; Sarlio-Lähteenkorva and Lahelma, 2001; Rose, Gundersen 

and Oliveira, 1998; Davis and Tarasuk, 1994). The impact of each socio-determinant varies based on 

the countryΩs inequality levels, welfare system, economic performance, food pricing structure, 

historical contexts and, essentially, the fabric of society. The importance of how these factors 

intertwine and their relation to how food insecurity is experienced within a country cannot be 

underemphasised. 

2.3 Explanations for Food Insecurity 

The primary reasons cited for food insecurity in the global north ς while acknowledging the factors 

previously discussed such as weather, pricing etc. ς are insufficient household income and a lack of 

proficient social security policies and programming (Loopstra et al., 2016; McIntrye et al., 2016; 

Richards, Kjærnes and Vik, 2016; Garthwaite, Collins and Bambra, 2015; Livingstone, 2015; Taylor-

Jones, 2015; Ramsey et al., 2012; Wiig Dammann and Smith, 2009; Rocha, 2007; Furness et al., 2004; 

McIntyre, 2003). This in turn supports justification of the review of related policies and literatures 

seen in Chapter 3, as well as a generalised holistic approach taken throughout this thesis. 

To begin, the economic element of food insecurity is a fundamental cause of the problem. McIntrye 

and colleagues summarise this (2015, pp. 83ς84): 
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Although other factors such as gender and social position can influence access to food, 

food insecurity at the household level can be understood primarily as a problem of 

economic access to food, transcending how individuals and households manage their 

food expenditures and make dietary choices. 

In nations including Australia, Denmark, the US, Canada, the UK, Ireland and much of mainland 

Europe, low income and stagnant wages that cannot adapt adequately to inflation and rising costs of 

living are strongly related to food insecurity (Healy, 2019; Stuckler et al., 2017; Loopstra, Dachner 

and Tarasuk, 2015a; Livingstone, 2015; Haddad, 2012; Ramsey et al., 2012; McIntyre, 2003). When 

households have less to spend on food, quality, quantity and consistency of access suffer, which are 

associated with a higher likelihood of becoming food insecure (Gundersen and Ziliak, 2018; 

Garthwaite, Collins and Bambra, 2015; Wiig Dammann and Smith, 2009; Furness et al., 2004; Power, 

2005a). With food prices rising following the 2008 crash while wages stagnated, families were forced 

to increase their food expenditure or re-evaluate their budgetΩs purchasing power (Reeves, Loopstra 

and Stuckler, 2017; Stuckler et al., 2017; Loopstra, Dachner and Tarasuk, 2015a; OECD, 2014).  

While low income is a primary predecessor to food insecurity, changes in income and economic 

status are also powerful indicators. Life-altering events such as employment loss, gaining a new 

member of the household or developing a disability can plunge households into a precarious food 

status (Loopstra, Lambie-Mumford and Fledderjohann, 2019; Loopstra et al., 2016; Gundersen and 

Ziliak, 2014; Sarlio-Lähteenkorva and Lahelma, 2001; McIntyre, 2003; Gundersen and Gruber, 2001). 

Income shocks, such as unexpected material hardships like a car breaking down, and negative 

income volatility, meaning lesser funds than expected, have a proven link to food insecurity for 

those with low asset-to-income ratios (Leete and Bania, 2010). Literature commonly indicates that 

general poverty, as form of economic disparity, is one of the strongest predictors of food insecurity 

(Gundersen and Ziliak, 2018; McIntrye et al., 2016; Grobler, 2016; Riches, 2011; Rocha, 2007; Power, 

2005a; Burns, 2004; Chen and Che, 2001).  

As stated, the 2008 economic downturn made it difficult for families to remain food secure (Caraher 

and Coveney, 2015; Dowler and Lambie-Mumford, 2015a; Loopstra, Reeves and Stuckler, 2015; 

Carney, 2012; Zedlewski, Waxman and Gundersen, 2012; United Nations, 2011). Householders were 

forced to adjust their lifestyles, make tough choices regarding food and household expenses, and 

navigate a changing economy and food landscape to strive for or obtain food security (Coleman-

Jensen, Rabbitt and Gregory, 2016; Cooper, Purcell and Jackson, 2013). The struggles to remain or 

gain food security can be classified under accessibility and/or affordability. 
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2.3.1 Affordability 

Without adequate incomes it becomes increasing difficult to avoid food insecurity or maintain a 

substantial diet. From 2005 to 2010, the number of people reporting they had the ability to afford 

meat or a suitable vegetarian alternative every second day ς a requirement of food security as part 

of the EU Survey on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC) ς declined by 0.5 percent each year 

(Loopstra, Reeves and Stuckler, 2015). In Catalan households, there was a 1.7 percent increase in the 

number of families unable to meet this condition from 2008ς11 (Rada, 2013). In 2011, the 

prevalence of Catalan households that could not afford meat or fish at least once every two days 

was 9.8 percent, a proportion that is almost six times higher than in 2008 (Rada, 2013). 

The UKΩs Food Foundation found that for the lowest income to meet the dietary guideline national 

standards (Eatwell Guide), households would have to spend on average 73 percent of their 

disposable income (Scott, Sutherland and Taylor, 2018). A 2009 Australian study found to engage in 

healthy diets, welfare-dependents families would have to spend 40 percent of their disposable 

income (Kettings, Sinclair and Voevodin, 2009). Similar high expenditures of discretionary income on 

foods were found in Ireland and the US (Healy, 2019; Headey and Alderman, 2019; Friel and Conlon, 

2004).  

A 2012 UK longitudinal study tracked food prices from 2002ς12 finding that healthy foods were 

consistently more expensive than cheaper, processed goods while the price gap between the food 

types expanded over that timeframe (Jones et al., 2014, p. 4): 
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Figure 5: Mean Price of Foods by Eatwell Food Group, 2002ς12 

 

As outlined, healthy foods typically have higher costs than energy-dense foods impacting what 

households may purchase in times of economic despair (Sarlio-Lähteenkorva and Lahelma, 2001). 

OneΩs socioeconomic standing can dictate what food they can afford, and as sugary, fatty foods 

often have higher in caloric density and a more advantageous price-to-calorie ratio (Darmon and 

Drewnowski, 2015), they are more realistic purchases in low-income households (Cooper and 

Dumpleton, 2013; Kettings, Sinclair and Voevodin, 2009; Lee et al., 2013; McCabe-Sellers et al., 

2007; Lallukka et al., 2007). Healthy, low-energy-density diets are likely to contain higher amounts of 

nutrition-per-calorie than unhealthy diets consisting of fats and sugars (Monsivais and Drewnowski, 

2007). Nutrition research widely agrees that, globally, refined grains and added sugars are cheaper 

per calorie than nutritionally dense foods (Headey and Alderman, 2019; Darmon and Drewnowski, 

2015; Maillot et al., 2007).  

While those in food insecurity often, at least theoretically, desire healthy foods, the foods they 

consume do not always align with this (Darmon and Drewnowski, 2015; Garthwaite, Collins and 

Bambra, 2015; Drewnowski and Specter, 2004). High sugar and fat content make cheaper food more 

palatable, and their low cost makes them an appealing option; this defies the nutritional argument 
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that seeking nutrient-dense food should be the primary purchase goal (Darmon and Drewnowski, 

2015; Drewnowski and Specter, 2004). Drewnowski and Specter found that a lower diet expenditure 

in general Ψleads to high-fat, energy-dense diets that are similar in composition to those consumed 

by low-income groupsΩ (2004, p. 6). 

Lack of economic freedom due to low funds and high prices of healthy foods progresses to enacting 

coping mechanisms by buying cheap, unhealthy foods, buying less of them, while still, in the case of 

the UK, spending a higher percentage of ƻƴŜΩǎ income on food than richer people (Garthwaite, 

Collins and Bambra, 2015). Those with the purchasing power in a household are not able to freely 

make dietary choices when cost issues are introduced into the purchasing process, leading to the 

alteration and essential trade-off between dietary requirements/desires and affordability. By this 

logic, any alterations to accommodate required forced expenditure can be classified as a coping 

mechanism; although not all coping mechanisms are adeptly informed. Some of the coping 

mechanisms that could be employed to stretch expenditure further (e.g. cooking rather than 

purchasing pre-made meals, cooking practices in general, substituting costlier ingredients for 

cheaper alternatives), may not be enacted due to lack of food, resources and nutritional education 

(Gaines et al., 2014; Wiig Dammann and Smith, 2009; Broughton et al., 2006; Meldrum and Willows, 

2006; McLaughlin, Tarasuk and Kreiger, 2003; Lang and Caraher, 1998).  

While low-income families may understand the importance of purchasing healthier foods and aspire 

to purchase more when possible, price or the perception of cost is the most pressing consideration 

(Darmon and Drewnowski, 2015; Gaines et al., 2014; Lee et al., 2013; Carney, 2012; Waterlander et 

al., 2010; Hampson et al., 2009; Hitchman et al., 2002). A public health faculty member of the UKΩs 

Royal College of Physicians summarised the overall issue of dietary choices for low-income 

households saying (Cooper and Dumpleton, 2013, p. 7): 

In the UK, the poorer people are, the worse their diet, and the more diet-related diseases 

they suffer from. This is food poverty. 

Accessibility is a concern in tandem (discussed further in section 2.3.2) with affordability towards 

food (in)security. For people to access healthy, socially acceptable foods they must be in an 

economic position to do so. A fundamental aspect of affordability is freedom from economic 

deprivation and access to disposable income. Free-flowing funds that could be allocated towards 

foods and related goods may be impacted by issues such as wage loss or wage stagnation, rising cost 

of living or, if on benefits, their reduction, delay or elimination (Loopstra et al., 2018a; Reeves, 

Loopstra and Stuckler, 2017; Loopstra et al., 2016; Dowler and Lambie-Mumford, 2015a; Nielsen, 

Lund and Holm, 2014; Nord, 2014; Cooper and Dumpleton, 2013; Cooper, Purcell and Jackson, 2013; 
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Carney and Maître, 2012; Young, 2008; Power, 2005b). Due to the inflation following the 2008 crash, 

many households decreased their food expenditure (Dowler and Lambie-Mumford, 2015b; Griffith, 

OΩConnell and Smith, 2013; Carney, 2012). Coping mechanisms to combat this are discussed in 

section 2.3.3. 

2.3.2 Accessibility 

Accessibility is most easily thought of as having the food or resources to achieve a healthy, active life 

(Coleman-Jensen, Rabbitt and Gregory, 2016). It is crucial to view accessibility as access within 

socially acceptable means, a concept embedded within many definitions of food security (FAO et al., 

2019; Lambie-Mumford, 2014; Dowler, Turner and Dobson, 2001). If a person is obtaining foods 

through socially unacceptable means (i.e. food pantries, food banks, dumpster diving, stealing, 

buying food on credit without the ability to repay it) then it does not qualify as acceptable food 

acquisition (Carolsfeld and Erikson, 2013; Eikenberry and Smith, 2005; Hamelin, Habicht and 

Beaudry, 1999). 

The existence of locations where healthy, reasonably priced foods can be obtained is the epitome of 

food access. Socially acceptable access to food is commonly associated with access to supermarkets. 

Areas where there is a lack of access to supermarkets, which are presumed to sell healthy and varied 

foods at a competitive price, are frequently named food deserts (Helbich et al., 2017; Shannon, 

2016; Ver Ploeg et al., 2009; Latham and Moffat, 2007; Cummins and Macintyre, 1999; Lang and 

Caraher, 1998). The term tends to be applied to low-socioeconomic areas where food choice is 

limited to costlier grocery stores, discount shops and convenience stores. Research includes a range 

of areas and populations affected including communities of colour, elderly people, and rural and 

urban regions (Cooper, Purcell and Jackson, 2013; Williams et al., 2012; Carolan, 2011; Beaulac, 

Kristjansson and Cummins, 2009; Ver Ploeg et al., 2009; Winkler, Turrell and Patterson, 2006; Cliff, 

Clarke and Eyre, 2004; Morland et al., 2002; Lee et al., 2002; Chung and Myers Jr, 1999). Utilising 

supermarket access as an indicator for food security accessibility comes with its own implications 

(Helbich et al., 2017; Jiao et al., 2012). Zenk and colleagues acknowledge these complexities stating 

(2005, p. 1): 

Although the presence of supermarkets may not always be beneficial for neighborhood 

residents (e.g., if supermarkets displace smaller stores with owners who had positively 

contributed to and invested in the neighborhood), such large stores can be 

neighborhood health resources providing generally better availability and selection, 

higher quality, and lower cost of foods compared with smaller food stores. 
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The concept of food deserts has become a prominent debate surrounding food accessibility in 

wealthier countries such as Australia, Ireland, the UK, Canada and the US, although with varied 

results (Loopstra, 2018; Shannon, 2016; Ghosh-Dastidar et al., 2014; Beaulac, Kristjansson and 

Cummins, 2009; Ver Ploeg et al., 2009; Hickman, 2007; Winkler, Turrell and Patterson, 2006; Friel 

and Conlon, 2004; Guy, Clarke and Eyre, 2004; Hitchman et al., 2002; Morland et al., 2002; Cummins 

and Macintyre, 1999). While research is prominent in these areas, its universality and definition has 

been challenged (Helbich et al., 2017; Beaulac, Kristjansson and Cummins, 2009; Apparicio, Cloutier 

and Shearmur, 2007).  

Directly tied to this discussion surrounding where these supermarkets and grocery stores are located 

is how accessible they are for consumers. Many households may struggle to reach supermarkets, 

such as those without cars or with disabilities and/or mobility issues, those in rural areas with 

limited transport links or who cannot afford bus fare or childcare, or those with young children for 

whom the walk may be too far (Jiao et al., 2012; Shaw, 2012; Ver Ploeg et al., 2009; Latham and 

Moffat, 2007; Dowler, Turner and Dobson, 2001; Cummins and Macintyre, 1999; Lang and Caraher, 

1998).  

Part of the transportation issues are a lack of transportation facilities; if on foot, it is the ability to 

carry an adequate amount of shopping home (Shaw, 2012; Winkler, Turrell and Patterson, 2006; 

Lang and Caraher, 1998). These constraints can mean that families are potentially unable to take 

advantage of buying in bulk, completing their shop in a single trip or having to pay more for food 

closer to home to supplement their main shopping. While there are advantages of a single shopping 

trip ς only one instance of travel fares, one payment towards childcare, time saved by only shopping 

once ς data from a 2012 California study found that those who shopped less often [every 15 days] 

bought fewer fresh foods than those who shopped more regularly (Carney, 2012). Access to 

sufficient and timely transportation can mean a difference in the products obtained and frequency 

of procurement.  

Contrary to the accessibility debate surrounding food deserts and transportation access, proximity 

to a supermarket and transportation does not solely determine where a user shops ς price is the 

premier determinant of food-purchase location (Ghosh-Dastidar et al., 2014; Carney, 2012). Evans 

and co-authors describe this phenomenon based on qualitative research, stating (2015, p. 6): 

Cost of food was the dominating factor affecting food-purchasing decisions [and] the 

distance to a supermarket or large grocery store that carried higher quality products 

was also a major concern for participants. 
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A California-based study mirrors this sentiment, with participants expressing they were willing to 

travel farther in search of lower-priced foods and goods (Carney, 2012). While accessibility is an 

important facet of food insecurity, affordability appears to hold precedence, when possible, over 

convenience of access. 

2.3.3 Coping Strategies and Impact 

Coping strategies can be individualist, within oneΩs household, or as an engagement with others via 

personal relationships or the public domain. The prevalence and regularity of accessibility and 

affordability issues led to community outreach and charity programmes such as community kitchens, 

food pantries and food banks in countries such as Canada, Australia, the US and UK and mainland 

Europe ό[ƻƻǇǎǘǊŀΣ нлмуΤ tƻǿŜǊ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлмуΤ [ŀƳōƛŜπaǳƳŦƻǊŘ ŀƴŘ DǊŜŜƴΣ нлмтΤ wƻƴǎƻƴ ŀƴŘ /ŀǊŀƘŜǊΣ 

2016; Loopstra et al., 2015; International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, 2013; 

Eikenberry and Smith, 2005; Riches, 2002; Dowler, Turner and Dobson, 2001). Users often utilise 

these services alongside purchasing what food they can for themselves, accepting meals or foods 

from their personal network of family, friends and religious groups, and using food banks in addition 

to government programmes such as free school meals or income assistance (Dowler and Lambie-

Mumford, 2015a; Gundersen and Ziliak, 2014; Williams et al., 2012; Eikenberry and Smith, 2005).  

Available household funds must be balanced against increasing food prices (Reeves, Loopstra and 

Stuckler, 2017; De Schutter, 2010) with families forced to Ψsqueeze their budgetsΩ to afford all of 

lifeΩs necessities (Garthwaite, 2016a; Dowler, 2014; Mcbride and Purcell, 2014; Cooper, Purcell and 

Jackson, 2013; Williams et al., 2012; Young, 2008). While most costs of living are predetermined 

(council tax, licensing bills, utility costs, rent etc.), household food budgets are adjustable based on 

economic conditions (Garthwaite, 2016a; Cooper, Purcell and Jackson, 2013; Griffith, OΩConnell and 

Smith, 2013; Williams et al., 2012).  

When budgets become restricted, families may engage in a Ψheat or eatΩ debate ς meaning they can 

afford either groceries or heating/fuel but not both, fully, forcing householders into making budget 

evaluations (Lambie-Mumford and Snell, 2015; Mcbride and Purcell, 2014; Zedlewski, Waxman and 

Gundersen, 2012). While household budgets do hold elasticity allowing for such decisions to be 

enacted, it is vital to recognise that rationing of both is a coping mechanism commonly utilised, 

challenging the rhetoric (Lambie-Mumford and Snell, 2015).  

With smaller budgets, families bargain hunt for the lowest prices, which may mean crossing town for 

the budget supermarket, waiting until products are discounted or settling for poorer-quality 

products ς such as fast food and processed foods (Power et al., 2018; Dowler and Lambie-Mumford, 

2015b; Cooper and Dumpleton, 2013; Carney, 2012; Carolan, 2011; Ver Ploeg et al., 2009; Coates et 
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al., 2006; Burns, 2004). This all is exacerbated in low-income communities, where often residents are 

exposed to the poverty premium ς meaning the average price of food products, amongst other 

commodities, is higher in poorer neighbourhoods than in affluent ones (Hirsch, Padley and Valadez, 

2016; Mcbride and Purcell, 2014; Cooper and Dumpleton, 2013). The poverty premium applies to 

foods as, even when they are available, they may not be accessible to the purchaser due to the 

associated additional costs. A 2012 Oxfam study reported the poverty premium cost people around 

£1,170 per year in the UK (Haddad, 2012). 

Related to food insecurity, inadequate quality, increased pricing, non-access and non-usage are the 

primary concerns for poorer consumers. While many consumers may be able to mitigate the perils 

of the poverty premium by travelling farther for cheaper food products or purchasing discounted 

goods to stretch their limited expenditure, not all can. For those tangled in the issues of non-access 

or non-usage, individualised coping strategies may need to be enacted to avoid destitution. 

Commonly, when these strategies prove insufficient, people resort to more individualistic coping 

strategies such as skipping meals, eating less often than necessary or for parents ς particularly 

mothers ς going without so children can have a full meal, essentially removing themselves from 

market transactions as a coping response (Sosenko et al., 2019; Coleman-Jensen, Rabbitt and 

Gregory, 2016; Dowler and Lambie-Mumford, 2015a; Gundersen and Ziliak, 2014; Nielsen, Lund and 

Holm, 2014; Coates et al., 2006; Wunderlich and Norwood, 2006; Power, 2005b; Burns, 2004; 

Collins, 2004; Maxwell, 1996).  

The gendered cost of food exposes itself in the shopping trips per week, food preparation, resource 

securement and food choice (Carney, 2012). Low-income women face the physical and mental 

burden of food insecurity, both from a planning perspective and in their tendency to ensure others 

are fed before themselves (CƭŀƎƎ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлмоΩ Carney, 2012; Martin and Lippert, 2012; Carter et al., 

2011; Ivers and Cullen, 2011; Collins, 2004; Hamelin, Beaudry and Habicht, 2002; Lang and Caraher, 

1998; DeVault, 1991). As a subset of the gendered effect of food insecurity, the traditional, arguably 

archaic notion of childcare as ΨwomenΩs workΩ feeds into this allocation of the responsibility of food 

management to mothers (DeVault, 1991). 

Psychological difficulties of food insecurity are a common experience (Loopstra, 2018; Dowler and 

Lambie-Mumford, 2015a; Williams et al., 2012; Melchior et al., 2009; Coates et al., 2006; Dowler, 

Turner and Dobson, 2001; Hamelin, Habicht and Beaudry, 1999). The stress of not knowing where 

oneΩs next meal may come from or how they will obtain it can affect mental health (Barker et al., 

2018; Tarasuk et al., 2018; Siefert et al., 2004; Power et al., 2016; Shildrick et al., 2012; Carter et al., 

2011; Sarlio-Lähteenkorva and Lahelma, 2001). Power and colleagues suggest that women who are 
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food insecure during pregnancy experience worse mental health than their food-secure 

counterparts (2016). Additionally, the physical toll of an insufficient diet can contribute to overall 

poor health and lifestyle, including leading to mental health issues such as depression (Siefert et al., 

2004). 

Food insecurity is strongly link to poor physical health due to an inadequate, nutritious diet (FAO et 

al., 2019; Scott, Sutherland and Taylor, 2018; Ghosh-Dastidar et al., 2014; Gundersen and Ziliak, 

2014; Ver Ploeg et al., 2009; Burns, 2004; Siefert et al., 2004; Sarlio-Lähteenkorva and Lahelma, 

2001). Primarily, obesity is a condition associated with food insecurity stemming from the price of 

and access to healthy foods (FAO et al., 2019; Healy, 2019; Barker et al., 2018; Church Action on 

Poverty, 2018; Loopstra, 2018; All Party Parliamentary Group (APPG) on Hunger and Food Poverty, 

2014; Ghosh-Dastidar et al., 2014; Ver Ploeg et al., 2009). A 2004 study found that food-insecure 

women face an increased risk of obesity by 20ς40 percent across the US, Europe, and Australia 

(Burns, 2004). A Finnish study explained this phenomenon, indicating obese people were more likely 

to purchase cheaper foods due to economic anxiety than those of a normal weight (Sarlio-

Lähteenkorva and Lahelma, 2001). The dynamics of this relationship between food insecurity, 

obesity and malnutrition are displayed in Figure 6 (FAO et al., 2018, p. 30). 

Figure 6: Pathways from Inadequate Food to Multiple Forms of Malnutrition 

 

The Bread for the World Institute, in relation to the US but applicable to many global north nations 

such as the UK, Europe and Australia (see Burns, 2004), states (2016, p. 19): 

The prevalence of obesity does not discredit the fact that the United States has wide-

scale food insecurity: the same person can be suffering from both obesity and hunger. 

This is because conditions that are common in food-insecure households ς episodic food 
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shortages, reliance on high energy- dense foods to stretch food dollars, stress and 

depression ς are all risk factors for weight gain.  

Outside of obesity, in a 2014 US-based study of seniors classified as food insecure found that 22 

percent were more likely to experience limitations to their daily activities including bathing, eating 

and dressing (Feeding America, 2014). A large-scale 2017 study identified individual-level food 

insecurity correlated with poorer mental health in all global regions even when accounting for 

socioeconomic factors (Jones, 2017).  

Figure 7: Relationships between Food Security, Dietary and Health Outcomes 

 

Complimenting this, a USDA study found that those with lower food security had a higher likelihood 

of developing hypertension, coronary heart disease, hepatitis, stroke, cancer, asthma, diabetes, 

arthritis, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease and kidney disease (Gregory, 2017, p. i). Chronic 

conditions in adults in low-food-security households occurred at an 18 percent higher rate than in 

highly food-secure households (Gregory, 2017). Those with chronic illnesses in food insecurity are at 

higher risk of skipping or taking lower medication doses to make it last longer to save money (Men 

et al., 2019; Afulani et al., 2015; Herman et al., 2015a; Berkowitz, Seligman and Choudhry, 2014; 

Bengle, 2009).  

Health risks associated with food insecurity are a common yet pivotal part of the status in addition 

to the issues of access and affordability. Health problems can also impact coping strategies in that 

once hunger is reached, options may become limited potentially eliminating options such as walking 

as a primary mode of transportation for food shopping or the ability to carry home larger bags from 

food banks or other food providers.  
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These coping strategies and impacts all signpost towards the importance of a holistic approach to 

food insecurity ς its implications and reach are far beyond food. By viewing food insecurity broadly 

and inclusively, the issue can be more comprehensively understood and therefore more 

comprehensively addressed. Chapter 3 serves as a broad-level examination into the various areas 

and policies related to food insecurity. 

2.3.4 Discourses 

Of additional note, discourse regarding food insecurity not only informs individual rhetoric and views 

but impacts the ideological debates and political rhetoric. Should food insecurity be a topic of 

discussion or debate, the way in which the topic is depicted and conversed about greatly shapes the 

forthcoming results (Pollard and Booth, 2019). Two discourses include food insecurity as personal 

responsibility versus the right to food, which feed into the wider policy areas discussed in Chapter 3 

and the styles of responses in Chapter 4, and additionally feeding into the discussions in Chapter 9. 

A popular rhetoric surrounding food insecurity is that individual responsibility ς or lack thereof ς is 

the primary reason why some households become food insecure and others do not (Glaze and 

Richardson, 2017; Garthwaite, 2016a; Grobler, 2016; Purdam, Garratt and Esmail, 2016; Richards, 

Kjærnes and Vik, 2016; Garthwaite, Collins and Bambra, 2015; Knezevic et al., 2014; Dowler, Turner 

and Dobson, 2001). Lack of financial management and budgeting, poor cooking skills, lack of work 

ethic and an unethical reliance on the benefits system are often cited by those who argue that food 

insecurity is a lifestyle or choice (Power et al., 2018; Glaze and Richardson, 2017; Garthwaite, 2016a; 

Purdam, Garratt and Esmail, 2016; Garthwaite, Collins and Bambra, 2015; Knezevic et al., 2014).  

The idea of assisting with food insecurity comes under scrutiny with the neoliberal Ψpull yourself up 

by your bootstrapsΩ argument, stemming from the historic rhetoric of the deserving and undeserving 

poor ό[ŀƳōƛŜπaǳƳŦƻǊŘ ŀƴŘ DǊŜŜƴΣ нлмтΤ DŀǊǘƘǿŀƛǘŜΣ нлмсŀΤ DŀǊǘƘǿŀƛǘŜΣ /ƻƭƭƛƴǎ ŀƴŘ .ŀƳōǊŀΣ нлмрΤ 

Lambie-Mumford, 2014; Shildrick et al., 2012; Mitton, 2011; Power, 2005b). This ideology morphs 

into blaming and shaming of those who rely on both informal and formal food assistance. The arising 

stigma originates both from those not experiencing food insecurity and those in its depths. 

Particularly, stigma surrounding food banks is well documented across several countries (Loopstra, 

2018; Power et al., 2018; Garthwaite, 2016a, 2016b; Purdam, Garratt and Esmail, 2016; Williams et 

al., 2012; Tarasuk and Beaton, 1999). The perception from the food insecure of shame, self-blame 

and receptiveness to accept stigmatic otherness indicates that the individual responsibility rhetoric 

is internalised and reproduced (see section 9.2.1.9) (Dowler and Lambie-Mumford, 2015b; 

Livingstone, 2015; Williams et al., 2012; Hamelin, Beaudry and Habicht, 2002; Riches, 2002).  
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Alternatively, the right to adequate food is well established as a human rights initiative. In the 1948 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights, a non-binding but universally recognised document, the right 

to food was recognised via the right of an adequate living standard (United Nations for Human 

Rights, 2010; Söllner, 2007; UN General Assembly, 1948). More recently, the UN Special Rapporteur 

on the right of food expands on the defined right to food as (United Nations for Human Rights, 2010, 

p. 2): 

The right to have regular, permanent and free access, either directly or by means of 

financial purchases, to quantitatively and qualitatively adequate and sufficient food 

corresponding to the cultural traditions of the people to which the consumer belongs, 

and which ensures a physical and mental, individual and collective, fulfilling and 

dignified life free of fear. 

The 1966 UN International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), included the 

right to food in Article 11, although, as Söllner assesses, the binding element did not receive 

prominent attention for a long time after its conception (2007; Mechlem, 2004). The mandatory, 

principal obligation outlined by the ICESCR is Ψto [undertake] steps Χ with the view to achieving 

progressively the full realisation of the rights recognised in the present Covenant (Article 2 

Paragraph 1)Ω (Mechlem, 2004, p. 639). As of 2011, 160 nation states, notably not the US, have 

ratified the right to food by participating in international laws and treaties (Riches, 2011; OΩConnor, 

Cantillon and Walsh, 2008). Nation states that have ratified the right are subject to ICESCR oversight 

to ensure its expeditious and effective enactment within their maximum available resources 

(Committee on Economic Social and Cultural Rights, 1999) although whether this happens in practice 

is debatable. 

In summary, this literature review highlights understandings and measurements of food insecurity, 

as well as targets the two main areas within which food insecurity is commonly categorised: 

affordability and accessibility. The final aspect this chapter includes a review of two major discourses 

around food insecurity. With this understanding, Chapter 3 expands beyond food insecurity itself to 

discuss the wider policy it sits within. 

3 Chapter 3: Policy Environments, Contexts and Responses Review 

This section was started in early 2020, then primarily completed at the outset of Covid-19, adding 

value by tracking emerging policy and programmes during the first part of the pandemic. This timing 

offers an opportunity to demonstrate how programmes and policies fit within the literature without 

fully knowing Covid-19Ωs outcomes. As stated in the introduction, there is tremendous value in using 
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this thesis to tell the research and experience story of food insecurity during Covid-19, when so 

much was unknown. By keeping this chapter intact without updating it retroactively with more 

recent literature, it shows how Covid-19 policies and academic research unfolded at ǘƘŜ ǇŀƴŘŜƳƛŎΩǎ 

peak. More recently published Covid-19 research is shared in Part 3. This chapter begins by 

discussing the wider policy sphere of food insecurity, then Chapter 4 presents direct food insecurity 

policies and responses. 

Food (in)security is helped or hindered by the policies and policy environments a community, region 

or country is positioned within. Examining these is of particular interest in this thesis given the 

emphasis on a holistic understanding of food insecurity and gives context to what makes it easier or 

harder to be food secure. Gregory et al. state (2015, p. 78):  

Risks increase if households have weak social or public support systems; these include 

social networks through friends and relatives and also cash and in-kind public assistance 

programs Χ if their circumstances frequently leave them near the subsistence or food 

security thresholdsΧ this increases the chances that a given shock will knock them below 

the thresholds.  

Policies and interventions also arise from sources other than governments, such as the third sector; 

often the two sectors converge to create food insecurity responses and programmes. Of equal 

importance, the contextual elements surrounding policies, programmes and approaches are critical 

to review to understand how they exist, their role in food (in)security and crucially link to the State 

FSI concept (introduced in Chapter 5). These policy spheres of food (in)security are explored below. 

3.1 Policy Spheres of Food (In)Security 

Outside of direct food insecurity policies and the third sector, there are a host of policies and 

programmes that act as an indirect response to food insecurity. Numerous policies and policy 

sectors entangle themselves in the creation of the conditions, which influences the issue. Within a 

personΩs existence, there is a full ecosystem of policies and provisions that makes achieving or 

maintaining food security easier or harder. Comprehensively mapping this policy system is beyond 

the remit of this thesis. Still, based on the literature, there are numerous policy sectors that greatly 

influence food (in)security status. Figure 8 provides a broad outline based on a review of the 

literature. 
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Figure 8: Food Insecurity Policy Summary 

 

Source: AuthorΩs summary of food insecurity literature  

The sectors of employment, social security, housing, defence security (and foreign affairs) and health 

have demonstrable impacts on food insecurity. Within these areas, represented as circles in Figure 8, 

exist a variety of policies that may affect food (in)security. Examples include prison and probation 

systems, universal childcare, or lack thereof, prescription drug prices, social housing systems and 

minimum wage protections. Importantly, these topics occur within an exterior frame of the political 

environment and culture, outlined in Figure 9.  
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Figure 9: Political Environment and Culture Framing Structure Surrounding Food Insecurity Summary 

 

Source: AuthorΩs summary of food insecurity literature  

The connections between the policy areas are extensive and too vast to list here; however, 

consideration of potential relationships is critical. Policy sectors do not exist in a vacuum and the 

structures, impacts and changes of one area have a rippled influence throughout the policy 

ecosystem. For example, restrictions on those leaving prison in different employment areas (e.g. 

teaching school children), limits their economic options, which could make it more challenging to be 

food secure. The crossover between the two sectorsΩ policies ς security and employment ς offers 

insight into the complexities of policy and food (in)security. 

The implementation and cultural understanding of policies is also fundamental ς simply listing 

policies that engage with one another redacts nuance. For example, the US Internal Revenue Service 

(IRS) has the autonomy to audit whoever they select and conduct investigations. Reporting for 2019 

uncovered that the IRS had drastically reduced the number of wealthy people they audit, dropping 

from 8 percent in 2011 to 1.6 percent in 2018 (Kiel, 2019). Comparatively, the auditing rate for those 

receiving earned income tax credits remained relatively steady. The change in audit patterns is 

attributed to the ease of auditing those in receipt of the earned income tax credits versus wealthier 
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taxpayers, as the process is easier to implement, mostly automated and done by mail rather than in 

person (Kiel, 2019).  

The following section discusses the broader political environment and culture as represented by the 

exterior frame in Figure 9, which can influence the ease with which food security is achievable within 

a society. Subsequent sections (sections 3.1.2ς3.1.6) discuss the internal-circle categories of 

employment, defence security and foreign affairs, housing, public health and social security. 

3.1.1 Political Environment and Culture 

Encompassing all the discussed policy areas is the political environment, culture and context through 

which they exist. Considerations such as the history of food (in)security rates and food (in)security 

interventions, the discrimination against some populations over others, and the status state of the 

economy sit within this outer ring and influence food security. Policies do not exist within a vacuum 

and analysing the contextual elements that shape their existence is crucial to understanding food 

insecurity. A vital aspect of the political environment and culture is the chosen welfare regime, 

which is where this section begins. 

3.1.1.1 Welfare Regimes 

Launching the modern understanding of the comparative welfare state, Esping-Andersen set the 

course for welfare regime typology (1990). With the Ψthree worlds of welfareΩ, Esping-Andersen 

categorised welfare states as ΨLiberalΩ, ΨConservativeΩ (conservative-corporatist), and ΨSocial 

DemocraticΩ (1990). Liberal regimes exhibit lower levels of state intervention and a more free-

market approach to social security, (e.g. Australia, the UK and the US). Conservative welfare states 

offer more generous protections under a pay-in insurance model (e.g. Germany and France). Social 

Democratic regimes provide the most generous benefits and highest levels of intervention by the 

state (e.g. Sweden, Norway, and Denmark) (Esping-Andersen, 1990). This typology gives basis to 

more modern comparisons of the welfare state, including interpretations of food (in)security and 

welfare regimes.  

Davis and Geiger in their discussion of food insecurity in Europe following the 2008 crash describe 

how food insecurity relates to welfare regimes (2017). The researchers anticipated ς correctly so ς 

that the varied Ψsocial consequencesΩ of the crisis, including unemployment, underemployment and 

poverty, amongst regions and welfare regimes would be reflected in the food insecurity rates (Davis 

and Geiger, 2017). They conclude that the ideology underpinning the welfare regime had an 

influence on food (in)security, stating Anglo-Saxon welfare regimes that adopted austerity policies 

and a free-market approach exacerbated food insecurity (David and Geiger, 2017). Their findings 
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demonstrated that eastern European countries had the highest food insecurity rates, but that Anglo-

Saxon regimesΩ food insecurity was most significantly impacted by the crash (Davis and Geiger, 

2017). 

Reeves et al. also studied welfare regimes in Europe following the crisis, focusing on food prices, 

wages and the impact a regime may have in stabilising the relationship (2017). Their research 

revealed the more generous welfare regimes, specifically Corporatist and Social Democrat, were 

able to protect more impoverished populations from the potential disconnect between food prices 

and wages (Reeves, Loopstra and Stuckler, 2017). Reeves and colleagues, similarly to Davis and 

Geiger, found Anglo-Saxon, eastern European, and Mediterranean welfare regimes featured a 

prominent disconnect between wages and food prices (2017). 

Comparisons amongst welfare states have also been made specifically to the existence, or rise, of 

food charity (Lambie-Mumford and Silvasti, 2020). Lambie-Mumford and Silvasti offer comparisons 

between different welfare states and regimes, articulating the rise of food charity in Europe (2020). 

They demonstrate that typologies are not stringent: a regime can exhibit atypical behaviour for its 

category. They summarise the welfare regime changes and its contribution to the rise in emergency 

food assistance, notably based on economic recessions (Finland), neoliberal policies (Germany, 

Slovenia, Spain and the UK), and austerity measures (Italy) (Lambie-Mumford and Silvasti, 2020, pp. 

233ς234). Despite the different welfare typologies, all the above mentioned countries experienced a 

rise in food charity and emergency food assistance, demonstrating that even the most generous 

welfare regimes are not immune to issues with food insecurity. 

3.1.2 Employment 

Employment policies and the status of the labour market influence food (in)security in a unique way. 

Employment not only leads to income but how employment is gained, maintained, formatted and 

protected can critically impact oneΩs ability to be food secure (McIntyre, Pow and Emery, 2015; 

McIntyre, Bartoo and Emery, 2014). The Canadian food insecurity research hub PROOF reported in 

2017ς18 that 65 percent of food-insecure households relied on employment wages as their primary 

income source (Tarasuk and Mitchell, 2020). This statistic prompts thought about how employment 

links to food insecurity, not merely a lack thereof.  

Employment does not shield households from every stressor that may lead to food insecurity. Even 

those in work are not immune to income shocks that can affect their status (Temple, 2018). Many 

life events, such as divorce, death and income shocks such as a broken heater or refrigerator, all 

impact food (in)security regardless of employment status (Leete and Bania, 2010). Employment is 
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not an infallible safety net in and yet is such a key attribute of State FSI (discussed in Chapter 5), so it 

is worth exploring how food (in)security specifically affects those in work. 

This section aims to highlight selected topics to broaden the understanding of how employment and 

food (in)security are linked.  

3.1.2.1 Characteristics of Employment 

The type of employment one has, the allotted hours per week, the stability of work and the sector all 

may lead to various levels of food (in)security (Baskin, 2020; Loopstra et al., 2019; McIntyre, Bartoo 

and Emery, 2014; Wirth, Strochlic and Getz, 2007). Those in precarious or insufficient work situations 

may find themselves still falling near or below poverty lines: the Ψworking poorΩ often experience 

food insecurity (McIntyre, Bartoo and Emery, 2014, p. 50). Underemployment or unstable work also 

put households into a vulnerable food position (McIntyre, Pow and Emery, 2015), resulting in some 

using resources such as emergency food assistance (Loopstra and Lalor, 2017). Here the labour 

market structure can act as a barrier or an opportunity, in accompaniment to raising incomes. 

Food bank statistics are useful in understanding how prevalent those in work seek help for food 

insecurity. Seventy-one percent of UK independent food banks reported those in part-time 

employment made up a large proportion of their clientele, with 62 percent of food banks citing 

those on zero-hours contracts making up a large portion of their client base (Loopstra et al., 2019). 

At Trussell Trust food banks in the UK, one in six households had someone in part-time work or were 

self-employed (Loopstra and Lalor, 2017). Households under full-time or equivalent employment 

were least likely to face food insecurity, but it could still occur (McIntyre, Bartoo and Emery, 2014). 

McIntrye et al. discovered those working in accommodation and the food service industry in Canada 

had the highest rates of food insecurity, whereas those working in public administration and 

education had the lowest (2014). Their work also showed that although increased levels of 

education were generally associated with lower food insecurity, this was not a correlated 

relationship in every instance (McIntyre, Bartoo and Emery, 2014). Of those with a high school level 

of education, there was a distinction amongst who was food insecure based on industry (McIntyre, 

Bartoo and Emery, 2014). Those in the healthcare sector were less likely to be food insecure than 

those working in mining, oil and gas, wholesale and retail market, and accommodation and food 

service sectors (McIntyre, Bartoo and Emery, 2014).  

3.1.2.2 Wage Stagnation 

Over the last 30 years, neoliberalist approaches to social policy and employment have reshaped the 

workforce and work protection landscape (Blanton and Peksen, 2016). Shifts in the labour market 
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include globalisation, reduction in labour rights and union influence, and a business-friendly 

approach resulting in inadequate protections for low- and middle-income workers (Stewart, Stanford 

and Hardy, 2018; Blanton and Peksen, 2016).  

Following the 2008 crash, the real value of a typical wage for a UK worker fell 8ς10 percent behind 

inflation by 2014 (Blanchflower and Machin, 2014). Blanchflower and Machin compared this to US 

statistics as a warning sign, indicating the UK could be on track to replicate US wage stagnation, as 

illustrated in Figure 10 (2014, p. 2).  

Figure 10: Real Median Wage Growth, Full-time Weekly Wages, US and UK, 1988ς2013 

 

Wage stagnation has been significant in other countries as well. Since 2013, in Australia nominal 

wages have grown approximately 2 percent per year, the slowest sustained growth since World War 

II (Stewart, Stanford and Hardy, 2018). The rise has not aligned in tandem with consumer prices and 

has left real earnings and disposable income in decline (Stewart, Stanford and Hardy, 2018). When 

wages fail to keep up with the cost of goods and food, food insecurity can occur, as confirmed by 

Reeves et alΦΩǎ European analysis (2017). Following the crash, wages stagnated in Europe, which 

coincided with increases in food prices; in some countries, food prices exceeded wage stagnation 

sevenfold (Reeves, Loopstra and Stuckler, 2017, p. 1415).  

3.1.2.3 Maternity Leave Policies 

Policies that accompany employment can impact a householdΩs ability to be food secure. Research 

linking maternity leave and food insecurity is not a developed area of the literature. Primarily, 

studies into this area revolve around breastfeeding and the food security of the child (Gross et al., 

2019; Wong et al., 2019; Venu et al., 2017; Salmon, 2015). While the studies show mixed results 
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about whether breastfeeding significantly reduced food insecurity for the child (Gross et al., 2019; 

Wong et al., 2019; Venu et al., 2017; Salmon, 2015), the literature is still expanding. 

Paid maternity policies and countries with parent-friendly labour protections and practices may 

prevent interruptions or the elimination of employment income, allowing for more immediate food 

security. Wage disruption around childbirth certainly can be viewed as an income shock and, as 

previously discussed, can lead to food insecurity (Kang, 2020; Gross et al., 2019; Leete and Bania, 

2010).  

Gross et al.Ωs US qualitative work with low-income Hispanic mothers during pregnancy and 

breastfeeding summarises the situation well. A key emerging theme was that financial strains were 

common, including job instability, difficulty to meet basic needs, and compounding issues with their 

immigration status (2019). A second emerging topic was the mothersΩ concern around the health 

implications for their child when they were unable to afford a healthy, quality diet (Gross et al., 

2019).  

3.1.3 Defence, Security and Foreign Affairs 

While arguably the most off-topic circle in Figure 8, this policy sector serves an important role. 

Fundamentally, this sector influences food (in)security, both from a macro and micro analysis 

perspective. Defence and security, alongside foreign affairs, influence spending priorities and trade 

agreements. These affect the price of goods and foods, impacting household budgets as well as how 

policies may target some groups over others in ways that make food security achievable (Barlow et 

al., 2020; FAO, 2009a; Rocha, 2007).  

Some areas of literature are more developed than others. For example, there is a substantial body of 

work on immigration status and the prison system (Carney, 2020; Tarraf, Sanou and Giroux, 2013; 

Weigel et al., 2007; Wirth, Strochlic and Getz, 2007). OneΩs immigration status, experience with the 

prison and probation systems, and policies such as anti-social behaviour regulations all have 

significant impacts on which social security resources are available to them. In the UK, those who 

have anti-social behaviour violations may be excluded from receiving some welfare benefits (Rodger, 

2012), which could impact their ability to be food secure.  

3.1.3.1 Prisons 

An emerging policy connection is amongst those who have interacted with the prison and probation 

systems and food insecurity (Scott et al., 2020; Dong et al., 2018a, 2018b; Wang et al., 2013). 

Engaging in either or both can lead to a loss in income, issues in gaining employment, and potential 

medium- to long-term impacts such as being banned from living in certain areas and restricted 
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access to welfare schemes (Cox and Wallace, 2016). A US study of probationers in Rhode Island 

found 70.4 percent experienced food insecurity, compared to the 12.8 percent food insecurity rate 

within the state at the time (Dong et al., 2018a). Cox and Wallace found that having a family 

member incarcerated in households with children in the US is Ψuniversally positively correlated with 

household food insecurityΩ (2016, p. 1073).  

Issues also include the role of food within prison systems. Discussion ranges from the power 

dynamics that result from who feeds whom within the food system, where those incarcerated 

consume their food, the dietary standards of the food served, and the agency tool of hunger strikes 

(Earle and Phillips, 2012). Serving unappetising food, restricting consumption and using food as a 

punishment tool are historically commonplace (Smoyer and Lopes, 2017). Smoyer and Lopes found 

issues in womenΩs prisons included women having to cook and consume foods out of garbage bags, 

being denied food upon intake, having little time to consume their food, illogical and unhealthy 

menus, lack of empathy towards the inmatesΩ food needs, and degradation and humiliation through 

food (2017).  

3.1.3.2 Immigration 

Immigration and legal status have important ties to food insecurity (Carney, 2020, 2015b; Tarraf, 

Sanou and Giroux, 2013; Wirth, Strochlic and Getz, 2007). Canadian statistics confirm a higher rate of 

food insecurity amongst recent immigrants at 17.1 percent, whereas those who had immigrated 

longer than five years previously experienced food insecurity at 13.8 percent; this compares to the 

Canada-born rate of 12.2 percent over the same 2017ς18 period (Tarasuk, Mitchell and Dachner, 

2016). Tarraf et al. highlight the intersection of food insecurity with higher rates of unemployment 

and low income amongst immigrants, and specific food-related issues such as instability in accessing 

culturally appropriate foods (2013). A Toronto study found that 56 percent of the Latin American 

immigrants studied faced food insecurity, with the main correlations being around food bank usage, 

social assistance as the primary income source and limited literacy in English (Vahabi et al., 2011). 

An issue this study raised was how immigrants fared against food insecurity when they had 

restrictions on the public funding and social services they could access. UK welfare policies restrict 

non-citizensΩ access to public funds, known as no recourse to public funds (NRPF) (OΩConnell and 

Brannen, 2019; Shaw and Sharpe, 2016). Generally, NRPF is thought of as a restriction to the large 

safety net programmes like Universal Credit (UC). However, in practice it also limits access to local 

authority services such as homelessness services and council housing, reduced employment services, 

secondary National Health Service (NHS) healthcare, and requires approval for support for children 

via the Children Act 1989, such as free school meal vouchers (OΩConnell and Brannen, 2019). 
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Without access to these sorts of funds, many families of various legal statuses, including refugees, 

asylum seekers, those without documentation or those with temporary work visas, may face issues 

of income and access associated with food insecurity (Carney, 2020; Maynard et al., 2019; OΩConnell 

and Brannen, 2019).  

US research often focuses on immigrant farmworkers, highlighting the irony of so many farmworkers 

experiencing food insecurity while their work enables the food security of others (Weigel et al., 

2007; Wirth, Strochlic and Getz, 2007; Kasper et al., 2000). A study of low-income, Latino, 

Vietnamese and Cambodian immigrant farmworkers with legal status and documentation across 

California, Texas and Illinois revealed 81 percent of their households were food insecure, with 14 

percent experiencing the most severe measure of food insecurity (Kasper et al., 2000). Wirth et al. 

found that the documentation status of farmworkers was a significant predictor of food insecurity in 

Fresno County, California, a predominantly agricultural region (2007). Migratory status also matters, 

with 43 percent of non-migratory respondents being food insecure as opposed to 55 percent who 

migrated to follow the crop seasons (Wirth, Strochlic and Getz, 2007). 

3.1.3.3 Defence and Military Spending 

Looking at the US, the Department of Defense (DOD) does not have an inherent stake in food 

(in)security, but due to the governmentΩs strategic initiatives and military assistance, food security 

efforts may be required by law (Katsos, 2017). This claim is justified by the notion that without food 

security the political, economic or social stability of a society may be impacted, so military 

intervention may be reasonably involved in securing what the government refers to as Ψhuman 

securityΩ (Katsos, 2017). Furthermore, the government rationalises that national security can be 

impacted by food insecurity both domestically and on foreign ground, working with other countries 

to achieve food security in their nations too (Katsos, 2017).  

Three interesting points help to see how the DOD operationalises this goal. The DOD is extremely 

well-funded compared to other departments, with a staggering US$700 billion-plus 2020 budget 

(Macias, 2020). In comparison, the USDA, which oversees the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 

Program (SNAP) ς a food benefits programme ς faced a budget decrease from US$155 billion to 

US$146 billion, with US$25 billion earmarked for SNAP (USDA, 2020a). These budgets depict that the 

DOD has the capacity for more programmes than other government sectors and demonstrates the 

5h5Ωǎ power (Katsos, 2017). Politically, media pundits and activists call for reallocation of the 

massive DOD budget towards domestic issues such as housing and benefits (Hartung, 2020; 

Koshgarian, 2018; Friedman, 2017). 
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A second intersection comes with foreign occupation. When the DOD occupies foreign areas, it 

triggers legal responsibilities, including protecting humanitarian workersΩ food distribution efforts 

and aid to the community occupied, to ensure food availability and access (International Committee 

of the Red Cross [ICRC], 1949). Third, military households themselves experience food insecurity, 

with nearly one in seven families reporting so (Wax and Stankorb, 2016). Wax and Stankorb attribute 

this to a series of factors, including the limited employment of military spouses putting families close 

to the poverty line, being junior within the military hierarchy, and the high rate (40 percent) of 

military families having children (2016). Research on veterans of the Iraq and Afghanistan wars 

shows this group faces economic issues that lead to food insecurity (Widome et al., 2015). Widome 

et al.Ωs 2012 survey revealed that one in four veterans had experienced food insecurity over the 

previous year, with 12 percent classified as having very low food security (2015).  

3.1.4 Housing 

Research linking food insecurity to housing is a burgeoning topic, particularly in the UK and North 

America (Clair et al., 2019; McIntyre et al., 2016a; Loopstra and Tarasuk, 2012; Kirkpatrick and 

Tarasuk, 2011; Kushel et al., 2006). As food insecurity has root causes in a lack of income, the 

general logic is that if housing is affordable, this allows for more money to be budgeted consistently 

towards food (Kirkpatrick and Tarasuk, 2011). Canadian research has consistently found that those 

who are without permanent housing, in social housing, or high expenditure housing costs (over 30 

percent of oneΩs income) are more likely to be food insecure (Tarasuk, Mitchell and Dachner, 2016; 

Kirkpatrick and Tarasuk, 2011). This section explores how asset-based welfare has impacted housing 

and food insecurity, as well as how homelessness engages with the issue. 

3.1.4.1 Asset-Based Welfare 

The UKΩs contemporary issues with the housing market and its connection to food insecurity are 

traceable. Former suitable social housing provision has been replaced with an asset-based welfare 

system through Margaret ThatcherΩs Right to Buy housing system. The transition from state-

provided financial support through social benefits to asset-based support has transformed into a 

system where oneΩs assets and oneΩs own individual responsibilities such as homeownership are the 

reliable safety nets rather than the traditional welfare safety net (Lowe, Searle and Smith, 2012).  

Clair et al. attribute these changes and their lasting effects on the UK housing market (e.g. reduced 

creation and maintenance of affordable and social housing) as part of food insecurity (2019). Their 

study of food bank users revealed many have problems with housing costs and precariousness, poor 

housing conditions, and were most likely to live in rented or temporary accommodation (Clair et al., 

2019). The study fits within the narrative of the personalised, asset-based safety net, as ownerς
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occupier food bank users were a very small population of their sample (Clair et al., 2019). Research 

from Scotland adds depth to this, reporting that those in deprived communities who used food 

banks were more likely to live in social rented housing, struggle to make rent payments, and have 

changes in their housing benefits (MacLeod, Curl and Kearns, 2019). 

Asset-based welfare can most readily be applied to homeownership. In Canada, food insecurity 

amongst homeowners in 2009 was at 3.9 percent, whereas non-homeowners had a food insecurity 

rate of 17.9 percent (McIntyre et al., 2016a). Other research found that one in four Canadian 

households in rented accommodation were food insecure, while only 7.2 percent of households that 

were owner-occupied faced food insecurity (Tarasuk, Mitchell and Dachner, 2016). Fletcher et al. 

give further context to this phenomenon, finding that young US families near the poverty line with 

children in rented accommodation were more likely to become food insecure when housing costs 

increased versus low-income homeowners (2009). In an asset-based welfare system, the protection 

of homeownership extends past the conceptual element of providing oneΩs own welfare safety net, 

and in the moment acts as a mitigating factor against food insecurity. 

3.1.4.2 Homelessness 

While logic may presume that food insecurity and homelessness are inherently connected, this 

connection cannot be assumed. Gundersen et al. describe this relationship as some may risk 

homelessness to ensure food consumption, while other households may take the opposite 

approach: rent first, then the remaining funds go on food (2003). That said, research suggests that 

those who have the experience of homelessness, particularly in households with children, find that 

food insecurity is present (Whitbeck, Chen and Johnson, 2006; Gundersen et al., 2003; Dachner and 

Tarasuk, 2002). A study of homeless runaways in the Midwestern US found that approximately one-

third have experienced food insecurity in the previous 30 days (Whitbeck, Chen and Johnson, 2006). 

An Australian qualitative study found a common theme of persistent hunger and anxiety 

surrounding food acquisition (Crawford et al., 2014); the authors identified the themes of food 

insecurity and homelessness, illustrated in Figure 11 (2014, p. 74): 
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Figure 11: Primary and Secondary Themes of Homeless and Food Insecurity within Australian Study 

 

Gundersen and colleagues suggest that policies targeting homelessness, such as relaxing housing 

codes and cash transfer programmes, can be thought of in terms of food insecurity relief measures 

(2003); this aligns with this thesisΩs approach of holistic evaluation of food insecurity. Other ideas 

about homelessness services linking to food insecurity services appear to be mainstream in the 

charity sector, such as shelters signposting to food banks or serving hot meals, but policy 

connections remain relatively limited.  

3.1.5 Public Health 

As previously discussed, personal health and the healthcare sector are greatly influenced by food 

insecurity and can contribute to oneΩs ability to be food secure. This section will use the example of 

prescription drug pricing and its potential influences on food insecurity. 

3.1.5.1 Prescription Drugs 

Public health policies regarding prescription medicines vary amongst global north nations. 

Comparatively, the US is an outlier to other industrialised countries, using market-driven policies, 
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restricting price negotiations and creating longer monopolies on drug formulas (Kang et al., 2019a). 

The market-driven approach heavily relies on sharing the cost of prescription drugs with the user, 

whereas across Europe there is little or no cost sharing in the system (Kang et al., 2019a). This policy 

approach affects drug prices. Kang et al. compared 76 brand-name drug prices in the US with those 

in Canada, Japan and the UK, finding on that average drug prices were 220ς310 percent higher in the 

US (after any rebates) than in the other country (2019b). For specific drugs, the price differences 

varied from 30 percent to 6,910 percent (Kang et al., 2019b). Based on the substantial burden of 

drug prices in the US, this section focuses on this connection.  

Prescription costs can contribute to difficult budgetary decisions and coping techniques both with 

medicine and food for those with low incomes (Men et al., 2019; Knight et al., 2016; Afulani et al., 

2015; Herman et al., 2015b). Cost-related medication nonadherence (CRN) is a coping technique 

used by patients to address these high costs. CRN includes not following oneΩs treatment regime due 

to the inability to afford medication, missing doses or stopping medicines, taking smaller doses to 

ensure the medicine lasts longer, and avoiding, delaying or skipping refilling a prescription due to 

cost (Men et al., 2019). With food, other coping mechanisms and other debates emerge about 

where to reduce expenditure, what type of food to purchase and the use of food aid or other 

programmes (see Chapter 2). Akin to the heat or eat dilemma (see section 2.3.3), there can be a 

nuanced combination of rationing strategies in both, rather than a stark trade-off (Snell, Lambie-

Mumford and Thomson, 2018). 

Herman and colleaguesΩ study found food insecurity to be a risk factor to CRN, confirming a 

relationship between the two areas: the odds of participating in CRN increased with the severity in 

food insecurity (Herman et al., 2015b). Researchers found that those 65 and older who used CRN 

techniques such as medicine underuse increased with the level of food insecurity severity (Afulani et 

al., 2015). Sattle and Lee identified that participants who exhibited CRN tended to be younger, have 

a low income and be in poorer health, offering some additional context (2013).  

The need to decide between food or medication or an insufficient combination of both can lead to 

intensified symptoms of diseases, as well as short- and long-term health problems, potentially 

furthering the need for medication and healthcare treatments (Knight et al., 2016). US research 

found 18.9 percent of people with diabetes reported one or more CRN behaviours, with 45.6 

percent of food-insecure diabetics participating in the practice (Knight et al., 2016). Other work 

found 42.9 percent of food-insecure diabetics had used less insulin than prescribed, had significantly 

higher HgbA1c levels and struggled with glycaemic control (Nhoung et al., 2020). Insulin costs on 
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average US$210 per month in the US, compared to countries such as the UK where it free to the 

user, giving insight into why diabetes is studied against food insecurity (Prasad, 2019). 

3.1.6 Social Security 

Documentation on the impacts of the social security system on food insecurity exists across multiple 

countries (Brown and Tarasuk, 2019; Temple, Booth and Pollard, 2019; Loopstra et al., 2018b; 

Coleman-Jensen, Rabbitt and Gregory, 2016; Duffy and Zizza, 2016; Li, Dachner and Tarasuk, 2016; 

Schmidt, Shore-Sheppard and Watson, 2016; Gregory, Rabbitt and Ribar, 2015; Power, Little and 

Collins, 2015; Bartfeld et al., 2006; Riches, 2002). Any programme or policy that acts in the interest 

of building the social security net could be considered part of a food insecurity scheme, whether 

directly related or not. 

Factors that can contribute to food insecurity include insufficient generosity of benefits, such as with 

the USΩs SNAP amounts (Rosenbaum and Keith-Jennings, 2016; Gregory, Rabbitt and Ribar, 2015). 

Issues can stem from poorly designed benefit systems such as the UKΩs UC, which includes a five-

week minimum wait between benefit approval and receipt (End Hunger UK, 2018). Other issues 

consist of the general approach to welfare, including devising social security measures under a 

welfare-to-work approach, which features numerous hurdles and obligations, making the welfare 

conditional (Richards, Kjærnes and Vik, 2016). Research indicates that if welfare programmes are 

generous enough, they can reduce food insecurity, as Schmidt et al. discovered in the US; their study 

revealed a US$1,000 increase in cash or benefits could reduce food insecurity by 33 percent (2016). 

Welfare reform shines a light onto how social security influences food (in)security. Not only does a 

programmeΩs original design affect how it interacts, but its implementation, engagement and any 

alterations can also have a significant effect ς for example, UK welfare sanctioning led to an increase 

in the rate of the adults utilising food banks (Loopstra et al., 2018b). In Australia, food insecurity 

amongst low-income single parents increased due to changes in welfare eligibility (McKenzie, 2017).  

Many programmes and policies feature throughout this thesis, but there are a few noteworthy areas 

that are worth examining specifically. This section focuses on three social security areas ς pension 

programmes, disability benefits, and the Poverty Reduction Strategy in Newfoundland, Canada ς as 

examples of how social security can be used to reduce food insecurity (Loopstra, Dachner and 

Tarasuk, 2015b). 

3.1.6.1 Disability Benefits 

Disability has the potential to engage with food insecurity on multiple fronts, and often does. In their 

scoping review, Schwartz and colleagues consistently found that people with disabilities faced a 
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higher likelihood of food insecurity (2019). Huang et al. summarised the potential drivers as follows 

(2010, pp. 112ς113):  

¶ Households with a disabled person(s) may have more economic strain, as there is lower 

labour participation; 

¶ Disability may create additional household expenditures (e.g. out-of-pocket healthcare 

costs); and 

¶ Coping strategies may be more limited for those with disabilities due to limited education, 

typically low-skilled job experience and cognitive impairments, which could eliminate 

options such as manipulating budgets and food expenditure. 

For many, disability may not be a permanent status but transient, effecting potentially sudden 

changes in income, the ability to work, employability and economic conditions (Huang, Guo and Kim, 

2010). This complicates the relationship with food (in)security, making it challenging to measure 

fully, although not impossible (Huang, Guo and Kim, 2010). Research consistently shows that 

households with a person with disabilities are more susceptible to food insecurity (Schwartz, Buliung 

and Wilson, 2019; Loopstra and Lalor, 2017; Huang, Guo and Kim, 2010). Those with disabilities are 

particularly vulnerable to poverty more generally; for example, 27 percent of families with a disabled 

household member were in poverty in the UK in 2013ς14 compared to 19 percent for families 

without a disabled household member (Macinnes et al., 2015). 

Disability benefits can prove extremely important in regulating food insecurity amongst disabled 

populations but often are not enough to prevent it. Australian disability benefits, Disability Support 

Pension (DSP), are available to those 16 and older but below the pension age threshold, who cannot 

be employed or undergo training for the next two years, and are contingent on a definable, qualified 

disability (Temple, Booth and Pollard, 2019). Research by Temple et al. revealed that 12 percent of 

those receiving DSP were food insecure, significantly higher than the 1.3 percent in the study who 

not receiving welfare benefits (2019). 

UK research identifies links between disability and food insecurity (Ryan, 2019; Loopstra and Lalor, 

2017). This is somewhat unsurprising as people with disabilities have faced some of the most 

substantial impacts of the austerity measures (OΩHara, 2014). Austerity led to reductions in disability 

benefits for many and placed further hurdles on proving disability status, including inadequate fit -to-

work tests and medical examinations (Haddad, Perry and Hadfield-Spoor, 2017). A 2017 Trussell 

Trust report showed that half of households using food bank included a person with a disability, 

over-represented in low-income food bank users threefold (Loopstra and Lalor, 2017). Disability 

benefits could potentially mitigate the potential drivers of food insecurity, if generous enough, but 
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throughout nations such as Australia, the UK and the US this does not occur (Schwartz, Buliung and 

Wilson, 2019; Loopstra and Lalor, 2017; Huang, Guo and Kim, 2010). 

3.1.6.2 Pension Programmes 

Pension programmes offer insight into how benefits engage with food insecurity. As there is often a 

defined age threshold, analysis can review experiences with food (in)security once the threshold is 

met and pensions implemented. In Canada, those aged 55ς59, right before pension benefits are 

allocated, experienced food insecurity at a rate of 43 percent (Tarasuk, 2017). Once Canadians reach 

pension age (65 or older) food insecurity drastically reduces to 16 percent (Emery, Fleisch and 

McIntyre, 2013). Emery et al. confirm that the stable, adequate income that comes with a pension 

reduces food insecurity (2013). However, pensions are not a cure-all to food insecurity. Issues can 

arise from altering pension programmes, such as raising the eligibility age. Emery et al.Ωs research 

showed that if the pension age threshold in Canada increased to 67, food insecurity would extend 

for those in low income by two years, potentially doubling the rate for those 65ς67 years old (2013).  

Problems also arise when private pensions become vital income for elderly people. UK Office for 

National Statistics (ONS) data showed that 1.8 million pensioners lived below the poverty line in 

2016, with 9 percent in persistent poverty (Purdam, Esmail and Garratt, 2019). This aligns with 

austerity cuts to state benefits and reduced services for elderly people, placing greater importance 

on private pensions, general savings and coping mechanisms such as food bank usage (Purdam, 

Esmail and Garratt, 2019). Food insecurity amongst this population is lower than in other groups, 

such as single mothers, but it is a trend emerging from changes to the welfare system (Loopstra and 

Lalor, 2017).  

3.1.6.3 The Poverty Reduction Strategy: Newfoundland, Canada 

Canada provides a unique example of how altering social security schemes can lead to reduced food 

insecurity (Tarasuk, 2017). A 2007ς 012 regional poverty reduction scheme in Newfoundland tested 

what impact social security changes could make, in turn potentially affecting food (in)security 

(Loopstra, Dachner and Tarasuk, 2015b). The programme was formed to lift those in poverty and 

receiving benefits out of the position of needing government support. This included increasing 

health benefits for those on social assistance, measures to decrease and subsidise rent, increasing 

affordable housing, and tax reductions for low-income households (Loopstra, Dachner and Tarasuk, 

2015b).  

In 2007, Newfoundland had the highest rate of food insecurity of CanadaΩǎ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜǎ at 15.7 

percent, but by 2011, rates dropped to 10.6 percent (Loopstra, Dachner and Tarasuk, 2015b). 
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Reductions were also seen in households receiving social assistance (Tarasuk and Mitchell, 2020, p. 

1), as seen in Figure 12. 

Figure 12: Prevalence of Food Insecurity among Households in Newfoundland and Labrador Reporting 

Income from Social Assistance 

 

While the programme was not designed to address food insecurity, its overall impact of reducing 

social assistance needs and, presumably, increased income, aligns with the known benefits of 

increased income and liquid assets (Tarasuk, 2017). This demonstrates social security changes can 

translate to lower food insecurity, registering with the holistic approach to food insecurity reduction. 

It also shows that when social security schemes and policies are retracted or altered, food insecurity 

can return. Data from 2017ς18 reveals that 14.7 percent of households in Newfoundland were food 

insecure, with 65 percent of households who rely on benefits being food insecure (Tarasuk and 

Mitchell, 2020). 

This chapter reviewed many of the related policy contexts and policies that influence food insecurity, 

which is vital to a holistic understanding of the issue. The following chapter introduces direct policy 

and community responses to food insecurity from a range of actors.  

4 Chapter 4: Styles of Food (In)Security Responses 

Governments can directly intervene with food (in)security policy, programmes and legislation. 

Options range from in-kind programmes directly providing food to financing the procurement of 

food through cash benefits (Schmidt, Shore-Sheppard and Watson, 2016; Power, Little and Collins, 

2015; Hidrobo et al., 2012). The two primary approaches in the global north include distribution in 
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schools (school-based meals, and breakfast and lunch schemes) and benefit schemes that account 

for food. Benefits that feature food often are part of benefits that aim to offer comprehensive 

support, such as those targeted at new parents, such as CanadaΩs Prenatal Nutrition Program (CPNP) 

and the UKΩs Healthy Start (Lucas, Jessiman and Cameron, 2014; Public Health Agency of Canada, 

2023). Healthy Start gives free food and vitamin vouchers through accepted retailers to qualifying 

persons who are pregnant or have children under the age of four; similarly, CPNPΩs support includes 

food and food coupons (NHS, n.d.; Lucas, Jessiman and Cameron, 2014; USDA Food and Nutrition 

Service, 2013).  

The purpose of this chapter is to explore the direct policy and community responses to food 

insecurity, which are the most direct forms of action and response taken. Chapter 2 reviewed food 

insecurityΩs existence, Chapter 3 reviewed the broad areas that affect food insecurity and Chapter 4 

narrows down how food insecurity is addressed in the global north. 

4.1 Examples of Styles of Responses 

4.1.1 Vouchers: Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) 

This section focuses on exploring the USΩs SNAP as a generalised policy option ς and why it is not 

replicated in other nations ς before discussing school meal programmes that are more widely used 

in section 4.1.2.  

Originally called food stamps, SNAP was introduced to repurpose the food surplus produced by 

farmers, delivering it to impoverished urban families (Poppendieck, 1998). This programme sets path 

dependency, and explains why the US continues to use large-scale food assistance programmes over 

indirect food insecurity relief measures, such as strict cash assistance programmes (Poppendieck, 

2014). While local councils and regions in other countries such as Canada and the UK have explored 

or piloted food voucher measures, none have been executed federally in the US outside of a school 

setting (Power, Little and Collins, 2015). 

SNAP provides vouchers, commonly in the form electronic benefit transfer (EBT) debit cards, for low-

income Americans to obtain food (Poppendieck, 2014; Carney, 2015a). The programme is counter-

cyclical: to increase the number of benefits (vouchers) issued during economic downturns and 

reduce benefits (vouchers) allotted during economic booms (Hanson and Oliveira, 2012; Canning 

and Stacy, 2019). SNAP benefits ranges are shown in Figure 13 (Center on Budget and Policy 

Priorities, 2019, p. 1).  
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Figure 13: SNAP Benefits by Household Size 

 

The 2018 federal spending on the programme was US$68 billion, with 92 percent allocated to 

benefit distribution (Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, 2019). The graphs in Figures 14 and 15 

depict that since the Great Recession participation has fallen in recent years but so has spending on 

the scheme (Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, 2019, p. 1). 

Figure 14: SNAP Participation 2006ς18 
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Figure 15: Projected SNAP Participation 1995ς2029 

 

During the Trump administration, SNAP benefitsΩ generosity was rescinded and narrower eligibility 

requirements were introduced (Luhby, 2018; Cohen, Poppendieck and Freudenberg, 2017). 

Concerning general enrolment rates, certain groups were not eligible for SNAP including 

undocumented and documented immigrants, most university students and those with certain 

savings and assets despite a low income (Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, 2019). Historically, 

there has been a distinct concern of eligibility versus participation in SNAP, meaning large amounts 

of people who qualify for the programme and do not enrol (Poppendieck, 2014). 

Despite reforms, issues with accessibility and the ease of enrolling into and obtaining SNAP benefits 

still plays a critical role in under-enrolment. Akin to the accessibility and affordability aspects of food 

(in)security mentioned in Chapter 2, SNAP, like most food aid programmes, has hidden participation 

costs: travel time, transportation fares to SNAP office/SNAP accepted food markets, time spent 

enrolling/renewing benefits, and childcare costs (Gundersen, Kreider and Pepper, 2011). If the 

advantages of enrolment do not outweigh these costs, those eligible may choose to not participate. 

The enrolment process includes completing long forms, substantial documentation requirements, 

and convoluted rules and stipulations (Finkelstein and Notowidigdo, 2019).  

Research has indicated that increased informational and assistance services for SNAP increased 

enrolment by elderly people, a typically low enrolment community, by 9 percent after nine months, 

but this came at a US$60 cost per enrolee (Finkelstein and Notowidigdo, 2019). To outweigh these 

costs, the benefits must be high enough to counteract them. Other disadvantages of SNAP include 
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that benefits are not tied to local food costs, meaning their effectiveness and potential generosity is 

not universal (Coleman-Jensen et al., 2019a). Before the crash, benefits were not always high 

enough for families to decide it was worth the stigma and hassle to participate (Gundersen, Kreider 

and Pepper, 2011). 

Power et al. researched the potential implementation of a SNAP system in Canada (Power, Little and 

Collins, 2015). This comparison demonstrated whether the SNAP model was inherently successfully 

and worth replicating, or if it should just be considered a US solution. Power et al. concluded that a 

SNAP programme in Canada would have damaging implications (2015). They wrote that while data 

suggests SNAP did reduce rates of poverty and food insecurity, food insecurity and poverty were 

higher in the US despite SNAP compared to Canada and would not eliminate the systemic causes 

within the Canadian context (Power, Little and Collins, 2015). Power and colleagues offered general 

criticism of the SNAP model, stating the programme was paternalistic in nature, reducing the 

autonomy of its participants, and created stigma (2015). A powerful disadvantage the authors noted 

in their analysis was that food insecurity remained high in the US even with this large-scale 

programme (2015). One could argue that if the programme successfully lifted people from poverty 

and food insecurity, enrolment should be decreasing and previous users would no longer need food 

welfare schemes.  

4.1.2 In-Kind Government Support: School Meals Programmes 

Schools is one of the areas with which governments directly engage for food insecurity relief. Food 

insecurity affects academic performance through lack of concentration, lack of proper nutrition to 

support cognitive function, stress and anxiety regarding where food will come from next, and 

strained peer relationships (Rodgers and Milewska, 2007). US studies found food insecurity amongst 

six- to 12-year-olds was associated with poorer maths scores, absenteeism, anxiety, aggression, 

increased likelihood to repeat an education year, psychological dysfunction, tardiness and difficulties 

in socialising with others (Jyoti, Frongillo and Jones, 2005; Kleinman et al., 1998; Murphy et al., 

1998). Research from Australia, the UK and continental Europe shows similar findings across all 

school-age groups, although to varying degrees (YŜƭƭƻƎƎΩǎ ¦YΣ ƴΦŘΤ Petralias et al., 2016.; Ramsey et 

al., 2012, 2011).  

School-based meal programmes take on different forms, including breakfast programmes, reduced-

price or free lunches for those who qualify, universal free school meals, take-home meals, snack 

packs and taking home food supplies and ingredients (Ministry of Education, 2020; Kuhn, 2018; 

Gundersen, Kreider and Pepper, 2012; Haldeman and Ribar, 2011; Simon, 2006). School-provided 

meals prove to be a unique initiative due to their specific recipient, the student, who typically is not 



58 
 

in control of what other food insecurity relief measures their household participates in. While not all 

family members directly benefit from the school food programmes (i.e. they do not consume the 

school meals themselves typically), the schemes influence a householdΩs broader food security. All 

the benefits, relief measures and food charity initiatives used in a household intersect with school 

meal programmes forming a web of support for households (Kuhn, 2018).  

The stabilising effect of having school meals ensures a more regular meal consumption for students 

throughout the benefits cycle (Kuhn, 2018). However, the impacts of school closures were still 

recognisable (Kuhn, 2018). The combination of benefits and school meals, when in sync, is 

demonstrated in KuhnΩs work (2018). Figure 16 illustrates the flawed nature of school meal 

programmes in that they typically are only beneficial when schools are open (2018, p. 30),  

Figure 16: Consumption Trends by School Status for Children Receiving School Meals 

 

 

While forms and success vary, school-based food programmes can be a positive intervention tool. 

Benefits can include weight reduction for obese children, healthier eating habits, improved mental 

and psychological health, better academic performance, lower absenteeism rates, and a notable 

reduction in school dropout rates (Petralias et al., 2016; Brug et al., 2010; Belot and James, 2011; 

Blössner, 2011; Brown, Beardslee and Prothrow-Stith, 2008; Jansen et al., 2008; Kristjansson et al., 

2007; Doak et al., 2006).  

A key pillar of school meal schemes, at least in rhetoric, is to provide nutritionally balanced options 

or support (Whitacre and Burns, 2010). US federal schemes include: the National School Lunch 

Program (NSLP), which provides cash subsidies and food donations to schools and school districts to 
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serve free or reduced-price lunches to those who meet the criteria, and the smaller Summer Food 

Service Program, designed to combat holiday hunger (Whitacre and Burns, 2010). The UK offers free 

school lunches depending on income and age group but lacks a concrete strategy for holiday hunger 

(Forsey, 2017). However, Covid-19 led to political traction for change on this gap in provision 

(Andersson, 2020; Oostindjer et al., 2017). Sweden and Finland offer free meals for all children, an 

effort to de-stigmatise food support (Oostindjer et al., 2017; Kirkendall, House and Citro, 2013; 

Haldeman and Ribar, 2011). Canada does not offer a national school meals programme due to fears 

of stigmatisation of those in poverty or in need of assistance (Oostindjer et al., 2017). 

School breakfast programmes (SBP), also called breakfast clubs, are an option that some 

governments may explore. After a successful pilot scheme in 2014, Wales introduced legislation 

ensuring that if an eligible student requested an SBP in their local authority-run school, it must be 

provided (Lambie-Mumford and Sims, 2018). Other breakfast schemes do receive government 

funding or support but operate externally, such as in Victoria, Australia, where the government-

backed FoodBank Victoria runs a programme for 500 schools with AU$3.7 million in funding 

(Macdonald, 2019). Summarising the literature, Turner and Chaloupka report that SBPs work well if 

students participate for long durations of time, but often lack consistent take-up (2015). US SBP 

take-up research suggests that only 52 percent of those qualified enrolled in the scheme studied 

(Turner and Chaloupka, 2015; Food Resource and Action Center, 2014). Lack of participation reasons 

range from difficulties in the morning timing of the programme, prohibiting attendance, and stigma 

(Turner and Chaloupka, 2015). 

Universal SBPs are perceived more favourably than restricted access programmes, with consistent 

increased attendance amongst all student groups (Haldeman and Ribar, 2011; Murphy et al., 2011; 

USDA, 2004). Haldeman and Ribar found that when a North Carolina county removed its universal 

SBP and reverted to an eligibility-based one in 2008ς9, participation rates fell substantially, including 

from those who still qualified (2011). Universal SBPs still face many barriers to success, notably 

funding and accessibility problems, such as inconsistent school transport and set start and finish 

times, but are viewed as a more substantive model to the qualified SBP schemes (Haldeman and 

Ribar, 2011).  

Like SBPs, school lunch programmes (SLP) operate either on a universal or a conditional basis, 

providing either free meals or reduced-fare lunch. The Free and Healthy School Lunches in NZ aimed 

to pilot a study in 2021, serving up to 21,000 students, proposed as a food insecurity reduction 

policy (Ministry of Education, 2020). GreeceΩs regionally trialled 2012ς13 Food Aid and Promotion of 

Healthy Nutrition Program, DIATROFI, led to a statistically significant drop in food insecurity amongst 
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participants, from 64.2 percent of families enrolled in the scheme to 59.1 percent, with teens 

benefitting the most (Petralias et al., 2016). Statistics revealed families in more severe poverty 

benefited the most from DIATROFI (Petralias et al., 2016). The programme was the first significant 

school feeding programme in Greece, incorporating food aid, health promotion and built-in research 

initiatives, and was embraced by the school community (Petralias et al., 2016). The programme ran 

under a nutrition-based framework, but the research itself was one of few that illustrated results 

around insecurity reduction.  

The literature on the health impacts of SLPs, similarly to SBPs, typically is structured within a 

nutritional context rather than around food insecurity. Studies remain varied in their understanding 

of dietary outcomes from the meal programmes, including contradictory studies on weight, body 

mass index (BMI), nutrition quality and health outlooks for participants (Gundersen, Kreider and 

Pepper, 2012; Gleason and Dodd, 2009; Fox, Hamilton and Lin, 2004). One comparative study found 

that regular SBP participation leads to lower BMI, but the same was not reported for SLP (Gleason 

and Dodd, 2009). Lunch programmes often must meet national or regional guidelines for nutrition, 

which potentially improves schemes in terms of nutrition outcomes (OΩConnor, 2011). When the 

aims of the programmes vary between food insecurity and nutrition, the measure of success may 

vary, making programme evaluation complex. 

While these programmes can be helpful, they are limited in how they can help families outside of 

term time. Community or school-led projects do exist to help fill the gap, often widening the scope 

of the project to include other activities such as games, crafts, sports or arts to combat stigma 

(Forsey, 2017). Covid-19 disruptions in 2020 led to intense advocacy in the UK over the lack of direct 

action for students going without food while attending school from their homes (Geraghty and 

Harris, 2020). EnglandΩs Department for Education announced they would not continue the school 

voucher schemes over the 2020 summer break, while Wales declared those eligible would continue 

to be supported until school resumed after the summer term (Hawkins, 2020). How school-based 

meals operate already faced changes under Covid-19, but it appears expansion of the programmes 

outside term time was a policy option. Outside the UK, suggestions for how to address holiday 

hunger include specialised debit cards to financially help fill the gap, local government programming 

or charitable intervention (Gooseman, Defeyter and Graham, 2020; Kuhn, 2018). 

The lack of conclusive data regarding the generalised effects of school meal programmes creates 

difficulties for policy evaluation and comparison. Regardless, the potential influence on food 

insecurity these programmes have for families is an attractive policy option for many governments. 

The varied planning and implementation of programmes is likely to depend on budgets, politics and 
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lobbying, school demographics, community engagement, existing infrastructure and access to 

resources (Institute of Medicine, 2010; Simon, 2006). The lack of programme-reflection studies 

creates barriers to effectively evaluating which programme approaches are the most successful. 

Research confirms many positive attributes of school meal programmes, but the overall comparative 

literature for generalised approaches remains insufficient and often is short term-ist in its 

evaluations (Oostindjer et al., 2017).  

4.2 The Third Sector and Emergency Food Assistance 

An additional avenue for food insecurity relief is emergency food assistance, or food charity. In this 

context, emergency food assistance describes short-term, emergency food-based support typically 

administered via the charitable sector. Emergency food assistance takes multiple shapes and 

arguably can be applied to multiple strategies and policies, e.g. a council administering a cost-of-

living crisis grant, the term here narrowly refers to food-based emergency, short-term support which 

we commonly associated with the charitable section, such as food banks.  

While academics and food advocates acknowledge that food charity and the third sector do not 

solve the causes of food insecurity, the charitable sector has grown to be a relied-upon avenue for 

immediate relief (Middleton et al., 2018; Riches, 2014; Caraher and Furey, 2017). Dependence on 

the charitable sector varies amongst countries, and often fills gaps within a nationΩs food (in)security 

approach; one example being the UK, which significantly relies on food charity and emergency food 

aid (Lambie-Mumford and Silvasti, 2020). In contrast, in Nordic countries the adoption of food 

charity addresses lesser direct need but still exists and is growing (Silvasti and Tikka, 2020; Silvasti 

and Karjalainen, 2014). The level of charitable dependence is contingent on the existing social safety 

net, cultural values, welfare regimes, as well as how normalised food aid and charity is within the 

area (Lambie-Mumford and Silvasti, 2020). Even in those regions that have strong welfare regimes 

and protections, food charity can still become embedded, as Silvasti and Tikka argue has happened 

in Finland (2020). 

Across the global north, food charity and emergency food assistance are seen in a variety of forms, 

from religiously affiliated soup kitchens to local community-led pay-what-you-feel cafes and 

markets, and from luncheon clubs to large-scale food bank organisations. Formats and terminology 

may evolve and differ: the phrase ΨbreadlineΩ is no longer commonly used to describe food 

distribution programmes; and the term Ψfood pantriesΩ is common in the US, whereas food banks is 

preferred in the UK (Lambie-Mumford and Silvasti, 2020; Riches, 2018; Lindberg, Lawrence and 

Caraher, 2017; Riches and Silvasti, 2014b).  
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This section will focus on food charity under neoliberalism, with additional reflections on the 2008 

financial crash and emergence of Covid-19. As Power and colleagues summarise, food charity aligns 

with the goals of a neoliberal political economy (2018). Food banks in particular work within free-

market fundamentalism rather than fighting against it, with individual responsibility at the centre; 

food security exists as a personal rather than a government responsibility (see section 2.3.4) (Power 

et al., 2018; Cloke, May and Williams, 2017; Lambie-Mumford, 2017). 

While academics widely research the prevalence and impacts of food charity in the global north 

(Lambie-Mumford and Silvasti, 2020; McIntyre et al., 2016b; Riches, 2018; Riches and Silvasti, 2014a; 

Gentilini, 2013; Poppendieck, 1998), there is no precise data about how many food charity schemes 

and emergency food assistance programmes are operating within these nations. Large networks of 

food banks and their affiliates, such as Feeding America, the Trussell Trust and Food Banks Canada, 

give the statistics of their far reach. Still, it is difficult to find a realistic estimate of the number of 

food charities due to the varying sizes of operations and networks. However, it can be deduced 

based on these organisationsΩ number of facilities and number of users that the scope is extensive. 

Feeding America alone has a network of 200 food banks and 60,000 food pantries1 (Waite, 2019). 

Food Banks Canada works with 10 provincial associations and over 500 food banks (Food Banks 

Canada, 2020a). The Trussell Trust counts 1,200 food banks within their network, which they 

estimate is roughly two-thirds of all emergency food banks in the UK (The Trussell Trust, 2020). 

As the global north becomes richer and inequality increases in many countries, the normalisation of 

food insecurity represents the roughest form of capitalism for the least well-off; the responsibility 

for feeding the household is ultimately oneΩs own duty, and any support is simply generosity (see 

section 2.3.4) (Riches, 2018). This deferral of responsibility onto the individual alleviates government 

groups from shouldering the task of ensuring their people are food secure. As Rocha (2007) argues, 

food insecurity can be viewed as market failure, with the individual-responsibility model undermined 

by the high prevalence of food insecurity in the global north.  

However, as rich countries face food insecurity, it is a difficult argument to make that food charity 

should not be a tool to provide relief. Families use services such as food banks and soup kitchens to 

make ends meet, supplement insufficient income, tide them over until their benefits are allocated; 

alternatively, they are one of the only sources of aid for some groups, such as undocumented 

immigrants (Jitendra, Thorogood and Hadfield-Spoor, 2018; Fisher, 2017).  

 
1 Feeding America differentiates food banks from food pantries, with food banks being viewed as warehouse 
facilities for foods that may be distributed personally or through food pantries (Waite, 2019). 



63 
 

An important aspect of this is the religious ties many food charities have (Poppendieck, 1998). While 

food banks and other groups may not widely announce their religious affiliations, such as the 

Trussell Trust, their philosophical basis raises questions about the universality of the charity form. An 

example of this is that the TGNC community2 may be alienated from the food charity sector. The 

utilisation of emergency food assistance may be a different experience for this population, as many 

religious food community groups may not always be accepting (Russomanno, Patterson and Jabson, 

2019). A 2020 article of the same US study further expands on not wanting to utilise religious-group 

food pantries, with a participant stating, ΨEverybody [at the religiously affiliated food pantry] stares, 

whispers of άwhat is thatέ, άsheΩs just confusedέΩ (Russomanno and Jabson Tree, 2020, p. 7). These 

views tap into broader questions about who in practice has reliable access to these services and 

whether there is an issue with a religious agenda tied to food relief (Sammet and Erhard, 2018; 

Salonen, 2016).  

Public perception of food charity is that it feels justified; that when there are people who are 

without there is a moral imperative to step in (Fisher, 2017). There is a reason food aid and concepts 

involved in the UKΩs Big Society are acceptable and moral, as in the USΩs War on Poverty started by 

the Johnson administration (Fisher, 2020; Ronson and Caraher, 2016; Poppendieck, 1998). The 

promotion of community involvement, localised responsibility, and the idea of Ψcaring for oneΩs ownΩ 

is symptomatic of a failing system (whether by choice or not is another debate) (Strong, 2018; 

Caraher and Coveney, 2015). Although the emergence and entrenchment of food charity and 

emergency food assistance, as discussed below, display significant flaws, a core issue is raised: what 

is an immediate alternative? 

A 2015 Oxfam poll revealed that 82 percent of people in Scotland and 75 percent in the rest of Great 

Britain believed Ψthere is something fundamentally wrong in our society if people have to use food 

banksΩ (Oxfam Scotland, 2015, p. 1). The same poll found that 73 percent of people in Scotland 

stated it was either ΨimportantΩ or Ψextremely importantΩ that the UK Government respond to the 

issue of food banks within the year (this was supported by 70 percent across Great Britain) (Oxfam 

Scotland, 2015). Despite this, volunteers do millions of hours of free work, propping up charitable 

systems (The Trussell Trust, 2017). A 2017 study reported that volunteers contribute over 4 million 

hours of unpaid work to UK food banks, which when calculated at the National Living wage of the 

time (£7.50/hour for over 25s) resulted in at least £30,883,482 of free labour (The Trussell Trust, 

2017).  

 
2 TGNC refers to transgender and gender-nonconforming people and includes a variety of gender-related 
labels (Russomanno et al., 2019, p. 90). 
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The inherent problems with food charity ς reliance on donations and volunteer labour and a limited 

service and operation capacity ς were exposed in the Covid-19 crisis resulting in charities being 

unable to meet demand (Butler, 2020; Dilonardo, 2020). The panic buying early in the pandemic 

made it hard for food charities to keep stock, the decline in available volunteers made operations 

difficult, and expanding demand for food charity made it so they were unable to adequately serve as 

a patch or stopgap in the social safety net (Booth, 2020; Dilonardo, 2020; Goodwin, 2020; Pendleton, 

2020; Stuart, 2020). In rural, less-connected regions such as Alaska and Northern Canada, food banks 

and food charity support could be challenging to implement. The Food Bank of Alaska saw a 75 

percent rise in food bank demand since Covid-19, but the issues of using mostly imported foods to 

distribute to a geographically large state created distribution and logistical challenges, making food 

banks non-operational as a crisis relief measure (Friedersdorf, 2020). Durr of Food Bank Alaska told 

The Atlantic (Friedersdorf, 2020, p. 1) that: 

Recently a prominent air carrier, RavnAir, declared bankruptcy and ceased operations. 

{ƻ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǎƳŀƭƭŜǊ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ƎƻƻŘǎ Χ 

hǘƘŜǊ ŀƛǊƭƛƴŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǎǘŜǇώǇŜŘϐ ǳǇ ǘƻ Ŧƛƭƭ ǎƻƳŜ ƎŀǇǎ ώƛƴ ŦƻƻŘ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴϐΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ not a 

lot of wiggle room in these systems. 

Food charities are typically designed to be for emergency use only; hence, emergency food aid is 

synonymous with food charity, but as food charity becomes engrained the schemes respond beyond 

the point of emergency use, filling holes in systems that require political reform (Haddad, Perry and 

Hadfield-Spoor, 2017). So much so, the UK Job Centres, which help with (un)employment benefits, 

previously referred users to food banks, until the practice was banned due to criticism in 2019 

(Bulman and Somerville, 2019). As charitable food services continue to be used to plug the gaps in 

the social welfare system, their role becomes further normalised and accepted (Riches and Tarasuk, 

2014). While emergency food assistance schemes typically aiming to neither exist nor become long-

term enterprises, reliance on them undermines this ambition. The more these charitable 

organisations serve a needed purpose in the social safety net, the easier it is to increase reliance 

upon them and expand them beyond emergency use only. As Riches and Tarasuk explain in the 

Canadian context, food charity is limited by the emergency function it operates within (2014). 

Parcels with a limited number of daysΩ worth of food do not prevent hunger ς its use and availability 

are restricted, and it is not always used by those who are food insecure due to stigma, or lack of 

desire and knowledge of the resource inhibit the system from operating at the level society asks of it 

(Riches and Tarasuk, 2014). 
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An inherent problem is that food charity does not allow those in need to obtain food in a dignified, 

independent manner ς leftover or unwanted surplus food does not qualify as a dignified method of 

acquisition (Riches and Silvasti, 2014a). For the responsibility to fall onto the individual person or 

household, it must be ensured they have the resources to do so. Anything dependent upon 

charitable giving does not meet a threshold of dignified acquisition and verges with the deserving 

versus undeserving notions of what poor people deserve (Caraher and Furey, 2017). 

This section will review small-scale food charity, then discuss large-scale food bank operations 

followed by a discussion of food bank entrenchment 

4.2.1 Small-Scale Charitable Initiatives 

St. MaryΩs Food Bank in Arizona in the US, often cited as the first food bank, opened in 1967 

(European Food Banks Federation, 2020). Food banks operate by collecting, storing, then 

redistributing surplus, wasted or donated food to hungry people in need (Riches, 2011, p. 771). Food 

banks operate in an emergency capacity by design, to fill the gap in food needs for its users, and are 

a feature worldwide, including in NZ, Canada, Mexico, South Korea, Nordic nations, France and 

Germany (Riches, 2018; Gentilini, 2013). Restrictions often dictate who can use food banks or food 

charity based on context, such as in the UK where there is commonly a limit placed on food bank 

usage via a voucher referral system (Connolly, 2018). 

Outside of food banks, social supermarkets (SSM) are another food charity scheme. Holweg et al. 

explain that food banks and SSMs are similar in social intention and in many operational facets, such 

as reliance on volunteers and distribution of surplus food and donations, but differ in their use of 

symbolic pricing to reflect the userΩs cost of living (2010). SSMs have operated throughout Europe 

since the 1980s and use donated surplus foods that would not be saleable within mainstream 

supermarkets (Patnaik Saxena and Tornaghi, 2018; De Renobales, Escajedo San-Epifanio and Molina, 

2015). In 2013, SSMs operated sporadically throughout the global north, including in countries such 

as France with approximately 700 estimated SSMs and Germany with 640 SSMs (Schneider et al., 

2015).  

SSMs often are classified as a more dignified form of food charity as they replicate a retail 

environment (Patnaik Saxena and Tornaghi, 2018; De Renobales, Escajedo San-Epifanio and Molina, 

2015). SSMs require a small payment rather than being pure donations, with some degree of 

independence and choice for users (Patnaik Saxena and Tornaghi, 2018; De Renobales, Escajedo San-

Epifanio and Molina, 2015). There are arguments that SSMs are a better form of charity in terms of 

nutrition, as users can choose their diets purposefully rather than receive an assigned amount of 

goods that may include many sweets or unhealthy goods (De Renobales, Escajedo San-Epifanio and 
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Molina, 2015). Food banks and SSMs both frequently provide other services such as financial 

planning, food preparation skills classes, welfare system advice, and signposting to other services 

(Patnaik Saxena and Tornaghi, 2018; Garthwaite, 2016a; Schneider et al., 2015). 

This said, there is limited research available on specific food charity initiatives outside of food banks. 

The amount of analysis focusing on user experience and demographics is more abundant than that 

on structural issues or policy implications (Middleton et al., 2018). Food charity research, and food 

insecurity research more generally, has mostly developed out of North America, but in the last 

decade there has been a growth in research in Europe (Lambie-Mumford and Silvasti, 2020; 

Loopstra, Lambie-Mumford and Patrick, 2018; Thompson, Smith and Cummins, 2018; Lindberg, 

Lawrence and Caraher, 2017; Garthwaite, 2016a; Riches and Silvasti, 2014a; Riches and Tarasuk, 

2014; Riches, 2011; Tarasuk and Eakin, 2003; Poppendieck, 1998). As food charities become a more 

prominent resource to governments and communities, understanding their workings is critical to 

evaluate their capacity and appropriateness as a food insecurity relief source. 

4.2.2 Large-Scale Operations: Food Banks  

Many of the charitable food assistance schemes previously discussed have scaled to large 

organisational levels in the global north. The most overtly influential has been and continues to be, 

food bank organisations. Foodbank Australia services over 2,400 charities enabling them to feed 

815,000 Australians per month (2020, p. 1); the Trussell Trust distributed 1.6 million three-day 

emergency food parcels between April 2018 and March 2019 (2020); Food Banks Canada through 

their 638 affiliated food banks serve 1.1. million Canadians per month (2020b, p. 1); and Feeding 

America through their food banks and food pantries have served one in seven Americans in their 

over 40-year history (2020, p. 1).  

Not all countries that use food banks have adopted a centralised food bank coordinating body, such 

as in Finland where churches, unemployment associations and health charities often coordinate care 

(Silvasti and Karjalainen, 2014). While food bank organisations exist at a national level, international 

bodies also exist, often working in tandem. The Global FoodBanking Network works with more than 

40 countries, offering training and knowledge exchange, building capacity initiatives and partnering 

with new food banks (n.d., p. 1). The European Food Banks Federation provides the model shown in 

Figure 17 (2020, p. 1). 
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Figure 17: European Food Banks Federation Model 

 

Researchers Booth and Whelan outline the large Australian-scale food bank model in Figure 18 

(2014, p. 1398). 

Figure 18: Australian Large-Scale Food Bank Model 

 

In comparison to small-scale food banks, the large-scale organisations benefit from wider name 

recognition and regional and national coordination, often a more extensive infrastructure, 

commonly under a franchise model, and more resources. The differences in resources and 

infrastructure can lead to a different service than that of independent food banks. In Scotland, many 
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independent food banks emphasised that their clientele is different from Trussell Trust-affiliated 

food banks (Sosenko, Livingstone and Fitzpatrick, 2013). The formalised voucher system Trussell 

Trust food banks use results in few self-referrals and fewer ΨtraditionalΩ food bank users such as 

those who are homeless, asylum seekers, and those with long-standing, constant food insecurity 

(Sosenko, Livingstone and Fitzpatrick, 2013, p. 11). A difference in clients changes the need of the 

food bank services, resulting in independent food banks offering other primary services such as hot 

meals, clothing and emotional support (Sosenko, Livingstone and Fitzpatrick, 2013). While food 

banks partnered with large food bank bodies do operate similar services, independent food banks 

often view their services as a necessity for their clients to suitably support them (Sosenko, 

Livingstone and Fitzpatrick, 2013).  

For example, Houston Food Bank, a member of the Feeding America network, offers numerous side 

services alongside being the biggest food bank by distribution measures in America. Services include 

distribution of fresh food, meats and non-perishables, serving hot meals and offering a catering 

service and conference centre, community kitchen job training scheme, benefits and healthcare 

assistance programmes (Houston Food Bank, 2020).The food bank offers an afterschool kids café, a 

food pantry, nutrition education schemes, a senior food parcel subscription programme, and a 

school supplies parcels initiative for low-income schools (Houston Food Bank, 2020). Their expansive 

service list reaches well beyond the typical scope of a food bank (Houston Food Bank, 2020). 

Arguably, this vast list of services only operates thanks to their wide network of community partners, 

extensive access to finances and their association with Feeding America (Houston Food Bank, 2020). 

Corporate sponsorships, research funding and policy advocacy are often beyond the scope of a 

church-run food bank or university student pantry. Food bank bodies can build their impact beyond 

each food bankΩs small community connection into a more comprehensive web, built in through 

accreditation by their organisation (Poppendieck, 1998). For example, the Trussell Trust franchises 

food banks, allowing them to name and market their food banks as a Trussell Trust food bank for a 

fee (Sosenko, Livingstone and Fitzpatrick, 2013). For independent food banks, it can prove difficult to 

gain public recognition versus the Ψname brandΩ food bank system, which has knock-on effects on 

aspects like donation, sponsorship and grant funding (Sosenko, Livingstone and Fitzpatrick, 2013). 

While some organisations aim to tackle this problem through knowledge sharing and research 

coordination, such as the UKΩs Independent Food Aid Network (IFAN) (2020), the differences in what 

can be achieved in small-scale versus large-scale operations are substantial.  

For large-scale food banks, corporate engagement and partnership are often key features, 

particularly with supermarkets and international conglomerates. While there is no doubt the funding 
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and access further the surface-level support of food banks, the corporations that food bank 

organisations partner with may prove problematic to the goal of alleviating the root causes of food 

insecurity. Notably, Big Food ς that is, large-scale supermarkets and food producers ς participate in 

food bank and food insecurity schemes for reasons less altruistic than marketed. The benefits to Big 

Food include increased sales of their products by encouraging customers to donate goods at their 

stores, a financially beneficial arrangement for discarding excess or expiring products, and positive 

public relations. Corporate social responsibility, food waste redistribution as a winςwin for all 

involved, and Ψdoing goodΩ all are framed as reasons for their engagement but can be viewed as a 

way to mask their contribution to the problem (Garthwaite, 2019; Independent Food Aid Network, 

2018; Riches, 2018; Smith, 2018; Kasperkevic, 2014; Simon, 2014). Using the previously mentioned 

food bank organisations as examples, Food Banks Canada has a Ψvisionary partnershipΩ (the premier 

level of partnership listed) with Walmart and the Walmart Foundation, and the Trussell Trust holds a 

partnership with Tesco, Cisco, Asda, Delta, Unilever and more. Feeding AmericaΩs corporate alliances 

notably include many organisations that do not provide a living wage, such as Amazon, Walmart and 

Smithfield (Fisher, 2020).  

Perhaps unsurprisingly, Big Food invested in the food charity and food banking system during the 

Covid-19 outbreak. Morrisons announced a £10 million stock donation to the Trussell Trust and 

independent food banks (Goodwin, 2020). Woolworths in Australia announced a partnership with 

Meals on Wheels in March 2020 to deliver essentials to elderly people, alongside Coles, which 

donated AU$1 million a week in food and groceries to Australians facing hardship due to Covid-19 

(Mortimer, 2020). The positive public relations around these initiatives seemed abundant (Mortimer, 

2020), but their contributions arguably supported a food charity system not equipped to be such a 

large part of the Covid-19 response system. Questions arose over whether this contribution was 

sustainable.  

4.2.3 Food Bank Entrenchment 

Demand for food charity ebbs and flows depending on a multitude of factors, including time of year 

ς such as summer, with a high demand due to school holidays ς changes to welfare systems, and the 

overall economic climate at the time (Sosenko et al., 2019; Forsey, 2017). Following the 2008 crash 

and subsequent rise of austerity, food charities saw an increase in demand as countries around the 

world faced deteriorating economies (The Trussell Trust, 2016; Garthwaite, 2016a; Riches and 

Silvasti, 2014b; Rioux, 2013). 

As discussed in previous chapters, the 2008 crash was a significant event, which impacted food 

insecurity. The reaction to increased insecurity brought varied responses and many countries leaned 
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to various degrees on food banks as an alleviation measure, with the UK being a prime example of 

heavy dependence (Middleton et al., 2018). The Trussell Trust saw a marked increase in food parcel 

distribution following the crash, as seen in Figure 19 (2020, p. 1). 

Figure 19: Trussell Trust Parcel Distribution by Year 

 

Uptake in food bank usage was not exclusive to the UK. One hundred percent of food banks 

responding to a Feeding America survey saw an increase in food bank demand in 2008, with demand 

increases varying from 28.6ς37.7 percent (DoSomething.org, n.d.). Other forms of food charity also 

emerged from austerity; SSMs in Britain gained traction in 2013, with 10ς20 percent operating in the 

most deprived neighbourhoods (Patnaik Saxena and Tornaghi, 2018). According to Food Banks 

Canada, the number of people using food banks rose 31 percent between 2008 and 2012 (The 

Canadian Press, 2012). 

Rioux argues that increases in food banks and other charitable food insecurity relief schemes 

represented a Ψpseudo-recoveryΩ of the US and UK economies, masking the lingering issues of the 

crisis (Rioux, 2013). The two governments provided state intervention for Wall Street, big business 

and the economy, while poorer and more vulnerable people were not similarly assisted ς their 

recourse was primarily the charity sector rather than their governments (Rioux, 2013). The use of 

food banks following the crisis created an environment where food banks became embedded within 

a stateΩs social safety net as a widely available option and resource (Riches, 2018). Rightfully so, fears 

loomed that the emerging Covid-19 crisis would have similar impacts (Goodwin, 2020). 
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Immediately following the outbreak of Covid-19, food charities were overwhelmed by soaring 

demand. IFAN saw a 59 percent increase in food bank demand compared with February and March 

in 2019, with 7 percent of their food banks seeing a tripling in demand; the Trussell Trust delivered 

40,000 more food parcels during March 2020 than in 2019 (Butler, 2020; Goodwin, 2020). In Egg 

Harbor, New Jersey, food banks used a discreet drive-thru service system, with cars queuing for a 

mile and an estimated 1,500 turned away (Tully, 2020). Egg HarborΩs food bank distribution centre 

provided food for 2,500 families across four counties in New Jersey, up from 1,000 families prior to 

the pandemic. FoodCloud, the largest food aid organisation in Ireland, reported that demand more 

than doubled in April 2020 compared with 2019 (Holland, 2020). Through a series of interviews 

conducted by The Guardian, the graph of American food banks shown in Figure 20 was produced 

(Lakhani, 2020, p. 1). 

Figure 20: US Covid-19 Food Bank Increases 

 

The vast increases in food bank usage overwhelmed their capacity banks in the US and elsewhere. 

Food banks and food charities were being used as a crucial resource during the crisis, but throughout 

the west, the system was reaching its limits (Friedersdorf, 2020). Covid-19 is Ψa perfect storm 

impacting food banking as we know itΩ, according to a spokeswoman for Feeding America (Lakhani, 

2020, p. 1). Feeding AmericaΩs CEO stated (Dilonardo, 2020, p. 1):  

This year [2020], the COVID-19 crisis is driving more of our neighbors into food insecurity 

and putting a strain on food banks to provide more meals. Never has the charitable food 
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system faced such tremendous challenge, and we need all the resources we can get to 

help our neighbors during this terrible time. 

The UK Government announced in May 2020 they would allocate £16 million to at least 5,000 

frontline food charities (Department for Digital Culture Media & Sport, 2020). Similarly, the Scottish 

Government transferred £500,000 to the food aid organisation FareShare (Goodwin, 2020). The UK 

GovernmentΩs one-off efforts reinforced their lack of direct action on the causes of food insecurity 

and instead looked to entrench the temporary, symptom-reduction solution. Goodwin of IFAN 

voiced concern, stating (2020, p. 1) that: 

The COVID-19 crisis shines a spotlight on the immense inequalities in our society, but 

funding the distribution of more emergency food parcels will never prove a real solution 

to those people deserving the dignity to be able to afford to buy food for themselves. 

And worse, this default reaction could very well embed food banking into our society for 

good. 

Canada saw similar announcements in funding support, with British ColumbiaΩs Government 

committing CA$3 million to assist food banks (Power, Black and Brady, 2020). Prime Minister 

Trudeau promised to invest CA$100 million in food banks and similar organisations (Power, Black 

and Brady, 2020). The US took a slightly different approach, where the USDA committed to 

purchasing US$3 billion in fresh produce, dairy and meat during the crisis with the intention of 

distributing them to food banks and other charities for food insecurity relief (USDA, 2020b). 

Additionally, two US laws following the pandemic outbreak ς Families First Coronavirus Response 

Act, and Coronavirus Aid, Relief and Economic Security (CARES) Act ς provided US$850 million for 

food bank administrative costs and USDA purchases while (as of June 2020) US$873.3 million was to 

be used to purchase agricultural goods for food banks through Section 32 funding (USDA, 2020b). 

The US model primarily tied itself to agriculture policy and relief for ranchers and farmers, offering 

food supply chain waste reduction and a funding mechanism for food banks. This approach 

countered a social welfare approach, with those in need centring the conversation, as we recognise 

in the Canadian response outlined above. 

The funding of food banks and emergency food assistance as a response risk embedded them into 

the social fabric of each country. The funding responses of governments of using their systems as a 

source of relief undermined the concepts of the right to food (see section 2.3.4) and failed to 

address the root causes of food insecurity, particularly in times of crisis. Over the next decade, 

research will investigate the lasting causes of these decisions, but in the immediate wake of the 

pandemic, fears already loomed over the potential consequences (Goodwin, 2020). 
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4.3 Part One Conclusion 

Food policy design, implementation and engagement can all have various levels of influence on food 

(in)security based on a multitude of factors, as discussed in this chapter and in Chapter 3. Various 

policy sectors work in tandem to formulate a societyΩs map of how food insecurity is prevented, 

sustained or determined. By mapping out these sectors, as done in this section, a narrative is 

established for examining the collective policy sphere in relation to food (in)security, rather than 

taking a piecemeal analysis. For research purposes, this is paramount to creating a holistic vantage 

point on food (in)security. 

Part 1 (Chapters 1ς4) reviewed food insecurity from various angles. From reviewing food insecurity, 

its existence, and policy implications and causes, it is clear it is undoubtedly a complex issue that is 

difficult to fully grasp. While the literature reviewed touches upon many of the contexts that affect 

food insecurity, there was a distinct gap in theoretical frameworks and understandings to enable 

viewing of the issue holistically. Conceptualising these contexts holistically is difficult, although some 

expressions of this exist within sections of food insecurity matters, including RochaΩs imagining of 

food insecurity as market failure and BlakeΩs food ladder conceptualisation (Blake, 2021; Rocha, 

2007; Bartfeld and Dunifon, 2006). Viewing food insecurity holistically with the broadest lens in an 

inclusive way can be important, as it allows for comprehensive understanding: this thesis seeks to do 

just this. The literature followed a trend of drilling into the different areas of food insecurity and its 

related topics rather than create a framework to talk about it as a broad issue. While deep 

investigation into subtopics is extremely valuable and conceptualisations of sub-issues such as those 

by Blake and Rocha are vital, there is a gap in the literature that allows a birdΩs eye view of this 

complex topic. This thesis explores this further in the next section. 

Another, perhaps obvious, gap in the literature is the lack of research ς what has yet to be published 

or conducted on food insecurity related to Covid-19. This inherent gap in the literature will dwindle 

as time goes on and more research is published, and this work can contribute towards filling this 

gap. This thesis has the rare timing of being conducted during a pandemic; therefore, taking specific 

account of how the pandemic affected food insecurity is a tremendously valuable gap to address in 

the literature. In Chapters 7 and 8, Covid-19 literature is introduced and placed into context against 

this studyΩs findings.  

The following chapter introduces a theoretical framework for understanding food insecurity and 

offers suggestions for how to adapt it for wider use; it also moves the thesis into Part 2, which was 

written at the peak of the pandemic and, as a result, is significantly affected by that context.  
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5 Chapter 5: State Food Security Infrastructure (FSI) Framework and 

Research Questions 

 

As established in Chapters 3 and 4, policy sectors and interventions do not always target food 

security directly. While there are direct interventions, such as cash benefits or in-kind benefits like 

SNAP, how general social protection policies act as food security policies is debatable. Loopstra 

describes interventions for food security as being (2018, p. 273):  

Classed as any programme or policy aimed at addressing household food insecurity, 

from ensuring that households no longer worry about their food running out, to not 

compromising qualitative aspects of their diets, to not having to go without food. These 

include social protection policies aimed at ensuring households have the financial means 

to meet their basic needs. 

Food assistance programmes and policies assist households in multiple ways ς by, for example, 

addressing health issues and housing and energy insecurity (Kirkendall, House and Citro, 2013, p. 

85). How households receive assistance from multiple benefits or sources influences household 

decision-making, which is an area of research interest (Kirkendall, House and Citro, 2013, p. 85). 

Sheppard commented in 2013 that the effect of non-food safety net programmes is not well 

established as a research field (Kirkendall, House and Citro, 2013, p. 85). Still, as other social policies 

and non-food programmes can promote increased resource availability to households and influence 

householdsΩ eligibility for food-based programmes, it merits examination (Kirkendall, House and 

Citro, 2013, p. 85).  

This chapter aims to provide a theoretical standing to analyse these relations. The chosen approach, 

State FSI by Bartfeld and Dunifon (2006), is explained then reframed for this thesis. In the 

subsequent section, the research questions are built upon the theory. 

5.1 State FSI  

Food insecurity is attributable to a host of issues typically categorised by accessibility and 

affordability, as discussed in Chapter 2 (Scott, Sutherland and Taylor, 2018; Coleman-Jensen, Rabbitt 

and Gregory, 2016; McIntyre, Bartoo and Emery, 2014; Flagg et al., 2013; Lee et al., 2002; Sarlio-

Lähteenkorva and Lahelma, 2001). Causes include low income, debt, issues with employment or 

unemployment, housing issues, including overspending on housing, and general poverty (Clair et al., 

2019; Loopstra, Reeves and Tarasuk, 2019; Gundersen and Ziliak, 2018; Loopstra et al., 2016; Sriram 
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and Tarasuk, 2016; McIntyre, Bartoo and Emery, 2014; Furness et al., 2004; Tingay et al., 2003; 

Sarlio-Lähteenkorva and Lahelma, 2001). Some demographics are more likely to face food insecurity, 

including immigrants, those on benefits, those with disabilities, people with lower levels of 

education, people who have engaged with the probation system, different genders, and those with 

larger families, amongst others, and interact with policy contexts that make it make difficult to be 

food secure (see Chapter 3) (Pilkington, 2019; Schwartz, Buliung and Wilson, 2019; Dong et al., 

2018a; Huang, Guo and Kim, 2010; Loopstra et al., 2018b; Matheson and McIntyre, 2014; McIntyre, 

2003).  

While the causes may vary, oneΩs likelihood of being food insecure depends on oneΩs circumstance 

and the policy spheres they exist within (see Chapter 3), including the policies and programmes 

addressing food insecurity (see Chapter4). As an avenue to seeing this holistically, it can be viewed 

that all persons within a society can attribute their food status at least in part to the broader societal 

system, a so-called food security infrastructure. The term State FSI, originating from Bartfeld and 

Dunifon in 2006, underpins the idea of how societal interactions on various levels can influence a 

personΩs ability to achieve and maintain food security. Bartfeld and Dunifon created this to answer 

the question: ΨWhat is the association between contextual characteristics and household food 

security?Ω (2006, p. 923). The authors explain this (Bartfeld and Dunifon, 2006, p. 923): 

Our underlying model posits that food insecurity is linked to inadequate household 

resources, but is also influenced by the strength of what we term the state food security 

infrastructure [FSI]: a set of programs, policies, and economic and social attributes that 

affect the availability, accessibility, and affordability of food and the extent to which 

resources are available to households to meet their food-related needs. 

This notion implies that State FSI impacts each person in a society. The societal forces, policies and 

culture can shield persons from food insecurity, help them achieve food security and stability, or 

potentially act as a barrier to this. In Chapter 3, the discussion centred upon which policy areas 

engage with food (in)security, but State FSI takes this understanding further. State FSI applies a 

theoretical narrative to explain why and how society influences food (in)security at various levels, 

creating a theoretical framework. State FSI acknowledges how a societal infrastructure is not always 

constructed for food security: some of the most significant policies, programmes and inputs that 

impact food security are not direct food initiatives, such as general income support mechanisms 

(Schmidt, Shore-Sheppard and Watson, 2016; Bartfeld et al., 2006). This matters in that to address 

food insecurity comprehensively and effectively, understanding its connected issues and structures 

holistically is essential to move beyond food insecurity being simplified as a food issue. It also 
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enables a broader debate on policy solutions to food insecurity, moving away from food-based, in-

kind solutions. 

Bartfeld and Dunifon iterate that policies, programmes, and social and economic attributes engage 

with one another and not only vary by country, but regionally; this indicates that a personΩs State FSI 

is profoundly individual and occurs at various levels (2006). In the academic literature, often the 

household-level impacts and the safety net system are discussed but it is less common for the 

literature to take a holistic, top-to-bottom vantage point of oneΩs food security (Loopstra et al., 

2016; Bartfeld and Dunifon, 2006). The gap in the literature can be explained by how difficult it is to 

holistically view the collaboration of all differing levels at once, without losing the nuance that 

explains the individualism of how households experience food insecurity. 

Bartfeld and Dunifon focus on US state-to-state comparisons, finding that food assistance 

programmes support food security, but those programmes and policies that leave families with less 

disposable income negatively affect food security (2006). High tax burdens or high housing costs can 

reduce disposable income. Importantly, the authors find context matters the most for economically 

vulnerable families who are not in poverty. Things such as food programmes, lower tax burdens and 

stronger labour markets all may support this vulnerable population in food security, signalling a need 

for a holistic understanding of food insecurity rather than food-only conceptualisation of food 

insecurity. 

The authors analyse the dynamic between household resources and contextual factors (Bartfeld and 

Dunifon, 2006). Using data from the 1998ς2001 Food Security Supplements to the Current 

Population Survey, the authors specifically reviewed households with children (70,942 households in 

total), acknowledging that these households most prevalently have food insecurity, and what 

determines or influences food insecurity may vary based on household structure. Their models 

specifically analysed programmes such as the School Breakfast Program and the Summer Food 

Program, both of which are nutrition-assistance programmes targeting children. Household variables 

used included education levels, race, household composition, poverty to income ratios, and housing 

situation/location. State-level variables included SNAP recipients per 100 poor persons, tax burden 

rates, median rent, average wages and participation levels in the Summer School Lunch and School 

Breakfast Programs. An important point is that the variables did not specifically account for 

household enrolment in food schemes, as they aimed to look at the state level versus less-

accessible/used programmes. 

Bartfeld and DunifonΩs results varied depending on what form of modelling they used, but overall 

findings showed food assistance programmes when more utilised and available were associated with 



79 
 

less food insecurity (2006). Other findings from their work included that food insecurity was worse 

due to high costs of living and high tax burdens, leaving families with less disposable income. As 

previously mentioned, their most surprising finding was that context particularly mattered most for 

families that were not yet in poverty but were economically vulnerable (Bartfeld and Dunifon, 2006, 

p. 938). Non-food-related contexts, such as housing costs, were important conditions to food 

insecurity. The authors describe the implications for policymakers and planners, stating that 

Ψtheoretically plausible contextual characteristics, many of which at least to some degree subject to 

policy influence, are linked to food insecurity, and suggests that food insecurity need not be viewed 

as an intractable problemΩ (Bartfeld and Dunifon, 2006, p. 938). With this, they suggest a 

multifaceted approach to food insecurity, acknowledging that personal and community resources 

are beneficial in policymaking. 

This thesis takes inspiration from State FSI, particularly the notion in that a multifaceted approach is 

appropriate for addressing food insecurity. Given the research gap identified already that food 

insecurity is difficult to discuss holistically without losing nuance, this thesis seeks to adapt and 

expand the theoretical framework started by Bartfeld and Dunifon and examine these contextual 

conditions beyond the state model.  

5.1.1 Adapting the Food Security Infrastructure Theory  

Often food (in)security is described at the household level, such as a householderΩs current job 

position or their current home ownership status. While these individual situations are an important 

area of study, often the overarching context to which these conditions exist are harder to access. 

State FSI looks to connect oneΩs context to their overall personal and household-level situations. 

Household-level happenstance is transient in nature (e.g. a person may be a single mother this year 

but enter a partnership or marriage the following year), which influences their household income. 

State FSI considers the wider, imposed contexts a household or person navigates within. The 

following begins to imagine the concept of FSI beyond the state model.  

The top-level, imposed contextual conditions shape the environment in which a person will have to 

participate to become or remain food secure. Depending on the country and region, these 

contextual factors will vary categorically, and their impact levels may be a minor, or potentially, a 

significant contributing factor. One need only think of the economic conditions following the 2008 

crash to recall how outside elements can impact food security (Caraher and Coveney, 2015; Dowler 

and Lambie-Mumford, 2015a; Loopstra, Reeves and Stuckler, 2015; Carney, 2012; Zedlewski, 

Waxman and Gundersen, 2012; United Nations, 2011). The Covid-19 pandemic reaffirms that the 

contextual nature food security engages can drastically shift (Baskin, 2020; Goodwin, 2020). By 
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nature, the overarching contextual conditions are the policies, programmes and outlooks that are 

beyond the direct reach of the household to change. To alter the conditions, institutional or political 

change is required to amend the situation.  

For example, a nationΩs healthcare system could be considered a contextual condition. UK advocates 

fight for a well-funded and functioning NHS, but individuals do not possess the power to significantly 

alter the single-provider system. A person can choose how they operate within that system ς 

including opting out ς but their actions alone cannot override the healthcare system enacted. In the 

UK system, the person still holds agency at the household level in deciding whether to engage with 

the NHS, how they engage with it, and how they chose to receive, or deny, care. Structure and 

agency fit readily within the FSI discussion, as conceptualising where and how agency is possible and 

positioned towards food-insecurity-related issues is critical. 

If an individual is within the private, multi-payer insurance system such as that in the US and has 

health insurance through their employer, this would be their engagement with healthcare at the 

individual level. The healthcare system functions as the FSI condition, and their personal-level 

engagement remains with their individual coverage and healthcare usage. Personal-level and 

household-level circumstances are more elastic compared to the contextual circumstances they exist 

within and allow for a level of alteration without changing the wider context. Rather than analyse 

their current situation of healthcare coverage, FSI-based analysis ruminates upon the idea of 

whether the healthcare system in place enables or hinders food security. 

5.2 Gaps in State FSI: Emergency Food Assistance and Covid-19 

The original authors identify two gaps their study was unable to address, leaving a space for further 

investigation: emergency food assistance and the food marketing system. As discussed in section 

4.2, food charity is a large and relied-upon actor, with emergency food assistance a used tactic 

towards food insecurity relief. This thesis narrows in on the emergency food assistance gap, 

addressing it expressly (see section 9.2.1 and Appendix 1) to strengthen the State FSI approach. Food 

marketing is not the focus of this research and would require individual attention elsewhere and 

potentially a different approach. 

As stated throughout this thesis, as the Covid-19 pandemic unfolded over the course of this research 

project, there is a natural lack of research into its effects. This thesis will purposefully address this 

gap, with the understanding that the last major global north crisis, the 2008 financial crash, is well 

addressed in the literature (see Chapters 2 and 3). Given the State FSI model was published in 2006, 

it would understandably not have accounted for a major crisis such as the 2008 financial crash, 
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which potentially would have been included in the State FSI. This said, food insecurity literature over 

the past two decades has been framed around crises and, given the impact expected (and realised) 

from Covid-19, examining the current crisis within the State FSI adaptation process is crucial. 

5.3 Purpose and Research Questions 

Bartfeld and Dunifon offer that the concept of State FSI is relevant at numerous levels, from local to 

national. This thesis has two aims: to test whether a version of FSI is workable outside the state level 

ς addressing the research gap that there is a lack of frameworks to discuss food insecurity contexts 

and conditions holistically; and to address two gaps in the State FSI structure: the effects of crises 

such as Covid-19 and emergency food assistance. This research aims to fill the former gap in 

frameworks so that researchers can more easily discuss food insecurity and its related contexts 

holistically ς a difficult task given the number of related issues mentioned in the previous chapters. It 

aims to do this by creating an adapted FSI theoretical framework, expanding it beyond a US state-

level study and making it appropriate for multiple global north contexts. To summarise, the research 

and adapted FSI framework will take specific note of the Covid-19 crisis, addressing the gap of a lack 

of research into food insecurity during the pandemic, as well as bettering the original framework by 

including emergency food assistance.  

The study seeks to identify the contextual conditions of food (in)security, with consideration of how 

oneΩs household-level resources and circumstances engage with the contextual influences of their 

situation, making it easier or harder to be food secure. It shall do this through addressing the 

following research questions:  

1) What are the main contextual conditions affecting a personΩs ability to become or 

remain food secure in a particular location? 

2) Are the primary contextual conditions affecting a personΩs ability to become or remain 

food secure the same in different locations?  

3) How did the context of Covid-19 affect a personΩs ability to become or remain food secure in a 

particular location? 

4) From a household perspective, do some contextual conditions matter more than 

others?  

5) Can the adapted FSI theoretical framework be workable in multiple global north locations, and if 

so in what form? 
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Chapter 6 reviews the methodological approach for operationalising the research questions and 

discusses some of the difficulties that occurred in adapting and answering them within the context 

of Covid-19.  

6 Chapter 6: Methodological Approach 

As established in the previous chapters, this thesis seeks to look at food insecurity holistically, 

examining what contexts and conditions make it easier or harder to be food secure. As stated in 

Chapter 5, this thesis will aim to fill the identified research gap: that it is difficult to discuss food 

insecurity holistically and there is a lack of frameworks to guide researchers in doing this. The thesis 

will adapt the existing State FSI theoretical model by Bartfeld and Dunifon (2006) to apply it outside 

the state-to-state model and make usable in multiple global north locations. Moreover, in the 

adaptation process the thesis will address two gaps in the State FSI framework: the lack of attention 

to emergency food assistance/food charity, and the lack of addressing the main crisis at that time ς 

in this case Covid-19.  

To best examine the research questions stated in section 5.3, original empirical research is 

required. The remainder of the chapter details the selected multi-case-study approach taken. 

This chapter outlines both the rationale and original design of the thesis work and accounts 

for the issues encountered along the way. It also aims to take a transparent, honest account of 

research intentions versus practical issues, which are highlighted throughout. Section 6.2 

outlines the original research plan, designed prior to Covid-19, then switches to the final 

research approach from section 6.3 onwards, after making the necessary changes following 

the emergence Covid-19.  

6.1 Philosophical Position  

While there are many potential approaches, the epistemology and ontology embodied in this thesis 

are interpretivism and constructivism. Interpretivism, as explained by Corbetta (2011), supports the 

nature of the research questions posed and builds towards the adapted FSI theoretical framework. It 

would not be appropriate to design the study and reflections from a place of positivism or realism, 

as these approaches are rooted in the notions that research can be objective and measure the one 

explanation of reality (Corbetta, 2011). The thesis does not prescribe to the epistemological models 

of positivism or realism; instead, it adopts the view that the social world is too far removed from the 

natural sciences and cannot be approached ς at least wholly ς from a positivism lens (Corbetta, 

2011). That said, the understanding and guidance of interpretivism in this study will be accompanied 

by mechanisms typically associated with positivism: surveys. Tools typically associated with 
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positivism can be utilised to exist within a framework of interpretivism, as informed by McChesney 

and Alridge (2019). Put simply, interpretivism is the foundational understanding behind the work, 

but there is an adoption of positivist tools to help support that view. One could phrase it as a 

Ψblended approachΩ that heavily leans towards interpretivism.  

Additionally, this thesis rejects that there is but one reality that can be measured and researchers 

can only aspire to understand reality; it is an incomplete measure and understanding of the full 

dimensions of reality. As Willis states, interpretivist research is Ψa socially constructed activity and 

the άrealityέ it tells us about, therefore, is also socially constructedΩ (2007, p. 96). Understanding 

reality is by no means objective, as the researcher unavoidably influences the research process. 

Related to the research questions and adapted FSI theoretical framework, there could be endless 

contextual factors in force that influence food (in)security, and by necessity the research design will 

steer the direction of the study to be a manageable interpretation of the work. Henceforth, the 

unavoidable inclusion of my formed views of potential contexts will shape the reality that is 

measured. Put simply, as the thesis and research methods will address certain contexts more 

directly than others, such as in the survey questions, this will influence which contexts are likely to 

be discussed and discovered in the research. The outcome of the understanding is shaped to the 

researcher and the research subjectsΩ understandings; the view is complementary to that of a 

constructionist view (Charmaz, 2008). 

A constructionist view underpins this study, as it reflects the thesisΩs understanding of the social 

phenomenon of food insecurity, adhering to the view that why and how food insecurity occurs is not 

of stagnate formulation but is an evolving issue with evolving interpretations ς the phenomenon of 

food insecurity being a deeply personal one and in constant revision, with oneΩs food security status 

fluctuating in both level and experience. As surmised by Creswell, the social worlds are 

interpretations of individual and group narratives, are in constant revision, and are shaped by their 

backgrounds, history, and cultural norms (2008). 

ConstructivismΩs understanding is that the subjective views of oneΩs experience is the measurable 

level social research can access and achieve (Charmaz, 2008); this aligns well with the thesisΩs 

interpretivist epistemological choice. As dictated by the research questions, a distinctive focus on 

contextual food insecurity from the view of those within the situation is needed. The cultural norms, 

social world, background and history of each participant will shape their social world, which by their 

nature are their distinctive reality. A constructionist interpretation of the research questions, 

therefore, is most appropriate to illuminate their current, ever-evolving reality.  



84 
 

With this said, pragmatism may seem an alluring option for a thesis such as this, but there are 

distinct drawbacks that ultimately eliminate it from consideration. Pragmatism is often associated 

with mixed-methods research (which this research was originally planned as), where consideration 

of the methods utilised is lesser to the research questions and the consequences that may lie with 

the research (Kaushik and Walsh, 2019; McChesney and Aldridge, 2019). As a research paradigm, 

pragmatism is critiqued as more or less ignoring the concerns of paradigm, methods and 

epistemology, essentially sidelining the philosophical debates to prioritise utility and problem-

solving (McChesney and Aldridge, 2019; Creswell and Poth, 2016). The Ψanything goesΩ viewpoint in 

pursuit of answering the research questions creates opportunities for illogical choices to be made, or 

ones without a strong foundational epistemological and ontology understanding; therefore, this 

thesis may not be best supported by pragmatism. 

6.2 Research Methods, Strategies, and the Case Studies  

This study looks to identify and investigate the contextual factors and conditions that make it easier 

or harder to be food secure, and to create a way to make it easier for researchers to discuss it 

holistically. Research questions 1, 2, 3 and 4 focus on the contextual elements of food (in)security, 

while research question 5 is geared towards developing the adapted FSI theoretical framework. To 

gain understanding of contexts and best answer the research questions, the research method of 

theory building via multiple case studies has been selected. 

6.2.1 Case Study Rationale 

Within this work, case-study research shall be viewed as a methodology in its own right, supported 

by data collection approaches that forward the methodology (Simons, 2014; Yin, 2014). As Yin 

defines, case studies investigate a current phenomenon in-depth, within its real-world context, and 

are particularly useful when the Ψboundaries between phenomenon and context may not be 

evidently clearΩ (2014, p. 16). While this thesis agrees with YinΩs understanding that case-study 

research is a substantive research method, this study does not adopt a generalised positivist, 

quantitative approach. Others have also verified the use of case studies in the social sciences but 

accept ς and even encourage ς interpretivist approaches to gain a holistic, in-depth understanding, 

as informs this thesis (Zainal, 2007; Cavaye, 1996). 

Case-study research literature is often disjointed and contradictory. MacDonald and Walker, for 

example, explain it as (1975, p. 2): 
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Case study is the way of the artist, who achieves greatness when, through the portrayal of a 

single instance locked in time and circumstance, [s]he communicates enduring truths about 

the human condition. For both the scientist and artist content and intent emerge in form. 

MacDonald and Walker highlight the creative nature of the research, with a basis on qualitative 

writings and intent to offer findings in a literary and artistic format (1975). Informed by the literature 

and writings of Yin, MacDonald, and Walker, amongst others, Simons offers the most appropriate 

definition of case-study research for this thesis, stating (2014, p. 21): 

Case study is an in-depth exploration from multiple perspectives of the complexity and 

uniqueness of a particular project, policy, institutions, programme or system in a Ψreal 

lifeΩ context. It is research-based, inclusive of different methods and is evidence-led.  

Simons directly acknowledges the notion of different methods being appropriate within a case 

study, which this thesis aims to execute (2014). The heart of this thesis is about contextual, real-life 

experiences of food insecurity; therefore, adopting a case study module that is designed to research 

this through in-depth exploration while being evidence-led, is appropriate.  

Dooley confirms that case-study research ΨexcelsΩ at bringing together understandings around 

complex issues and promotes focus on contextual analysis of conditions, events and relationships 

(2002). These features lend towards theory building and theory testing (Dooley, 2002), which this 

thesis aims to do, by turning the State FSI framework into an adapted FSI theoretical framework. 

Flyvbjerg agrees with Dooley, citing that it is a misunderstanding that case studies cannot be used in 

theory building and are, in fact, a valuable tool to use throughout the theory-building process 

(2006). Eisenhardt and Graebner highlight that case studies can be used as a basis to inductively 

develop theory, as they are positioned within and formulated by identifying patterns and 

relationships both internal and across cases (2007). Specifically, theory building here means 

empirical case-study evidence lends to the creation of theoretical constructs, midrange theories and 

propositions (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007, p. 25). The authors explain that theory building via 

case data requires being grounded in the literature but also clear justification why the researchers 

are theory building rather than theory testing (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). 

This thesis does not aim to create a like-for-like replica of Bartfeld and DunifonΩs State FSI. If that 

were the case, creating a closely revised model for a non-US case study would have been more 

suitable. Rather, this thesis looks to extend and adapt Bartfeld and DunifonΩs model ς building on the 

theory, not simply testing theirs in a new environment. In their work, the authors note they were 

unable to consider the emergency food assistance system in their analysis due to their focus on 

state-level variables. As they acknowledge, this was a potentially important component of State FSI 
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that they were unable to investigate, leaving room for further investigation. Furthermore, one of the 

conclusions from their work was that multifaceted, food and non-food, approaches to food 

insecurity that acknowledges both personal and community resources is important, which lends 

itself towards further research.  

The findings and data from the fieldwork are viewed and structured with a lens of FSI and the 

mapping of contextual factors (Rowley, 2000). Rowley as well as Eisenhardt and Graeber propose 

the need for a basis in either theory or literature, both of which are accomplished in the design of 

this thesis. Furthermore, case-study research has been utilised in the food (in)security field 

frequently, offering additional basis for this chosen method (Blake, 2019; Riches and Silvasti, 2014b; 

Freudenberg et al., 2013; Guy, Clarke and Eyre, 2004). 

Linking back to the epistemological and ontological views, case studies can employ various 

approaches, including an interpretivist approach, as expressed in the literature (Cavaye, 1996). 

Operating under interpretivism and constructivism, this thesis will opt to use multiple methods of 

data collection, creating the opportunity for a  mixed-methods study of the case studies and 

informed by the literature (Cavaye, 1996, p. 229). In part, the mixed methods as originally designed 

would serve as a form of built-in triangulation and strengthen the grounds for theory building via 

cases, as suggested by Eisenhardt (1989). Indeed, the planned use of quantitative data can bolster 

and corroborate the findings of the qualitative research, as well as identify relationships that would 

not have been exposed via qualitative means alone (Eisenhardt, 1989). 

As will be discussed in section 6.3, the planned mixed-methods approach was reimagined into a 

qualitatively-based approach. Further details about the mixed-methods approach and the decision-

making behind that original plan can be found in Appendices 7 and 8. 

6.2.2 Details of the Multi-Case-Study Approach: Fresno California and Leeds England 

This research design is of a multiple descriptive case-study approach, with a focus on revealing 

patterns and connections between the selected cases that can be applied to adapted FSI theoretical 

framework. To address the research questions and research aims of the study, utilising two case-

study locations is ideal to examine contextual conditions and experiences of food insecurity. 

Multiple case studies can create more a robust and testable theory than single-case studies alone 

(Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). 

With theory building/adaptation being the primary research goal, theoretical sampling of cases is 

appropriate ς cases are selected based on their suitability to identify or highlight relationships and 

logics within contexts and constructs (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007; Eisenhardt, 1989). As we look 
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to adapt the theory, mirroring some of the same attributes from the original study by Bartfeld and 

Dunifon helps to ground it. I continued with the US and selected a country with some similar 

features (e.g. English-speaking, food charity presence and similar culture) as a separate case: the UK. 

As Bartfeld and Dunifon considered the state-to-state level, the research narrows further to a state 

and country level: California and England. 

Both California and England have multiple governing power sources and defined regions: the 

devolved nations in the UK and the US state structure. These multi-governance structures engage 

with some of the same complexities Bartfeld and Dunifon encountered with different federal, state 

and local-level contexts. Conceptually, this is helpful for theory building, as the research takes a step 

away from the original location rather than rejecting its origin and pursing vastly different contexts. 

In part, these locations were originally considered given my relationship with the two locations, 

previously residing in California and currently living in England. Given this, there was scope to 

understand the locations with greater ease and certainty than other potentially suitable case 

locations. Hantrais (1999) argues that an in-depth understanding of the varying contexts analysed ς 

political, socio-cultural and economic ς is a foundational requirement. Additionally, this reflects 

some practicalities, as this is a thesis with limited time and funds. As contextual understanding is 

critical to building the adapted FSI theoretical framework, selecting case studies that I had 

contextual knowledge of was considered a great asset.  

Upon consulting the literature, there is precedent for selecting these two locations for the same 

study, with previous research reviewing the two regions3 (Van den Heede et al., 2020; Juhasz and 

{ƪƛǾŜƴŜǎΣ нлмтΤ /ƻƻƪΣ нлмсΤ YǊƛȌ ŀƴŘ {ƪƛǾŜƴŜǎΣ нлмоΤ {ŀƴŘŜƭ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлмлΤ aŎŘƻƴŀƭŘ ŀƴŘ wƻƭŀƴŘΣ 

2009; Blinkhorn and Zadeh-Kabir, 2003; Scoppio, 2002; Bushwell, 1958). A table of a sample of 

existing research involving California and England can be found in Appendix 9. 

As both California and England have large populations with varied geographies, studying the entire 

locations would be beyond the scope of this thesis. For this and the reasons outlined below, two 

cities were identified: Fresno, California, and Leeds, England. Only two cities were selected so that 

their contextual factors could be explored in depth, rather than superficially. This methodological 

choice allowed for rich micro, meso-, and macro-level contextual analysis of each cityΩs participants; 

this was essential for building the adapted FSI theoretical framework.  

During selection, many social policy spheres were considered to select appropriate cities with some 

similarities, such as education levels and housing demographics. But as De Vaus (2008) articulates, it 

 
3 Region is used a proxy term for a distinctive area, such as a state or devolved nation. 
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is impossible to report and consider every potential characteristic between two countries, and only 

considering relevant factors derived from the literature or prior research risks excluding essential 

aspects. Several cities were considered, but given the goal of theory building, two cities with some 

similarities but distinct differences were selected, as seen in Table 3:  

Table 3: City Case Study Details 

City  Populat-
ion 

Poverty rate Leading 
industries 

Income and 
employment 

Demographics Housing 

Fresno, 
Central 
California 

530,093 
(2018) 

~25 percent 
people in 
poverty based 
on income 
before taxes, 
the Census 
Bureau 
measurement 
(2019) 
 
Source: 
(Census.gov, 
2019) 

Top 
agriculture 
county within 
California and 
the US overall 
in 2019. 
 
Source: 
(German, 
2019) 
 

Median 
income 
US$50,432 
(£37,206.46) 
(2019) 
 
61.8 percent 
in civilian 
labour force, 
total, 
percentage 
of 
population 
age 16+, 
2015ς19 
 
Source: 
(Census.gov, 
2019) 

60 percent 
white alone; 
49.6 percent 
Hispanic or 
Latino; 
29 percent 
white alone, 
not Hispanic 
or Latino; 
13.8 percent 
Asian alone; 
7.4 percent 
Black or 
African 
American; 
4.2 percent 
two or more 
races; 
1.2 percent 
Native 
American; 
0.1 percent 
Native 
Hawaiian or 
Other Pacific 
Islander alone; 
20.4 percent 
born outside 
US 
 
Source: 
(Census.gov, 
2019) 

46.7 percent 
owner-
occupied; 
Median gross 
rent US$1,005 
(£741.44 per 
month); 
 
53.3 percent 
rented 
accommodation 
 
Source: 
(Census.gov, 
2019) 

Leeds,  
West 
Yorkshire 

792,525 
(2019) 

~22 percent 
people in 
relative 
poverty AHC 
(2018ς19); 
 
~20 percent 
people in 
absolute 
poverty AHC 
(2018ς19) 
 

Largest centre 
outside 
London for 
financial and 
business 
services, 
digital, 
creative, 
publishing and 
broadcasting 
 

Median 
income 
£26,370 (Nov 
2020) 
 
Source: 
(Leeds 
Observatory, 
2020c) 

81.1 percent 
white British; 
2.9 percent 
other white; 
4.3 percent 
Pakistani; 
2 percent 
Black African; 
1.3 percent 
Indian; 
1.2 percent 
other Asian; 

58.2 percent 
tenure owned 
(with and 
without 
mortgages) 
 
16.9 percent 
social rented 
housing from 
local authority 
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City  Populat-
ion 

Poverty rate Leading 
industries 

Income and 
employment 

Demographics Housing 

Source: 
(Leeds 
Observatory, 
2020b)  

Source: 
(Leeds.gov.uk, 
n.d.) 

1.2 percent 
white and 
Black 
Caribbean; 
0.9 percent 
Black 
Caribbean; 
0.9 percent 
white Irish; 
0.8 percent 
Chinese; 
0.7 percent 
white and 
Asian; 
0.6 percent 
Other Black; 
0.6 percent 
Bangladeshi; 
0.6 percent 
any other 
ethnic group 
0.5 percent 
Arab; 
0.5 percent 
other mixed; 
0.3 percent 
white and 
Black African; 
0.1 percent 
Gypsy; 
12.5 percent 
born outside 
UK 
 
Source: (Leeds 
Observatory, 
n.d.) 

18.1 percent 
private renting 
(2017) 
 
£594 average 
rent per month 
 
Sources: 
(Brzozowski, 
2017; Leeds 
Observatory, 
2020a) 

 

Fresno and Leeds have a prominent, leading industry for which their economies are known for. 

Fresno is a major city in /ŀƭƛŦƻǊƴƛŀΩǎ Central Valley, which is the agricultural breadbasket for the 

country. Leeds is a former industrial city with a renewed economy in digital, legal and financial 

services. The difference in industries provides interesting dynamics for what context may result from 

the industry forms, with agriculture being a sector that Covid-19 could affect differently than the 

business and financial sectors. Leeds and Fresno also both have collective networks supporting food 

security: in Fresno, churches and religious organisations focus on the issue, such as running food 

bank distribution sites, while in Leeds many charitable groups offer support, such as through food 
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redistribution. The use of these networks was particularly helpful in participant recruitment for the 

study.  

As for income and rent pricing, California in general is an expensive area of the US to reside in, even 

in the more affordable region of the Central Valley. While the numbers are not directly comparable 

in terms of housing costs and income, both cities are located in their respective stateϥǎ ŀƴŘ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ 

more affordable areas, with the north of England considered similarly affordable to the Central 

Valley.  

While city-level only data was not found, Feeding America estimates that in 2021, 13.6 percent of 

those in Fresno County were food insecure, totalling 136,560 people, with a child poverty rate of 19 

percent (Gundersen et al., 2023). Food insecurity rates varied vastly by race, with rates of 24 percent 

for Black residents, 17 percent for Hispanic residents and 8 percent for white, non-Hispanic residents 

(Gundersen et al., 2023). 

In Leeds, it was more difficult to source definitive localised food insecurity statistics, as many groups 

such as the Leeds Poverty Fact Book cite food aid usage as a proxy measure. The cited Leeds Food 

Aid Network statistics show that in 2020ς21, people accessed food banks/parcels by referral 61,137 

times, with 153,335 food parcels given out informally during the same time (Leeds Observatory, 

n.d.).  

To put it colloquially, and borrowing the comparison from Boswell et al., with the commonalities 

identified, this research can adequately describe Fresno and Leeds as comparing apples and oranges 

rather than elephants and ants (2019, p. 1). As this research develops the adapted FSI theoretical 

framework, using two cities that are both ΨfruitΩ but not ΨcitrusΩ works well as a building ground; 

there is a mix of similarities and differences for finding overlaps (e.g. similar poverty rates) and 

differences (e.g. major industries). Both experienced Covid-19 at the same time, so macro-

contextual conditions aligned in a way they previously may not have, adding a time-specific element. 

Belabouring this metaphor even further, while the cities may be apples and oranges, both may have 

experienced the same extreme weather event during their growing season.  

City-based case studies in both locations have previously taken place. Fresno case studies have 

included work on the challenges of US-based concentrated poverty (Cytron, 2009); community 

participatory action on climate change in politically unmotivated areas (Moser and Ekstrom, 2011); 

and an examination of a needle exchange site via a critical social policy lens (Clarke, 2016). Other 

work includes Wirth et al.Ωs study of food insecurity amongst farm workers in Fresno County (2007). 
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The authors found that 45 percent of their respondents were food insecure, and 11 percent were 

considered food insecure with the sensation of hunger (Wirth, Strochlic and Getz, 2007).  

Leeds also has been a case-study location for work that examines contextual conditions and 

contexts. Leeds case studies cover documenting the lived experiences of a low-income 

neighbourhood in the city (Wright, 2015); childhood obesity policy implications at the local level 

(Edwards et al., 2010); and documenting the contextual factors influencing household climate 

change adaptation (Eberechukwu, Cynthia and Amaka, 2018). Most relevant, two studies focus on 

Leeds food deserts, with Clarke et al. comparing access to food retailing in Leeds/Bradford and 

Cardiff (Wrigley, Warm and Margetts, 2003; Clarke, Eyre and Guy, 2002). Through their modelling, 

researchers found two food deserts and discussed the trade-offs that come with different ways to 

ΨcloseΩ these food deserts, such as with a large Tesco (Clarke, Eyre and Guy, 2002). 

The cities selected also reflect a choice based on pragmatism and familiarity ς an important note for 

self-disclosure (Dooley, 2002). My familiarity with both cities and the existing connections for 

recruitment of participants at the time of case-study selection was predicted to be invaluable, having 

attended university in Fresno and lived in close proximately to Leeds prior to fieldwork. Given that 

the fieldwork took place during the height of Covid-19, selecting cases where I knew how to navigate 

these areas while working remotely turned out to be essential, as it was difficult to do even with this 

first-hand contextual knowledge. Unrelated to this project, I relocated to Leeds in December 2022, 

thus having lived experience in both case locations. The experience of navigating the citiesΩ policies 

and contexts allowed for immersion in the case locations before and after the fieldwork in a way 

that would not have occurred had unfamiliar locations been selected ς for example, by engaging 

with Leeds City Council as a resident, and still receiving alumni updates ƻƴ CǊŜǎƴƻΩǎ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜǎΦ 

6.2.3 Case Study Design 

Bartfeld and Dunifon theorise the contextualisation of State FSI with attention on economics, policy 

and social characteristics (2006). This thesis finds there is room both for theory expansion to address 

unexplored areas and for new methods to be applied. Bartfeld and Dunifon utilised the 2001 Food 

Security Supplements to the Current Population Survey and ran modelling based on this and 

available state-level data, including an 18-item food security scale. To extend and adapt the 

framework, it will neither be easy to address the gaps of emergency food assistance and charitable 

systems with quantitative data nor to overcome the divergences in state-to-state data, which are 

highlighted as concerns in Chapters 5 and 6. Moreover, the issues of data comparability the authors 

noted in their state-to-state quantitative comparisons are only exacerbated when using multiple 

global north locations. The methods selected within the multi-case-study approach aim to 
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incorporate their reflections and struggles while theory building towards making an adapted FSI 

theoretical framework. 

A mixed-methods approach within the multi-case-study method was selected, as it bridges the gap 

between State FSI with a quantitative component and introducing much-needed qualitative research 

that is required to build out the adapted FSI theoretical framework. Mixed-methods research can 

provide better understanding of contexts or phenomena, overcome weaknesses or build on the 

strengths of a single method, address gaps that one method cannot examine, and allow for 

triangulation of information (McChesney and Aldridge, 2019). Guetterman and Fetters identified two 

strains of mixed-methods approaches used with case studies: where a case study uses mixed 

methods (Case Study-Mixed Methods or CS-MM) or where a mixed-methods study includes a 

qualitative case study against a quantitative component (Mixed Methods-Case Study or MM-CS) 

(2018). This thesis clearly nests under the CS-MM approach, as the case-study approach employs a 

mixed-method design.  

Practically, this multi-case study featured a preliminary survey with an optional follow-up interview. 

A survey was selected as: a) it allowed a baseline inclusion of the USDA food security questions for 

all participants; b) a recruitment strategy for the interviews; c) a form of triangulation against the 

qualitative data; and d) as an interview tool for the qualitative work. A follow-on semi-structured 

interview was selected as it: a) can address issues of missing contexts found in State FSI; b) is a 

format where the contexts that make up food insecurity can be explored naturally and participants 

can explain contexts in further depth; and c) allows engagement with the participant, asking for 

more detail or clarifications following the survey; and d) captures the level of contextual information 

needed to theory build/adapt (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). Critically, due to Covid-19 and 

execution issues, the full design of how the mixed-methods data was to be used did not come to 

fruition. This section describes the ideals and how the selection and design process were undertaken 

rather than how they were used in practice.  

As McChesney and Aldridge (2019) assess, a mixed-methods approach is compatible with an 

interpretivist epistemological stance. The authors summarise arguments of mixed methods and 

research paradigms, stating various levels of importance to mixed-methods research (McChesney 

and Aldridge, 2019). Of note, the researchers offer the following assertions, which are incorporated 

into Table 4, evaluating the merits of this thesis against the principles (McChesney and Aldridge, 

2019, p. 235). 
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Table 4: Principles of Thesis Approach 

 

These guiding principles, as well as their distinct consideration for the verbs used in research 

questions, underpin this thesis. Due to this similar mixed-methods structure and matching 

approaches of interpretivism and constructivism, adopting similar verbiage considerations as 

McChesney and Aldridge apply is logical; in essence, a thoughtful, justified reflection of the research 

methods and paradigm approach can allow for success in interpretivism and mixed methods, as the 

authors were able to achieve in their own study (McChesney and Aldridge, 2019). 

To achieve this, this thesis undertook a review of the language and terms used in the research aims 

to coordinate with the consideration offered by McChesney and Aldridge. Table 17 in Appendix 10 

displays the research questions and formed research aims, and identifies the terminology utilised 

from McChesney and Aldridge. As noted by the authors, the verbs measure and evaluate were 

avoided due to their connotations with positivism (McChesney and Aldridge, 2019). The research 

aims stated, based on their recommendations, offer logical scope to a mixed-method, case-study 

approach as will be explained in later in this chapter. 

To further inform the studyΩs design and conceptual approach, literature and sources were 

consulted and compiled (De Vaus, 2013). To evaluate the field of secondary data, five sources were 

utilised to gather data: gov.uk, UK Data Service, Harvard Dataverse, the Inter-university Consortium 

for Political and Social Research (ICPSR), and data.gov. The former two sources focus on UK datasets, 

whereas the latter three are US-based resources. These sources were selected due to their wealth of 

nationwide datasets, well-established surveys, and prominence of use. Some US sources proved 

more challenging to access, as university resources, like ICPSR, often required affiliation with US-

based universities for certain datasets. 
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Secondary datasets were located and identified based on search terms related to the field of study 

(e.g. food insecurity), as well as by selecting commonly used surveys and datasets within the social 

sciences (e.g. the Family Resources Survey) suggested by the repository. Excel sheets were created 

to track each survey used that was deemed of relevant value, and appropriate questions or variables 

were added to the Excel document. This process was undertaken to ensure traceability back and to 

track the thought patterns that inevitably inform the formation of indicators and decisions based on 

included data. Theoretical contributions towards definitions were also consulted to formulate 

definitions of the concepts. For example, Bircher and KuruvillaΩs theoretical discussion of defining 

ΨhealthΩ offered value to the process (2014). 

Upon consultation of the research questions, the foundation concept of FSI is the umbrella term to 

explore related concepts and their interrelation, including circumstances, support, income, food 

(in)security and experiences with food. Defining these topics as concepts allows their 

operationalisation for the purpose of the study. For absolute clarity, the defined concepts adopted 

within the study are shown in Table 5.  

Table 5: Definitions 

 

These concepts, such as for health drawn from McCartney et al. (2019), were assessed in both 

quantitative and qualitative aspects of the research. 

Moving from concepts to indicators for the survey, or Ψdescending the ladder of abstractionΩ (De 

Vaus, 2013, p. 45), included activities such as concept mapping and well-established indicators 

already used in social sciences. Functional equivalence was sought in all concepts and their relevant 

indicators, which is necessary for international research (Hantrais, 2009); although this research is 

not location-comparative, functional equivalence is important to ensure the survey meets 

transferable standards for triangulation. More to the point, so that the terms were location 
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appropriate to meet the concepts, two versions of the survey were created: a US and a UK strand, 

which are discussed in Appendix 7. 

Feedback was also solicited on the topic guide (see section 6.3.3.), which influenced the direction of 

the follow-up interviews, ensuring the same concepts were addressed and aligned with the 

indicators selected for the survey. I engaged in pilot interviews with US and UK contacts to check 

that the concepts and survey indicators translated into productive interviews and adjusted the topic 

guide accordingly. 

This studyΩs criteria required participants to be a resident of one of the selected cities and to self-

identify as struggling with food over the course of the previous 12 months, taken from the surveyΩs 

six-month activation period (AprilςSeptember 2021). I did not pre-screen applicants to evaluate 

whether they are or were food insecure by our selected standard ς the USDA measure previously 

mentioned. Fresno residents were defined as living within the City of Fresno, whereas Leeds was 

defined by postcode (LS1ς LS21, LS25ςLS27, LS98). The definitions of locations looked to be both 

broad and selective, in that while there were some distinctions in who could participate, based on 

location, there was ample room for participants to be involved from numerous contextual conditions 

that could influence food insecurity. 

As Covid-19 became the prevalent contextual condition at the time of survey design and fieldwork in 

2020 and 2021, many of the potential limitations or requirements that could be considered (e.g. 

limiting participation by income bracket) would neglect how such a mass event potentially changed 

oneΩs circumstances. In this research, requirements about income or any other factor may have 

been ineffectual or deterred many participants who thought they did not meet the requirements but 

in fact did. Instead of rigid criteria, the survey targeted those who had struggled with food issues 

over the previous 12 months but did not necessarily identify as being food insecure, even if that 

were the case. Full details of the surveyΩs design can be found in Appendix 7 and details of the 

qualitative research design ς and its evolution ς can be found in section 6.3.3. 

6.3 Adapted Research Approach: Moving to Qualitative Research 

This section outlines the issues of the original research project, namely the survey, then relays the 

qualitative research approach taken forward in the project. These changes resulted from the 

difficulties encountered due to Covid-19 and a bot cyberattack, and are highlighted to give insight 

into the research process during a pandemic. 
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6.3.1 Survey Administration and Issues 

The survey, whose design is described in Appendix 7, launched in April 2021. Original recruitment 

strategies included reaching out to academics and community groups to promote the survey, such as 

food insecurity researchers in Leeds and food charities in both locations. Local governments and 

council groups were contacted, such as the Leeds Council benefits team and those leading the City of 

Fresno community engagement activities. Social media groups that may have been interested in the 

survey, such as food insecurity support groups on Facebook, were contacted and asked if the survey 

link with relevant information could be shared. In-person recruitment through speaking to 

community groups and disseminating flyers was planned but due to the pandemic all recruitment 

had to be done remotely. I temporarily paused active recruitment activities in May 2021 due to the 

stresses of the pandemic and my wellbeing. When online recruitment resumed in July 2021, this 

including posting to Facebook groups. Unfortunately, a cyberattack caused by a bot or some form of 

automatic survey-taking software,4 was created by an unknown party, which led to over 550 false 

Fresno survey responses.  

Originally, the only indication that there were false entries was that almost all the incoming surveys 

were completed outside Fresno, California, as indicated by Qualtrics. With the first few entries, this 

was not viewed as detrimental but simply questionable. Once over 30 entries were discovered to be 

from outside Fresno, I combed through all responses from the time the activity was noticed and 

identified patterns, such as answering question 15 with the same response. Many of the answers 

also were nonsensical ς such as when asked the number of people in their household and entering a 

nonsensical email address rather than a number. About three weeks into the false entries being 

made, Qualtrics showed that while the surveys were being taken in Fresno, they in fact had many of 

the same nonsensical answers previously identified. It became impossible to distinguish between 

false and real entries by December 2021 when the survey closed. 

To combat this problem, academic literature and academics at workshops over 2021ς23 were 

consulted. Feedback regarding what to do with the corrupted data was formally sought through 

conference presentations as well as through seminars and individual consultation with senior 

academics. Most literature directly related to online survey data fraud was preventive or diagnostic 

rather than solutions-orientated, but it was universally acknowledged that it was a serious problem 

requiring careful consideration (Godinho, Schell and Cunningham, 2020; Dupuis, Meier and Cuneo, 

2019; Buchanan and Scofield, 2018). Godinho et al. describe installing or paying for automatic checks 

by the platform or requiring registered accounts for survey taking as barriers, in addition to manual 

 
4 Software here refers to a set of coding or means to automate actions rather than a specific platform. 
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checks for fraud (2020). Dupuis et al. discuss amongst other things how imposters can bypass some 

checks such as CAPTCHA-type questions then run the auto-filling software, putting the strength of 

such tests into doubt (2019). While survey bots may sound like a peculiar or unique issue to 

encounter, automated form-completion software is relatively easily available and programmable, 

although unanticipated in this research (Buchanan and Scofield, 2018). An inherent risk with online 

surveys, false entries threaten data validity (Dupuis, Meier and Cuneo, 2019). 

The most applicable resource was by Storozuk et al., whose paper provided practical solutions to 

dealing with bots (2020). The authors outlined their strategies for mediating their studyΩs issues with 

bots, most effectively screening email addresses, reviewing open-ended answers for clarity and 

comprehension, reviewing survey completion time/speed, and not sharing the link publicly 

particularly on social media (Storozuk et al., 2020). Other strategies, such as CAPTCHA challenges, 

reviewing IP addresses and inserting attention-check questions were seen as moderately effective, 

while the least helpful strategies the authors found were Ψhoneypot questionsΩ, which are designed 

to catch out bots, and text presented as images tests (Storozuk et al., 2020). To formally decide 

which survey responses in this thesis should remain in, many of these strategies were employed 

originally informally ς for example, reviewing open-ended answers ς but then for rigour were 

applied formally ς such as reviewing survey completion time/speed. Using these tactics, blatantly 

false entries were deleted; however, over 50 remained that could not be confidently ruled out as 

false.  

Due to the risk to validity, I decided that any surveys not taken by a person interviewed for the 

survey cannot be certainly viewed as valid. The, well was poisoned, as it were, and outside of using it 

as a tool for interviews, it was not usable research for analysis. While this may be the most severe 

answer to the problem, I could not in good conscience attempt to apply statistical meaning to the 

findings. While I felt that there was a clear date when the bot was created, this is truly unknowable 

and basing validity on a feeling was deemed too risky.  

The survey data that was reviewed throughout multiple analysis stages was the surveys of the 

interview participants. This survey data still proved a valuable tool for the research, particularly in 

the interview stage.  

6.3.2 Case Study Adaptation 

Following extensive, unreversible issues with the quantitative data (see above), this was rendered 

unusable. As such, it was the qualitative data from the interviews that was used to inform the theory 

building and data analysis. While designed as a mixed-methods piece, in practice the thesis is a 
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qualitatively informed multi-case study aimed at theory building. While not the original intent, there 

are some strengths to this mode.  

As Eisenhardt states, qualitative work is formed on immersion into multiple types of data and, while 

some prefer certain data sources over others, the multiple sources help reveal the phenomenon 

(Gehman et al., 2018). While the qualitative interview data was the primary source, further 

literature review took place to ascertain if any other similar research in the case locations took place 

during this Covid-19 period. Moreover, informal desk-based scene-setting research was conducted 

to find out more about the general contexts, policies and programmes that the case locations 

experienced during Covid-19. Primarily, this followed the leads provided by the interview data, and 

the research gave a fuller picture and triangulated the research findings. A straightforward example 

is that in the interviews an increase in CalFresh food benefits was mentioned, which then led to 

informal desk-based research to review what that increase was and its duration.  

Stakeholder interviews with charity groups and local city workers were considered as part of gaining 

further local context. However, as the UK quickly leaped from the Covid-19 crisis into the cost of 

living crisis in 2022, priorities quickly moved on for these stakeholders. It was decided that 

interviews in 2022 and 2023 about this Covid-19 period would be impractical, and the current crisis 

would influence the answers of stakeholders too severely. Asking stakeholders to ignore current 

circumstances or time lapsed did not feel useful for either party in order to adapt theory. As part of 

the scene setting, local charity group documents during this period were identified to gain 

information, such as the account published by the Leeds Food Aid Network that summarised local 

programming during Covid-19 (2022). 

The survey, in practice, served only to reliably gain information from interviewees in the first 

instance, being done so prior to the interview, then to inform the interview itself. The survey results 

were not included in any formal analysis form. The data was very specifically only used to assess 

whether interviewees would be classified under the USDA ς whose questions were included in the 

survey ς as food insecure. This was done to ascertain whether there was any difference in the self-

assessment of food insecurity versus its measurability under the USDA standard; all participants met 

the standard of food insure. While limited, this technically classifies as an additional data source. 

As the goal was theory adaptation, it was not detrimental that data was not used in its original, 

intended form and was supplemented with outside scene setting. The theoretical framework 

development could still take place and the research questions were still substantially addressed. The 

following sections discuss the qualitative work in more detail.  
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6.3.3 Qualitative Research Design 

Given the change in methodology, this section discusses the qualitative research method ς 

interviews ς in more detail, as well as the shift away from generalisability and HellströmΩs notion of 

interpretivist generalisation (see Appendix 8) to Lincoln and GubaΩs understanding of transferability.  

6.3.3.1 Interview Design 

Interviews are a common data collection method in the social sciences and can be used successfully 

in combination with other forms of data (Gilbert and Stoneman, 2015; Robson, 2002). Interviews can 

be most appropriate when looking to discuss the meaning of a phenomenon, personal accounts of 

how a phenomenon developed, and for triangulation with quantitative study (as was originally 

designed ς see section 6.2) (Robson, 2002; King, 1994). Interviews have the advantage of following 

up and investigating research answers further, which the quantitative element of this study would 

not allow (Robson, 2002); this is a key need for this study to answer the research questions about 

contextual conditions holistically (Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, 2020). 

While there are numerous types of interviews, semi-structured interviews were utilised. Semi-

structured interviews consist of the interviewer asking the same major questions each time while 

adapting the sequence, probing, and following up questions as appropriate in each interview 

(Fielding and Thomas, 2015). The semi-structured format allows for similarity in the main research 

questions while maintaining the flexibility needed in a multi-case study of two global north cities. 

Interviewing does have some fundamental issues, particularly when done remotely. Over the 

telephone or via an online app such as Zoom without the camera on, many non-verbal cues could be 

missed that could better inform the data (Robson, 2002). Other concerns include the lack of 

standardisation that arises when the interviews are flexible in nature, although this can be resolved. 

Bias may also play a part in the interview, which influences the results (Robson, 2002). 

Interviewing during a pandemic comes with a host of issues outside of remote interviewing. With 

work patterns being suddenly shifted seemingly across all sectors, people were working from home 

and facing new environmental pressures that may have not existed a year before ς the ΨremoteΩ 

environment was not the same. The mental strain from lockdowns, with health concerns related to 

catching Covid-19, and furlough, work patterns and hours in limbo, all created difficult interview 

environments. It is important to acknowledge that at least in this research project any potential 

benefits of online work and remote interactions being normalised were counterbalanced by the 

strains associated with Covid-19. 
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That said, interviews could still be done in a way that was useful and beneficial to the research. To 

ensure the interviews were of high quality and led to quality data, a general topic guide was created 

to first inform the topics of the interview ς see Figure 21.  

 

Figure 21: Topic Guide 

 

The topic guide was constructed from the mapping of contexts graphic, based on Chapters 2 and 3. 

Utilising the mapping of the food insecurity contexts was critical to ensure the topics covered all 

possible relevant contexts the interviewee may experience, while understanding there were topics 

that could arise from these areas not specifically mentioned in the topic guide. The topic guide was 

also built to complement the survey the interviewees had completed prior to the interview. As the 

interview was framed as a follow-up to the survey, integrating answers and creating linkages to the 

specific questions asked was key. Additionally, a generic interview guide was created to ensure some 

standardisation within the interviews and act as a memory tool for the interviewer (Hennink, Hutter 

and Bailey, 2020; Robson, 2002) ς reproduced below: 
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Table 6: Topics and Probes 

 

Once a participant had completed the survey and the interview was arranged, I created research 

notes based on their answers and how they would fit within the topic guide and interview notes. 

Notes were integrated into Table 6 for each participant as a preparation tool for the interview and to 

ensure that specific follow-up questions could be asked related to each topic. 

In practice, it proved easier to refer to a PDF of participantsΩ survey answers in the interview rather 

than the notes. While a useful preparation exercise, the survey with the answers along with the 

topic guide image allowed for easier referencing and kept the interviews semi-structured. A 

drawback from this was that I lent on the survey form too often to stimulate conversations rather 
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than steering participants more naturally from the ongoing dialogue. Overreliance on the survey 

reduced over time as I became more confident, but referring to the survey answers in the interview 

proved a positive addition to the topic guide overall.  

Post-interview, reflective research notes were taken to account for my feelings and to note anything 

that could be useful later in the process; however, these notes proved unnecessary. This practice 

functioned as a decompressing moment.  

Upon completion of the interview, participants were given a thank-you payment: a £20 or US$25 

voucher to a supermarket retailer of their choice in their respective country. 

6.3.3.2 ΨTransferringΩ from Generalisability to Transferability 

In the original thesis design, this thesis ascribed to HellströmΩs notion of interpretivist 

generalisability (see Appendix 8). In part, this was selected due to the inclusion of a survey in the 

research design, which meant that more traditionally qualitative views on generalisability being too 

grounded in positivism were dismissed and rebutted. Given that this thesis research has had to be 

adapted due to the cyberattack and issues related to Covid-19, following HellströmΩs approach was 

no longer best suited to the work or the adapted FSI theoretical framework. As this thesis is now 

primarily grounded in qualitative data, it moves towards transferability rather than interpretivist 

generalisability. 

Transferability is the qualitatively framed notion of generalisability and embraces the realities of 

qualitative research. Transferability only concerns case-to-case transfers and is heavily dependent on 

the framework user applying logic and deciding if the framework (in this case the adapted FSI 

theoretical framework informed by qualitative thematic analysis) is workable in a new case location 

(Nowell et al., 2017). As it is likely unknowable how and where the framework may be utilised, the 

onus is on the researcher who is applying it to judge whether it is truly transferable and applicable to 

the new case (Nowell et al., 2017). This said, there is a strong emphasis on thick descriptions so that 

the frameworkΩs user has the necessary information to successfully evaluate if it is indeed 

transferable (i.e. generalisable) to their case. 

6.3.4 Interview Outcomes 

It proved exceedingly difficult to recruit for both the survey prior to the cyberattack and the 

interviews in general. It cannot be understated how difficult recruitment felt during this period ς felt 

being a purposeful word, as it was a very trying emotional circumstance with Covid-19 as well as 

logistical circumstance for all involved. As the interview was a follow-on for the survey, no interview-

only specific recruitment techniques were created. In response to the low number of respondents, I 
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hired two agencies, one based in Fresno and one in Leeds, to recruit 10 additional participants per 

location. This number was selected because it was the most I could fund. All recruiter-sourced 

participants were required to take the survey prior to the interview and meet the original research 

requirements (see section 6.2.3). 

Recruitment companies were selected based on their locality to the case locations, with keen 

appreciation for strong, transparent ethical protocols and data protection. The Leeds recruitment 

ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ ǳǎŜŘ ōȅ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ ¸ƻǊƪΩǎ {ŎƘƻƻƭ Ŧor Business and Society 

department with positive result which was another considering factor. Contracts were signed with 

two recruitment companies and timelines were agreed upon, with all recruitment to be concluded at 

latest by the end of 2021. 

Recruiters were asked to mimic the same study requirements as originally advertised without 

additional criteria (e.g gender, age, income bracket). Both companies did not provide detailed 

accounts for how they approached or recruited participants, but based on correspondence it 

appears the two agencies used differing approaches: Fresno used an existing database of potential 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ǘƻ ŘǊŀǿ ǳǇƻƴ ǾŜǊǎǳǎΣ ŀǎ ƻƴŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘ ŎƻƴŦƛǊƳŜŘΣ [ŜŜŘǎ ŜƴƎŀƎŜŘ ƛƴ ΨŘƻƻǊ-ƪƴƻŎƪƛƴƎΩ 

and new recruitment of participants. What percentage of each strategy was used by each 

recruitment agency was not provided.  

It is unknown the number of potential participants either recruitment company approached. The 

protocol was that only once participants filled out the preliminary survey, only then were the 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘΩǎ ŘŜǘŀƛƭŜŘ ǇŀǎǎŜŘ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǘƻ ƳŜΦ hƴŎŜ L ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘ ǘƘŜ Ŏƻƴǘact details (both companies used 

password-ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘŜŘ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƻ ǎŜƴŘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎύ L ǘƘŜƴ ǊŜŀŎƘŜŘ ƻǳǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘ ŀƴŘ 

arranged the interview times, interview technologies, and thank you payments. Upon the 

completion of the interview, I arranged delivery of an e-voucher/e-gift card to a supermarket of the 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘΩǎ ŎƘƻƻǎƛƴƎ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿΦ !ƴȅ [ŜŜŘǎ-ōŀǎŜŘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ Ŝ-vouchers were sent 

Ǿƛŀ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ ¸ƻǊƪΩǎ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ŦƻǊ .ǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅΦ CƻǊ CǊŜǎƴƻΣ ƛǘ ǇǊƻǾŜŘ ŜŀǎƛŜǊ due to 

website security settings when trying to purchase on US websites abroad for me to securely 

ǇǳǊŎƘŀǎŜ ǘƘŜ CǊŜǎƴƻ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ Ŝ-gift cards from my US bank account on a US VPN. 

With this, the overall dropout rate is difficult to accurately gauge from the entire study, as 

participants had already significantly invested time and energy by completing the survey by the time 

I approached them for the interview. Only two participants dropped out from the study after their 

details had been passed along to me and no participants asked to withdraw their data after the 

interviews or the survey stage. 
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In total, 12 US and 11 UK interviews were conducted between March and December 2021.All 

interviews were conducted via Zoom and all participants agreed to be recorded; all but one 

interviewee had their camera on. While formal demographic data was collected asking for 

household make up of adults and children in the survey. Based on observation and self-used 

pronouns in the interviews, in Fresno there were seven women and five men. In Leeds, there were 

three men and eight women. Gender balance was not a goal in the recruitment strategy as it was 

ƴƻǘ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ ŀǎ ƛƳǇŜǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǘƻ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘ ŀ ΨōŀƭŀƴŎŜΩ ƻŦ ƎŜƴŘŜǊΣ ǊŀŎŜ ŜǘŎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ-building. Not collecting 

this data or recruiting is based on these characteristics are not requirements for theory-building thus 

it may be more intrusive than required to ask these details as part of the recruitment and interview 

process. Transcripts were computer generated from the video, then edited by hand to ensure 

accuracy. Upon completion, thematic analysis began. Table 7 lists the pseudonyms and a summary 

of their context: 
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Table 7: Interviewees Pseudonyms and Contexts 

 

While saturation is widely accepted (and often expected) in qualitative research, there are 

inconsistencies in definition and varying approaches, including theoretical, thematic and data-driven 
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definitions (Low, 2019; Saunders et al., 2018). Many authors implore that saturation, often equating 

to a large number or interviews until no new data emerges, is essential to give qualitative research 

quality and rigour assurances (Low, 2019; Morse, 1995). This, however, is not universal; authors such 

as Boddy argue that sample sizes of one (if appropriately justified) can be justified, and practical 

research demonstrates that samples as low as 12 in qualitative research of like population groups 

can be high-quality (2016). Hennink and KaiserΩs systematic review of empirical tests found studies 

tended to be consistent for public health qualitative research, with 9ς17 interviews or 4ς8 focus 

groups reaching saturation in narrowly targeted studies (2022). However, this is on the lower end of 

estimates, as Low summarises (2019). Bearing this literature in mind, thematic saturation which 

focuses on the emergence of new codes or themes in analysis would have been the most 

appropriate definition to follow for this research, as the themes are essential to theory building 

(Saunders et al., 2018). 

This study, being constrained by Covid-19 and funding issues, was unable to employ a formal base 

number of participants and achieve saturation prior to analysis. Furthermore, it was not possible to 

return to recruitment should any form of saturation not be reached during the analysis process. 

While this was of concern, as the findings will later show, the data was cohesive with clearly marked 

repeated themes (see Chapters 7 and 8). While new subcodes may have emerged with further 

interviews, I was satisfied that enough overlap in the overarching theme provided sufficient 

trustworthiness (an alternative to the positivist term rigour, discussed further in section 6.3.4.1) 

(Carminati, 2018). As discussed in section 9.5, trustworthiness was achieved in this study. 

As part of the analysis, all research notes, transcripts, participant survey answers and interview 

preparation materials created throughout the process were reviewed. This ensured the research was 

not reduced to the transcription but, rather, to the entire journey ς from the survey to the ending 

moments of interview engagement. Taking a holistic view of all research materials in the analysis 

stage promoted triangulation since the survey answers were directly integrated in the interview 

phase. 

6.3.4.1 Thematic Analysis 

As for the general analysis approach, a thematical analysis was conducted (Nowell et al., 2017). 

Nowell et al.Ωs detailed process for establishing trustworthiness within thematic analysis was used 

(2017, p. 4). Briefly put, the authors, based on the work of Braun and Clarke (2006) amongst others, 

outlined six phases, reproduced in Table 8 (Nowell et al., 2017, p. 4). 
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Table 8: Nowell et al.Ωs Phases of Thematic Analysis Interpretation 

 

Utilising these phases ensured that issues related to trustworthiness as thought of by Lincoln and 

Guba (1985) ς credibility, dependability, transferability, confirmability ς were addressed. Credibility 

meaning how the respondentsΩ views link to the authorΩs interpretation of them, and whether the 

two align; dependability in that there is a clear pattern and documentation of the research process, 

or an audit trail; transferability as in how generalisable the research is, with an emphasis on thick 

descriptions so that those looking to transfer findings have the information to do so; and 

confirmability as in when all these phases are achieved and the findings are clear from the data and 

all interpretations and conclusions can be traced back to it (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Nowell et al., 

2017). See Appendix 12 for this thesisΩs audit trail. 

Transcripts and organising documents of quotes have been retained, so any questions of credibility 

and confirmability can be checked if necessary. Quotes help establish a narrative and ensure the 

participantsΩ voices are presented, rather than simply interpreted then relayed through the author. 

That said, some nuances from the interviews were excluded in the transcription process (e.g. 

humorous tones), so additional notes and memos helped record narrative and thematic accounts. 

One example is that for many of the interviews, children or others were around. While I checked 

interviewees were comfortable having people present and followed ethical protocols to ensure all 
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were safe ς and all were ς this influenced interview questions and answers. For example, one 

interviewee was visibly exhausted, trying to instruct her children to behave, and at one point paused 

the interview to reprimand them. While she felt comfortable with this, it led to me want to rush the 

interview so she could rest and have time to be with her children before her work shift. Ultimately 

the interview was shortened due to this pressure I applied to not occupy more of their time than 

strictly necessary to get through the topic guide ς both an ethical issue and one of self-reflection. 

Overall, sensitive subjects were only lightly touched upon or prompted as optional when others 

were present, but overall due to the living and working situations of many, especially due to Covid-

19, othersΩ presence was unavoidable for many.  

6.4 Ethics 

Ethical approval was received from the university prior to beginning the fieldwork. Two major 

revisions were applied for and awarded during the fieldwork, both for using recruitment agencies to 

assist with finding participants.  

All participants received country-specific information pages or sheets for the survey (see Appendix 

1), interview consent forms (see Appendix 2), interview information sheets (see Appendix 3) and 

data protection sheets (see Appendix 6). As part of the ethics application, a data management sheet 

was also created outlining the practices needed to keep all study data safe and secure. Explanations 

about how the study would use pseudonyms, how data would be kept and presented, and 

participantsΩ rights were explained throughout and can be seen in the documentation. Ethical 

concerns in this study included the international nature of the research, reliance on online 

resources, such as Zoom, and the use of recruitment agencies and general recruitment tactics. Of 

note is that those who qualified and could participate in the study could be considered vulnerable.  

By nature, many of the participants in the study may qualify as ΨvulnerableΩ. Vulnerability could and 

likely includes those experiencing difficult social contexts including poverty, food insecurity, 

joblessness, homelessness, and experiencing racism, sexism, ageism, xenophobia or stigma from 

receiving or applying for benefits or charitable assistance. Others may qualify as vulnerable due to 

their health conditions, such as shielding due to Covid-19 or mental health needs, trauma from 

poverty or related social contexts, and experiences of Covid-19 more generally. I aimed to handle 

any issues of distress and vulnerability sensitively, with measures in place to ensure the safety and 

care of the participants, as seen in Figure 22.  
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Figure 22: Consent Guidelines 

 

All research was handled sensitively and there was great care to plan for distress sensitively and with 

kindness to make participants feel safe emotionally and physically. No issues of distress or 

emergency arose, so this was not needed but it is appropriate to acknowledge the approach was 

from a place of care. 

Additionally, ethical challenges may arise from my position as a white, female researcher with no 

lived experience of poverty or food insecurity. To combat this, I formulated the structure and 

questions of the survey and interview topic guide to ensure that the ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ voices were central 

throughout. This built systems so participants had more control over the direction of the research. 

This was partially done through the opportunity to answer open-ended questions. I also consulted 

the literature on race and feminist studies and on research ethics to gain cognisance of my place 

within the research process and assess whether it was even ethical for me to be the researcher on 

this project. Based on literature search and consultation with my supervisor, I felt confident I could 

take an informed, sensitive approach to the study, acknowledging my limitations to being able to 

relate to my participants. My goal was foremost to amplify the participantsΩ voices in a meaningful, 

safe way with an understanding their narrative may be skewed by the researcher.  

In the interviews, I operated from a model of open engagement and aimed to form a collaborative 

relationship with participants, which was also in the spirit of narrowing the hierarchy. 
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Acknowledging that I inherently influence the study, I took an open approach to my contribution and 

worked to form relationships with interview participants rather than operate from a goal of 

impartiality; this included disclosing or offering relevant information about myself, as applicable ς 

for example, my past in Fresno, why I want to study this issue, etc. Not only was this a strategy for 

building rapport, but it helped form an authentic interaction. Participants were encouraged to offer 

insights that they felt related to the topic and ask whatever questions they felt necessary to know 

the answers to, as long as they were appropriate. 

Other issues include that I volunteered from 2018ς2021 at a food bank in London, and during my 

undergraduate degree volunteered sporadically at food pantries, soup kitchens and charities 

supporting vulnerable populations in Fresno. These connections could introduce a power dynamic of 

the volunteer versus the person using the service(s). I bore this in mind in fieldwork processes and 

was prepared to address this ethical conflict (e.g. if an interviewee expresses their distrust of 

volunteers and their intentions), but that was not required. 

Ethical issues also resulted from using recruiters for the thesis. Due to Covid-19, in both case 

locations it proved necessary to solicit the help of recruiters due to poor turnout. This was not an 

original recruitment tactic due to financial strain, but was ultimately accepted as a necessary cost for 

the project to be completed. All ethical measures as dictated by the universityΩs guidelines were met 

to use these services, but by nature a certain level of control leaves the researcher when using 

recruiters, which is important to consider. Choosing recruiters that have strict privacy policies and 

historical presence in the area was essential as an extra check to ensure the most ethical 

recruitment possible.  

6.5 Limitations 

It is vital to recognise the studyΩs limitations ς the most obvious being the lack of quantitative data 

as originally designed for a fuller reimagining of FSI. The survey data originally planned for would 

have helped towards triangulation. A second potential limitation is potential sampling issues, which 

can be thought of as practical and somewhat inherent. Due to the use of recruiters and the financial 

restraints of the study, the participants from each location were not necessarily in the same 

circumstances. While variety in experiences is very valuable, it does raise questions about whether a 

larger sample size with more diverse circumstances would have given additional layers to the study. 

Given the timing of Covid-19, however, this was not possible, and the sample size achieved was 

workable for the adapted FSI theoretical framework. 
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As some time from the outbreak of Covid-19 has taken place, it is worth being reminded of the 

intensity the pandemic had on academia and academics. Care was taken to make sure this situation 

was acknowledged for participants, so the same consideration should be apply to me as the 

researcher and the study generally. For me, and in academia more generally, primarily in 2020ς21, 

this includes emotional distress, mental and physical health issues, and constraints on resources and 

capacity. Covid-19 is a shared experience amongst all involved in this research and should be 

remembered as such. 

6.6 Case Study Checklist 

To ensure the thesisΩs case-study approach is academically rigorous, Mucio Marques et al.Ωs criteria 

will be utilised as an evaluative measurement system (2015). Appendix 11 outlines the approach, 

identifies the criteria for trustworthiness, or rigour, in case studies by Mucio Marques et al., and 

integrated the analysis of this thesisΩs methodological approach (2015, p. 34). Some additional 

methodological comments based on the thematic coding analysis can be found in Chapter 9, 

summarising the findings from the two case locations.  

6.7 Part Two Transitioning into Part Three 

Part 2 covered the period at the height of the pandemic and detailed in particular the details of the 

changes to the thesis. Part 3 is positioned following the initial outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic in 

early 2020 ς when we know more about the crisis but are still experiencing its effects and 

ramifications ς and mostly presents empirical data and literature from 2021 onwards. Given the 

magnitude of Covid-мфΣ tŀǊǘ о ƘŜŀǾƛƭȅ ŦƻŎǳǎŜǎ ƻƴ ƛǘ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŜ ΨǎƘƛŦǘΩ ƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǘƻ 

track and address its impact, including in the food insecurity space, and from here forward primarily 

focuses on the case countries (UK and US). It should be noted that equal amounts and equivalent 

contextual data were not obtainable from the two countries, with the UK offering clearer data ς 

particularly at the local and regional level ς compared to the US, which had more opaque findings. 

This directly leads to how the findings are presented and the depth to which the Covid-19 contexts 

can be discussed in each case. 

Chapter 7 presents the cases Leeds and Chapter 8 in Fresno during 2021, offered a brief contextual 

introduction then a presentation of the fieldwork findings. The data is viewed collectively in the 

subsequent sections, where Covid-19-related literature is introduced and positioned against the 

findings in Chapter 9Ωǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ /ƘŀǇǘŜǊ 10Ωǎ ŎƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴΦ !ǎ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǎŜŜƴΣ ǘƘŜ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎ ŀǊŜ 

broken down into themes for each location. These themes, while distinct in many ways, do overlap, 
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attesting to how interconnected these issues are. Topics are not always highly segmented and 

instead should be viewed as a larger story told through a thematic lens. 
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Part 3: Post-Initial Covid-19 Crisis 

Case Study Findings and Discussion 
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7 Chapter 7: Case Study: Leeds 

7.1 England/Leeds Covid-19 Context 

Covid-19 was a global pandemic but was experienced at all levels differently ς regional, national and 

local. Over 44 million people in the UK caught Covid-19 between April 2020 and February 2022; the 

BBC reports ONS data showing infection trends, shown in Figure 23 (Data Journalism Team, 2023). 

Figure 23: UK Covid-19 Infections Summary 

 

Hospitalisations totalled 1.1 million during the same period across England, Scotland and Northern 

Ireland, including the prime minister (Data Journalism Team, 2023). Totals show that as of June 2023 

227,000 people died in the UK, with Covid-19 listed as one of their causes of death; the highest daily 

death toll was 1,490 on 19 January 2021 (Data Journalism Team, 2023). Leeds, until mid-June 2023, 

had a total of 304,886 cases, with 24,598 being re-infections; in Yorkshire and the Humber, 19,647 

people died with Covid-19 being a listed cause of death (UK Health Security Agency, 2023). 

The Food Foundation found 4.7 million adults and 2.3 million children experienced some level of 

food insecurity between August 2020 and January 2021 (Goudie and McIntyre, 2021). They 

identified the four main drivers of food insecurity during the period as not having money (55 

percent), isolation (31 percent), lack of supply (23 percent) or other (8 percent) (Goudie and 

McIntyre, 2021). Separate work using the FAO scale for food insecurity, replicating previous Gallup 

World Poll data, found that 14.2 percent experienced food insecurity within the previous 12 months, 

from February 2019, with 3 percent being severely food insecure ς up 66.7 percent from the 
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previous Gallup data (Pool and Dooris, 2022). 

The Government first acknowledged the pandemic on 16 March 2020. Between March 2020 and 

December 2021 the UK implemented a series of policies, including national and localised lockdowns, 

the creation of social bubbles, where people were allowed a number of regular contacts ς the Ψrule 

of sixΩ prohibiting socialising beyond groups of six people ς hotel quarantine for those travelling from 

abroad and social distancing. For a full timeline of policies and regulations during this period, see the 

timeline in Appendix 4 (Institute for Government Analysis, 2021). 

UK welfare policies shifted, including waiving the waiting days for Statutory Sick Pay and 

Employment and Support Allowance, so they could be paid from day 1, and increasing the generosity 

of UC and Working Tax Credits (Hick and Murphy, 2021). Local Housing Allowance cuts were 

reversed, the Minimum Income Floor for the self-employed was eliminated, and eviction protections 

as well as temporary mortgage holidays were introduced (Hick and Murphy, 2021). The UK also 

created the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme (i.e. furlough), which reimbursed companies up to 80 

percent of the gross salary of retained workers to prevent redundancies (Hick and Murphy, 2021). 

Pertinent to food (in)security, each UK nation took a slightly different response ς as Leeds is the case 

location concerned, this section will focus solely on England. In England the following relevant 

policies were implemented (see Table 9), as identified by Lambie-Mumford et al. (2022). 
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Table 9: Covid-19 Policy Highlights 

 

Local experiences of Covid-19 and related support varied across England. The Leeds Food Aid 

Network created a 2022 report outlining LeedsΩ food insecurity pandemic support ς see Figure 24 

(2022, p. 1).  
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Figure 24: Leeds Food Aid Network Infographic 

 

Leeds Food Aid Network outlined, among other things, the children-specific support mechanisms 

available. The Council, working with schools and Catering Leeds, trialled two distribution 

mechanisms (2022):  

1. Lunch bags, which could be collected from the school by parents/guardians every day, or as 

weekly food hampers; OR 

2. Vouchers to be provided by phone to eligible children, redeemable at eligible supermarkets. 

The Leeds Community Foundation funded 31 community organisations to provide Healthy Holidays 

Covid-19 Response projects, which included delivering food parcels/hampers to studentsΩ doors in 

spring 2020 (Leeds Food Aid Network, 2022). 

The Marcus Rashford Free School Meals campaign in autumn 2020 led to the Council working with 

all schools to provide for all eligible children, and a small number of children deemed otherwise 

vulnerable, over all holidays from December 2020 to March 2022 (Leeds Food Aid Network, 2022). 

This Department for Work and Pensions-funded support offered a mix of food hampers and 

vouchers (Leeds Food Aid Network, 2022). 
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7.2 ParticipantsΩ Covid-19 Experiences 

All participants offered personal experiences of Covid-19. Some Covid-19-specific highlights included 

the difficulties and fear of catching Covid-19, panic buying in shops, and the difficulties with 

employment. In one food acquisition example, which is the first theme explored, Eddie spoke to the 

difference in grocery shopping in the pandemic:  

When I go to a supermarket now it just feels like a different experience. I donΩt mind the 

whole mask wearing thing, and I still wear a mask when I go even though IΩve been double 

jabbed, ōǳǘ ƴƻ ƻƴŜ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǘƻ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǘŀƭƪ ǘƻ ŀƴȅōƻŘȅ ŀƴȅƳƻǊŜΧ Ƴȅ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎΧ LΩŘ normally 

shake their hands [but they] still [keep] the social distance and I think people are a bit wary. I 

donΩt think the world will ever return to how it was. Even though weΩre wanting to go that 

way, I still think weΩll treat each other [as] alien[s].  

Other instances around Covid-19 are interwoven within the nine themes below. 

7.3 Theme: Food Acquisition  

Covid-19Ωs lockdowns and restrictions severely impacted how participants acquired food (e.g. 

grocery shopping) and modified what was on offer and to whom, such as the rationing of some 

goods like pasta.  

Harry gave an overview of the experience of not finding all the typical food offerings due to Covid-

19. His remarks reference specific points but the sentiment mirrored that of many others: 

Obviously supply chains were hit pretty hard through CovidΧ There was some times where 

we couldnΩt get the fresh fruit and vegetables that we wanted to get and would have to go 

further afield. Or there would be times actually where we just couldnΩt get stuff anywhere, 

like, and we ς I feel dead pompous saying this and my working class roots would laugh at me 

now for saying this ς but there was a few times where we would, like, go to, like, a few 

different shops. WeΩd try to get butternut squash, just couldnΩt find [it] anywhere; it was, like, 

times like that where just things that you take for granted, they just werenΩt in the shops. But 

IΩm sure that everyone was experiencing that regardless of Χ circumstance. 

Priya, as others, struggled to find some goods during the initial outbreak of the pandemic and 

lockdowns. She mentioned, as did others, the struggle to find refrigerated pasta, bread, flour and 

fresh foods, so she turned to making her own pasta. During lockdowns, there was a cultural 

touchpoint for making both foods that were difficult to source and foods like banana bread that 

were relatively easy to make at home if the ingredients could be sourced. Linda described having a 
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specific need for a product for her son that was difficult to find, including lactose-free milk which 

was needed due to lactose intolerance. 

Priya similarly found the affordable store-brand versions not always being available, citing a story of 

how she had to buy the more expensive Doritos brand salsa for movie night rather than TescoΩs own 

line. 

Linda and others made points around buying in bulk and its advantages. Amy arranged trade-offs in 

their budget to accommodate this strategy, missing a rent payment to have the funds to buy in bulk. 

The desire to buy in bulk clashed with the Covid-19 restrictions around many products, like pasta; 

there was a social, moral counterweight to the financial arguments about buying stock and products 

in bulk. The morality issue being that if people buy more than they need it takes away from people 

with a greater need, and the societal pressure during this time to not hoard more than required. 

That said, not all were able to accommodate purchasing large quantities of goods. 

Common points made were around supermarket proximity and variety of goods on offer, 

particularly framed under a Covid-19 lens. Harry, Andrew and Eddie all moved house during the 

pandemic, changing which supermarket chain(s) was closest or preferred. For Harry, the closest 

supermarkets now were smaller with a lower selection. Post-move, Andrew weighed the trade-off 

between proximity and pricing; Morrisons was closest but he preferred the prices of the discount 

supermarket chains. Andrew discussed his shopping in relation to the move showing his shopping 

choices are not always static, saying, ΨIΩm very much just an impulse shopper. So I go in, I never have 

ŀ ƭƛǎǘΦ Lǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ Ŏƻǎǘ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ L ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƘǊƻǿ ǎǘǳŦŦ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘǊƻƭƭŜȅΧ ThereΩs never a 

strategy, which probably should beΩ. 

Eddie alternatively experienced in his previous location how the same chain can have different offers 

despite being in relatively close proximity. He also touched on justifying buying more than 

immediately needed, saying: 

Where I used to live at the start of Covid, I were quite fortunate there was two AldiΩs. Well, 

there were three AldiΩs within a ten-minute drive. I had to go to one Aldi to get one thing and 

then another Aldi to get the other thingΧ one Aldi was a bit Χ ǇƻǎƘŜǊ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

demographics in the area so they catered for the more specialist fruits and stuff [like] 

ǇŜǊǎƛƳƳƻƴǎΣ ŘǊŀƎƻƴ ŦǊǳƛǘǎΧ Little thingsΧ Like, you could get toilet roll in one, but not in the 

other, skim milk in one, but not iƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊΦ {ƻ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƭƻƎƛǎǘƛŎŀƭ ƴƛƎƘǘƳŀǊŜΧ ώŀƴŘϐ ŀ ǿŀǎǘŜ 

ƻŦ ǇŜǘǊƻƭ Χ L ŦƻǳƴŘ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ōǳȅƛƴƎ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ǿƘŀǘ L ƴŜŜŘŜŘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƻ ǎŀǾŜ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ŦǊƻƳ ƎƻƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ 

the week after.  
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I started to think IΩm becoming like the people that IΩm despising because Χ L ώōƻǳƎƘǘϐ ǘƻƛƭŜǘ 

roll in both shops. IΩd get it both because you werenΩt allowed to buy more than [a] 24 pack 

at a time, so I think if go to the other one thatΩs, like, down the road they wonΩt know me 

ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀƴŘ L Ŏŀƴ ƎŜǘ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŜƴΧ L ŘƻƴΩt want to lose out, but then I feel bad because I kind of 

think I know better.  

Priya preferred to go to Tesco, which was further from her home, rather than her local Aldi during 

the pandemic. She shopped at Aldi for her everyday shopping, like milk and bread, but the main 

source of groceries for meals, like meat and vegetables, was Tesco despite their prices increasing. In 

part, PriyaΩs choices reflected AldiΩs handling of Covid-19-related restrictions and its knock-on effect 

of long, time-consuming queues.  

Linda communicated how her home was near a large shopping complex with multiple stores, but 

during Covid-19 she had to remain closer to home. Previously she was Ψhere, there, and 

ŜǾŜǊȅǿƘŜǊŜΧ .ϧaΣ LŎŜƭŀƴŘΣ !ƭŘƛΩ, amongst others. During Covid-19, she had to stay closer to home 

and shop at Morrisons, which Ψis more expensive than, say, like, Farm Foods or Aldi or something Χ 

So I couldnΩt get as much for my moneyΩΦ  

Further on pricing, Mina discussed her price-conscious approach to shopping. While she does Ψlike a 

good bargainΩ, she said she would be concerned about price regardless of her economic 

circumstance; there is a distinct trade-off between time and effort spent against price reduction. In 

part came concerns around not having the funds to top up shopping as normal, Mina saying: 

I was finding that I wasnΩt able to top it up ς I didnΩt have that spare cash Χ And then as the 

weeks go on, you get monthly pay. Weekly, you might need to replace one or two things Χ L 

just didnΩt always have the money to do that. IΩd have to buy Smart Price stuff, or cheapo 

versions and, even then, I still couldnΩt afford to make it go all the way Χ Not all stuff. Like for 

kidsΩ stuff that I wouldnΩt let them do without. But like, I can buy Smart Price stuff for me 

thatΩs probably no different.  

Some participants shopped online at some point during the pandemic. Jamie described online 

shopping as being easier than taking her children to the shops, and it meant you ΨdonΩt end up 

buying loads of [extra] rubbishΩ, and consequentially a lower bill. Jamie did not view it simply as a 

pandemic-era acquisition approach but as a useful tool. Budgeting became easier by not shopping 

in-store and the process of shopping became easier without physically taking her children to the 

shops. That said, Jane called out the irony of in-person shopping: ΨBut [at] the height of [Covid-19], it 
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was like, was it safe to go shopping? You know, no oneΩs in school, no oneΩs at work, but we can go 

to TescoΩs?Ω Later in the conversation, Jane took up the topic again:  

I had an online delivery pass, paid £8 a month and you could have as many deliveries as you 

wanted. So I would generally have two shops, so your bread and milk wouldnΩt go off. Trying 

to shop for a whole week is a bit difficult Χ LΩd have two lots of shopping delivered to my door 

Χ L ŘƛŘƴΩt worry about the cost and I knew that I would get my food shopping. [That said] for 

months you couldnΩt [get a delivery slot] and then you didnΩt want to when you could 

because you thought older people might need the slots. 

Carla also procured groceries online, saying that while she enjoyed shopping online at places like 

Tesco and Asda, often you had to purchase brand foods, which she said increased her bill by £20 or 

£30. She did point out a specific flaw, saying sometimes in her online orders she would accidentally 

order repeat items, increasing her bill ς something that would not happen in store. When asked if it 

was costly to do online grocery shopping, Carla continued:  

There was a lot of, sort of, gaps, where you couldnΩt actually book anything, they were so, so 

busy. So I did the click and collect. I used to have to leave [the children] and I think that was 

the only way we could get food sometimesΦ L ƘŀǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŘǊƻǇ ŦƻƻŘ ƻŦŦ ōǳǘΧ 

They donΩt go with you to know what you get, what sort of things, what brands you get and 

how many different things you need. 

Amy brought up concerns she had during online food shopping in her interview. She commented: 

I can remember, like, doing a Tesco online shop because I kind of like that because a) I didnΩt 

trust [Husband] going to the shop to really to get [everything], and I could actually work out 

how much IΩd spend. And me probably thinking in the back of my head, like, if thereΩs no 

stock on the shelves, how are they actually going to fulfil the order or what have you? So 

there was that element of, like, what are we actually going to get? Χ  

While food banks and those support measures are covered in the support structure theme (section 

7.5) apps, food-purchasing schemes and subscriptions were mentioned several times, particularly 

Too Good To Go.5 Eddie mentioned another scheme:  

But thereΩs one company called the Real Junk Food Project. So they do the magic boxes on 

there so you can pay, like, 10 quid and then theyΩll bundle it all together. So during a 

 
5 Too Good To Go is an app aimed at reducing food waste, where local restaurants and shops can sell their 
surplus food at highly reduced rates. 
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pandemic I were taking advantage of the[m] because there was, like, the milk and all sorts Χ 

Obviously it helps them because theyΩre helping saving food waste at the same time. IΩm 

wanting to look after my family so itΩs a winςwin. 

Eddie also turned to Facebook, searching for Ψfree foodΩ to help save money for better foods like 

chicken and beef. The free food, typically things like peas and tomatoes, helped free up funds to 

acquire food by more traditional methods.  

Carla used food surplus apps, noting the differences in offerings based on the demographics of the 

area, with some communities offering more typically African foods and meals while others had more 

traditionally English offerings. Regardless, she was often able to obtain large quantities of food, such 

as 50 in-date eggs, or pallets of strawberries where some had moulded but not all. While some foods 

were out of date, overall Carla found there was a good selection. 

Some participants benefited from the food acquisition of others via subscription schemes where 

they themselves were not the subscriber. While Jane said she wanted to participate herself, as there 

were quality items like Marks and SpencerΩs bread up for grabs, the waitlist was very long to 

participate. Jane elaborated:  

[My friend] pays £12 a month and she drives to this warehouse in Pudsey and they just Χ ItΩs 

whatever theyΩve kind of got on the day. Often itΩs food thatΩs either just gone past its sell-by 

date or itΩs food that the supermarkets have overstocked Χ She got a big boxful and she ς I 

think she knew that my husband wasnΩt working ς so sheΩd be like, ΨOh I put all this in for 

you. ThereΩs so much stuff that they were, like, youΩve got to take today or it was going in the 

binΩ.Χ She knows that we like fruit so she always puts us loads, so itΩs great.  

Increased cost of food was noted by some participants. Carla noted the mental stress that came 

from the increased prices while shopping or attending the food bank. Linda said she thought food 

prices only increased at independent shops, while Eddie and his mum noticed supermarkets were 

raising prices and price gouging. He said, ΨIΩm sure supermarkets done bloody well during the 

pandemic. IΩm sure their Χ ƴŜǘ ǇǊƻŦƛǘǎ [are] amazing compared to Χ ǘƘŜ ȅŜŀǊ ōŜŦƻǊŜΦ {ƻ ǿƘȅ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ 

putting the prices up?Ω  

Amy and her family experienced food insecurity during the pandemic and she discussed its mental 

strain. Outside of reducing consumption, buying reduced-price foods and using food banks, they also 

got food from work to help make ends meet. Amy said: 

And it got to the point that Χ ώƳȅ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘϐ ǿƻǳƭŘ Ǝƻ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ ƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ώŜŀǘϐΣ ƛǘ 

sounds really bad, the prisonΩs Χ ŦƻƻŘΦ tǊƛǎƻƴ officers arenΩt meant to take it, itΩs meant to be 
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for [prisoners], but he would be getting, like, the leftovers so Χ ƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩt really have to eat at 

home. 

Carla spoke of how her work would send her home with leftover food from events. She recounted a 

time where her headteacher gave her the leftover sandwiches from the schoolΩs fieldtrip that day, 

noting although they Ψwere not particularly nice sandwichesΩ there were many of them. CarlaΩs 

middle son refused to eat them; her other children agreed to, and it helped meet a need.  

HarryΩs environmental sustainability degree made him prioritise where possible buying local and 

supporting the local economy ς such as buying what minimal meat he did consume from the local 

butcher. He did note the ōǳǘŎƘŜǊΩǎ fresh productǎΩ shelf life was shorter than the supermarketΩǎ, but 

the experience of buying the fresh goods was better. Sally spoke of her allotment and how that 

allowed her to go outside of the supermarket structure.  

WeΩve had one for about seven years Χ So we use that to grow some of our food normally. 

So last year with shield[ing] I wasnΩt allowed to go to the allotment, so I kind of lost a year. 

This year IΩve been trying to do a bit a bit more up there and grow things that will 

supplement what we eat Χ My rule for the allotment has always been to grow the things 

that we like but are expensive to buy.  

Sally was the only participant who mentioned the allotment system and growing her own food, but 

similar feeling and pride was exhibited by those who tried to bake bread and make pasta during the 

pandemic. It mirrored HarryΩs feeling of pride in shopping at the city centre local market and buying 

from small local businesses. These emotions signal that even through the pandemic, positive 

emotions around food acquisitions remained.  

As a visual summary of the primary codes/data, the stores mentioned as part of this theme are 

shown in Figure 25.  
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Figure 25: Supermarkets and Stores Mentioned in Leeds 

 

Furthermore, the following second-layer subcodes were created from this theme, shown in Figure 

26. 
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Figure 26: Summary of Leeds Food Acquisition Subcodes 

 

7.4 Theme: Diet 

Diet and food acquisition conversations switched readily between one another, including sentiments 

reflecting consumption changes based on what participants could acquire. Balancing money, health 

and preferences were linked for many families. Mina discussed how she reduced meal costs through 

substitutes when asked if her diet changed over the previous year. In part, she substituted or 

eliminated meat from meals she traditionally used meat in, such as lasagne, but also kept meals 

ΨsimpleΩ. Andrew and Mina both mentioned beans on toast as their cheap go-to when struggling 

financially. 

Mina, elsewhere in our conversation, spoke to health and cheaper food options, tying the two issues 

together. She said they were eating more fried, tinned and freezer foods, such as frozen vegetables; 

it was easier to stock up on these items during Covid-19 than fresh ones. This was a departure from 

her typical diet. Mina surmised: 

[WeΩre not getting a balanced diet] as often as IΩd like Χ If IΩm doing four out of seven, IΩm 

okay with that. [If] four out of seven nights theyΩve had a good meal, like a decent amount of 

veg, a good proportion of carbs, meat, veg, what have you, IΩm okay with that.  
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Not all choices were meal switches, but product switches. Jamie spoke of switching from branded 

foods like WarburtonΩs bread to TescoΩs own line, Nutella to the generic spread, and of moving to 

long-life milk over fresh. Jane spoke about the swaps she had been able to make in her household to 

save money on meals without her children noticing, mentioning: 

[I buy the cheaper versions of] whatever I can get away with Χ ¢ŜǎŎƻΩs have started doing a 

range thatΩs, like, really cheap, like about a quarter of the price Χ So I slipped a couple of 

cans in [of my] daughterΩs rice pudding. I just bought one to see if sheΩd notice ς she didnΩt Χ 

IΩve [done that with] peanut butter, the jam, the chocolate spread, hot chocolate and soup.  

Jamie elsewhere discussed her childrenΩs food preferences and how they did not always align, such 

as liking different sandwich types and fruits, which meant buying multiple products. Commenting 

further, Jamie offered: 

They like their yoghurts, raisins Χ they donΩt like jacket potatoes and thatΩs Χ one of the 

Ƴŀƛƴ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǎŜƴŘ ƘƻƳŜ ώƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŦƻƻŘ ƘŀƳǇŜǊǎϐ Χ When they 

were isolated, IΩd rather them have a full cooked meal ς then at least I know that theyΩve had 

[a] nice, warm dinner.  

Carla discussed worrying about the healthiness of the meals, a common concern throughout most 

discussions with participants about diet. Dually, participants worried about having to cut back on the 

treats and fun items for their family, like ice creams. Priya said her university-aged daughter 

returned home during the pandemic, affecting their food shop. With her children having health 

issues, she tried to purchase healthy options: 

 I like sort of superfoods like berries and the nuts, the oily fish, and things like that but theyΩre 

so expensive Χ L ƭƻǎǘ Ƴȅ Ƨƻō ŀƴŘ ǿƘŜƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ Ƙƛǘ ƛǘ [affected the food budget]. [Now 

weΩre just] trying to fill [the] freezer with fish fingers and that sort of type of food. So it did 

affect us financially, but also in our actual eating habits; that all changed. 

PriyaΩs daughterΩs vegan diet, related to her disease, also added to the shopping bill, having to now 

buy multiples of the same types of products like soya and dairy milk for teas. The increase in food 

items to be purchased put further strain on both budget and acquisition. 

Numerous discussions regarding switches either stemmed from or led to conversations about 

reduced consumption. Questions about both were posed in the survey, so participants were aware 

these topics may be touched on. Jane expressed:  



127 
 

Our food bills are quite high when the kids are at home. They just eat constantly. TheyΩre 

constantly sort of snacking Χ You donΩt want to deprive them or worry them Χ You want to 

sort of shield them and protect them from that Χ L ǿŀǎ, like, cutting back on what I was 

eating just to make sure thereΩd be enough: ΨI better not eat any more biscuitsΩ, because how 

am I going to get more biscuits? IΩd rather they have them.  

Jane spoke further to this, saying how these foods did not necessarily match her own preferences. 

The children preferred things like pizza, crisps and vegetarian hot dogs, as their family is pescatarian, 

whereas she preferred vegetables and tofu. She prioritised her kidsΩ preferences over her own. Carla 

discussed reducing her consumption and changing her diet to accommodate her children:  

I think [to myself] I can manage more on a slice of toast then they can Χ If they were going to 

school, they would need their energy Χ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ Ƨǳǎǘ Ŝŀǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭŜŦǘƻǾŜǊǎ Χ They need 

it more than I do. And if IΩm hungry I can have toast, and if theyΩre still hungry, which 

probably they would be, they would have toast or cereal after [dinner].  

They would always sort of put a plate out for me. And I said, ΨNo, itΩs fineΩΦ Χ Ƴȅ ȅƻǳƴƎŜǎǘ 

always use to say, ΨWhy arenΩt you sitting and eating with us?Ω And I would just say, ΨBecause 

you need that more than I do, and weΩve got enough now to last till FridayΩ.  

Eddie similarly examined changing his diet, skipping proper meals, and drinking coffee instead to 

keep hunger at bay. He said: 

ThereΩre days where IΩve skipped a meal. The other day I was, I was hungry, and I recently got 

paid, but it was so close I didnΩt want to be going borrowing off my mum again Ωcause itΩs 

embarrassing at 37 saying, ΨMum, can I have, like, £20,Ω so IΩve happily just, just not eaten, 

just drank coffee Χ L ƭƛƪŜ ŎƻŦŦŜŜ ŀƴȅǿŀȅΦ 

Similarly, Priya discussed her consumption. Previously she would be able to save back a portion of 

the evening meal for her lunch the next day, but now with her university-aged daughter back at 

home that no longer happened. She included how Covid-19 and the inability to safely return to the 

store multiple times impacted her diet, alongside a lack of flexible income to accommodate changes 

in her shopping list. She conveyed: 

If thereΩs less food in the fridge, itΩs, like, ΨOh, IΩll just take a banana or IΩll take a yoghurtΩ. 

You wouldnΩt have what I would have classed as a meal Χ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƘŀǊŘ ǘƻ ǇǊŜŘƛŎǘ 

because although you think to yourself ΨIΩve got this set of moneyΩ and you might write your 

list, and you get to the supermarket and whatΩs on the list isnΩt there and youΩve got to buy 

equivalent products, your budget somehow just changed Χ It can be quite nerve-racking 
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going up to the counter thinking, ΨI hope I have enough money to pay for this. You know itΩs 

going to be embarrassing if I have to put something backΩΦ  

7.5 Theme: Support Structures 

There were various forms of support structures identified, including familial, welfare systems and 

the third sector. Familial support was divided into in-kind contributions such as buying food or 

cooking for each other (primarily to the interviewee but not in all cases) or financial support such as 

loans or gifts. Amy expressed how her mother offered support:  

We have to rely on my mum to bring us ΩǊƻǳƴŘ ŦƻƻŘΧ ώŀƴŘϐ ǿŜΩve actually [been] borrowing 

money off my mom to pay for food [during lockdowns]. I think IΩve only just paid it back 

actually in the last week, which has been a massive burden. I owed her £1,000 ς like a 

substantial amount of money really when you just think itΩs just going [to] food. 

One story of family support stood out, with Mina speaking fondly of her uncle who offered childcare 

and meal support. While her brother supported her financially, her uncleΩs in-kind support was 

pivotal to her switch to night shifts in her new job. She counted these support structures as being a 

crucial strategy, saying, ΨLuckily I have got family that helped me Χ L ƘŀŘƴΩt needed to reach out to, 

like, councils or food banks or have that luckily. Touch woodΩΦ Further to this, Mina said:  

IΩve had a lot more help with my uncle feeding them and looking after them Χ LΩm not 

guaranteed to be awake for lunch time [due to working nights] or even teatime for making 

them something. IΩm up now because obviously I had to be up [for this interview], but I might 

have been in bed still till seven or half seven, so theyΩd need their lunch and their tea [which 

he helps with].  

Eddie spoke of the reciprocal relationship he had of support with his mother, her lending him money 

while he went food shopping for her when she was scared to due to fear of Covid-19. He rationalised 

his actions stating he caught Covid-19 anyway so it was, at least in retrospect, less of a concern for 

him; he prioritised his motherΩs health and fears over his own.  

Not all family support was both in-kind and financial, such as Linda who borrowed funds from her 

parents solely. When asked if she had previously borrowed money, she indicated that she had, but 

for leisure activities such as bingo nights; now that support had to go towards maintaining 

essentials. Jamie spoke of her extended family, citing how close she is to them, then saying, ΨThereΩs 

always the option of going to their grandmaΩs house or my dadΩs house [for food]Ω, continuing 

elsewhere to say her grandmother would come by with a large bag of shopping for them.  
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In Leeds the most mentioned benefits were UC and Tax Credits, with some mentions of Job SeekerΩs 

Allowance and housing support. Also mentioned was relief from Council Tax, the mortgage holiday, 

and Personal Independence Payment (PIP) for disability. Some participants had changes in benefits, 

be it switching from Tax Credits to UC, newly qualifying for benefits like Free School Meals, or 

support schemes ending like the mortgage relief scheme. Amy detailed her positive experience of 

switching to UC:  

It was really easy. I was expecting the worst myself for since everyone was saying, ΨOh, no, 

itΩs horrendous; like, youΩre without money for so longΩΦ We put the application in and 

literally that afternoon they called us up to verify [our] identity Χ Then we were offered an 

advance Χ {ƻ ǿŜ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ǿŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǎǘǳǇƛŘ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ Řƻ ǘƘŀǘ Χ We got the advance and that 

was literally within, like, a week.  

Then we had our next payment Χ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ǿŜƴǘ Řƻǿƴ ǘƻ, I think it was, like, £500 that 

we got. So it was a lot less than what they said that we would get, but it was a lot more than 

what we were [getting on Tax Credits]. 

Amy noted that this change allowed her family to get through Covid-19; furthermore, without the 

pandemic, they may have never made the switch. Counter to AmyΩs experience, Jane talked about 

the interaction between childcare support and UC. In part, she mentioned the two-child limit 

affecting her benefits, not covering her third child, as well as the variation in benefit amounts more 

generally. She stated:  

 I was already claiming Universal Credit and the childcare costs Χ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǾŜǊȅ ƘŜƭǇŦǳƭΦ 

They did say theyΩd put it up for Covid, but I hadnΩt really noticed Χ because it is hard to tell 

[how much UC money youΩll receive], it varies. I donΩt know how they work it out; itΩs the 

most confusing system.  

In a complex example, Mina expressed deep frustration around the benefits system and the toll it 

placed on her. Mina spelled out this complexity:  

When I became a single-parent household, and changed over to Universal Credit, Tax Credits 

said that they overpaid paid me about £1,500; so theyΩre now taking that money back off 

every month out of my Universal Credit, and obviously thatΩs gone down as well now with me 

doing this new job Χ L ǿŀǎ ŦǳǊƭƻǳƎƘŜŘ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ Χ my benefits went down because my wage 

were less. IΩm sure that they paid me a bit less in Universal Credit, and you would have 

thought they would have paid you a bit more Χ ώǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜϐ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ L owe them, bloody, 

£1,500 or something daft, and [they] just take that off you. You donΩt have a choice in it. 
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I were on phone to them other day, Kelli, crying, like, I canΩt physically afford Χ ǘƘƛǎ 

overpayment. I rang Universal Credit; they couldnΩt help: ΨYou need to ring Tax CreditsΩΦ I 

rang Tax Credits; they couldnΩt help me: ΨYou need to ring DWPΩΦ IΩm like, ΨYouΩre just passing 

[me] from pillar to postΩ If anybody else were on the phone Χ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǳǇΦ  

And that would have been that what theyΩd wanted you know, just bloody get rid of them; 

shove them here, there, and everywhere. I ended up breaking down on the phone with the 

lady in the end. [I said] ΨYouΩre make me want to kill myselfΩΦ And honestly, IΩm sure thatΩs the 

aim of the game, to put people off, you know, claiming it. But, yeah, she says in the end 

[sheΩs] changed it to a tenner a month [charge] Χ ThatΩs what you have to do: ring them up 

balling for them to help you.  

Mina also explained the interactions of nursery charges and how those factored into her 

benefits/work situation. Previously she was able to provide a nursery invoice and the nursery was 

paid directly; whereas, now Mina paid the nursery herself then was reimbursed for up to 85 percent 

of the fees. When she returned to the workforce, Mina struggled to find the £300 she needed so she 

applied for the flexible support fund from UC. She was denied support, as she already had 

employment rather than still searching for a job. In the end, she borrowed the money off her uncle, 

which was difficult to repay with her reduced income. 

Navigating the benefits structures during a pandemic had a layered impact for many participants. 

Waitlists and backlogs proved exceedingly prohibitive for receiving benefits, as Sally found when her 

husband applied for PIP for the first time and she applied for UC. Sally described their experience as:  

We applied for Universal Credit [via] an online application. TheyΩd simplified it because of 

[Covid-19] so it was a little bit easier Χ That took some time to process so we had to apply for 

an advance in order to carry on Χ We had to miss a couple of monthsΩ rent and then [caught] 

up later when Universal Credit came through, which, of course, caused its own issues.  

This year, weΩve applied for PIP and for low capacity for work-related activity and both of 

those are way behind. TheyΩre saying six months [wait] for an initial assessment without 

anything else Χ LǘΩs crazy; itΩs meant to be within 12 weeks. 

One final example of the government benefits support structures is HarryΩs story. Harry described 

his short experience of receiving JobsŜŜƪŜǊΩǎ Allowance, only collecting two payments. 

I had pretty negative preconceptions about the way [the Jobcentre] would be. I was 

expecting them to be just pushing me into getting any job. But when I spoke to this guy Χ ƘŜ 

looked at my CV Χ ǿŀǎƴΩt expecting to see [my qualification]. I told him what [I] was doing Χ 
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He was like, ΨWell, great Χ You obviously donΩt need my help Χ LΩll check in again in three 

weeks just for the formalities of approving the paymentsΩΦ I didnΩt really feel like I needed the 

guidance that they offered. It was more that I just needed the money to pay the bills. 

Harry built on this towards the end of the interview, admitting the following in relation to his 

application:  

I actually had to lie about my living circumstances on my application Χ If youΩre living with a 

partner, you get significantly less money. And I lied. I just said that I was a single person, and 

we live in a three-bedroom house and at the time my friend was living here as well. There 

were three names on the contract and I managed to get a single-person amount, which was 

morally difficult to go with but I thought, you know what, I have paid enough in taxes as 

weΩve gone along Χ LΩm just kind of a victim of a bad situation at the moment. 

As all but two participants were parents. School support structures (e.g. school food parcels, meal 

vouchers and/or FSM) were mentioned frequently in rich detail. Vouchers (typically £15/week) were 

rolled out during the pandemic, with positive results after a rocky start. Priya noted the kinks in the 

roll-out she encountered (e.g. delays in receiving the voucher or codes not functioning properly), 

which she mentioned was an issue ς put informally: ΨWhen the fridge is empty and you need 

immediate supportΩΦ Priya continued, saying: 

When [the] children werenΩt at school and the whole thing Marcus Rashford thing 

[happened], they did the school vouchers; so youΩd get an email, and each email would have 

code on it, and you got an email per child. 

Once it was set up, it was quite easy. But that initial few months Χ because youΩd get your 

code and a few times at the beginning the code is not recognised or itΩd take 24 hours to 

process it and things like that ΧΦ L Ǝƻǘ ƛƴ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǾŜǊȅ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 

they actually said itΩs not uncommon Χ So they were giving food boxes. They said, ΨWust to 

tide you over until the voucher scheme gets set up correctlyΩΦ That did tide us over Χ At the 

end of the day it fed us so I canΩt really complain, but was it a healthy, balanced diet? Not 

really. 

When asked if the £15/week was a sufficient amount, Priya said:  

L ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘ ŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ ǿƘŀǘ L ƴŜŜŘŜŘ Χ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǇǊƛƻǊ ǘƻ Covid, like I said, because of the kidsΩ 

health conditions, I do try to get, you know, my superfoods Χ you know, like a bag of walnuts 

is about £6 or something like that Χ L ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ǎǇŜƴŘ ŀ ōƛǘ ƳƻǊŜ ƻƴ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ŦƻƻŘ ōŜŦƻǊŜ, 

whereas now IΩve sort of backed down a little bit. Maybe it would be enough for what a 
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standard family would do? Χ It still fed us, but it didnΩt match the quality of food I would 

have liked to have had.  

Jamie preferred vouchers over food parcels or hampers, as you can Ψget a lot more for your moneyΩ 

and could purchase things her children wanted to eat. She noted the £15 could be stretched by 

buying cheaper brands. Linda cited the home meal delivery scheme as a support scheme she 

accessed, which appeared to be linked to the Council:  

 [We received government parcels hosted out of] a local community centre Χ The woman 

that runs it now, she did all sorts of parcels Χ All the way through the first part of the 

pandemic, MondayςFriday she were doing a pack-ups Χ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǎŀƴŘǿƛŎƘŜǎ, a fruit and a drink 

or something like that and getting someone to deliver them for the kids around our area. I 

think they managed something like 15,000 pack-ups Χ They were absolutely amazing. TheyΩd 

Ƨǳǎǘ ŎƻƳŜ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ŜǾŜǊȅ Řŀȅ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŀǾŜ ǘƘŜƳ ƻƴ ȅƻǳǊ ŘƻƻǊǎǘŜǇ Χ It was quite decent and very 

varied.  

Not all families qualified (at least at certain times) for FSMs but still received other forms of support. 

Carla outlined her support saying:  

So [for my son] I did get the £90 over summer Χ LΩm not down for free school meals, but [my 

boss] knows my other children so we did used to get food and things Χ ay youngest went in 

Monday Χ weΩd run out of bread, and by 11 oΩclock the school rung me up: ΨRight, [your son] 

said you havenΩt got any bread inΩΦ And we [had] just run out. It [was] just one of those things 

Χ L ǿŜƴǘ ǘƻ [the] school they had, like, three Aldi bags full of, like, cheese [and groceries for 

me].  

Food banks were not commonly utilised, although some, such as Carla and Sally, discussed using 

them. Some participants avoided this form of support or expressed relief at not having needed food 

bank support. Sally spoke the most to this topic and her story (explained below) encapsulates its 

dynamics.  

Sally created a network of strategies and systems to try to make ends meet ς something that at the 

time of our interview her family was struggling to do. She summarised the support structures saying: 

By the time weΩve done all the essential things from Universal Credit, there just wasnΩt 

money left for food Χ We were using a food bank, but theyΩre restricted in how many parcels 

they give and for how long. So then after that, it was sort of trying anything. We had some 

help from church. We borrowed money. We put things on credit, all that kind of stuff. Just 
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trying to get the resources we needed mainly because of the shortfall in the rent allowance, 

and because Universal Credit was so much lower than wages had been. 

She continued, elaborating on the baseline support she received as part of a local council 

programme that involved volunteers:  

At first, we had some support because I was asked to shield Χ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŎƻǳƴŎƛƭ ǿŜǊŜ ŘƻƛƴƎ 

shopping for those of us who were shielding, up to £25 per week. They were meant to invoice 

us to pay it back [but havenΩt yet] so weΩve still got that kind of hanging over us Χ Initially we 

were able to give shopping lists and somebody went to the supermarkets and got them, up 

to £25; anything else was community resources. We werenΩt actually shopping ourselves at 

all Χ this is really awful, but the vast majority of the volunteers were middle class or higher 

who were doing it as a good deed kind of thing. And £25 doesnΩt go a long way, but it does if 

youΩre careful and if you brand down and go for value stuff and so on. I would try and ask 

them to do that and they wouldnΩt; they would go for branded stuff and then tell me they 

couldnΩt get in on the list because there wasnΩt enough money for it Χ ǎƻ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

frustration. 

In the discussion about food banks, she explained jokingly:  

The food bank Χ ǿŀǎ ƎƛǾƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ǇŀǊŎŜƭǎ ƻŦ ŦƻƻŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ŘƻƴŀǘŜŘ ƻǊ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀŘ 

been collected from shops that were out of date Χ Things could be extremely random Χ Our 

favourite week was when there was a jar of anchovies, an entire pineapple, brie cheese, and 

some fancy oat crackers Χ What on earth do you do with that?  

On top of the practicality issues, Sally noted the lack of nutritional value, with parcels often being 

filled with cakes and biscuits she would never purchase. The conversation on food banks moved 

away from being light and in jest around the odd combinations of food within the parcels to 

something more serious when it was taken out of the context of her own situation and made more 

abstract. Speaking of when she previously had volunteered at a food bank sorting donations, she 

said that often donations were not helpful: ΨAnd it comes across more like άI had to clear out of 

thingsέ Χ Like a harvest festival, when everyone gives the tins from the back of the cupboard they 

donΩt want, that theyΩre not eating for a reasonΩΦ 

A final pivotal point was how this network of support structures she had assembled was now falling 

apart, as much of the initial support and programmes created at the outset of the pandemic was 

ending. When asked about her strategies for ensuring they had enough food, she stated:  
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 Strategies are really difficult. So [my husband] is having a little bit more food because heΩs 

not well but for the last couple of weeks IΩve been on just one meal a day, which is starting to 

cause a few health issues.  

WeΩve kind of run out of options. Because weΩve looked at various different things and 

various places that we could get help Χ and a lot of them are restricted to one or two or 

three kinds of things, and then there isnΩt any more help. So for us, itΩs been fuel, itΩs been 

gas and electric and food that have been the problems. Fuel because we use it more because 

of my husbandΩs illness. We use a lot more electricity and things, and food because weΩre 

home all day. And thatΩs difficult, and weΩre still making up the rent shortfall. So, yeah, itΩs [a] 

day-by-day thing at the moment. Literally, just get through today and then weΩll do it 

tomorrow and so forth. 

7.6 Theme: Money and Budgets 

There were clear intersections between this and other themes, such as benefits support amounts 

and cost of expenses, like housing. Some participants spoke very specifically about their approaches 

to budgeting, whereas others admitted budgeting was not their strong suit. Andrew, a mature 

student, spoke of how spending his student maintenance loan pre-pandemic affected him once 

Covid-19 hit. He said:  

Every sort of aspect financially [has been affected by Covid] like my rent, groceries, paying for 

my phone bill Χ ΩCause I had a lot of things to spend my money on before, booking festivals, 

holidays, I thought IΩm going to enjoy the year; I wasnΩt think[ing] thereΩs going to be a 

pandemic Χ LΩd thought I can save the money IΩve spent over the course of the next few 

months because there is going to be nothing big to pay for. 

Others, like Carla, discussed how Covid-19 made them disregard previous budgeting strategies, as 

they no longer were fit for purpose. Carla spent more money during lockdowns to combat the initial 

implications of Covid-19, and was now trying to cut back on spending. Parents, including Amy and 

Eddie, had increased food expenses due to the children being home more, taking a financial toll. 

CarlaΩs food bill doubled from £50/week to £100/week to keep up with her Ψgrowing, growing boysΩ 

being home more.  

There was an emphasis on making money stretch further and on budget strategies. Mina said she 

would go to multiple stores trying to get better prices on food and other goods. Carla looped her 

children in on budgeting and household finances, having them contribute to the household finances, 

and in other cases paying for their own expenditures, like snacks. There was a duality in not wanting 
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to worry children with concerns about having enough money, particularly for food, but also taking 

some ownership and having knowledge of their financial status.  

As for expenses, a common comment was not having money to top up food shopping trips or to pop 

out to the shops, as the money was not there to facilitate this. The lack of money came from a 

myriad factors ς covered in all themes ς but for some mothers this included their ex no longer 

providing financial support for the children. In a similar vein, many discussions talked about costs 

associated with raising children. Jane discussed their situation, finding it hard to pay for some school 

expenses. 

I feel less worried [about money], especially now IΩve been able to up my hours Χ whatΩs 

worse is just the kind of, sort of stigma of it really, is that IΩm a social worker, heΩs a teacher 

and itΩs, like, how can we be near this risk of losing our home and [canΩt afford] school trips?  

[Do] you go in and say weΩre struggling, but weΩre not struggling compared to others? But 

then others [like us] worried about their food bill, or think, ΨOh my God IΩve got to find 

another 40 quid this month for the school residentialΩΦ It got near the point of do we say 

something to [the] school? Χ ItΩs quite embarrassing Χ How did we end up in this position? 

All participants were asked in the survey if there were any large, unexpected expenses; the two 

topics that came up were housing and vehicle expenses. Carla, for instance, had to replace her carΩs 

gearbox. Eddie described his situation when his washing machine broke down and how ς in his 

terms ς he accessed money at the Ψbank of MumΩ to replace it. These unexpected and large expenses 

often took money away from food budgets.  

As for bills, many participants including Sally either made partial payments or fully missed a 

payment. Sally explained:  

We struggled with gas [and] electric, because usage went up at first because we were at 

home Χ WeΩve had a little bit of support from our gas and electric provider. TheyΩve let us 

have gas and electric but put it as a debt onto our account. That has to be paid back at some 

point, which obviously in future then puts our weekly allowance up because it will be what 

weΩre using plus some of the debt Χ so that has a knock-on effect. But at the time it was the 

only thing we could do in order to keep the electric on and get through the winter Χ That was 

difficult to kind of negotiate with them and to get the help needed. At first, they were great 

but as time has gone on with Covid, not so muchΧ  

WŜ ŦŜƭƭ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ǿƛǘƘ ώŎƻǳƴŎƛƭ ǘŀȄϐ Χ At the end of the last council tax yearΧ they did actually 

give a grant to people who had struggled and they actually cleared the bill, which was 



136 
 

wonderful. But then weΩve fallen behind again this year Χ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅΩve done is theyΩve 

applied to Universal Credit for Universal Credit to pay them directly, which is a little bit higher 

than we would have been able to negotiate paying to them.  

Many discussed the trade-offs of paying some bills over others ς most concluding that housing was 

the most important bill to pay. Lina deprioritised her water and phone bills to ensure the internet 

stayed on for her kidsΩ home-schooling. When it came to payments, Mina, as a former debt advisor, 

offered her expertise on how people should prioritise bills and payments, stating gas and electric 

were most important whereas credit card repayments could be deprioritised, and one can enter a 

payment plan to ensure the kids Ψremain fed and clothedΩΦ 

Concerning food, some things were worth prioritising over others: reducing the childrenΩs food was 

not an option but buying cheaper food to make it stretch was. Skipping what bills they could to make 

sure some food was available was an option, but some bills felt off limits and too detrimental to 

neglect. In all there was demonstrable stress about money and how to make all the pieces fit 

together ς and for some, such as Sally, at the time of interview the pieces were not fully fitting 

together; the money was not stretching far enough.  

7.7 Theme: Work and Wages 

This theme narrows in on the structures of employment (e.g. working from home, career shift) and 

financial/structural issues specifically tied to wages (e.g. overtime, increasing pay). Leeds 

participants faced various challenges at work due to Covid-19. It is impossible to overstate how 

much Covid-19 permeated the workforce and how the participants were required to adjust. With the 

isolation rules, due to her children being off school at different times, Jamie was off work (unpaid) 

for 40 days in one stretch, making the job untenable. This had knock-on effects on their food 

security. When asked about her work conditions and how Covid-19 influenced them, Jamie 

explained: 

Covid made a massive impact. It was really hard at first because I wasnΩt allowed to see my 

children Χ They advised us if we were going to go to work that we had to stay in a separate 

room from kids, so I did have a lot of childcare then Χ At first I didnΩt know how bad it was or 

what effects it were going to have, anything. It was really scary to be honest at first.  

Not all Covid-19-related work situations were like JamieΩs. In one case, Covid-19 directly led to 

AndrewΩs employment. He was furloughed, then hired at a Covid-19 test centre. In AndrewΩs case, 

Covid-19 led to a new role with more hours and higher wages, alleviating food insecurity concerns. 

PriyaΩs work situation also involved furlough. Priya offered: 
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Pre-Covid IΩm a single working mom, I had two jobs ς a full-time teaching assistant Monday 

ǘƻ CǊƛŘŀȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ L ƘŀŘ ŀ ǿŜŜƪŜƴŘ Ƨƻō ŦƻǊ ŀ ŎŀǘŜǊƛƴƎ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΧ ǿƘŜƴ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ƻōǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ 

went into lockdown Χ my school job, that just remained the same Χ The catering job, that all 

went to a halt Χ They got in touch with me and said, ΨWould you like to be added to our 

furlough scheme? You know, to obviously give you some sort of wage?Ω So that was fine. That 

was great.  

AmyΩs husband had specific work incentives offered due to Covid-19 issues, which helped fill gaps 

once Amy was no longer in employment:  

When my husband caught Covid ƛǘ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ŀƴ ƻǳǘōǊŜŀƪ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ǿƻǊƪΧ ŀƴŘ ƭƻŀŘǎ ƻŦ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ƻŦ 

staff had obviously had to call in and isolate; so they were really stuck for staff Χ At that 

point my husband started to get overtime Χ It was kind of, like, starting to cover what I had 

lost [by not working] Χ About the same time they gave them, like, an incentive Χ If you did so 

many hours overtime, weΩll give you a bonus [of] £4,000 Χ Maybe you got taxed on it, but 

kind of at the end of all this, [we had] gone through the stress of obviously having no food 

and, like, reducing what we were eating. 

AmyΩs husbandΩs work is a good example of what was shown in other interviews, that there are 

formal and informal structures and support mechanisms found in the workplace (see section 7.3). 

CarlaΩs school employer would send her home with leftover food and bring it by even when they 

were isolating during Covid-19 (see section 7.3). Carla described her work situation in relation to 

housing benefits, explaining:  

Where I was in Leeds City Council, I was working 20 hours at the start of lockdown; overnight 

night, increased it just to 25. [My hours] mean I could take the children to school and pick 

them up. And the housing and tax credit, I think theyΩre about maybe two months behind so 

ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ ōŀŎƪǘǊŀŎƪŜŘΧ 

Before, when I didnΩt work, I was getting my rent paid, which was brilliant. When they 

ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ Ƴȅ ƘƻǳǊǎΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƭŜǎǎ ƘƻǳǎƛƴƎ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘΣ ǎƻ L ƘŀŘ ƭŜǎǎ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ƛƴΧ ǘƘŀǘ ώŀƴŘϐ 

not receiving that extra overtime money. I think I bring in £830 now. When I was doing 

overtime, it would be like £950; it would be a lot more and then I would pay something [with 

that extra] for food. 

ChildrenΩs changes in schooling arrangements during the pandemic directly impacted work for many 

participants. Where children were during the day, how they would be fed and by whom all changed 
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for families. Eddie, who worked in a corporate technology role, explained his situation working from 

home with the children as:  

I donΩt want to sound like a really bad parent, but I struggled with the home-schooling and 

doing my work Χ Then obviously on to the food topic Χ L Ŏŀƴ ǉǳƛǘŜ ƘŀǇǇƛƭȅ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƭǳƴŎƘ 

but I have to remember IΩve got kids in the house Χ Now three meals a day versus a little bit 

of breakfast and maybe a little bit of supper and all that sort of stuff has been hard Χ I kind 

of miss the school for that part alone.  

More on children being home during Covid-19 is expressed in other themes, but the relationship 

between work and children at the time was altered for every family involved in the study. Priya 

discussed how her in-school job with children changed due to Covid-19, saying, Ψ²e werenΩt 

teaching. We were realistically babysitting children of key-working parentsΧ a bit like a free-for-all 

but at the same time, άDonΩt play with the kids. Keep separateέ sort of thingΧ It was a bit trickyΩ. 

MinaΩs situation highlights the interconnectedness of work and wages with food acquisition and how 

her change in work affected food consumption. Below is a discussion of her work situation: 

 I was furloughed from April last yearΧfor about three or four months Χ I had a change in 

jobs as wellΧ About a month and a half ago, IΩve changed jobs from working at a call 

[centre], like a debt advisor for [a charity], to being a parcel sorter Χ Mentally, I much prefer 

it Χ IΩǾŜ ŘƻƴŜ Ŏŀƭƭ ŎŜƴǘǊŜǎ ŀƭƭ Ƴȅ ƭƛŦŜΧŀƴŘ ƛǘ [is] mentally exhaustingΧ Now IΩd rather do the 

physically exhausting job for a change. 

Mina elsewhere expressed how child support from her uncle allowed for such a transition to take 

place and the difficulty she had affording nursery care, as previously mentioned. At the end of our 

conversation, when asked if there were any other things she felt were important to convey, she said:  

I even wrote to my MP about [the issues with the Flexible Support Fund and childcare] 

because I was so upset, Kelli. I were fuming. And they didnΩt care. They [said], ΨThe Flexible 

Support Fund is there to help youΩ. I just got a generic letter back basically; there were no 

personalisation Χ [ƛƪŜ, I want to work and youΩre making it impossible for me. [If] I didnΩt 

have my uncle to lend me that money I would have had to leave my job. And I would have 

been asking them: ΨHelp me find a job, give me some money to help me find a jobΩ. And then 

they probably would have said yeah ς even though I bloody have a job! It doesnΩt make any 

sense to me. ItΩs just crackers. 

The pulling tensions, where no choice is perfect nor acceptable in one way or another, was obviously 

frustrating.  
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7.8 Theme: Family and Children 

In discussing family and children, Covid-19, unsurprisingly, came up frequently, with discussions 

around schooling and children. Jane talked through her experience with home-schooling:  

Trying to home-school is just impossible because she was then 3, so theyΩre now 10, 8 and 4. 

Trying to, you just couldnΩt. My daughter could do bits, but then my son needed quite a lot of 

support to do home learning. And then youΩve got a toddler just running aroundΧwe kind of 

gave up a bit on the home-schooling; just did a little tiny bit at home and they watched 

Horrible Histories [since] thatΩs educational.  

ItΩs been worse this last couple of months of term, before we broke up, so July time. Then 

suddenly all the [Covid] bubbles were bursting and children had to self-isolate Χ My daughter 

did 10 days, went back for a day and then did another 10 days Χ It was worse than lockdown 

because [at least] in lockdown you could at least go out for an hour. 

Eddie spoke to working from home while home-schooling his children, feeling like heΩs not been the 

best dad for how heΩs prioritised work over some of their educational needs. He struggled, saying:  

hƴŜ ǿŜŜƪΧǊŜŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƛƳŜ, but Thursday itΩs a different 

[time] and I just canΩt plan my work like that Χ L ƘŀŘ ǘƻΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘΩs been a logistical nightmare. 

The OCD part of my brain is thinking, ΨIΩve got a set meeting every morning at nine oΩclockΩ 

and IΩm having to, like, juggle that around the day before.  

If I donΩt turn up [to meetings] then the teachers are, like, saying, ΨWhy arenΩt they 

attending?Ω Well, IΩve got a job to do Χ L ŘƻƴΩt mind doing the [home-schooling] tasks, some 

of them are, you know, like, ŀǊǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŎǊŀŦǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΧwhen you get glitter everywhereΧ 

you kind of think, ΨChrist, I could do without doing thatΩ but they need to do it. 

Priya expressed her sorrow for her son missing out on key events from school due to Covid-19, such 

as not having an open day at high school. At the same time, other parents relished the added time 

with their children thanks to lockdowns and other Covid-19 measures. Amy felt this, saying:  

My mum [got us] these massive paddling pools. We spent the whole summer playing outside. 

Even though it was stressful, we have good memories and that kind of outweighs stress Χ I 

mean, it didnΩt feel it about that time, but it does now, looking back.  

Carla, like others, spoke of the increasing (or changing) expenses and interactions with their families. 

Notably, Carla commented about the slight relief she felt when her children would inadvertently skip 
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meals by oversleeping. Mina highlighted how keeping the children entertained during the height of 

Covid-19 was difficult. Mina said:  

ItΩs [being home has] been boring for [the children] Χ ThereΩs not been nothing to do apart 

from going for a walk Χ ThatΩs all your option, is to just go out walking in the woods or 

whatever.  

Priya expressed concern for how her son had fared with Covid-19 and his health ς a concern others 

expressed about their own children and that some teachers expressed about their students. Amy 

touched on this, speaking of how her autistic daughter also struggled with changes in school and 

particularly the change in routine. The lack of support during this transition in schedule proved 

difficult in many aspects, including her food consumption and her autism diagnosis. 

Increased food costs due to children being home was prevalent amongst many interviewees, many 

noting how food was a form of entertainment. Eddie stated how his girls were missing their friends 

as they lived far away during Covid-19. While they enjoyed playing with toys, he felt he was 

Ψchucking [his] money away with food at the momentΩ, further saying, ΨItΩs getting on my nerves. I 

know it sounds really awful, but itΩs, like, άI canΩt answer [their boredom] from the fridgeέΩ.  

Some children missed school dinners compared to what parents were offering at home as a 

substitute. This included CarlaΩs boys; she said: 

They are desperate for school meals but I donΩt get free school meals anymore because of 

how many hours [I] workΧbut [to afford the school meals] theyΩre, like, £3. For both of them, 

it would be, like, £6 a day for dinner, and thatΩs a lot of money over a week.  

Priya expressed similar sentiments: her child preferred the free school meals she got from school, 

such as the cheesy bakes and baguettes. She would complain about tǊƛȅŀΩǎ more standard cheese 

and pickle sandwiches, comparing them to her preferred school meals. That said, not all children 

agreed, with Jamie stating her preference for school meals even though her daughter did not:  

She does moan [about school meals] sometimes Χ She does ask to go on packed lunch, but it 

ƛǎ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ōƛǘ ƳƻǊŜ ŜȄǇŜƴǎƛǾŜΧwhereas I know at school sheΩs having a hot meal. IΩd rather 

them have a hot meal instead of a sandwich. I just donΩt think itΩs the best option to have for 

a dinner Χ ¢ƘŜȅ Řƻ ƻŦŦŜǊ ǘƘǊŜŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǘȅǇŜǎ ƻŦ ƳŜŀƭ ŜǾŜǊȅ ŘŀȅΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘΩs not always the best 

options. Jacket potatoΩs always on the menu and thereΩre not many kids that I know that like 

jacket potato.  
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These cost considerations all add strain to the family budget. Amy pre-paid the school dinner fees 

and lost the money due to Covid-19, as school meals were not served and was not refunded. 

While mentioned in other themes, family composition played a role for households. Two mothers in 

particular spoke about the issues with child support and lack of income from their exes, expressing 

both resentment and weariness. Some wider families stepped in financially either with loans, such as 

for Amy and Eddie, while others gave more material support in their daily lives, such as MinaΩs uncle 

helping with childcare and meals while she worked night shifts. Jamie spoke fondly of her family, 

expressing their closeness and how often she saw her parents and grandparent.  

Participants also cited stepping in for their relatives during Covid-19. As much as family and friends 

stepped in to support the participants, the participants were also active in supporting others. As 

noted earlier, Eddie received loans from his mum but he also supported her in acquiring food during 

Covid-19. He illustrated this with the following:  

[My mum] was worried [about shopping]. She darenΩt go to the supermarket [because of 

fears of CƻǾƛŘϐΦ L ŦƻǳƴŘ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǇŜǊƳŀǊƪŜǘ ŦƻǊ Ƴȅ ƳǳƳΧŘǊƛǾƛƴƎ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ 

Pontefract because she darenΩt go out Χ When she picked up the courage [to go, there] were 

nothing in there so she couldnΩt get [anything]. She always says, ΨWell, if you can just get me 

some beans, Eddie, IΩll be happyΩ. So I just went to [the] pound shop because that [was] one 

[of] the only places where I could get beans at the time Χ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǎƘŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀǘŜ ōŜŀƴǎ ŦƻǊ, like, a 

week. 

One story of ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘΩǎ child looking to help her family stood out clearly. Amy shared a story 

about her autistic daughter looking to contribute: 

My daughter, the one who suffers with autism, she generally loves her stuff. Like, she 

obsesses over something and then literally [says] ΨIΩm not bothered with that anymoreΩΦ In 

lockdown [sheΩd sell stuff] that sheΩŘ ƘŀŘ ŦƻǊ ƘŜǊ ōƛǊǘƘŘŀȅΧώǎŜƭƭ ƘŜǊ ŘƛǎŎŀǊŘŜŘϐ ǎǘǳŦŦ and 

thatΩs worth quite a bit of money, like, on eBay Χ SheΩs just got out [of liking a toy], sheΩs just 

like, ΨOh, can I sell it?Ω And sheΩs really happy with herself. I think sheΩs got, like, £100 off 

these, like, few items that sheΩs had.  

It is quite nice because [youΩre] selling stuff that you donΩt need; gives you, like, a little bit of, 

like, extra cash to pay for things that you do actually need Χ You donΩt have to touch your 

ōŀƴƪ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ŀǎ ƳǳŎƘ ƴƻǿ Χ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘΩs how we managed to get out of a situation that 

we were in over the [past] 12 months. 
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7.9 Theme: Home and Location 

Home and house-related bills (e.g. rent or mortgage) were universally seen as essentials and 

prioritised over other potential considerations and expenses, such as food. Housing costs increased 

and arrangements grew more precarious and difficult due to Covid-19. Worry of how to deal with 

these concerns was largely consistent across all interviews. Many participants were unable to make 

full home payments, with Jamie offering:  

I used to pay my rent up front but now itΩs a little bit more difficult because you only get a 

certain amount to pay Χ LΩve been paying just a little bit less, just [than rent costs], so that 

IΩve got enough money to cover everything. Which obviously is not the best scenario, but 

[itΩs] got to be done sometimes Χ They do ring straightaway to ask why youΩve paid that little 

bit less, but obviously I just explained my situation; thereΩs not more that you can do. 

Sally described how their move to UC during Covid-19 impacted their ability to make rent payments. 

She touched upon multiple issues and their intersection; Covid-19, UC, location preferences and 

their landlord. Sally found having a supportive landlord was a help, having established a good 

relationship with him over 14 years and previously working through a short period using housing 

142enefits. She recounted: 

Up until Covid hit, we were fine, working, and then my husband was furloughed from his job 

initially. So that then meant that we ended up having to go on to Universal Credit. And 

because of the area where we live, there was a big shortfall in the rent allowance Χ Then 

ǘƘŀǘ ǘƻƻƪ ǎƻƳŜ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ǎƻ ǿŜ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ŀǇǇƭȅ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ŎŀǊǊȅ ƻƴΧ We 

had to miss a couple of monthsΩ rent and then catch that up later when Universal Credit 

came through, which, of course, caused its own issues.  

Other participants highlighted the importance of location, demonstrating that affordability was not 

the only consideration in their home expenses and options. Carla, like Sally, discussed these 

preferences while referencing other issues, such as social housing, her job location and her children. 

CƻǊ /ŀǊƭŀΣ ǎƘŜ ƘŀŘ ǘƘŜ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ƭŜŀǾƛƴƎ ƘŜǊ ŜȄ άƛƴ ŀ ƘǳǊǊȅέ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ 

first private accommodation she could and could be viewed as an income shock becoming a single-

income household. In part, this flexibility though allowed her to select a location away from her 

work, as she did not want to be recognised by parents and it was a rough area, according to her. She 

expanded on her future housing situation, and offered the following:   

IΩm [aiming to apply for] it by the time my youngest starts high school so IΩve got two years 

for me to find a council house. But I could have been on the waiting list all this time. It takes a 
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really, really long time to find, to get a council house Χ LΩm probably, like, pushing it under 

the carpet when really I do need to do something about it Χ The council [house] is better for 

me because eventually the boys are going to leave home and thereΩs no way IΩll be able to 

afford £700 rent and only bring in £800. 

The stability and their house being their home, not just a dwelling, came through strongly. A dual 

sense of pride and priority in ensuring they could remain in their home and neighbourhood was 

evident. With so much changing with Covid-19, the fluctuations in the diets and food acquisition that 

they all described, their homes were a source of comfort, despite the complications. 

Jane spoke from a different angle to Carla and Sally on home and location ς as a homeowner ς and 

of her ability to take advantage of the mortgage relief schemes during Covid-19noting that they 

ǿŜǊŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǊŜŀǇǇƭȅ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǎƛȄ ƳƻƴǘƘǎ ŀƴŘΣ άΧ ¢Ƙŀǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƪŜǇǘ ώǘƘŜƳϐ ŀōƻǾŜ ŦƭƻŀǘΦέΦ 

Amy mirrored JaneΩs positive engagement with payments, but as a council tenant. Amy tied the 

issues with making rent and weighing this up against the desire to do a ΨproperΩ shop. She described 

her situation as follows:  

Because [my husbandΩǎϐ ǿŀƎŜ ŎƻǾŜǊǎ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ōƛƭƭǎΧǎŜǘ ǳǇ ƻƴ ŀ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ŘŜōƛǘΣ ǿŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƭŜŦǘ 

with, like, £50 Χ There was a couple of times, the rent [cheque might] bounce. Because weΩre 

a council tenant they said that if you miss your payment you can pay it back Χ !ƴŘ L Ŏŀƴ 

remember it got to a point where it was quite bad Χ Like, you get to a point you just want a 

big shop Χ Like, we need quite a lot of basic items. I just thought, you know what, we could 

really just do what we do in a good shop so it will ti[d]e us over to next month, then we have 

time to kind of figure things out.  

Χ  [My husband went] out into Aldi and done, like, a big shop knowing fine well that the rent 

would bounce. But in a way, we kind of thought if we just have to pay an extra £50 over the 

next year, then surely thatΩs better, and then weΩve got food. I was thinking more like the 

viable kind of mode, it was getting to the point that the kids wouldnΩt maybe rage, like, why 

havenΩt we got any food and nothing in, and you just get fed up of hearing it.  

This trade off of risking negative repercussions against the need for a reasonable amount of food 

links to the idea that food needs and household needs are not set. While many families cited rent as 

ǘƘŜ ŀōǎƻƭǳǘŜ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘȅΣ !ƳȅΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘhe notion of home and dwelling costs can 

be separated based on immediate priority and coping mechanisms. 

Not all participants were in single-family home accommodations, with one participant living with 

housemates during part of the pandemic. Navigating these relationships during a pandemic, with 
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isolation requirements, is an area that remains underexplored within this theme and would require 

further attention ς particularly around cooking and how that unfolded during lockdowns and 

isolation periods.  

7.10 Theme: Health and Disability 

Covid-19 health, non-Covid-19-specific health, and disability overlapped in some situations, such as 

for Sally whose husband became seriously ill in December 2019, unrelated to Covid-19. She 

described the illness as having increased costs, including the nurses coming to assist him and his 

inability to return to work. She described the associated costs saying that with the benefits backlog 

with Covid-19: ΨItΩs like the perfect storm of different thingsΩ. She continued, later discussing her own 

health concerns and how they interacted with Covid-19, stating she had to isolate due to her 

asthma. Sally described how all the complexities of health and disability are interrelated with food, 

and influenced the situation for her, including through skipping meals to make funds stretch and 

running out of ways to acquire both food and non-food support.  

Amy offered a similarly complex situation. She suffered from a heart condition, while her daughter 

had recently gone through the autism diagnosis process and was seeking support. Amy explained the 

initial acute fears around her health and Covid-19, including death, being somewhat thankful for the 

lockdowns, as they gave reprieve from Covid-19. Balancing against this fear, Amy discussed the 

genuine struggle for her daughter with her autism diagnosis and the need for support ς tying it to 

our discussion around food. AmyΩs daughter struggled with food issues throughout the lockdown, 

and she shared this story to illustrate it:  

At the start of the lockdown, when my husband went and did some shopping, my daughter 

was only an AldiΩs chicken nuggets [person] Χ She wouldnΩt have Birds Eye, she wouldnΩt 

have, like, any others; it has to be AldiΩs chicken nuggets, which before was absolutely fine Χ 

I remember not being able to get any anyway. My husband was, like, ΨThereΩs noneΩ. [I said] 

ΨAre you sure you looked to the bottom of the freezer? Like, you have to [find it], we have to 

get someΩΦ I had my mum having a look in the Aldi near my sisterΩs house. I had my sister 

[look] when she was going shopping Χ .ǳǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ, like, no, we literally canΩt get any Χ 

[She] started to refuse to eat apart from, like, plain pasta, which is also becoming quite 

difficult to find. I remember, like, us spending, oh God, it was weeks, trying to find these 

chicken nuggets.  

She was just literally getting to the point where she was refusing to eat. She was having a 

bowl of peas, and now ironically she doesnΩt like peas ς I think she might have overdone it Χ 
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It was just a nightmare Χ Eventually my husband came back; he was like, ΨLook, what IΩve 

got!Ω Oh, my God. Amazing Χ The first thing she did, it was, like, 11 oΩclock in the morning, 

sheΩs like I want some, I want some. Poor kid must have been starving, you know, not really 

eating. We put them in and she was, like, ΨOh, these are disgustingΩ. They changed the recipe. 

YouΩve got to be kidding me. 

AmyΩs frustration and concern were palpable as we discussed this, with her then turning her 

attention to how difficult the situation was while not receiving enough support from her daughterΩs 

school. In this way it mirrored SallyΩs experience, where a lack of support structures went hand-in-

hand with the discussions around how they experienced issues with health and disability. Amy spoke 

to how desperately her daughter needed support from the school with routine and encountered a 

έǎƘǳǘ ŘƻƻǊέ ŀǎ ǎƘŜ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ƘŀǾŜ Ƙer diagnosis yet officially confirmed.  

ChildrenΩs health needs and requirements came up in other interviews, including with Priya. She 

described her familyΩs situation as: 

My daughter has an autoimmune disease, and my son is epileptic. Χ ! ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ŀƴȄƛŜǘȅ ŀƴŘ 

stressΧ[Covid] did get to him. I noticed his seizures were rising and heΩs had to have an 

increase of medication to try and control that Χ Obviously to me, [itΩs] had an effect. [My 

daughter] was on the shielding list [for her autoimmune disease]. Her illness seems to 

manifest in different ways, so sometimes sheΩs okay, sometimes not Χ She has a lot of the 

mobility issues, which is partly why sheΩs turned to a vegan dietΧso IΩve tried my best to 

support her in that.  

With my oldest two having their conditions, for me, like I say, with their food and their diet, I 

do try to be very on-Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŀǘΧŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴȅ ƻƭŘ[er] son and with his seizures 

getting worse. It is probably paranoia but in my mind IΩm probably thinking, ΨIs it because 

heΩs not had his blueberries or not hadΧ?Ω  

Whether it was around food acquisition, diet or support structures, health and disability as a theme 

was intrinsically intertwined with the other areas.  

7.11  Theme: Emotions and Attitudes 

Emotions around Covid-19, both the experience of the illness itself and its societal ramifications, 

were numerous. Emotions ranged from Amy discussing her intense fear of death from Covid-19, 

including her anger towards her husband when he brought Covid-19 home from work, to Eddie 

describing how he had lost interest in eating and shopping due to having Covid-19 and his sense of 

taste changing. Jane spoke to how her husband struggled emotionally with the changes Covid-19 
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brought to his career as a supply teacher ǎǘŀǘƛƴƎ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ άƻǎǘǊŀŎƛǎŜŘέ ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǘƘŜ 

masking policies at the school This serves as a reminder of the emotions and attitude complications 

that came from the Covid-19 crisis specially.  

Amy discussed the intersection of how Covid-19 affected their family situation and the change in 

peopleΩs attitudes towards her family and others, describing a levelling effect by Covid-19. She said:  

ItΩs nice to be here [in a better place]. But just, like, in the back of your head, I think, as well, 

youΩve got to experience being pushed for cash, and not having food in your cupboard, not 

being able to afford the meals, because then it helps you appreciate other peopleΩs situations 

Χ A lot of people are quick to jump to other people and say, ΨOh, you know, you should get a 

job, or you shouldnΩt have kids if you canΩt afford to feed themΩ. And literally, you know, my 

husbandΩsΧlike, heΩs got a really good job Χ L ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ have a good job and what have you. 

But a health condition affected me ς [this is] the first time we couldnΩt afford to have kids. 

Χ It kind of just puts them back on to a level, you knowΧ When we had our children, we 

could afford them, and then a few years later you get surprised [with a health issue, then] 

you canΩt. It just doesnΩtΧitΩs not quite as, you know, ABC as what a lot of people think. 

There was much emotion expressed around receiving help and support. Some expressed feeling 

lucky they did not have to access certain types of support, like food banks. Emotions were 

complicated though for Mina with support, with her recounting the emotional labour she had to 

endure to gain support with benefits and Tax Credits. Others, such as Andrew, felt that he was lucky 

to not need external support structures from charities or external organisations but rather relied on 

his network. It was clear the sentiment was avoiding charitable or external organisational support 

was negative and held potential shame, linking to ideas of stigma covered in Part 1.  

Priya, when asked about support from friends and family, spoke lovingly about her friend who 

supported her family in the pandemic, coming to tears. She said:  

SheΩs done loads for me, like lending me money and stuff if I needed it to do a bit of shopping 

or buying my shopping. If she knows that IΩm on my ass; sheΩll just turn up and show up and 

have a bag of shopping. Oh, IΩm crying now Χ ItΩs just nice because nobody reallyΧitΩs nice to 

know youΩve got people [who] give a shit. 

Emotions around support from loved ones were complicated; Sally said there would be Ψan element 

of guiltΩ associated with asking for support from family and friends, who were all in a similar 

situation themselves. Some expressed their deep concern for extended family members who were 

struggling to deal with Covid-19, such as Andrew. Harry spoke of guilt and masculinity in his 
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interview given his partner was a teacher and shielded their household from too much of an income 

shock saying:  

I suppose thereΩs something there about how if we were going to choose something at the 

supermarkets, I would feel a little more guilty, say, looking at something more expensive, 

knowing that I wasnΩt putting so much money in Χ It sounds a little bit funny but probably 

feeds into that whole masculinity thing.  

Others expressed embarrassment for either needing support or for accessing support altogether. 

Carla expressed that while she was embarrassed picking up her son and collecting full bags of food 

which other parents might see, the support was helpful.  

 

Carla and others expressed some judgement as well on some people using or misusing support. 

Andrew spoke of how some of his friends were lucky with furlough, saying, ΨThey came out smelling 

of rosesΩ, getting more support than they required. Linda, speaking on a similar topic of school 

vouchers, said:  

I know with the vouchers, people were going to say, like, Morrisons and buying beer and 

Ωbaccy and stuff like that, and I were disgusted Χ At end of the day, weΩre not actually 

entitled to that Χ L Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ǿŜƭƭ ŎƘŜŜƪȅ Χ ¸ƻǳ Ǝƻǘ ŀ ōƛǘ ƻŦ ŀ ƎƛŦǘ ǘƘŜǊŜΣ ŀ ōƛǘ ƻŦ 

a bonus ς will you put it to some good use? IΩm a smoker but I wouldnΩt of dared to use 

something like that for Ωbaccy.  

With support, some expressed that they had to be Ψgrateful for what they were givenΩ, even if it was 

not sufficient or meeting basic requirements. Sally spoke of how the food parcel support she 

received from the Council and food charities was sometimes unsuitable, but she had to be grateful. 

There was a complicated web for many of the participants, weighing up the need for support and 

thankfulness against the feelings that there could be critiques of that support, and those feelings 

were okay to experience.  

There was much talk around family, childrenΩs emotions, and the emotions of being a parent. Many 

parents spoke protectively of their children, iterating they would always ensure their children were 

cared for both emotionally and physically. Eddie opened his interview with the following: 

I think, sort of, mentally IΩve tried to stay as good as what I can do Χ ItΩs quite hard when you 

see all the people suffering ς both your family and in the world Χ ώLΩǾŜϐ got to try and 

maintain a strong persona because obviously IΩve got kids and if IΩm feeling a bit, well, IΩm 
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not going to pretend to be, like, the man of the house because thereΩs my partner that clearly 

ǿŜŀǊǎ ǘƘŜ ǘǊƻǳǎŜǊǎ ōǳǘΧȅƻǳ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǎŜŜƴ ǘƻ ōŜ, like, the strong man, the strong father 

figureΧ ThatΩs been quite hard.  

Overall, emotions were both light-hearted and painful at times for all participants. For everyone 

there was an overlap, with many situations not clearly being in one camp or another. 

7.12 Leeds Summary 

Ultimately, Leeds offered a range of core themes that can inform the adapted FSI framework. Table 

10 summarises the different themes and methodological points from the data. 

Table 10: Leeds Summary 

 

8 Case Study: Fresno 

8.1 United States/California/Fresno Covid-19 Context 

Similarly to Leeds and England, Covid-19 affected the US severely. The LA Times Covid-19 tracker, 

utilising California Department of Public Health data, stated that as of 7 June 2023, Fresno County 

had 333,721 confirmed cases, with one out of every three people in the county having tested 
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positive, and that 3,032 deaths were attributable at least in part to Covid-19 (Los Angeles Times 

Staff, 2023). As of June 2023, 71.4 percent of residents in Fresno County had had at least one dose of 

the Covid-19 vaccine, with 64.4 percent being fully vaccinated (Los Angeles Times Staff, 2023).  

Nationally, the USΩs first key legislation was the 2020 Families First Coronavirus Response Act, giving 

support such as emergency medical leave and tax credits to those who were ill (Council for 

Advancement and Support of Education, n.d.). Further action included the CARES Act 2020, which 

included: individual stimulus cheques (direct grant payments of US$1,200 per adult, US$500 per 

qualifying child), Pandemic Electronic Benefits Transfers (P-EBT), child tax credits, expanding 

unemployment benefits by US$293 billion, the Paycheck Protection Programme for businesses, and 

US$25 billion to food safety-net schemes for vulnerable people, amongst other support including 

funding to individual states (Kim-Mozeleski et al., 2023; IMF, 2021). Other support included the 2020 

Health and Economic Recovery Omnibus Emergency Solutions Act and the Health, Economic 

Assistance, Liability Protection, and Schools Act, and an additional round of stimulus cheques for 

US$600 under the COVID-related Tax Relief Act of 2020 (Council for Advancement and Support of 

Education, n.d.; US Department of the Treasury).  

The 2021 American Rescue Plan Act provided a secondary round of relief, extending unemployment 

benefits and direct stimulus cheques to individuals (US$1,400 for eligible individuals including 

dependents), as well as funding for reopening schools amongst other schemes (IMF, 2021; US 

Department of the Treasury). While not a comprehensive list, these policies demonstrate the 

continued federal legislative efforts, whereas state-by-state efforts varied in approach, timing and 

generosity. 

Related to food, a key scheme was the USDA Farmers to Families programme, which was an opt-in, 

non-mandated federal programme for states ς see Figure 27 for details on its structure (USDA, 

2020c, p. 1).  
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Figure 27: USDA Farmers to Families Infographic 

 

The programme began in May 2020 under the Coronavirus Food Assistance Program, ending a year 

later with 173 million food boxes of products delivered countrywide (USDA, n.d.). State-based 

statistics showing receipt are illustrated in Figure 28 (US Government Accountability Office, 2021, p. 

1).  

Figure 28: Number of Food Boxes Contractors Delivered to Recipient Organisations for the Farmers to 

Families Food Box Program 
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Federal-level school lunch programmes were run, including the NSLP, School Breakfast Program, and 

Summer Food Service Program ς the latter being the largest scheme (US Government Accountability 

Office, 2021). The USDAΩs Food Nutrition Service granted national waivers to run these programmes 

to help ensure they continued during the pandemic; however; it was reported that uptake/delivery 

was reduced by 1.7 billion meals (US Government Accountability Office, 2021). 

California issued Covid-19-related policies and legislation, including numerous stay-at-home orders, 

mask mandates and school closures (Procter, 2023). Relief programmes included the Golden State 

Stimulus programmes for low- to middle-income 2020 tax-filers, the California COVID-19 

Supplemental Paid Sick Leave programme, which was extended, and the Small Business and Non-

profit Covid-19 Relief Grant Programme (The ControllerΩs Office, 2022; Kamal, 2022; Office of 

Governor Gavin Newsom, 2022). The Families First Act allowed California to emergency authorise 

CalFresh allowances (CaliforniaΩs state programme name for SNAP or food stamps; see Chapter 4) to 

the maximum possible, with the final emergency allocation ending in February 2023 (Legal Services 

of Northern California, n.d.). Households already in receipt of the maximum allocation were given an 

additional minimum of US$95 per month, with the Consolidated Appropriations Act increasing 

CalFresh allotments by 15 percent, ending in September 2021 (Legal Services of Northern California, 

n.d.). The Families First Act created additional amounts of funding to support children who received 

reduced-price or free school meals in California, forming the P-EBT programme (Legal Services of 

Northern California, n.d.). Other food-specific support included a free meals programme to elderly 

residents, in collaboration with local restaurants for up to US$61 worth of meals per day to 

qualifying seniors (KABC, 2020).  

Within the region itself, in 2022, the San Joaquin Valley, where Fresno is located, received nearly 

US$1 million in emergency grants from the Fresno Economic Opportunities Commission 

collaborating with the Central California Food Bank (Fresno EOC Food Services, 2022). The area 

received other grants from the private arena, such as that from CVSΩs Health Zones community 

investment programme (CVS Health, 2022). Similarly, Rite Aid offered US$2 million in grants to 

address food insecurity amongst youth (under 18 years old) in the city (Aguilar, 2022). Specific 

Fresno-run food programmes in the pandemic were difficult to track, with a lack of information from 

local-level government websites. 

8.2 ParticipantsΩ Covid-19 Experiences 

All participants discussed the restrictions around lockdowns and masks that were in place at various 

points in the pandemic. Annalise summarised the sentiment as: ΨThere was just the suggestion of flat 

out, stay home, donΩt go anywhere. DonΩt be around other people, isolate ς or if you have to go out, 
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wear a mask. It felt like you were wary of even your neighboursΩ. Annalise went so far as to put a 

laminated sign on her front door saying she would not open the door for anyone if they did not have 

a mask on.  

Participants outlined the emotional stress of Covid-19 and how this varied per person. Elizabeth 

explained her feelings as: 

In my 57 years, IΩve never had to deal with anything like this Χ ItΩs been really, I wonΩt say 

life-changing, but itΩs been quite stressful. I am not a hypochondriac, soΧI was never overly 

alarmed. I just said, ΨWell, you know, if we follow the guidelines and we do what they ask us 

and wear a mask, then IΩm going to be OKΩ. But I know that some of my own family members 

have, in my opinion, gone over the edge. 

Elizabeth gave credit to how resilient children and young people have been in the crisis, stating that 

people underestimate them. Jayden said he and his wife were homebodies at the start of the 

pandemic so it was not too drastic of a lifestyle transition for them. Habits undoubtedly changed, 

such as with grocery shopping, but for the Fresno participants there was less of a sense of fear of 

Covid-19 but rather a pragmatism of needing to adjust and carry on. 

The following 10 themes were identified in the Fresno data.  

8.3 Theme: Food Acquisition 

All interviewees discussed food acquisition. Covid-19 severely influenced peopleΩs ability to obtain 

food and influenced what sources and means were available. Grocery stores and other vendors had 

strict cleaning protocols and requirements to prevent Covid-19, although implementation varied. 

Annalise outlined how the process to obtain a drink at 7-Eleven changed, having to go to the counter 

to get the cup, straw and lid rather than them being stocked by the drinks machine. Everything was 

calculatedly placed in stores to avoid more people touching goods and products than necessary. 

Fresno, like many areas of the world, including Leeds, struggled with panic buying and lack of food 

on shelves at the outbreak of the pandemic. Participants cited hard-to-find items such as toilet 

paper, frozen and fresh chicken, flour, ramen, fresh vegetables and meat in general. Miri described 

how it was difficult to cook the foods typical of her Hispanic household, as rice and beans were hard 

to source, and how she had to turn to culturally specific grocery stores to find appropriate foods to 

combat this. Miri and her colleagues discussed where they could find which items at a work meeting, 

trading information and support. Danny spoke to this, saying: 
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 A fine example is my girlfriend likes diet ginger ale Χ Nobody has it Χ I had to call Smart & 

Final yesterday and they didnΩt have any on the shelf, but the driver was there dropping it off 

ŀƴŘ ƻƴƭȅ ƘŀŘ ŀ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ŀƳƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ƛǘ Χ How is it even possible that nobody in town has it? 

From SaveMart to the Walmart, to Vons, WinCo, Food Max, Foods Co ς nobody. 

Between the long queues and the health risks of Covid-19, many participants turned to online food 

shopping. ElizabethΩs son worked as an online shop fulfilment worker at Walmart, saying many 

DoorDash and Uber drivers came up to collect groceries. Precious found online shopping difficult, as 

the delivery fees made her shopping more expensive and there was not always available stock of the 

affordable versions of items she would normally select. This lack of affordable options made it so 

Precious would exceed her budget. Annalise found it helpful to use WalmartΩs delivery services ς at 

first as a response to low mask-wearing compliance in Fresno, then as a tool to order heavy items 

she struggled to lift due to her disability, such as milk and canned goods. She said, ΨItΩs worth paying 

the $10 tipΧΩ to have groceries delivered to her porch. Annalise used multiple online retailers to 

meet her needs, sourcing Gatorade and protein drinks from Amazon, and what she could from Aldi. 

Susie mentioned how Fresno had more limited options for online shopping compared to other areas, 

noting the difference between where she previously was in Palo Alto at a mental health facility at 

the outbreak of Covid-19. She said: 

I was among a bunch of people who were all willing to share all their tricks to the trade of 

how to get food. Amazon was doing that Market Fresh [service], so I could get produce to my 

door. That went by the wayside when I got back to Fresno and that wasnΩt an option. I have 

ōŜŜƴ ƳƛȄƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƳŀǘŎƘƛƴƎΧōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ¢ŀǊƎŜǘΣ ²ŀƭƳŀǊǘ ŀƴŘ !ƳŀȊƻƴΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ŀ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ 

[foods] sometimes but I am learning to accept when I canΩǘ ŦƛƴŘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΧL Ǝƻ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ Ƨǳǎǘ 

nutritionally comparable Χ It may not make me the happiest, but I gotta get it done. 

Others instead altered the frequency and locations of their in-person shopping. Miri reduced her 

shopping, only going out for Ψbig shopsΩ, whereas Precious went to multiple Walmart and Food Maxx 

stores to find items for her family. While many participants had strategies for shopping with the 

pandemic in mind, they did not all align, showing variability in approach. Danny described going to 

various shops daily, including the Walmart Market around the corner. Danny cited the irony of being 

in an abundant farming region: ΨYouΩd think of all the places where you should have vegetables, 

fresh vegetables, you would think youΩd be in the Valley?Ω Francesca built upon this, articulating the 

struggle of finding foods that met her dietary needs and preferences at the stores in her 

neighbourhood after moving to a new area of Fresno. 
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I used to go to Costco and now I go to FoodMaxx because itΩs the closest and I donΩt really 

have a lot of time during my week or weekends to make the trips to wholesale stores and out 

of CƻƻŘaŀȄȄ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǳǊƘƻƻŘΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎǳǇǇƭȅ ƛǎ ǾŜǊȅ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ŀƴŘΧǘƘŜ ǎŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ 

have at those stores [in West Fresno] is so much more limited; itΩs moreΧunhealthy and junk 

ŦƻƻŘΧ A lot of the produce isnΩt the greatest looking, at least, or it doesnΩt smell the freshest. 

So I would always like to travel to Shaw [Avenue] and [Highway] 99 to go to Costco or to 

WinCo because those stores tend to have better options and variety because theyΩre geared 

towards people that have more money.  

Danny mentioned the increased prices at Vons and SaveMart compared to the warehouse chains, 

which aligns with Annalise mentioning she would not shop at Whole Foods saying:  

[Whole Foods] is [a lot of money], and I shop for food 99% of the time with my CalFresh card 

Χ DƻƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǘ ²ƘƻƭŜ CƻƻŘǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŜƳōŀǊǊŀǎǎ ƳŜΧώǘƻƻϐǳƴŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀōƭŜΦ 9ǾŜƴ ƛŦ L Ǝƻ ǘƻ 

SaveMart off of Bullard [Avenue] and Palm [Avenue], as the area is wealthier than going to 

Walmart on Herndon [Avenue] and Ingram [Avenue] [where] they donΩt careΧeven the one 

ƛƴΧŀ ƴŜǿ ƻƴŜ ƻƴ IŜǊƴŘƻƴ [Avenue]Χ ItΩs way out and itΩs very nice [and] clean, and their 

cabinets are not locked up. My friend and I, weΩre like, ΨOh my gosh, you know, if itΩs over on 

Blackstone [Avenue] and Ashland [Avenue] , everythingΩs locked up thereΩ. This is not, this is 

wide open; they trust people here.  

With this, nearly all participants cited either trying to buy in bulk or preferring to if possible. Vonn 

noted that while she prefers to buy in bulk from Walmart or Costco, as it is easier, she was finding 

herself cutting coupon vouchers from newspapers and travelling to more stores to get the deals and 

items at their cheapest. Intersecting with this was the lack of supplies on shelves, with Vonn 

describing how she was Ψrunning all over Fresno trying to be able to get enough food to get me 

through the week Χ A lot of these stores arenΩt even stockedΩ. Participants described stocking up on 

food when they were finally able to locate it and sharing resources and items amongst their friends 

and families. This included Annalise who would freeze foods such as meat cuts and pineapple when 

she could find them. 

A major consideration in food acquisition was around food pricing ς something participants were 

keenly aware of and had detailed knowledge on. Francesca talked through how she weighed up 

prices, value and the quality of products between stores.  

I love going to Costco and getting a lot of their refrigerated soups, their refrigerated salads 

ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜΧƳŀŘŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǘ /ƻǎǘŎƻΦ !ƴŘ ŀǘ CƻƻŘaŀȄȄ L ŎŀƴΩt find that. Even [when] 
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shopping for Thanksgiving dinner, I could get Ψbrown and serveΩ rolls from FoodMaxx 

butΧwhen I open[ed] them, they were cracking and felt stale Χ But the expiration date isnΩt 

ŦƻǊ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŎƻǳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ǿŜŜƪǎΚ Χ The pre-packaged salads that I do get from FoodMaxx tend 

not to last as long as the ones that I would get from Costco.  

And even just getting food that is less expensive, but I get more of it Χ If I were to get, like, a 

big box of dino nuggets, I would pay about $10 at Costco to get a hundred and something 

nuggets, whereas I go to FoodMaxx and I paid $9.99 for a box that is only, like, 50. And so for 

me, IΩm like, I am wasting more money. But then I think about it, IΩm like, Ψbut the drive over 

there and the time that I take and then driving all the way back, technically, I guess IΩm 

saving money in gasΩ, but IΩm not getting as much food as I would like to. 

Specifically referring to quality, Francesca and others commented about the quality of food being 

inferior at the discount stores. Francesca cited that her family preferred bison meat ς which was not 

available at the discount stores ς and the meat she did purchase from FoodMaxx was of poorer 

quality and, as she said, ΨoxygenatedΩ. She contrasted this to the food from Costo saying, ΨMy chicken 

doesnΩt look a little green [from Costco like it does from FoodMaxx]Ω. Quality particularly came up 

with online shopping, not trusting the online shop fulfillers to pick the most quality produce 

available. 

As for price, participants were incredibly aware of price increases and were able to quantify the 

changes off hand. Elizabeth spoke specifically of the increased price of Lunchables (a childrenΩs lunch 

pack) going from US$0.99 to US$1.50 and the larger size going from US$1.50 to US$3.00; jalapeños 

were US$0.59 to US$1.39; and paying US$21 for the multi-pack of meat that previously was US$9. 

Meat consistently was cited as having ballooned in price, with most participants swapping to 

cheaper cuts or types of meats. Danny declared that without the increase in CalFresh benefits, these 

food prices would have been unaffordable, saying it was almost as if the price increases were Ψeaten 

up by that [increased] amountΩ of CalFresh. 

Two participants discussed how fast-food places in Los Angeles were trialling accepting CalFresh, 

where it was generally not accepted, including at McDonaldΩs and Jack in the Box. This goes against 

existing rules for CalFresh. Existing rules included being unable to buy hot foods in food shops and 

grocery stores, such as rotisserie chickens, according to Elizabeth. Danny attributed the potential 

rule change as a policy solution to support those experiencing homelessness. This aligned with 

ChrisΩs own experience of homelessness, as he explained that the heat-in-store pizza option at 7-

Eleven was available on CalFresh, so it allowed him to have a hot meal within the rules. Given he did 
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not have cooking facilities, this workaround for hot food was valuable. CalFresh as a benefit is 

discussed in section 8.5, but here it clearly links to the food acquisition discourse. 

Of final note, only one participant turned inward to save money, looking at their own resources. 

Elizabth cited using lemons from their lemon tree to make lemonade as a snack rather than buying 

from the store, but this was an exception. Overall, growing oneΩs own food was not a common 

strategy in Fresno. 

8.4 Theme: Diet 

For Fresno participants, food pricing was inextricably linked to diet. Participants spoke of categories 

of food and having to shop for the lower/est cost option within that category for items they typically 

would purchase. The most repeated category was protein, which in this context was synonymous 

with meat. Vonn said her household consumed pork chops, as they were the cheapest cut, as did 

Danny. Vonn also had to switch from beef mince to turkey mince, which she did not prefer but it was 

50 cents cheaper. Annalise similarly had to switch to turkey mince and turkey sausage due to price. 

While she liked to buy eggs and chicken as well as forms of protein, it had been difficult to source 

frozen chicken and other meats. Other participants similarly commented on the inability to find the 

foods they typically preferred, and when they could the price inflations were too high to make them 

affordable. 

The need for a healthy diet due to health conditions and disability concerns was a prominent topic. 

For many participants, the trade-offs described above had negative effects on nutrition. Annalise 

said she was having bariatric surgery in the new year, so her diet would shift because she would be 

eating so little. While she linked this to the positive element of eliminating junk foods, Annalise 

spoke of it in a way that would offset her struggles to afford food. Francesca had concerns about 

breast cancer from pork, so she and her extended family tried to avoid it. Susie was buying pork and 

carne asada (a cut of beef) while also trying to supplement eggs in her diet all to combat her health 

concerns and still get enough protein. SusieΩs complex health needs meant she struggled to eat 

carbs, as they affected her insulin levels. While she was unemployed and stated she had the time to 

do detailed meal planning, she assumed it would become more difficult when she entered the 

workforce. This included detailed planning of what she ate but also timings. Susie related this to her 

health, saying: 

Where there are the people who get smoke breaks, [IΩll] go eat a cucumber. You know, thatΩs 

the way itΩs going to have to be for me because I really canΩt eat ς I also just went through a 
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surgery that wrapped up two months ago and so my eating has become a lot smaller, which 

in some ways is kind of good.  

Danny expressed his love of cooking, citing he enjoyed preparing meals such as prime rib and 

lasagne and enjoyed taking requests from his household. As Danny put it: ΨIt saves me money. I donΩt 

eat fast food. And plus, no one cooks it as well as I do anyway as far as IΩm concerned!Ω To offset 

increased cooking costs, he started to grind his own pork, even though he did not enjoy it, and made 

cheaper meals he liked less. All these choices in turn affected his diet. Precious said with food prices 

becoming so expensive, when it came to cooking she would only purchase the foods that the kids 

wanted rather than the normal foods she used. This change in procurement thus led to changes in 

her and the childrenΩs diet patterns. Miri found the pandemic a helpful time to reset her cooking 

habits. She said:  

[Over the last year] we got healthier. Covid gave us that time to cook healthier, figure out 

[how to] avoid all the fast food and all the processed stuff. And itΩs kind of just reset us to 

going back to cooking a little bit healthier and more from scratch so that we can control the 

amount of sugar and salt and whatnot that goes into foodΧ It was always something thatΩs 

in the back of my mind. 

Vonn had settled for cooking more boxed meals like Hamburger Helper and fast dinners, as they had 

been more readily in stock and affordable during the pandemic. She explained: ΨI cook a lot of 

Mexican food like enchiladas, or I always make sure that we have like a three [component] meal, so 

like, meat, vegetable and a side. So IΩm used to cooking hearty, home-cooked mealsΩ. Vonn made 

this change in diet due to food insecurity, and Rose similarly had gone back to basics due to cost, 

settling for things like sandwiches rather than comprehensive meals. It weighed on her, though, with 

meal planning, as she considered: ΨIf thereΩs, like, holidays, do I plan for people visiting? Do I plan 

what I can do if people stop by?Ω While she considered this diet and food acceptable for her, she did 

not feel it would lend to her being able to offer appropriate food to others. 

Not all participants shared a love of cooking. FrancescaΩs schedule of working full time and going to 

university meant she often would not return home until 9:30 p.m., so she would eat quick-prep 

foods like ramen. With her fiancé in a depressive state and struggling to eat, diet had fallen by the 

wayside in their household. These constraints on time and ability to pursue fulfilling, meaningful 

meals did not promote food security in a holistic sense. Jayden expressed not preferring meat, being 

almost vegetarian, and instead eating many frozen ready meals. While sometimes having 

Hamburger Helper boxed meals, he preferred cheese-based meals such as burritos, or pasta-based 

meals; this contrasted to his wifeΩs love of salads, so they ate separately. These patterns in food 
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consumption affected dietary health but also spoke to how those in food insecurity still had varied 

preferences even within a household. Bringing health into dietary preferences again, Susie found the 

frozen Atkins diet meals from Walmart helped her meet her health-related dietary issues and, being 

are covered by CalFresh, she cited them as a good option for her. 

The consensus in the data is that price dictated diets in a way previously not experienced by some 

participants. Covid-19Ωs impact on price and availability shaped the conversations away from actual 

preferences and listing of what people liked more towards what people had to settle for. To add 

further insights into the data, the graphic in Figure 29 offers a list of the foods mentioned in Fresno.  

Figure 29: Specific Foods Mentioned in Fresno 

 

A summary of the secondary layer codes in this theme is displayed visually in Figure 30.  
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Figure 30: Summary of Issues Raised Related to Diet and the Pandemic  

 

 

8.5 Theme: Support Structures 

Support structures were one of the most prevalent topics, featuring at length in all interviews. The 

intersection of support structures was essential to all participants and the creation of multiple 

sources of support was viewed as vital. However, a noted measure of support was the increase in 

CalFresh payment amounts, although not all participants were signed up to the programme. Most 

participants cited a large increase from their original CalFresh benefits, typically ranging from 

US$20ς40 per month, jumping to US$150 per month. Jayden spoke about how he used the benefits, 

summarising: 

Because I was getting unemployment, I was getting the extra [CalFresh] money; we really 

havenΩt had to cut back too much Χ Prior to that there were a lot of times we would only 

have one meal a day Χ WeΩd do it when we knew how much we had [to have] on hand and 

what the situation was Χ For a long time we use to go recycling, one of those people who are 

out there hustling for aluminium cans and bottles Χ L ƪƴŜǿ Ƙƻǿ ƳǳŎƘ L ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ǊŜŎȅŎƭŜ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ 

us byΧwe were just living day by day Χ It would be one meal and enough for gas just to 
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ǎǳǊǾƛǾŜ ƻƴŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŘŀȅΧ ώbƻǿ /ŀƭCǊŜǎƘϐ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ ǳǎ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ǎƘƻǇǇƛƴƎΧwe can feel free to get 

what we want. I donΩt have to worry if weΩre spending too much. 

People, including Jayden, Miri and Chris, said the uplifted amount was sufficient and covered much if 

not all of their food budget; whereas, for others like Rose, who received an uplift of around only 

US$35, said the increased amount essentially just offset the increase in food prices. Amongst all 

participants mentioning CalFresh, there was uncertainty and concern over when the increase would 

end. Rules around CalFresh were also discussed, where their benefit amounts were tapered as their 

income increased. For some, like Danny and Annalise, benefit amounts were capped, so they did not 

receive as much as they expected. Susie commented that the revised Covid-19 rules allowing for 

online orders with CalFresh were extremely helpful in the pandemic, allowing her to do click and 

collect from Walmart, avoiding Covid-19 exposure.  

(Mis)use of benefits was polarising. Elizabeth was vehemently against trading CalFresh benefits for 

cash, saying it ΨƳŀƪŜǎ ƘŜǊ ŀƴƎǊȅΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƳƻƴŜȅ ƛǎ ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳǊ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΧƛǘΩǎ ƛƭƭŜƎŀƭΧƛǘΩs fraudulentΩ. This said, 

some of the Fresno participants used their benefits outside of their intended form. Francesca 

desperately wanted to avoid applying for CalFresh, having negative connotations of benefits use 

through her mother using the benefits system throughout her life. However, during these more 

difficult times, Francesca did access CalFresh indirectly, explaining:  

My fiancéΩs mom would borrow money from us; she would just be like, ΨWell, I can pay you 

by you using double the food stamps that I borrowed in moneyΩΦ So if we gave her $25, she 

would [give us] $50 on [her CalFresh] card. And so then we would buy food that way because 

then it wouldnΩt necessarily be coming out of our pocket and we made a profit off of it Χ 

That was a huge thing for pretty much the past, like, ǘƘǊŜŜ ƳƻƴǘƘǎΧǘƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ƳƻǊŜ ƻŦ ŀƴ 

option for us because we just havenΩt been able to [afford food].  

New P-EBT cards for school-aged children came in during Covid-19. The federal programme, 

partnered with California and aligned with CalFresh, was highly praised by parents. Precious 

commented that some of the school-based support, such as food parcels as meal replacements, 

varied depending on which county a childΩs school was located in. Counter to this, P-EBT was 

universal and assigned to each child. VonnΩs sonΩs school offered meal support; he said: 

But thank God the schools still allow us to go pick up their lunches every day when theyΩre in 

school, even though theyΩre doing it at home Χ ¢ƘŜȅΩll give the kids just regular school 

lunches like a burrito, sometimes a bag of carrots, some apple slices, just basically regular 
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school lunches that kids get at home Χ ItΩs made a big difference. ItΩs helped out a lot, itΩs 

helped tremendously. 

For Precious, her children did not both receive school-based in-kind support due to their ages and 

being enrolled in different schools, but both benefited from P-EBT. She said the extra funds allowed 

parents to Ψstock upΩ and she carefully budgeted the extra funds and Ψstretched that out for four 

monthsΩ. MiriΩs experience was that for her three children, part of the excitement of school was the 

school lunches, so having school breakfast and lunch schemes was an essential form of support in 

the pandemic. While originally the programme mandated parents bring in identification for the 

children to collect the meals, eventually those rules were eliminated. This elimination made good 

sense to Miri and removed restrictions that did not improve the programme, while still supporting 

families. Miri similarly found the meals a good source of inspiration, saying they were healthy, 

quality meals. 

Unemployment benefits were viewed as a complicated but vital service for many participants. 

Jayden outlined this saying, ΨIt took me, like, almost four years of my job to make as much as I got in 

[unemployment] the last 10 months Χ I probably received $10,000 in benefits, and I say that I was 

only making maybe $3,000 a year. Covid-19 was kind of like a financial blessing to usΩ. For Vonn, the 

interaction of the unemployment benefits and CalFresh meant that they received the maximum 

benefits before a substantial amount could be added to her previous total. These sort of benefit caps 

also related to disability benefits, which was another commonly cited benefit that was needed but 

often difficult to access. 

For some, like FrancescaΩs fiancé, accessing unemployment was not straightforward. His former 

employer had not filled out the necessary paperwork confirming his job expiration for months, thus 

leaving him without benefits, seemingly indefinitely, with no recourse. That said, Jayden spoke to 

how his former colleagues working at the arena had committed unemployment fraud, giving false 

information knowing that due to Covid-19 the details submitted would not be verified; one co-

worker received a US$30,000 cheque after filing for three separate accounts.  

Outside these benefits programmes, participants mentioned specific schemes that offered support. 

Susie spoke about the support she got through the Fresno VA office being outstanding, and allowing 

her better access to existing benefits such as Section 8 housing assistance, and Vonn spoke of a 

Covid-19 rent assistance scheme, although she could not apply as she did not have a birth certificate, 

which was a requirement. Elizabeth outlined various California/Fresno schemes she benefited from 

including getting a new free air-conditioning unit installed, as heat was an issue with her disabilities, 

and solar panels being installed on her roof to lower bills as part of a government programme. 
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Similarly, Vonn detailed how, on top of receiving Section 8 housing rental support and other 

benefits, she obtained free car insurance through a California programme for low-income residents.  

In Fresno, the charitable sector efforts were viewed and functioned hand-in-hand with the city and 

state government interventions. Annalise, as well as Ricardo, commented on how there was a 

plethora of support options during 2020 but how much of it had ended by the latter half of 2021. 

Annalise described this as:  

You get the newsclips of the same turkey donations for the Poverello House, Marjaree Mason 

or Catholic Charities [there always has been]. [I only] saw one newsclip that one of the 

council people putting together something and they were giving out food boxes indoors 

ǎƻƳŜǿƘŜǊŜΦ ¦ǎǳŀƭƭȅΣ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǎŜǘ ǳǇ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜΧȅƻǳ Ƨǳǎǘ ŘǊƛǾŜ ǳǇΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ Ǉǳǘ ǘƘŜƳ ƛƴ your 

trunk. I mean, you donΩt even have to get out of your car; they put it in the backseat for you.  

Drive-thru support was common in Fresno, with Precious saying Fresno City College, the local two-

year community university, put food parcels together and put them into studentsΩ vehicles. Rose 

similarly found support through drive-thru food parcel events, saying it was Ψnice and convenientΩ to 

receive the food, but she had to borrow a car so she could take her grandma for this support. Due to 

her lack of private transportation, Rose illustrated the ideal scenario where there would be a walk-

up option at these drive-thru events. While drive-thru events were cited as a Covid-19-secure way to 

deliver support, groups were inherently disqualified for support based on vehicle access. 

Speaking further to university-level support, Francesca discussed the Ram Pantry at Fresno City 

College and the Bulldog Pantry at Fresno State University, both food pantries. Francesca found both 

food pantries helpful during Covid-19, especially as they provided non-food goods such as nappies 

and laundry detergent. On the quality of the food, Precious said, ΨThereΩd be packets of noodles, 

macaroni and cheese, basically anything that a college student could have and survive onΩ. However, 

this form of support was not always consistent during the pandemic and was not well advertised ς 

Precious struggled to find information, whereas Miri said the university was Ψconstantly sending 

remindersΩ. Francesca, a Fresno State student, received numerous Covid-19 relief grants. The 

amount depended on the number of classes one was enrolled in ς course load varied per student in 

the US ς and continued through to the autumn 2021 semester.  

Other charitable areas of support included mentions of the use of the Salvation Army and Catholic 

Charities and church food giveaways by Precious. Precious said the support was best from her 

church, as it was a sizeable amount of fresh food, including cooked meat, such as whole chickens, 

vegan meat alternatives, and fresh vegetables. Other charities she said featured out-of-date foods, 
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and she expressed concern over the safety of the food. Jayden, when speaking generally of food 

charity, similarly commented around the out-of-date donations, saying he felt it was wrong it was 

given out stating: ΨJust because weΩre poor and hungry doesnΩt mean we should be getting food 

thatΩǎΧȅƻǳ know?Ω VonnΩs recollection of the Catholic Charities parcels was of primarily canned 

goods, with limited other options, saying:  

Every other Wednesday they have fresh vegetables and fruit Χ LǘΩs first come, first served, so 

if you donΩt get there early enough, you donΩt get none of it Χ They give me a good amount 

of food because they give you the food for however many you have in your household Χ But I 

havenΩt been able to make a really full mealΧit is kind of, ƭƛƪŜΧǇǳǘ ƻƴŜ ǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ 

the other, you know? YouΩve got to make make-a-dish dinners Χ My sonΩs like, ΨMom, I can 

only eat beans so much, in so many waysΩΦ 

For Susie, her veteran and disability status allowed her priority access to support such as the Fresno 

Distribution Centre food bank. She said:  

For some reason, IΩm given preference. And so I go there and they wonderfully will give me 

boxes of cereal or cheese. One time they actually gave me steak likeΧthat is a struggle for 

me, protein deficiency because the higher-end meats, they just cost so much Χ {ƻƳŜ Řŀȅǎ 

[the food parcels are] good, some days not so much, but IΩd say the majority, you know, IΩm 

just really happy to get it Χ Luckily with the CalFresh, I can fill in the gaps. 

These stories of food parcel support sat in tandem with praise for the cityΩs seniorsΩ food parcel 

scheme, where for months seniors could obtain free fresh produce and shopping as part of city-level 

Covid-19 support. Precious highlighted how ΨneatΩ it was for them to run this high-quality scheme for 

such a long duration. Others cited how these sorts of food box schemes allowed them to engage 

with their neighbours and build informal support. Annalise said towards the end of distributions the 

organisers would give out multiple boxes, instructing people to give the excess to their neighbours. 

Annalise said she would give them to neighbours who were very appreciative and Ψyou have no idea 

that they donΩt have enough to eat, and you live right next door to them Χ One neighbour came 

over right next to me, and she has three kids herself and her husband Χ L ǎŀƛŘΣ ά5o you know 

anybody who could use a box of food?έ looked in it and she says, άI couldέΩ. 

This sort of neighbourly support fits with the trend of supporting friends and family through the 

pandemic. Nearly every participant was being offered support by friends or family, with many then 

offering what support they could to others. Chris gave support as a caregiver to a friendΩs brother in 

exchange for a place to stay, and Danny and Elizabeth took in friends and other family members who 
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could not afford their own place or needed support. These informal networks proved extremely 

valuable to many in Fresno and were often longer-term commitments of support rather than one-off 

or temporary measures. 

8.6 Theme: Money and Budgets 

Budgeting was a prominent topic in the interviews, intersecting with other themes. With the 

evolving situation of finances in the pandemic, strategies were adjusted. One element was the 

increase in CalFresh and unemployment benefits. Annalise commented that with the increase she 

stocked up on freezable items, almost as a Ψrainy dayΩ fund for when the benefits increase ended, as 

Precious did with P-EBT. Jayden, similarly, was able to afford previously out-of-reach items with 

unemployment benefits, such as a more modern vehicle, while still saving money for when the 

benefits uptick concluded.  

Generally, those on benefits, as Miri put it, Ψbudgeted because we did not know what was going to 

happen ς and we were afraidΩ. This sort of fear translated for some into calculations of how to make 

things stretch in the most cost-effective manner. Rose spoke of how she economised her different 

benefits to ensure maximum efficiency. She would spend all her CalFresh benefits first without 

touching the general CashAid benefit and try to hold on until the next round of CalFresh before 

purchasing any further food. Danny depicted himself as a bargain hunter with very low overhead 

costs, meaning he could quite comfortably run on a tight budget; similarly, Chris cited how he 

preferred to get his hygiene products from bargain shops like Dollar General.  

That said, efficiently budgeting can only take a person so far, as is clear from the data. Elizabeth 

spoke of missing several bill payments, including her mobile phone bill and cable, and having her 

phone disconnected for two months making her contactable only via Facebook. Her sonΩs father, 

whom she was no longer with, joined her household in the pandemic as a housemate, helping 

towards bills. She explained:  

We split the bills down the middle ς water, the gas and electric. And, you know, it being in 

Fresno, it gets hot here Χ Starting in May, June, July, August, our PG&E electric, that was, 

like, almost $400 a month. And, you know, paying it by myself, my bill were escalating Χ L 

was, like, ΨOh my GodΩ, you know, ΨI canΩt afford this billΩΦ  

Due to her disability status, Elizabeth was able to access programmes that helped lower her PG&E 

(the electricity provider) bill and replace her air-conditioning unit when it broke, although she was 

waitlisted for this support for 18 months. Similarly, Precious had issues with her air cooling, saying 

her cooling unit and fan use were increasingly costing more to use, and she struggled to afford the 
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related PG&E bills. Precious cited the bill increases as being the highest they had been in her 10 

years of living in Fresno, no longer having extra money to top up the fridge when there was not 

enough food for meals or snacks. 

Francesca also spoke of PG&E, as most participants did, and explained how there were power 

outages in her area, potentially connected to the wildfires elsewhere in California. The ΨnightmarishΩ 

scenario, as Francesca phrased it, while seemingly common, took much back and forth with the 

company and did not result in full compensation for services lost. She illustrated the knock-on 

effects saying they ΨƘŀŘ ǘƻ ǘƘǊƻǿ ƻǳǘ ƻǾŜǊ Ϸмлл ǿƻǊǘƘ ƻŦ ŦƻƻŘΧǘƘŀǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǿŀǎ ǿƘŀǘ ƳŀŘŜ ǳǎ ǘŀƪŜ ŀ 

huge hit because even though we saved a lot on PG&E because we didnΩt have any, we lost all of the 

food that we had boughtΩ. 

Miri wanted to access support when she was made redundant the previous year but was deemed 

ineligible, as she had not been with that employer long enough. During this period, the support she 

was receiving ς Cash Aid and CalFresh ς was insufficient and bill payments were missed. Miri spoke 

of this as Ψthe [bills] that will take me to a collection agencyΩ are the ones that they paid, like, Ψthe 

credit cards [and] car insurance definitely got paidΩ. Annalise prioritised her necessities such as rent, 

electricity and her petΩs costs, while other things such as the alarm system, gardener and TV were of 

lesser importance. Overall, Vonn aptly expressed the stress and questioning nature of not being able 

to afford bills, including her phone bills, stating:  

ItΩs been a struggle trying to, you know, trying to figure [out] whatΩs more important ς food 

or paying the PG&E? Am I able to miss the light bill one month or cable? And because my kids 

do home-schooling, I mean, my son was home-schooling and both my nephews, we have to 

have Wi-Fi, and in order to have Wi-Fi, you have to have cable Χ WeΩve been stuck trying to 

balance every other month, which we all have to skip a PG&E or a water bill to pay in order 

to make sure that the kids are able to go to school, and to pay my Wi-Fi bill. 

Outside of budgeting, how people tried to increase their cash flow varied. Annalise described how 

she entered the cycle of payday loans, which she explained was Ψso hard to get out ofΩ and she was 

not sure how she would be able to. Miri borrowed money from her parents to help supplement 

funds, while Francesca gained support from extended family members by accessing their CalFresh 

benefits. Multiple participants discussed how the government stimulus cheques helped increase 

cash flows ς however, none brought it up themselves. The stimulus cheques were not viewed as a 

particularly high-ranking method of support but as a positive contribution towards their income, at 

least in the short term.  
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8.7 Theme: Work and Wages 

Participants in Fresno were highly engaged in informal work and the gig economy to be able to 

afford food. Chris was informally working for his friend ς the manager ς at a 7-Eleven, working 

occasional shifts in hopes of obtaining a permanent post. Chris was in an uncertain, precarious 

situation ς where he had not worked in over two weeks but was hoping the worker he would replace 

was fired soon ς leaving him without an income but also not searching for other work in case this 

work resulted in employment. In part, Chris was accepting of this precarious situation, as his job 

options were limited due to his previous encounter with law enforcement. He said:  

IΩve been off and on [working full time] Χ I was going through temp agencies and just getting 

hired on to them. To be honest, it hasnΩt been the easiest for me to get work because I do 

ƘŀǾŜ ŀ Ǉŀǎǘ ǿƘŜǊŜΧώƛƴ Ƴȅϐ ŘŜƭƛƴǉǳŜƴǘ ȅŜŀǊǎ ǘƻ ȅƻǳƴƎ adulthood I got in some trouble with 

ǘƘŜ ƭŀǿΦ {ƻ Ƴȅ ǊŜŎƻǊŘΧƛǘ ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ǳƎƭȅΣ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ Ǉŀǎǘ ƳƛǎǘŀƪŜǎΦ {ƻΧƧƻōǎ 

are very seldom. 

Jayden similarly faced employment ramifications after being arrested. He previously had stable full-

time employment and, as he said, ΨI worked before [for] 32 years at the [government agency] but 

something happened where I made a mistake and lost my job and I lost my retirement and 

everythingΩ. For Jayden, this led to him working at the arena in Fresno as a cleaner, which came to a 

halt during Covid-19. He was finding work on Craigslist (a classifieds website) and other websites, 

doing online surveys and interviews in exchange for gift cards, and working as a cleaner at one-off 

events like marathons or company parties to help afford food.  

While Jayden knew a job at the arena would be waiting for him, due to his age and health the job 

had already been difficult to do. He tried going back, saying, ΨI went back one day, but it half killed 

me doing it, so I didnΩt go back after that Χ ¢ƘŜȅΩre getting really desperate. I will go back, but itΩs 

kind of hard now [on me]Ω. The hesitation about returning to this role was clear, but there was an 

admission of a probable return despite its difficulty. 

Due to Covid-19 other self-employed participants also had to cease their work. Vonn had to close 

her daycare business and home-school her son. She was doing end-of-lease DIY work, primarily 

painting. The role offered no consistency, but Vonn expressed the pay was generous, stating the 

man employing her knew VonnΩs financial situation and paid with that in mind. Prior to Covid-19, 

Danny worked Ψoff the booksΩΣ which made a significant difference for him financially. He described 

his situation as: 
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Well, the income hasnΩǘ ƻƴ ǇŀǇŜǊΧŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ŀƳ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘΦ .ǳǘ ŦǊƻƳ aŀǊŎƘ ƻŦ нлнлΣ 

when everything shut down Χ I usually go out on tour with bands and IΩm paid under the 

ǘŀōƭŜ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǎƻǳƴŘ ƻǊ ǘƻǳǊ ƳŀƴŀƎƛƴƎΧǘƘŀǘ ǎǘƻǇǇŜŘΦ {ƻ ǘƘŀǘ ŎŀǎƘ ƳƻƴŜȅΣ ϷнлΣллл, is probably 

gone Χ {ƻ, and I mean on paper, I make $1,050 a month. 

In addition to this, Danny was a landlord on three properties, which provided a revenue stream 

although not formal work. DannyΩs music-related wage was about to resume in a few monthsΩ ǘƛƳŜ 

but he did not appear stressed about the loss of wages, only disappointed that money went 

ΨunclaimedΩΦ 

FrancescaΩs household had a mixed experience with work and wages, herself working full time in a 

classroom while attending Fresno State. She recently received a promotion at her work but her 

husband lost his job. His situation was part due to his employer in the construction field being taken 

over by new management following Covid-19, and a clash of personalities, while personal 

circumstances did not lend well to being in a work environment. Francesca discussed her promotion 

positively and expressed love for her job, but the loss of ƘŜǊ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΩǎ wages made their financial 

and personal situations worse overall. 

Annalise, Miri, Precious, Susie and Rose did not work, due to either physical or mental health 

disabilities. For some, there was a strong desire to return to work, such as Susie who was looking 

forward to trying to return to the workforce in a few monthsΩ time. Others, such as Annalise, 

recognised the difficulties of trying to find employment, saying:  

IΩll try to find a part-time job, and itΩs the holidays, so logically you think thatΩll be really easy. 

But I canΩt bend, I canΩt lift. I had shoulder-replacement surgery at the end of JulyΧ I canΩt lift 

more than 10 pounds because of my back. You canΩt, thereΩs no bending or twisting, though. 

All kinds of rules of things you canΩt do, so I canΩt stock shelves. 

Χ But you look at me, and you donΩt think anythingΩs wrong with me. You think IΩm fine. I 

donΩt walk with a cane [but] IΩm in constant pain, but you donΩt know that. So itΩs difficult.  

As so many of the participantsΩ work-related difficulties originated from other themes, notably 

health and disability, much of the detail related to work is featured in other themes. In this way work 

and wages were not as strong as a theme compared to the Leeds case. This said, this supports wider 

consideration for what constitutes work, such as unpaid caregiving and housework, what are the 

selected metrics of work and productivity, and who is societally considered a worker or beneficiary 

of work (see Criado Perez, 2019).  
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8.8 Theme: Family and Children 

Family and children was not a distinctive theme for participants in Fresno. Most participants did not 

have school-aged children or children at all, such as Chris, Susie and Jayden, skewing how the 

discussions unfolded. Who constituted ΨfamilyΩ was a layered conversation, as many had close ties 

and engaged with non-immediate family members in dynamic ways. Depending on the phrasing of 

the questions and topic, household and family were not always interchangeable. Miri, for example, 

when speaking of food acquisition, spoke of how she obtained food for herself and her children, 

then clarified she shared some food and cooking roles with her parents. She articulated the impact 

of this saying, ΨMy situation is we live together with my parents. So because of that, it has made 

things a lot easier for me. If I did not have my parents, it would be a very different situationΧvery 

difficultΩ. Like Miri, other participants lived in intergenerational households, such as Vonn and 

Elizabeth. 

During the pandemic, many participants home-schooled their children or children in their lives. Vonn 

home-schooled her son, as her daycare business closed, and then her school offered the option of 

returning to in-person lessons or continuing remote learning. For VonnΩs family, it was most logical 

for to continue home-schooling, as VonnΩs parents had health issues and it felt risky to have her son 

have potentially high exposure to Covid-19 in school. MiriΩs children, instead, rushed at the chance 

to go back, with their school district offering short, three-hour days. Similarly, PreciousΩs children 

returned to school when it reopened, or in her youngestΩs case went into school for the first time, as 

she had been in kindergarten when Covid-19 began.  

Multiple participants brought up the impact on food consumption and acquisition by having the 

children at home more. Precious succinctly said, ΨI had to become the teacher and then do the 

[rest]Χbut it was constantly Χ it was more the eating [that was difficult]Ω. Elizabeth, a grandparent 

with two adult children in their 20s and 30s, home-schooled her 11-year-old grandson during the 

pandemic, as her daughter was in work. This altered what meals looked like in her home. She 

described their situation, saying: 

He was here with me, basically 24/7. [His] mom said, ΨWell, why am I going to bring him 

every morning at five oΩclockΚΩ when she has to go inΧand heΩll just spend the night. So I was 

feeding them breakfast, lunch and dinner and snacks. And so that was an extra impact on me 

to provide those meals for him Χ When it was just me and he was in school, if I didnΩt want 

to eat lunch, I didnΩt cook anything; IΩd eat a frozen burrito if I wanted or a Cup Noodles. But 

when he was here, it was the obligation by meΧI didnΩt want to just feed him a bag of chips; I 

would make him something.  
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Elizabeth told a story of how her grandson requested Lunchables kidsΩ meals, which included 

multiple options such as cheese and crackers and pizza crackers, with her saying, ΨI would say, άOh, 

sorry, I had to get you ham and cheese because there was no pizza. They were all goneέ. And I said, 

άYou know how many kids are at home doing online classes? All the kids are getting those 

Lunchablesέ. So that was a frustration for himΩ. When ElizabethΩs grandson did return to school, he 

complained, saying that the school food was ΨgrossΩ and that he missed his nanaΩs cooking. 

PreciousΩs children similarly did not enjoy school meals, which she highlighted in the following:  

I always wondered that while my kids were at school, they come home acting like theyΩre 

starving. IΩm like, ΨDid you have lunch at school?Ω And they like, ΨMom, ƴƻΣ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƻŘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘΧΩ 

They throw stuff together that doesnΩt match for the kids and they donΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ƛǘΧǘƘŜȅ ƎŀǾŜ 

her some broccoli. Lǘ ǿŀǎ ŦǊƻȊŜƴ ōǳǘΧL ŎŀƴΩt even say steamed broccoli, [it] was just plain 

broccoli. I guess she probably [could have] dipped [it] in ranch or something, but they gave 

her salsa with it Χ The juice that they give them, itΩs not even regular juice no more, it is kind 

of like a blend. I want to say like the V8 Juice, but itΩs not V8 Juice Χ and they donΩt want it.  

For Francesca, who works at a school and has a three-year-old daughter, school meals were an 

essential source of food. During the weekdays, FrancescaΩs daughter got three meals a day, so the 

family only worried about her food needs on the weekends. With her daughter not enjoying the 

types of food Francesca purchased, school means helped lower bills and reduce food waste. Food 

waste was a concern for Precious as well, saying she tended to make ΨsafeΩ meals for her kids that 

she knew they would not be picky about instead of pushing new foods too often; Precious said, ΨI still 

make her try but once I make her try it, thereΩs no guarantee sheΩll want to eat it the next day or eat 

it the next time. So thatΩs why I try to keepΧlike I say, you canΩt go wrong about peanut butter and 

jellyΩ. PreciousΩ son working at McDonaldΩs and bringing home food did help their situation.  

Danny, while not having children, discussed his relationship with his brother in a parental way and 

tried to provide support:  

My brother, whoΩs mentally 12, because there was never any conservatorship over him, I 

canΩt make anything happen. In order to rule him incompetent, he has to agree to go to the 

appointment to get ruled incompetent Χ My mother passed in 2001, and thatΩs what IΩve had 

to deal with since.  

Even though heΩs older, IΩve had to take care of him, and heΩs chosen to take off and be 

homeless too, and then I bring it back. Right now, I have him in a fifth wheel that I own in a 

mobile home park so that he can afford it.,  
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For multiple participants there was a sense that they were able to make things work in their 

situation but that resources for those with children would not be sufficient. Precious said she was 

glad to only have two children and did not know how larger families were able to make it work. 

Elizabeth and Vonn mentioned the increased and changing cost priorities at home, with Elizabeth 

saying she had to prioritise her Wi-Fi bills over others to make sure her grandson could home-school 

at hers. Susie commented that if she had children, CalFresh would not be generous enough to 

stretch. While conversations around children were fewer than in Leeds, the complication around 

children being home and having changing requirements during the pandemic was certainly present. 

8.9 Theme: Home and Location 

Home and housing costs were frequently engaged with in the interviews. Multiple participants cited 

moving either right before or during the pandemic. Chris moved to Texas for a brief period, Susie 

moved from Palo Alto to Fresno, and Rose and Francesca moved within Fresno. Rose moved into a 

new apartment she received via county support due to her mental health. Previously living with her 

father, she said she was technically paying less in rent (US$74 rather than US$150) but as she could 

not put up her security deposit up front, she was paying that monthly. Inclusive of her PG&E bill 

allowance, her home expenses should have been US$160, leaving her left with US$88 a month for all 

other expenses including food. 

Francesca, her fiancé and her daughter moved to the more expensive west side of Fresno, closer to 

her university, from the downtown Tower District ς her rent increasing by US$450. She detailed how 

her Wi-Fi bill had increased as she had to purchase security cameras; no longer being in an upstairs 

apartment that was safer from break-ins, their new apartment was unmonitored and opened out to 

a car park. The facilities at her new, more modern apartment did work better, such as the wall 

heating, but there were increased costs ς all having knock-on effects on food budgets.  

Safety in neighbourhoods was a common theme, with Vonn stating how she feared going to the 

shops due to carjackings. Susie, living in a similar area to Francesca, cited similar fears influencing 

food excursions. She explained:  

[The home I was assigned to through Fresno County] has a higher crime rate [in that] area of 

CǊŜǎƴƻΧƛǘΩs not too far from Fresno State Χ !ƴŘ ƛǘΩs right at that cusp of being in a better 

ώǇƭŀŎŜϐΧōǳǘΧ ƘŜŀǊ ǎƘƻǘǎ ŜŀŎƘ ǿŜŜƪΧŀƴŘ L ƘŀǾŜ ƘŜƭƛŎƻǇǘŜǊǎ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ ŎƻƳŜ ƻǾŜǊΦ L ǿŀǘŎƘŜŘ 

a guy surrender to the cops with the helicopter just last week. Just last week I had my gas 

ǘŀƴƪ ǎƛǇƘƻƴŜŘΧƛǘΩs just the crime area [I hate]. 
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Further to housing costs and structures, Precious cited how her landlord was particularly strict on 

receiving rent, even during Covid-19 when she was struggling to make ends meet. She said, ΨI had to 

make sure I pay my rent, or he wouldnΩt even wait through Covid and everything; he would have 

tried to serve me [eviction papers]Ω. Counter to PreciousΩs experience, VonnΩs family had a positive 

relationship with her landlord. She lived in the mother-in-lawΩs suite in the back house6 with her 

family, without electricity, while her mother was in the main house. While the landlord relationship 

was good, as other participants did, she expressed fears of homelessness due to her lack of making 

full rent payments, despite having a good reputation with her landlord,: 

Χ Whatever money we give, I give him right awayΧ [ItΩs been] very, very [stressful]Χbecause 

I know I would be okay, I would be able to go to a shelter. I just couldnΩt have my mom or my 

kids in a shelter, and just because [of] the homeless[ness] out here, itΩs really bad, itΩs really, 

really bad [in Fresno]. You donΩt even know. 

Some participants reflected on their experiences with homelessness. Chris shared insights, directly 

relating it back to the topic of food, stating:  

A lot of time before I lived with my buddy, I was honestly, I was bouncing around just in 

between friends and familyΩs places and stuff like that Χ ThereΩs also a lot of times I was 

homeless and, you know, a great amount of my time I was homeless. And I was expected to 

provide for myself, you know, as far as food goes and stuff like that. Or sometimes, you 

know, I could stay weeks, you know, weeks on end at a time, like, you know, with close 

ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŀƴŘ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ƻŦŦŜǊΧǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ Ƴȅ ƻǿƴ ŦƻƻŘΣ ōǳǘ Ƨust to add extra groceries 

into the refrigerator. You know, as a household, you know, in a way of, kind of paying rent. 

Jayden also discussed his experience of being homeless for two years following his arrest and the 

support he received. He talked about their current home situation of three years, saying, ΨWeΩre 

paying, like, 30 percent of the rent Χ ItΩs a poor neighbourhood, kind of by the road, over there by 

the zoo, but weΩve been happy. I couldnΩt ask for anything moreΩ. Susie similarly discussed how 

difficult her experience was with homelessness, after charging her rent on her credit card so she 

could free up her VA benefits for other expenses, resulting in her becoming homeless. She 

explained: 

 
6 A separate living area on the same property, typically a small studio in the back garden. 
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L Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ Ǌƛǎƪ ōŜƛƴƎ ƘƻƳŜƭŜǎǎ ŀƎŀƛƴΦ L ǿŀǎ ƘƻƳŜƭŜǎǎ ŦƻǊ ŀ ōƛǘΧώŀōƻǳǘϐ р ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀƎƻΦ !ƴŘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ 

basically because I thought I could get back to work sooner than I could, and it got away 

from me very quickly.  

Susie linked this behaviour to her bipolar disorder, noting that behaviour like this was a known red 

flag that she was experiencing a bipolar episode and needed support. When Susie moved to Fresno 

she received priority support, avoiding the lottery system of Section 8 housing support, through the 

Fresno Housing Authority and based on her status as a veteran. Despite being moved to the top of 

the list, due to Covid-19 there was a freeze on housing allocation, so she had to accept what came 

along rather than what met her list of requirements. Prior to the housing allocation, Susie was using 

Airbnb as her main source of accommodation, saying:  

Aat the beginning of 2020, so about May, I went AirbnbΩs, like, all the way until February this 

year [2021]. ThatΩs how long I have had to do it. I had people who hosted who had Covid. 

One of my last days, [the host] told me, ΨOh, by the way, we tested positive for CovidΩΧ Did 

not tell me ahead of time. And it was justΧand another one who said, ΨOh, yeah I had Covid 

before you got in, but weΩre, weΩre pretty sure it was doneΩ.  

 

{ǳǎƛŜΩǎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƳǇƭƛŎŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ƘŜǊ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ƛƴ ŀƴ !ƛǊōƴō ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ƳŜƴΣ 

given her PTSD. While she expressed it was difficult to find suitable accommodation there were 

some bright spots, such as one female host cooking meals on Sundays for all the tenants she housed. 

That said, not all participants were renters, with Annalise being a homeowner and Danny owning 

three properties in one neighbourhood, acting as landlord for one property and giving his son 

accommodation in the other. Danny had no mortgage, owning all his properties outright, but as with 

other participants linked it back to a fear of homelessness. Further, Danny was offering housing to 

his friend who faced homelessness at the start of the pandemic. Elizabeth took in her sonΩs father, 

although they were separated, as a housemate, as he could not afford his housing during the 

pandemic. As detailed elsewhere, Chris was able to rent a property by acting as a carer for his 

disabled housemate. The participants were able to find arrangements for support and build personal 

support structures around housing, offering their homes as a resource. These forms of support had 

ramifications on food, creating spaces for those staying with them for food preparation but 

increased costs for the hosts (e.g. higher energy bills). 

Outside housing, transportation was a core topic running through this theme. Rose described herself 

as Ψpretty much bus bound at this pointΩ, further stating: ΨThey decided to put a pause on bus fare 
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because of the pandemic, which has been extremely helpful but weΧIΩll still sometimes sit at a bus 

stopΧthereΩs three buses that should have been there that havenΩt shown upΩ. Some participants 

showed a reluctance to use bus services, such as Susie who found it inconvenient. Francesca 

described her issues with transport, saying:  

I feel embarrassed about taking public transportation because itΩs kind of humiliating to 

stand there while people look at you, driving by in their cars while you wait at the bus stop. 

And so for me, like, itΩs really embarrassing. But I mean, ultimately, I got to do what I got to 

do. 

Most participants described their situation with cars, often citing the high cost of car insurance. 

Jayden spoke of how he acquired a new vehicle during the pandemic stating: ΨWe were driving an 

old jeep [with] a broken windshield, windows donΩt go down, two doors donΩt open, no bumper. It 

ran great, but I was a big-time eyesore, kind of embarrassed [to have it] in the driveway. We gotΧwe 

used the stimulus money to actually get the car that we have now, which is a very nice carΩ. This, 

however, was countered by the high cost of petrol in California relative to other parts of the US, 

forcing participants such as Jayden to ration their car use ς transport costs, again, having an impact 

on what funds were left for food budgets. 

8.10 Theme: Culture, Politics and Trust 

This theme holds much overlap with others, with lines blurred around all three areas of culture, 

politics, and trust. This new theme, created for Fresno, reflected how there were some topics that 

did not quite fit and were too pronounced and numerous to keep within other themes. Rather than 

shoehorn them in elsewhere, this new theme was created to present those issues. 

Two participants discussed having to turn to the legal system to obtain their benefits. Annalise 

described her experience with the legal system in her pursuit of disability benefits. The lack of 

benefits and difficulty accessing them meant those resources could not be used to secure food. After 

receiving a rejection letter, her social worker advised she get an attorney. She obtained an attorney 

from Los Angeles who worked in Fresno several days a week with local clients, mentioning the long 

delays in both his services and in getting a court date. In part, Covid-19 determined the experience 

of engaging in the legal system and the difficulties in accessing benefits within its system, with the 

judicial proceedings occurring over video call -  a clear connection to the related theme of crisis. She 

outlined her judicial result, saying:  
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Because I donΩt have a college degree, she ς I donΩt know what she was looking at ς but she 

said the only thing that I would be qualified to do at my age is clean hotel rooms and be a 

housekeeper Χ No, to both of those.  

And then [the judge said] youΩre physically not able to do that so youΩre going to go on 

disability Χ I donΩt know Ƙƻǿ ǎƘŜ ŎŀƳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴΧƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ L ŘƻƴΩt have a college 

degree Χ I didnΩt realise I had to attach a resume to my [disability] paperwork. 

Rose cited that she had been denied multiple times ς still not having had benefits approved at the 

time of the interview. These legal engagements resulted in lost time and resources, even if the 

benefits were received, which all affected food budgets and planning. Others commented on the 

difficulties in their lives that had come following their engagement with the legal system, particularly 

the criminal system. Jayden and Chris, both previously arrested, had found it difficult to find work 

and have any safety net following their involvement with law enforcement. Knock-on effects from 

engaging in the justice system includes reduced ability to gain preferred or acceptable employment, 

familial and social consequences, and often large debts and bills for their engagement in the system. 

Politics, politicians, and political motivations came up frequently at all levels: local, state and 

national. The discussions around politics ultimately tied in with dialogues around trust. Annalise 

expressed she had no idea when the Covid-19 support and supplemental programmes would end, 

saying:  

I think [supplement support will end] next year, the governorΩs position is up for re-election Χ 

So if he is not re-elected, a lot of that, the vast majority of everything we have, I feel, will go 

Χ You get a Republican in office, and thereΩll be major cuts for lots of things and thatΩs scary. 

ThatΩs really scary, when you barely have enough to live on. 

Covid-19 as a crisis point has acted as looking-glass into existing sentiments of politics in the region. 

In a way, it created new breathing space to look at the existing state of politics and political 

engagement that can be more difficult to accomplish when examining deeply entrenched issues 

which may have hit stagnation. 

When speaking at the local level, participants were relatively content with their support levels and 

the political situation. Miri cited Fresno County as being helpful with benefits, saying, ΨIΩm very 

impressed with their workers, and theyΩre willing to help. IΩve lived in another county, and that was 

more of a άletΩs try to figure out how youΩre not eligibleέΩΣ finding the opposite approach in Fresno. 

This showcases an appreciation for approach, translating into trust, and not just results-informed 

opinions.  
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Precious similarly praised the county for their parcel delivery in the seniorsΩ food scheme during the 

pandemic, highlighting the quality of the food and structure of the scheme. She noted it made a Ψbig 

differenceΩ but explained that it was only when they had the budget for it, which had come to an 

end. SusieΩs experience of the Fresno VA services and their sufficiency had kept her in Fresno rather 

than relocate. The comments by participants insulation there is an open-door when what are 

perceived as positive community contributions are attempted as well. Combined with the notion 

that intention and approach matters demonstrates trust can be built.  

Many participants cited Fresno CountyΩs severe problem with homelessness and insufficient support, 

in part driven by the neighbouring affluent attached town of Clovis sending their homeless 

population to Fresno for resources. Jayden, who had experience of homelessness, cited FresnoΩs 

mayor as being proactive around the issue. Jayden attributed, in part, Mayor DyerΩs background as a 

police officer and being religious as drivers for this, praising his successes in the area. Others cited 

the issue as still being overwhelming, with Danny saying the lack of support for this vulnerable 

population was like Ψthrowing them to the wolvesΩ. Multiple participants asked me to study this issue 

in Fresno further, expressing it in a way where it was clear they felt the issue was not being handled 

and it required outside support , pointing towards a lack of trust that it was being internally 

resolved. 

Many did not have trust in other areas. Some expressed concern at the CityΩs Covid-19 scepticism, 

with Danny saying, Ψ[Covid has] become a political game in the Valley. Here is very right wing, and so 

whatever Trump said, you know, facts and science donΩt mean anythingΩ. Danny continued, saying, ΨI 

ƘŀǾŜ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴ L/¦ ŦƻǊ ŀ ƳƻƴǘƘ ŀƴŘ ŀ ƘŀƭŦΧǘƘŀǘ ǎǘƛƭƭ ŘƻƴΩt believe that [Covid is] what they 

hadΩ. Talks around trust naturally filtered to information sources, which influenced who took what 

health precautions when acquiring food. Elizabeth noted her dislike of watching the news, finding it 

ΨdepressingΩ and that it had influenced her knowledge and interest in knowing about Covid-19. 

Instead, Elizabeth asked her 20-year-old son for information and occasionally turned on CNN, saying, 

ΨBǳǘΧL ǘǊȅ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ƻǾŜǊǿƘŜƭƳ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ǿƛǘƘ ƴŜǿǎ ƴƻǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƻǿ Ƴŀƴȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ ŘȅƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 

how many cases. And not that it doesnΩt affect me, but realistically, thereΩs not anything I can do 

about it. So why am I going to stress myself out over it?Ω 

Taking it a step further, Chris viewed some information, but not all, from the news regarding Covid-

19: 

Whatever part ǘƘŀǘ L ŎƘƻƻǎŜ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƻ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ƛƴΦ {ƻ L ƳŜŀƴΣ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎŜŜΧōƻŘƛŜǎ ǎǘŀŎƪƛƴƎ ǳǇΣ 

you know, this and that, and I just wasnΩǘ ǘƘŀǘΧƳŜ ŀƴŘ Ƴȅ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎΣ ǿŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ǿŜǊŜƴΩt really too 
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ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǘ ƻǊ ǎǳǊŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜΧǿŜ ŘƛŘƴΩt know anybody that got sick from it or 

any of that. 

In part, Chris linked this back to President TrumpΩs attitude towards Covid-19 but also noted that 

Fresno responded like the Ψrest of the worldΩ, with a mixed bag of beliefs and fear. Francesca noted 

reading that California was expected to approve a fourth stimulus cheque, saying, ΨIΩve seen, like, 

that same article for, like, over a month now, and itΩs just, like, άhh, yeah, well, here are the steps if 

itΩs going to get this approvedέ. So a lot of people are probably banking on that, but IΩm not sure 

Ƙƻǿ ǊŜƭƛŀōƭŜ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ƴŜǿǎ ƻǳǘƭŜǘǎ ŀǊŜΧȅƻǳ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘŜƭȅ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ Řƻ ȅƻǳǊ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΩ. Ricardo took these 

trust issues to the furthest extreme: he believed that the government created the pandemic as a 

form of population control, noting that he Ψbetter not say too muchΩ. Related to food, this mistrust 

meant that there was a lack of trust in how support mechanisms would be funded or continued and 

why. 

Conversations turned to the theme of culture, both of Fresno and wider cultural events. Wider 

events included how Thanksgiving and Christmas were not as celebratory during Covid-19, and how 

the price of food for the holidays had increased exponentially. For Fresno specifically, Danny 

suggested that Fresno State was just being a profit-driven enterprise rather than a community 

resource for education. Viewing Fresno State as a community asset with the purpose of serving the 

community points to how Fresno views education and the university system; a local university for 

local people.  

Susie offered her critique of the lack of cultural events and cultural capital in Fresno.  

There just isnΩt culture in Fresno. And one of the main driving problems of Fresno is it is led by 

the farming community that continues to destroy basically the entirety of Fresno. I mean, air, 

water, land, in just the worst levels. I mean, to be on the Forbes top five most polluted and to 

be number one most polluted so many years in a row Χ L ƘŀǾŜ ŀǎǘƘƳŀ ǎƻ ƛǘΩs just difficult Χ 

ItΩs the pollution that would drive me out the most, the lack of culture and the pollution Χ ItΩs 

also a small, small, uneducated mindset. 

However, some participants highlighted the positives of Fresno, with Annalise talking of how 

downtown and Tower District had been rejuvenated with new food vendors. Speaking of what the 

researcher can next expect when she comes next to Fresno, she said, ΨTower is like youΩre in another 

city on the weekend nights. You have music from various clubs or bands you can hear on the 

sidewalk, and there are always lots of peopleΩ, further describing a festival called FresYes bringing 

culture to the area and building on existing assets such as Grizzly Stadium and the food truck scene. 
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8.11 Theme: Health and Disability 

Five interviewees classified themselves as disabled and in receipt of disability benefits. All 

interviewees mentioned a person was disabled in their household if it was not them. In particular, 

mental health conditions were prevalent in households. Ricardo expressed his ongoing issues with 

anxiety and depression, Elizabeth discussed her school-aged cousinΩs development of TouretteΩs 

during the pandemic, and FrancescaΩs fiancé was in a deep depression following the murder of his 

brother. Susie had a harrowing journey with mental health, facing complex post-traumatic stress 

disorder (PTSD) and other comorbidities. She tells her story as:  

So IΩm a veteran; I was in from Ω95 to Ω99 and some things happened that gave me complex 

PTSD Χ Complex because it was a childhood thing that sort of repeated itself Χ So something 

happened in the military that wasnΩt great and when I went for helpΧ Basically the Vanessa 

Guillén7 story [do you know it]? I got blocked at every pass to get help, out of just being 

complicit with the person who [the sexual assault] happened with, who happened to be an 

officer. Well, part of the devastation of that was that in order to keep my silence [about the 

sexual assault] and basically call me crazy I was ordered either [to] go to jail or [take] Zoloft 

Χ And taking that Zoloft triggered a genetic condition of being bipolar. 

And so, yeah, I managed the two, the PTSD and the [bipolar], but, you know, itΩs getting 

better, and IΩve gotten help. And so IΩm really grateful on that level. 

Susie discussed how difficult it was to cope and deal with food issues and food insecurity in the 

context of these conditions. Generally, most participants linked their health to food (in)security 

rather than food insecurity to their received healthcare services.  

In SusieΩs case there were very clear overlaps between the state of her health and what healthcare 

she was able to access through the VA. Specifically on healthcare, Susie expressed through multiple 

examples how the service at the Fresno VA versus other locations, such as those in Texas she had 

had other experiences with, was far superior. This included the positive use of the Healthy Vet portal 

system with general and psychiatric care, and referrals out outside the VA for things such as surgery. 

While not as closely related to food insecurity, SusieΩs portrayal of the VA system in multiple 

locations gave insight into the operations of the closest health system the US has to the NHS.  

 
7 Vanessa Guillén was a US solider who was murdered then dismembered after reporting sexual harassment 
and assault during her time at a Texas military base. Her death ignited an online Me Too movement within the 
military community. 
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So, I was in Texas from 2002 to 2013. I was not treated well as a female [at the VA]. It was 

explained to me that everything was done by stats. So if something was 80 percent effective 

because males did it, that is the way females were supposed to do it too. There was no 

regard for females whatsoever. And there was a surgery I was supposed to get, and they 

would not give it to me. As a matter of fact, they put me through menopause, and I went on 

a very dangerous path.  

I called the VA over here [in Fresno] because my parents lived near, and we decided, hey, my 

parents could take care of me after the surgery, letΩs do it. Night and day Χ ¢Ƙƛǎ ±A just 

happened to get a urologist three months before I needed it. He did not just cure what was 

current, he explained to me my history, because I had all the paperwork, and he ran down 

and explained to me where, along the continuum, things took a change.  

These insights into the VA support system links back to Chapter 3, combining the spheres of Defence 

and Military Spending to Social Security.  

Not all situations were as complex as SusieΩs but several participants had comorbidities and 

compounding health issues that made things difficult. Elizabeth, for example, struggled with 

claustrophobia, which was made difficult by mask wearing and Covid-19, alongside her diabetes and 

heart condition, affecting her ability to grocery shop. Rose struggled with both physical and mental 

health issues as well. Others faced compounding health issues, such as with addiction, including 

being in in-care rehabilitation facilities when Covid-19 broke out. The Covid-19-specific health 

concerns were most closely tied back to food insecurity, noting the risk of Covid-19 that came from 

trying to go food shopping and how they were at high risk of Covid-19 complications. 

In some households, there was a reciprocity of support between those with health conditions. 

Danny and his girlfriend, with stage four breast cancer, discussed taking in their friend at the onset 

of the pandemic who had bipolar disorder and his struggles with healthcare. Chris had a somewhat 

unique situation. Chris had had a mental breakdown upon the death of his mother the previous year, 

eventually moving in with his friendΩs younger brother who had a physical disability that included fits 

of temporary paralysis. In part exchange for renting out the room to Chris, he in turn acted as a carer 

to his housemate. Chris described caring for him as: 

His body gets really weak, and he goes into a temporary [paralysis] ς it could last anywhere 

from a couple of hours to a couple of weeks at a time where he canΩt move from the neck 

down Χ He needs help sometimes moving around, like turning in his bed orΧ me bringing 

him some potassium or milk Χ You just have to kind of wait it out [unless] youΩre strong and 
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sometimes you get movement in his hands to where he can grab his medicine or his milk 

ŀƴŘΧƳȅ ōǳŘŘȅ ƻǊ Ƙƛǎ ǎƛōƭƛƴƎǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǇƻǇ ƛƴ ƘŜǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀƴŘ Řƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ōŜǎǘ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ŎŀǊŜ ƻŦ 

him [before I moved in]. He had an in-home care providerΧbut that wasnΩt really something 

he was comfortable withΧ 

Others discussed how they accessed healthcare, mostly unpacking how they experienced healthcare 

using California government insurance, MediCal. Danny, who had disabilities and a compromised 

immune system, told of having surgery on his arm through the Kaiser Permanente medical group. 

Danny struggled using MediCal, having poor experience with providers. He explained this further, 

saying: 

The only good thing with my healthcare is that I had switched to Kaiser only because it was 

all in one building, but theyΩre not doing what they should be doing either. Because the other 

way, itΩs like waiting for a referral to go, get certain things, to see a different doctor. 

²ƘŜǊŜŀǎ ǿƛǘƘ YŀƛǎŜǊΣ L Ŏŀƴ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ ǇƘƻƴŜ Ŏŀƭƭ ŀƴŘ Řƻ Ƴȅ ƻǿƴ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŀƭΧōǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩt 

mean that itΩs getting done correctly. So IΩve changed doctors twice since Covid because of 

things not being done Χ And IΩm being told by other doctors at Kaiser that I need to switch 

again because IΩm not getting the care I should get Χ ItΩs a good thing, right, that I donΩt 

have anything life-threatening or I probably [would] have died by now.  

Details of how the healthcare system in America operates with for-profit services within providers 

who accept MediCal, like Kaiser, did not present itself in the Fresno findings. The engagement with 

health care was told occasionally in detailed stories but was not omnipresent in all discussions of 

health and disability. 

Danny further commented saying his friend who moved in who had bipolar struggled to access 

medication, making his condition worse. Chris discussed his experience on MediCal, saying it paid for 

his medical bills, which helped with affording food, but he had not always had that support. He said: 

A few months ago, I had torn ligaments in my knee Χ L ƘŀŘ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǎǇƛǘŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƎŜǘ ŀƴ 

awLΦ {ƻ ώaŜŘƛ/ŀƭϐ ŎŀƳŜ ƛƴ ƘŀƴŘȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŀǘΧōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ L ƘŀŘ ƳŜŘƛŎŀƭ ōƛƭƭǎΣ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ 

from not having a MediCal or any Medicaid assistance that just put me in debt, kind of, 

through the roof. SoΧand as far as, like, you know, needing to see a doctor, I have high blood 

pressure, and it helps out as far as being able to get my prescriptions.  

Chris elaborated on how beneficial he found the programme and how he would look to access their 

dental programme soon. In speaking about healthcare, participants explicitly tied the support to 

other sources. This is perhaps to be expected due to the vulnerability of the participants, their 
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disability statuses and disability benefits. If private healthcare or healthcare through employers had 

been discussed, potentially this theme may have had direct financial ties to food insecurity given the 

often high out-of-pocket medical costs in the US. 

8.12 Theme: Emotions and Attitudes 

Fresno participants wore multiple emotional hats and attitudes during their interviews. Many, such 

as Susie and Francesca, countered their accounts of food insecurity, highlighting the areas where 

they considered themselves ΨluckyΩ. For Francesca, it was about a vehicle purchase, while for Susie it 

was the VA support. This overlapped in a similar vein to participants expressing how ΨblessedΩ they 

were, with Jayden, Precious, Susie and Ricardo all positioning their struggles against a positive in 

their life. For Jayden, there was a pang of guilt associated with having positives come out of Covid-

19, feeling blessed they benefited from unemployment benefits during a period of great strife for 

many. 

There was a distinct attitude of wanting to Ψturn things aroundΩ or Ψlooking forwardΩ in the 

interviews. Chris spoke about how he had lost much in his life due to his criminal record, including 

his old job he enjoyed working the state governmentΩs phone lines offering support to people. He 

spoke confidently about having good people skills in the workplace and how he was excited to try 

and use them in his hoped-for next role at 7-Eleven, which he was aiming for. Those who were out of 

work were mostly forward-looking, saying they would be applying ΨsoonΩ for jobs and be back in the 

workforce. Those not looking to work spoke of Ψgetting back on their feetΩ in other ways, such as by 

getting into a better mental health space. Overall there was an overt attitude of situations being 

temporary and how things on the horizon would (and must) be better. 

Attitudes about welfare and benefits arose in various capacities, particularly shame and judgement. 

Susie articulated that she was Ψtoo proudΩ to apply for CalFresh when she originally needed it; 

however, when the applications moved online due to the pandemic, Susie said it allowed her to 

avoid the embarrassment of an in-person assessment. These accounts link to the shame and stigma 

discourses that some recipients internalise (see section 2.3.4). Rose gave an account of using 

CalFresh, previously called food stamps, saying: 

The stigma that is attached to having food stamps has been a bit harder since the pandemic 

Χ L ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙƻǿ L ƭƻƻƪ ŀƭǎƻ ŎŀǳǎŜǎ ƛǎǎǳŜǎΣ ǘƻƻ; because IΩm overweight, theyΩre like, 

ΨOh, like, look at that lady. SheΩs got food stamps. She must be lazy, must not work, must not, 

you know, whatever. And I bet all she does is buy junk foodΩ. So IΩve had plenty of people [be] 

like, ΨShame on you leeching off the ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΧƘƻǿ ŘŀǊŜ ȅƻǳΚΩ 
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These feelings align with AnnaliseΩs account of how she prefers to use CalFresh at some stores over 

others to avoid feelings of embarrassment. Others expressed shame about benefit use, such as 

Francesca who avoided applying for benefits due to her motherΩs long-term reliance on them. She 

was hesitant to access pandemic and non-pandemic support due to this. She explained: ΨItΩs kind of 

just, like, humiliating in a way Χ L ƘŀǘŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǎƻƳŜǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ŦǊŜŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ Χ ώL Ǝƻ ǿƘŜƴϐ L know 

nobodyΩs there because itΩs just weird to be painted in, like, the poverty lightΩ. This shame came 

across as active and palpable rather than theoretical assumptions they thought some may make of 

them. The internalisation of shame and stigma was ever present in the discussions.  

A severe example of this theme came from Francesca, who spoke of her fiancéΩs trauma, bringing it 

up in the context of him being out of work. Below is a compilation of her story, kept largely intact 

due to the subject matter:  

And so [my fiancé is] trying to find work, unlike his brother, who recently was murdered and 

found in a canal in Fresno Χ Lǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǊƻǳƎƘΦ {ƻ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘΣ ƘŜΩs had a lot of his 

attention devoted elsewhere, and so he hasnΩt really found the motivation to start looking 

into putting himself back into a workplace because the last workplace that he was in, he was 

ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ Ƙƛǎ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊΧǎƻ ƛǘΩs really, really hard for him to go back into an industry where 

he used to work with him and know that heΩs no longer there. So I havenΩt really been trying 

to push the issue, but eventually, IΩm like, money is tight, and I donΩt know how much longer 

we can do with just my income.  

So for the most part, his day consists of dropping me off, picking me up, and then dropping 

my daughter off and picking her up, and then pretty much being as open as he can be for any 

of the detectives regarding his brotherΩs case Χ IŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǎƻƭŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ, like, taking our 

ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊ ǘƻ ƘŜǊ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ƘŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΧŀƴŘ ǎƻ ŦƻǊ ƘƛƳΣ ƛǘΩs really hard for 

him to, like, tell a job like, ΨWell, unfortunately, this is my availability, and itΩs kind of limited, 

except for on the weekendsΩ.  

And even then, the one thing that is consistent in his life right now is football. And so, like, he 

appreciates his Sundays because he [has] got something he can look forward to every day. 

But with everything thatΩs been going on, thatΩs like the only thing that heΩs just, like, ΨWell, I 

know that I have this on Sunday, so I can take my mind off of it by watching a bunch of 

grown men play a game of footballΩ. 
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This trauma showcases how a significant life event such as this not only comes as an income shock 

but the emotions and surrounding issues, such as needing to be available to talk to detectives, 

creates reoccurring pain and impact to the families.  

Due to the timing of the interviews with Covid-19, death naturally filtered into some conversations, 

bringing topics such as this to the surface. Chris and Danny both mentioned the deaths of friends 

and family members. For Rose, the period was emotional, as she was Ψdealing with, like, estate stuff 

from my mother that had passed away last yearΩ saying, ΨItΩs just been a nightmare all aroundΩ. 

However, as pointed out earlier, these conversations around death still typically sat within a wider 

positive attitude, noting these difficulties and then shifting towards how ΨblessedΩ or ΨluckyΩ they still 

felt beyond this situation. ¢Ƙƛǎ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎ ǘƘŜ CǊŜǎƴƻ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴ ƻŦ ŜȄǇƻǎƛƴƎ ŀ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ ƻǊ 

dark thought and needing to counter it with a point of hope or positivity.  

8.13 Fresno Summary 

Fresno offered a similar range of core themes, which can build upon the Leeds results for the 

adapted FSI framework. This includes the new theme of culture, politics and trust. Table 11 

summarises the different themes and methodological points from the Fresno data.  

Table 11: Fresno Summary 
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9 Chapter 8: Discussion 

9.1 Introduction 

This chapter revisits the purpose of the study and research questions developed earlier in the thesis 

(see section 5.3). The chapter returns to each research question individually, considering how the 

empirical data helps to address it. In response to the final question ς Can the adapted FSI theoretical 

framework be workable in multiple global north locations, and if so in what form? ς the chapter 

revisits and revises the original State FSI model by Bartfeld and Dunifon (2006). It then outlines the 

theoretical contribution of this thesis and the adapted FSI framework. Following this discussion and 

the presentation of the framework, this thesisΩs contributions to knowledge are discussed alongside 

an acknowledgement of the limitations of the work and areas for future research. 

9.2 Revisiting the Thesis Aims and Research Questions 

This thesisΩs aim was to explore and identify the contexts affecting food insecurity, with a specific 

focus on Covid-19. An identified issue in the literature, discussed in Chapters 2 and 3, is that it is 

incredibly difficult for researchers to discuss food insecurity holistically given the lack of holistic 

frameworks. Exploring questions around what makes it easier or harder to be food secure proves 

difficult given its wide reach, which then in part fuels a lack of adaptable, theoretical frameworks for 

researchers to utilise. To address this research gap, this thesis took the existing State FSI concept, 

developed by Bartfeld and Dunifon (2006), and adapted it to extend beyond its original US state-to-

state model for researchers to use. Importantly, the thesis also addresses a gap identified by the 

authors in their original work by considering emergency food assistance.  

The contribution of this work and the selected approach lends itself to addressing how difficult it can 

be to discuss food (in)security contexts holistically and give manageable structure to these 

conversations ς the structure being created through the adapted FSI (the basis for Research 

Question RQ5). Part of creating this manageable structure is done by identifying the contextual 

conditions in the two cases to help inform the adapted FSI framework (the basis for RQ1, RQ2 and 

RQ4). Given the timing of this research project, this developed into also including a focus on Covid-

19Ωs relationship to food insecurity (the basis for RQ3). To accomplish these aims, the following 

research questions were devised:  

RQ1: What are the main contextual conditions affecting a personΩs ability to 

become or remain food secure in a particular location? 
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RQ2: Are the primary contextual conditions affecting a personΩs ability to become 

or remain food secure the same in different locations?  

RQ3: How did the context of Covid-19 affect a personΩs ability to become or remain food 

secure in a particular location? 

RQ4: From a household perspective, do some contextual conditions matter more 

than others?  

RQ5: Can the adapted FSI theoretical framework be workable in multiple global 

north locations, and if so in what form? 

Overall, 10 key themes were identified in Chapters 7 and 8, which will now be incorporated into 

answering RQ1ςRQ4, and feature as part of the adapted theoretical framework devised in answer to 

RQ5. Each research question is answered individually for clarity. To ensure that the contribution to 

the theoretical framework is clearly connected, at the conclusion of each research question or 

theme within said question (if applicable) a defined section is offered to discuss its implications for 

the framework. 

9.2.1 RQ1: What are the main contextual conditions affecting a personΩs ability to 

become or remain food secure in a particular location? 

The shared main contextual themes for each location are explored individually below. This section 

will signpost to the literature already reviewed in Chapters 2 and 3 and identified contexts, then 

introduce Covid-19-specific literature, placing the findings in line with or in contrast to related Covid-

19-era study findings. At the end of each themeΩs section, the inclusion of the theme into the 

adapted FSI theoretical framework will be evaluated and commented on. The themes will then feed 

into answering RQ5, where the adapted FSI framework is presented. 

As an important introductory note, the discussion of themes in food insecurity as part of the answer 

to RQ1 taps into the discussions of the segmentation of food poverty from poverty and the effects 

this brings (see Chapter 2). By viewing the contexts holistically and acknowledging their interactions 

and interdependence, section 9.2.1 below creates a common ground between the two perspectives, 

where treating food insecurity as a distinct issue highlights the specific food aspects of food 

insecurity while positioning it into related but non-food contexts ensure it is not siloed away as a 

ΨfoodΩ issue. This point should be borne in mind when reviewing the themes below and their 

applications to the adapted FSI Framework in RQ5. 
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9.2.1.1 Food Acquisition 

Food acquisition was central to the interview discussions, in part because it is the most obvious link 

for participants to food insecurity. In both Leeds and Fresno, food acquisition issues related to Covid-

19, such as empty shelves, were an easy entry point into more difficult subject matter for both me as 

interviewer and for interviewees. Participants in all locations covered the inability to obtain the 

amount and types of food they wanted and from where they wanted it. Addressing these symptoms 

of poverty rather than the systemic drivers of why they could not acquire food was a key first port of 

call for participants.  

The act of acquiring food exposed the infrastructure and social issues that impeded or enabled the 

process of obtaining food, both of which are worth examining. Infrastructure here refers to the 

physical and online destinations and methods for obtaining food; social issues include the increased 

cost of obtaining food in smaller amounts and the poverty premium (see sections 2.3.1ς2.3.2) 

(Mcbride and Purcell, 2014). For example, issues related to what stores were accessible both socially 

and practically, including around frequency, proximity and social inclusion, aligned with the food 

accessibility literature in section 2.3.2. How and where participants accessed food gave distinct 

insight into other themes of food insecurity (e.g. Home and Location and if their local store had locks 

on certain items to avoid theft). In some cases, the problem of acquisition was the root cause of 

issues in other themes, such as not being able to access food staples at the shops then affecting 

what foods they consumed. A social inclusion example is one Fresno participant stating they would 

be too embarrassed to use CalFresh benefits at Whole Foods. A Leeds-based example includes 

shopping at two different Aldi shops, as they had ΨnicerΩ offerings at the Aldi farther away in a more 

affluent neighbourhood.  

This studyΩs findings related to altered acquisition strategies ς for example, no longer being able to 

buy in bulk or strategically travelling between shops, price hunting ς match Kinsey et al.Ωs US work 

during Covid-19 (2020). A key acquisition strategy that did change due to Covid-19, as seen in the 

Fresno data, was the new SNAP rules from April 2020 allowing online purchases with CalFresh 

(Kinsey, Kinsey and Rundle, 2020). This allowed an evolved strategy of obtaining food while 

balancing the exposure risks of Covid-19; however, minimum spend and delivery fees complicated its 

benefits in Fresno.  

Generally, these findings align with research during this Covid-19 period, including issues with the 

Ψjust-in-timeΩ food systems (Power et al., 2020), as participants in both case locations noted there 

were difficulties with supply chains, panic buying and empty shelves. Data from both the UK 

(Sanderson Bellamy et al., 2021) and US (Fitzpatrick et al., 2021) shows how both food systems 
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lacked resilience and perpetuated inequalities. In part, these exposed issues with emergency food 

provision and its supply chain (e.g. donations decreased) (Fitzpatrick et al., 2021; Power et al., 2020).  

Participants in both locations attempted to stock up on items when they were available, in case they 

were not available again. One Leeds participant rotated between multiple stores to bypass 

supermarket restrictions on limits of key products, such as toilet paper and flour. Many participants 

discussed morality issues entangled with this, and that it was selfish to stockpile; yet, despite this, 

they bought beyond their immediate requirements. What amounted to panic buying versus making 

rational choices in a turbulent time are subjective framings in some respects and may undermine the 

sensationalism around panic buying as a phenomenon during Covid-19. Benker (2021) highlights that 

panic buying and large-scale stock buying were not actually found in their UK lockdown study. 

Rather, they note that people engaged in modest extra procurement as a resilience measure to see 

them through lockdown(s) and to safeguard against vulnerabilities in the UK food system, as 

discussed above (Benker, 2021). Related this these findings, this aligns with the actions of Ψstocking 

upΩ by this thesisΩs participants as reasonable, modest, forward planning procurement rather than 

the stereotype of buying mass amounts of unneeded product. 

Relevance to the adapted FSI: While this theme was heavily influenced by Covid-19 (as outlined in 

the examples discussed above), it is likely to stand up in similar way outside of a pandemic setting. 

Food acquisition is a universal requirement regardless of the global outside context; furthermore, 

there is no obvious weakness to this themeΩs inclusion ς it would be impossible to discuss food 

insecurity without discussing food acquisition. Relating back to State FSI, because that work was 

published in 2006 there was not the same pandemic context, understandably not evaluating or 

mentioning it. In evaluation of this thesisΩs findings, however, this theme should be brought forward 

in the adapted FSI theoretical framework, as it is universally supported and is a vital component for 

consideration. Furthermore, the inclusion of Covid-19 in both this thesis and the framework is itself a 

contribution to knowledge, as in-time data collected during Covid-19 is inherently limited and of 

value.  

9.2.1.2 Diet 

Similar to food acquisition, diet was both a sensory experience and an entry point into other 

conversations. Differences in diet between the locations show that the conversations mirror each 

other in sentiment but not necessarily in content. In part, this might be due to diet-related cultural 

perceptions varying in what is ΨhealthyΩ, what is ΨworthΩ spending money on, as well as differences in 

what is typically considered appropriate food. A straightforward example is Leeds participants 

mentioning beans on toast regularly as a stopgap or inexpensive ΨfillerΩ meal, which would be 
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unusual in a Fresno where a cultural equivalent may be a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, which 

was mentioned by Fresno participants. 

Diet-related health concerns in this period were not unfounded, as research such as that by Pryor 

and Dietz notes the increase in both obesity and food insecurity in the pandemic (2022). Concerns 

are further complicated in that obesity is associated with increased risks with Covid-19 (Pryor and 

Dietz, 2022). UK data additionally showed food-insecure adults also describing decreases in the 

quality of their diet (Jackson et al., 2022). This emerging body of literature largely aligns with the 

results in both Leeds and Fresno, although with some exceptions as participants showed their 

concern with quality of diet and its knock-on effects on other issues. Participants readily made the 

link between health and disability and diet as well as relating their diet to money and food 

acquisition ς relating it less to weight and obesity. 

Diet was an area where the links to food insecurity were obvious and overt, with participants clearly 

stating they wished they could have specific foods ς salmon was commonly cited in Leeds ς but 

could not afford it. Pre-Covid-19 research supports this: in France, findings indicate that introducing 

cost constraints alone led to unhealthier food choices, as it was difficult to afford energy from fruits, 

vegetables, meat and dairy (Darmon, Ferguson and Briend, 2002). For many of this thesisΩs 

participants, Covid-19 presented an opportunity to start eating healthier, almost a dietary ΨresetΩ to 

start anew with their diet, but practically this was impossible for many ς the impossibility of diet 

change being fully reflective of budgetary issues.  

The specific discussions about food preferences gave insights into what trade-offs households were 

making and prioritising. Trade-offs included reducing adult consumption, prioritising feeding children 

the food they preferred, and switching to what they considered lesser products, such as Fresno 

participants settling for pork instead of beef or chicken. These trade-offs, or food-related coping 

strategies, are found elsewhere in the literature during Covid-19, such as in rural South Carolina by 

Luo et al. (2022) as well as prior to Covid-19 (see sections 2.3.1ς2.3.3). Furthermore, Italian nutrition 

research found that in the first six months of the pandemic 25.7 percent of the parents in their study 

cited an increase in junk food consumption by their children, with the authors finding a correlation 

with reduced time spent outdoors due to lockdowns (Dondi et al., 2021). In this thesis, participants 

stated they purchased foods their children preferred over what they normally bought, as a trade-off 

for not being able to afford both. This could mean that the rate of childrenΩs consumption rates of 

junk food fluctuated compared to pre-Covid-19. As this thesis did not give conclusive evidence 

towards this, there is a role for further research around changes in childrenΩs dietary patterns based 
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on their householdΩs food insecurity coping strategies ς for example, a percentage increase in diet 

classed as junk food during the pandemic. 

Relevance to the adapted FSI: Diet is inextricably linked to the experience of food insecurity; 

therefore, it is a required theme for the adapted framework and is prevalent in pre-Covid-19 

literature (see Chapter 2). This said, a difference that emerged in the empirical data was that Leeds 

participants were more vocal about their diet and meal preferences, listing food items they liked and 

disliked compared to Fresno participants. Fresno participants framed their diet more around what 

came in food bank parcels or trade-offs instead of discussing foods they enjoyed. As diet was not 

expressly studied as part of State FSI, this theme expands the original framework and contributes 

towards the snapshot of food trade-offs during the pandemic. In all, diet is an essential theme to 

move forward into the framework and should be included. 

9.2.1.3 Support Structures 

Support Structures were undoubtedly ς and unsurprisingly, based on sections 3.1.6 and 4.2 ς a core 

topic related to food insecurity that emerged from the data. Participants readily outlined their 

experiences with welfare systems, often citing issues that made being food secure difficult. There 

were four primary categories of support that emerged: formal (e.g. welfare benefits), informal (e.g. 

family and friends), third-sector and charitable support, and school support. These four areas aligned 

with the support identified in Chapter 3. Non-Covid-19-centric literature in this area considers the 

relationship between formal welfare benefits and food insecurity (Nord and Golla, 2009; Reeves and 

Loopstra, 2020; Power, Little and Collins, 2015); the role of family and friends and social networks in 

reducing (or worsening where they are lacking) food insecurity (Miller et al., 2014; Bruening et al., 

2012; Loopstra, Lambie-Mumford and Patrick, 2018; Knight, OΩConnell and Brannen, 2018); the 

substantial role of third-sector support in addressing food security (Tarasuk and Beaton, 1999; 

Ronson and Caraher, 2016; Lohnes and Wilson, 2018; Iafrati, 2018); and school-based or affiliated 

support programmes in its alleviation (Murphy et al., 2011; Gooseman, Defeyter and Graham, 2020; 

Petralias et al., 2016; OΩConnell et al., 2022). These topics were similarly discussed in this thesisΩs 

data in both locations and are discussed below. 

In Leeds, welfare was complicated by legacy benefits and moving participants to UC, with the £20 

uplift in standard UC allowances that persons on the legacy benefits, such as Tax Credits, did not 

receive (Meers, 2022). Participants particularly mentioned the delays in support, which included 

having to take a UC advance, as there was a mandatory waiting period, disability assessments being 

delayed up to six months, and issues with housing assistance amounts lagging. Implications of not 

having enough income to pay for the living costs and necessities led to potentially risky coping 
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mechanisms (e.g. payday loan cycles), or missing bill payments and risking financial penalties/ loss of 

services. 

In Fresno, the three main benefits were CalFresh (CaliforniaΩs version of the SNAP), P-EBT, 

Unemployment Insurance (UI) and disability benefits.8 There were discussions of MediCal 

(CaliforniaΩs version of Medicare) and benefits from the VA, but these were less universal, with the 

VA linking to section 3.1.3Ωs discussion on defence as a policy sphere and section 3.1.6 as a social 

security area. By far the boost in UI (up to US$600/week) was considered the most helpful, with one 

participant citing specifically that the employment support was what made him food secure rather 

than CalFresh. Academic work on this found that UI reduced food insecurity and halved those 

limiting food consumption due on finances (Raifman, Bor and Venkataramani, 2021). Raifman et al. 

stated that the generosity of the US$600/week was a core push behind this, as well as potentially 

the reduced restrictions of this cash benefit compared to programmes like SNAP (2021); both studies 

align with this thesisΩs findings. National-level research found that food insufficiency dropped in the 

months following the Consolidation Appropriations Act of 2021 and then again after the American 

Rescue Plan Act of 2021 ς both of which provided the direct payment stimulus cheques (Cooney and 

Shaefer, 2021).  

Some participants did not feel the uplift in CalFresh, as they were already near or at the maximum 

allocated amount. This meant the uplift did not substantially benefit them. Approximately 40 

percent of SNAP users already received the maximum going into the pandemic (Fang et al., 2021). 

This suggests that the expansion may not have successfully targeted food-insecure households (Fang 

et al., 2021). Experiences and perceptions varied significantly with SNAP support, Ψtaking the edge 

offΩ the price increases for some during that period and allowing them to continue purchasing food.  

Research specifically on CalFresh amounts, and P-EBT cards that gave households US$365 per 

eligible child, is still emerging (Molitor and Doerr, 2021). Molitor and Doerr found that P-EBT cards 

and increased CalFresh benefits successfully decreased food insecurity in very low food-insecure 

households with children (2021). Research by Loofbourrow et al. showed that CalFresh was 

beneficial to university students in decreasing food insecurity and shielding GPAs (the US grading 

system) from steep decline (compared to those not enrolled in CalFresh) early in the pandemic when 

other resources were not widely available (2023). As other resources became available, by the end 

of winter 2021, CalFresh was less impactful on GPA and food insecurity (Loofbourrow et al., 2023). 

 
8 It was often unclear which disability benefit(s) participants were discussing. Based on context it was likely the 
Social Security Disability Insurance or Supplemental Security Income, which are managed by the state but are 
federal programmes. 
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Both studies align with this thesisΩs findings that CalFresh was helpful but not the definitive alleviator 

of food insecurity in Fresno. 

The hoops, loopholes and navigation patterns of government benefits structures deeply impacted 

multiple participants. In both locations, participants experienced a catch-22 with welfare benefits, 

trying to balance the requirements against practical applications for funds and support. The 

difficulties in accessing funding, such as having to go through the legal system in Fresno and a Leeds 

participant lying about his circumstances to qualify for more funds (falsifying the number of people 

in his household), points to the issues these systems cause. In Leeds, one participant praised 

switching to UC in the pandemic; however, she stated she had been told by a benefits official she 

would receive more in benefits than she had. This contrasts to a Fresno participant stating they 

barely noticed the increase in SNAP. In all, being food insecure and trying to negotiate the 

sometimes-murky structures during a pandemic was burdensome for many.  

Relating the findings to the recent Covid-19 literature, a San Joaquin Valley California (where Fresno 

is located) study of school districts highlighted the complexities of offering pandemic school support 

ς challenges included needing dual-language promotion and communications, and logistical issues 

(e.g. avoiding the hottest time of day for food distribution) ς (Jowell et al., 2023). Parents particularly 

favoured the grab-and-go meal structures9 (Jowell et al., 2023). While the Valley had some specific 

regional requirements, as mentioned in the study above, in this thesis both Fresno and Leeds 

parents generally were happy with the school-organised food support, even if they were not taking 

advantage of it. In both locations, participants preferred direct financial support but were positive 

about in-kind school-affiliated options once fully operational. Parents told of several logistical and 

bureaucratic problems with school in-kind and financial support: the online voucher system delays in 

Leeds and Fresno parents needing to provide ID for students to collect food parcels. Despite the 

frustrations, generally, parents spoke positively of school efforts and appreciated the financial and 

material support, but finding the financial support more substantive towards food insecurity relief. 

Support from friends and family was important for many participants in both locations. Forms of 

support included lending money, trading CalFresh and P-EBT cards, buying food for each other, 

sharing subscriptions to food schemes, and support with childrenΩs meals. In both locations, these 

relationships were viewed as crucial for most who mentioned them, often had an element of 

reciprocity, but were sometimes coupled with feelings of shame or guilt. Literature aligns with this 

thesisΩs findings of the varied levels and formats of support received being socially and practically 

important. A Los Angeles, California, study showed social networks and support mattered in the 

 
9 Meaning the parents picked up a meal parcel or bag then took it away. 



191 
 

pandemic, buffering food insecurity (de la Haye et al., 2020). A UK report highlighting the lived 

experience of Covid-19, similarly showed that for many the financial and food support from friends 

and family was vital (Connors et al., 2020). Pre-Covid-19 research offers interesting insights into 

these social structure dynamics that are not always neat or wholly generous ς an example from 

Knight et al.Ωs work finds UK teens do share food/funds with friends but in particular, limited ways 

(2018). Their work serves as a critical reminder that support in this area, such as with formal or third-

sector support, may not be fully felt or experienced as sufficient.  

Third-sector and emergency food assistance were more common in Fresno than in Leeds. Leeds 

participants more commonly said they avoided charitable support and would not want to access a 

food bank. For Fresno participants, food banks and church support were more readily leaned upon. 

Discussions mirrored the literature from before the pandemic, such as studies by Mares (2013) and 

Middleton et al. (2018), as well as other literature covered in section 4.2. An additional observation 

from participants was that emergency food assistance was struggling to meet demand. Covid-19-era 

studies showed that donations reduced in the pandemic, but food charity systems adapted to new 

actors and logistics within their systems ς such as FareShare requesting government funding to 

purchase food (Dekkinga, van der Horst and Andriessen, 2022; Capodistrias et al., 2022). Comments 

about the appropriateness of the support and whether the donated items were helpful, safe to eat 

and healthy were readily raised, reflecting deep-seated concerns raised prior to the pandemic ς for 

example, see Garthwaite (2016a). 

Research found that European food banks were resilient during Covid-19, including in the UK which 

doubled its food redistribution in 2020 (Capodistrias et al., 2022). Despite food banks and other 

forms of emergency food assistance being stretched to (and beyond) capacity, the systems showed 

innovation and adaptability to meet the crisis ς strategies included partnering with media groups, 

and UK groups requesting food and financial donations, not solely the surplus food they normally 

operated with (Capodistrias et al., 2022). The entrenchment of food banks in the UK landscape grew 

out of austerity (Loopstra et al., 2015); this was formalised in the pandemic, given the new layer of 

reliance, and the financial contribution by the government folded them into the welfare state 

through funding streams like the COVID Winter Grant Scheme for local councils to offer support to 

vulnerable households (Beck and Gwilym, 2022; Gordon, Lambie-Mumford and Loopstra, 2020). 

Given this formal, government reliance on food banks as part of a social safety net, it is perhaps 

surprising that Leeds did not feature many food bank users. In part, this may be that although the 

government has utilised food banks, the stigma and other issues around use identified elsewhere in 

the literature have not been addressed (Purdam, Garratt and Esmail, 2016; Garthwaite, 2016b). 
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Relevance to the adapted FSI: Overall, support structures identified were multifaceted, reflecting 

the mixed economy of welfare with multiple actors, and the engagement and interactions between 

community and family, the market and the state/government (Powell, 2007). In the face of this 

complexity, the number of actors and how they engaged was difficult to capture without merging 

into other themes; if separation was not made, this theme would have ballooned into an untenable, 

surface-level discussion. Generally, there was a need to draw arbitrary lines to support the 

development of this theme and ensure that topics could be explored with richness. Who draws 

these lines, in what manner and with what data may vary significantly, which is a potential problem 

within this theme.  

To address this weakness, it is suggested that there be a mechanism in the adapted FSI theoretical 

framework to display the interconnectivity of the theme(s). It also would prove valuable to sense-

check the delineation of issues, like familial support, with participants in the interviews. It may prove 

that in some global north locations with a greater family integration culture this may appear 

different than a more individualist society; thus, sense-checking with participants may be key for 

appropriate categorisation.  

Relating it back to the original framework, Bartfeld and Dunifon did include benefits and support 

schemes as part of their study (e.g. food stamps and the Summer School Lunch). As many of the 

programmes were school based, given their sample population of families, this thesis builds on this 

with qualitative research while expanding it to Covid-19-specific support making it of specific value 

to the Covid-19 era, but also reflecting the wider context of food insecurity during a period of crisis. 

Overall, this is an important theme and central to the discussion and therefore must be included in 

the adapted framework. 

9.2.1.4 Money and Budgets 

Money and budgets findings for Fresno and Leeds mirrored each other. Money was selected as the 

heading theme rather than income, which acts as a narrow definition of how money is acquired. 

Income is often synonymous with wages and based on so many participants receiving benefits, 

distinguishing money from income allowed for a general discussion of finances and budgetary 

strategies. Money was essentially the core issue underpinning all other themes and is what made 

the difference in being food (in)secure, according to participants. This gives assurances this research 

is in line with relevant food insecurity literature discussed in Chapters 2 and 3, such as by Brown and 

Tarasuk (2019). Furthermore, it aligns with recent developments in Scottish policy, in particular the 

report and policy strategy Cash-First: Towards Ending the Need for Food Banks in Scotland (The 

Scottish Government, 2023).  
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Fresno and Leeds participants discussed their financial arrangements (e.g. how they structured their 

bank accounts), directly relating this to their bills and budgets. One participant used payday loans to 

make ends meet, highlighting financial strategies for gaining more money rather than just budgetary 

approaches to managing money. Use of payday loans has been confirmed by US research to alleviate 

marginal food insecurity (Fitzpatrick and Coleman-Jensen, 2014). However, the research is caveated 

to say it in part may be because of the studyΩs timing, during the 2008 financial crisis, and was not 

over a long enough period to look at the cycle of debt; thus, it did not capture the full timing 

dynamics of debt (Fitzpatrick and Coleman-Jensen, 2014). Their timing also lends credibility towards 

this thesisΩs data as a helpful reminder that the mitigating financial strategies employed now may 

lead to negative knock-on effects later; something that participants in Leeds and Fresno were 

acutely aware of.  

Budgets and bills-related data were heavily present in both case-study locations. Participants 

specifically discussed bill prioritisation, typically saying rent was the most important. In both Leeds 

and Fresno there was a sense of decision-making based on creditors and who was most likely to 

Ψcome after themΩ for payment. Bill hardship, particularly with utilities, is known feature associated 

with food insecurity, as seen in other work (e.g. Yousefi-Rizi et al., 2021). A unique aspect of this is 

related to Covid-19, as participants were home more with those home-schooling children or working 

requiring internet access. This raises questions about changes in potential restructuring of bill 

prioritisation, which was not answered in this study. Future research may look to explore whether 

the re-prioritisation of bills affected the elasticity of food budgets ς for example, previously people 

may have let the internet bill go unpaid but now they must pay for that out of their food budgets for 

home-schooling.  

Relevance to the adapted FSI: The decision to link money to budgets, particularly bills, rather than 

money to wages or income was successful in forming the theme. This decision came from how 

participants phrased their financial situation, linking money to budgets more than their 

employment, which helped produce the conceptualisation, founding itself within the data. This 

theme is appropriately structured and aligns with the findings from the State FSI model whose 

authors found that tax burdens affected food insecurity (Bartfeld and Dunifon, 2006). As previously 

mentioned, the two authorsΩ surprising finding was that context particularly mattered for families 

that were not yet in poverty but were economically vulnerable, which this thesis does not counter 

but adds further information to for those already in poverty (Bartfeld and Dunifon, 2006, p. 938). 

This thesisΩs qualitative data very much enhances the survey findings from State FSI.  
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9.2.1.5 Work and Wages 

Building on the previous theme, work and wages narrows in on the specific income source of wages 

and explores the concept and practice of work and employment ς aligning with section 3.1.2. 

Structures of employment were important across cases, with areas touched on including the gig 

economy, precarious/speculative work (with one participant essentially being on-call for a job 

opening at a 7-Eleven) and self-employment. Covid-19 acutely affected work in both locations, with 

many now working remotely or in other locations having to either resign or have lost their job due to 

the pandemic. In one case, Covid-19 created a new job role, with a Leeds participant working at a 

Covid-19 testing site that paid better than his previous employment. Lockdown showed some 

participants how much of a break they needed from their jobs, such as for one Fresno participant 

who said he would begrudgingly take back his former job if he had to, but it was so physically 

demanding he was avoiding returning. For some, taking on piecemeal work was an option but for 

others the pandemic eliminated their informal piecework channels, such as one Fresno participant 

who worked with touring musicians. Relevant to this research is Auguste et al.Ωs finding that US gig 

workers, which FresnoΩs sample included, were more likely to be food insecure (2022). 

Some participants in both locations were keyworkers and faced food insecurity, which given the 

demands on these frontline roles in the pandemic, including many minimum or low-wage workers, is 

perhaps unsurprising. The irony of this time is in both the US and UK there was a respect for those in 

pandemic-related key roles (e.g. clapping in appreciation for NHS workers) but who were receiving 

insufficient support and facing food insecurity. Food-insecure participants in Leeds included staff 

from schools and a social worker, both groups that were celebrated in the pandemic but whose 

working conditions and pay were insufficient. Indeed, recent data highlighted that 27 percent of 

English NHS trusts have a staff food bank and an additional 19 percent planned to create one (HL 

Deb, 2023). Furthermore, research from The Food Foundation revealed food insecurity among 

keyworkers was common, such as those working in the food industry (Goudie and McIntyre, 2021).  

Lack of stable wages and employment made it difficult for participants to become or remain food 

secure. In some cases, the move to remote working and children being home led to parents reducing 

their meals during their workday to make up for the increased meals the children had at home. The 

balancing act of ensuring their childrenΩs wellbeing while engaging in employment was a mental 

stress for many families. Work did act as a food acquisition source, however, for some ς some taking 

food from their place of employment and others where a co-worker would bring them surplus food 

or groceries.  
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Covid-19-specific food insecurity research on this varies. Canadian research points out how the 

significant job losses primarily of low-paid workers seen at the outbreak of Covid-19 is connected to 

food insecurity (Men and Tarasuk, 2021). In Men and TarasukΩs study, fewer than 5 percent of 

workers who shifted to remote work faced food insecurity, with workers who worked outside the 

home during the pandemic and those absent from work due to Covid-19 being the most vulnerable 

(2021). While this thesisΩs Fresno and Leeds data manifested differently to Men and TarasukΩs study, 

where those who worked from home still faced food insecurity, a shared feature is that most food-

insecure households in both studies were also experiencing financial hardship outside of pandemic-

related employment disruptions. 

Relevance to the adapted FSI: Participants went into further depth in describing their work lives and 

structures than expected. This resulted in insights into school systems from the employeeΩs 

perspective. This created a unique insight from the parentΩǎ view, as many participants worked in 

schools and ebbed and flowed between their schoolςwork life as an employee and their childΩs 

school life. While the richness was invaluable, it did take thoughtful manoeuvring to ensure that 

each school-related point sat within the appropriate theme, keeping employee-related insights 

separate from those of a parent. Data for employees included insights about how children reacted to 

Covid-19 in school settings, mask wearing and lack of attendance, whereas parent-centred data 

included similar topics but less generalisable or from a secondhand understanding. One employee at 

a Leeds school received support that they would not have qualified for as a parent, showing further 

complexity.  

Further to this, there were thematic questions of where to categorise university-level schooling. In 

the end, it was primarily categorised as work, as it is a commitment with a payoff, albeit not 

financial. That said, if a student is in receipt of a full scholarship, then it may hold direct financial 

benefit. A potential drawback in how this theme was organised is other researchers may draw 

different conclusions, thus sorting data into other themes. This said, State FSI by Bartfeld and 

Dunifon included education attainment, giving a basis to create space for university-level 

commitments and endeavours. 

For this study the inclusion of these areas within this theme was deemed appropriate and was not a 

significant problem, as participants discussed them in a work commitment-like or workplace 

capacity. University-level engagement was taken as a commitment similar to work, and employment 

in schools was clearly related to the concept of a workplace. This gives confidence that potential 

Ψfine lineΩ issues are not insurmountable when creating a framework but should be handled 

thoughtfully and with care. 
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9.2.1.6 Family and Children 

Family and children primarily related to who is traditionally considered immediate family members, 

but this distinction was sometimes blurred, particularly in intergenerational households. Almost all 

conversations in both locations around family came with emotional discussions and sentiments 

rather than just describing household composition. Many expressed their closeness to extended 

family and how the pandemic changed this, such as not going on holiday with family or spending the 

night at their grandparentΩs home at the weekends with the children.  

Most conversations in this topic revolved around children and the experience of Covid-19 from a 

parentΩs perspective. Worries over childrenΩs wellbeing during Covid-19 and home-schooling were 

notable, including what their children missed from school and how it affected their eating habits. In 

some cases, households grew as older children moved back home during the pandemic, which 

incurred costs. Unsurprisingly, the conversations in both locations around home-schooling were the 

most frequent and how children looked to the fridge to cure their boredom at being home so much, 

to paraphrase one Leeds participant. Other research mirrors the results of these findings, tying food 

insecurity to pandemic home-schooling and school closures, such as that by Hoskins and Wainwright 

(2023). 

Parents talked about wanting to shield their children from food insecurity or the realities of their 

situation, but this was not always possible. In both Fresno and Leeds, parents acknowledged that 

while they tried to hide some coping strategies, such as switching from branded goods to store 

labels to save money without telling the children, not all tactics were successful. ChildrenΩs 

involvement in the familyΩs food security status included providing some income or food in some 

scenarios, such as bringing home free food from work or them earning their own money for snacks 

and treats. Others embraced having children involved in age-appropriate ways, such as them 

knowing how much was left in the budget for the week or having their own bank accounts. 

Many families commented on the positive aspects of the children being home more, allowing the 

family to spend more time together. The broad-ranging experiences of families during Covid-19 are 

reflected in the literature, such as from the UKΩs Covid Realities project that logged lived experience 

during the pandemic (Patrick et al., 2022). As for this thesis, a sampling difference between the 

Leeds and Fresno data is that because Leeds participants tended to have younger children, their 

experiences of active parenting and teaching during the pandemic were different to the Fresno 

participants who mostly had older or adult children, if any. 

Relevance to the adapted FSI: This theme is essential to include in the adapted framework, even if 

all participants involved in a study do not have children. Who is family to participants, how one 
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engages with family, are there external factors affecting familial relations, all matter in building a 

network of support. If familial support is not an option, having space to uncover this is essential.  

More directly, State FSI focuses on families; thus, including this theme with qualitative data helps 

connect this thesis to the original study. State FSI was not able to capture the experiences of families 

with food insecurity in this direct way or the novel timing of the pandemic, both of which support 

the unique contribution of the thesisΩs data.  

9.2.1.7 Home and Location 

This theme demonstrated how even with varied situations and strategies, participants spent time 

and energy thinking about how best to navigate their rent or mortgage obligations. This theme in 

particular links strongly into the themes of work and wages, working from home, children and home-

schooling, which are discussed in sections 7.7, 7.8, 8.8 and 8.9. Tying specifically back to food, the 

use of the home more frequently meant that families needed to come up with meals they previously 

would not have made at home, all with increased bills and costs associated with being home.  

Both case locations featured participants in a range of tenure types: those who privately rent, rent 

through the public sector, and homeowners (similar to pre-Covid-19 literature in section 3.1.4). 

Housing costs were particularly difficult for some to meet during the pandemic, with some providing 

partial payments or applying for support schemes (e.g. mortgage holiday scheme). While 

accommodation was viewed almost exclusively as the top priority for bills, the scale of the expense 

was often difficult to meet. Beliefs around the importance of housing, besides being an immediate 

need, pick up on the greater importance of housing from asset-based welfare discussed in section 

3.1.4.1. Increased use of the home and new ways of using the home during this period were 

intrinsically related to the pandemic, with the home often equated with health-related safety. 

Neighbourhood came up more frequently in Fresno. In part, this was due to the allocation of 

government-supported housing meaning participants settled for neighbourhoods they would not 

have selected on their own (e.g. due to high rates of crime). While the structure of council housing in 

Leeds means this could be a potential problem in the region, it did not occur in the data as it did in 

Fresno. Similarly, it may just not have appeared in Leeds due to the sample. Relocation within case 

locations occurred in both area and was something that unexpectedly emerged from the data. Costs 

related to relocation, and comparisons between neighbourhoods and homes added context to the 

two locations. Issues related to relocating outside of Fresno or Leeds and returning to the case 

location in some instances, like in Fresno, was important to consider. Work such as Duque (2021) 

and Blumenberg et al. (2021) has integrated home and location during Covid-19. Duque linked poor 

neighbourhoods, unsafe housing, healthcare challenges and food deserts with historic housing 
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discrimination against African Americans (2021). Blumenberg et al. identified food sufficiency 

regional differences within California, verifying that responses to food insecurity must consider local 

issues and circumstances (2021). This thesis similarly found that Covid-19 had direct relationships 

with home and location, including how the home was used (e.g. working from home, sheltering in 

place) and what was accessible around it (e.g. distance from stores within Covid-19 protocols). 

Relevance to the adapted FSI: This studyΩs parameters did not require a certain residency time 

duration in a city, which worked positively as some participants would have potentially not been 

included if rigid recruitment requirements were enacted. It was not viewed as necessary as part of 

the sampling criteria during the planning phase of the research, and once in the field it was clear 

that it would have been extremely difficult to impose further restrictions considering the 

recruitment difficulties created by Covid-19. In all, creating space within the study for fluctuation in 

location (e.g. recently moved to Fresno or relocated within the area), helped create dynamic data 

within this theme. Methodologically, it is an asset to keep the thesis general enough, so the results 

can potentially review some moving-related elements to the adapted FSI framework. 

In part, the theme could prove essential to consider the regional differences and log them within the 

adapted framework depending on the research findings. Methodologically, differences such as 

socioeconomic demographics and location history (e.g. Leeds being a northern city with an industrial 

past) could be teased out in this area of the framework. While in this thesis location was not the 

major theme explored within the data, one can imagine location being crucial in other scenarios to 

understanding food insecurity, such as North Korea or in a prison complex. To record and discuss 

location-specific details and account for an areaΩs past/present, it is necessary to take this theme 

forward into the framework. 

9.2.1.8 Health and Disability 

Disability was more common amongst Fresno participants but did appear in the Leeds location as 

well. Food insecurity was made more difficult due to disability. Reasons included increased costs of 

electricity for disability use (e.g. for charging medical devices and higher heat consumption needs, 

difficulties/inefficiencies in disability benefits), and increased cost of foods consumed to help 

manage a disability (e.g. superfoods). Fresno data showed the complexities and variations in 

disability in particular, ranging from severe mental health conditions, physical disabilities, and acting 

as a carer for a disabled housemate.  

Covid-19 particularly had a significant impact on participants, raising new issues such as the need to 

shield, the increased risk (and fear) of complications of catching Covid-19 and fears of death. UK, US, 

and Australian research supports the findings, showing disabled persons particularly struggled with 
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food insecurity at higher levels than the general population during Covid-19, for reasons included in 

of this thesisΩs findings (Loopstra, 2020; Friedman, 2021; Kent et al., 2020). Covid-19 was also 

mentioned relative to healthcare access, making it more difficult to get the support needed in both 

systems; however, this point was not as related directly to food insecurity.  

Health issues, particularly mental health issues, were common in both locations, whereas weight-

related health issues were seen more in Fresno. Depression and anxiety were both noted, 

depression being tied to reduced consumption and motivation to obtain food, and anxiety being 

associated with being food insecure. Fang et al.Ωs research aligns with this studyΩs findings linking 

mental health closely to food insecurity during Covid-19 (2021). Fresno participants linked health-

related concerns with weight to their diet and what they could afford versus what they would 

prefer. 

One area that did not appear in the data as much as expected was about the healthcare systems. 

Given the context of the pandemic, there was less discussion about NHS access and issues than 

expected. In Fresno, as the participants had very low incomes, almost all were on MediCal and not 

accessing private healthcare, which often has high out-of-pocket costs, affecting food budgets. US 

food insecurity has a bidirectional relationship with healthcare costs, with being food insecure 

associated with substantially greater healthcare expenditure (Johnson et al., 2021). While there 

were discussions about the lack of healthcare access in both the US and UK, it was not directly 

related back to food insecurity. 

Relevance to the adapted FSI: The data firmly supports including this theme in the adapted FSI 

theoretical framework, with the internal distinctions between health and disability within the theme 

required. The form of what this theme entails will likely vary depending on the types of medical 

support and insurance models. In this scenario, no US participants were on private healthcare, but 

should the sample change in a subsequent study, this may shape the nature of the theme. While 

State FSI did account for household characteristics, including whether a disabled person was in the 

home finding it a predictor of food insecurity, no measures of health were accounted for, thus 

adapting the framework. 

9.2.1.9 Emotions and Attitudes 

This theme serves two primary purposes. It acts as a channel to contextualise the experiences 

expressed elsewhere in the data and gives breathing room for emotions and attitudes about 

situations that are not well-encapsulated in other themes. A core example is emotional trauma, 

which appeared in the Fresno data but would not have fit in within another theme.  
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A common sentiment, particularly in Fresno, was participants ensuring they acknowledged they 

were ΨluckyΩ or ΨblessedΩ while discussing difficult food-insecurity-related topics. In Leeds the 

sentiment was expressed more as being ΨgratefulΩ. In both locations, especially when it came to 

receiving support, there was a compulsive verbalised appreciation expressed before delving into the 

negatives or shortcomings of support (e.g. out-of-date food donations). UK qualitative research 

through the Food Standards Agency mirrors this, with participants expressing gratitude for food 

parcel support while simultaneously discussing the associated stigma (Connors et al., 2020).  

The data from both Leeds and Fresno, but more overtly in Fresno, links to some well-established, 

related social policy debates outlined in section 2.4 (e.g. deserving versus undeserving poor) 

(Caraher and Cavicchi, 2014; Garthwaite, Collins and Bambra, 2015). These notions of deservingness 

and appropriate usage (e.g. only using CalFresh as intended) appeared culturally influenced and 

applied morality and stigmatisation of benefits usage ς even among benefits users themselves.  

While many personal emotions were expressed, such as frustration, personal and collective stress 

was pervasive in the data. Attempting to navigate the new territory of Covid-19 while experiencing 

food insecurity was personally stressful, while there was acknowledgement of how it was stressful 

for everyone. Some participants brought up how even those with higher incomes had been affected 

by Covid-19 and there was a united feeling, as all were experiencing the same pandemic.  

Relevance to the adapted FSI: Making space within the adapted framework to note the attitudes 

and sentiments creates a personalisation to the framework that cannot be captured solely with 

quantitative work. Without designating space within the adapted framework for this, nuance likely 

would be lost and the voices of the participants included into the framework results may be diluted. 

Incorporating these voices into the frameworkΩs development expands State FSI in a way a 

quantitative survey data could not. 

Furthermore, there were moments of levity that gave relief to how emotional many of the 

interviews became ς not only for the participants but for me as well. The interview with Sally ended 

early because I was emotional about the struggles Sally had shared. Although I took research diary 

notes following the interviews to process those feelings, some of these emotions and emotional 

interactions were not truly captured in the transcription and note-taking process. Should further 

research take place, plans should be made for how to best capture emotion and attitudes in an 

analysable way. How these emotions and attitudes are captured may influence how the adapted FSI 

theoretical infrastructure is populated. 
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9.2.1.10 Culture, Politics and Trust 

This theme is addressed in depth in RQ2 (section 9.2.2). As this theme clearly emerged in one case 

but not the other, it is important to include it but raises questions of how to develop the framework 

in a way that accounts for differences. The answer, as discussed in RQ5, is to structure the 

framework in a manner that allows versatility and is flexible enough to accommodate said 

differences.  

It is notable as well that a potential limitation to this theme is my better understanding of US 

culture, and Fresno, compared to that of the UK. This means subtleties in language choice may mean 

covert displays of political rhetoric go undetected. An example in this study may be UK participants 

mimicking language from right-leaning tabloid media sources such as the Daily Mail. The rhetoric 

used may imply certain views/points that a primary researcher like me is unfamiliar with, and thus 

misses dog-whistle politics signals. 

9.2.1.11 Covid-19 

The Covid-19 theme is reviewed specifically in response to RQ3 (section 9.2.3). 

9.2.2 RQ2: Are the primary contextual conditions affecting a personΩs ability to become 

or remain food secure the same in different locations?  

Within the two case locations, the main contextual conditions identified were almost identical. The 

exception was the inclusion of the culture, politics, and trust theme in Fresno. Given this difference, 

this theme is explored in depth below and tied to the literature to explain why it was not necessarily 

the same in both cases, bringing in discussions about Leeds. The end of this section then identifies its 

relevance to the framework. 

An explanation as to why this theme emerged in Fresno and not in Leeds is due to the overt 

politicisation of Covid-19 and politics in the US. Pennycook et al. found that during Covid-19, US 

political conservatism was associated with lower perceptions of risks of Covid-19, more hesitancy 

around vaccines and fewer mitigation strategies than in the UK and Canada (2022). The authors 

found that in all locations political conservatives were associated with stronger misperceptions 

around Covid-19, less so in the UK than the US (Pennycook et al., 2022). Indeed, Pennycook et al. 

found that UK political conservatives took Covid-19 as seriously as political liberals, and overall the 

UK was less politically polarised than the US (2022). How people reacted to Covid-19 (e.g. taking it 

seriously, following protocols, lockdowns etc.) influenced what food acquisition mechanisms one 

could utilise; one example was those with little regard for Covid-19 restrictions or concerns could 

continue food shopping in their pre-Covid-19 patterns, whereas someone taking Covid-19 more 
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seriously may have reduced their shopping trips, going without when their food stock became 

depleted or buying mainly long-life foods, all influencing the quality of their diet.  

As for politics and trust, Cairney and Wellstead mapped how trust appeared in policymaking 

between the two countries (2021). The authors found that in the UK citizens initially had high faith in 

policymakers during Covid-19, potentially linked to the UKΩs initial alignment with scientific experts, 

but this was undermined by perceptions of government incompetence (Cairney and Wellstead, 

2021). Such perceptions of incompetence drew from issues such as the prime minister supporting 

Dominic CummingsΩ breaking of lockdown rules and lack of safety in care homes (Cairney and 

Wellstead, 2021). Cairney and Wellstead cite that the US had greater and more intensive distrust of 

governmental actions (e.g. mask policies), which was further complicated by state versus federal 

government policy discrepancies (2021). Distrust in government actions and competence may mean 

that people adopt more individualistic food-coping strategies rather than rely on the state ςfor 

example, turning to charity or family rather than to benefits or government-run programmes.  

Tying specifically to food (in)security, the literature holds reference of the (de)politicalisation of food 

insecurity; both outside the case locations όDǀǊƳǸǒΣ нлмфΤ wƛŎƘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ¢ŀǊŀǎǳƪΣ нлмпύ and within 

(Cloke, May and Williams, 2017; Poppendieck, 1998; Coulson and Sonnino, 2019; Corcoran, 2021). 

Corcoran, looking at New Haven, Connecticut, argues food needs to be re-politicalised (here 

meaning an issue created/addressable by politics and policy) as a point of addressing class and 

systematic oppressions, particularly with race (2021). These points support the Fresno data, where 

benefits, their generosity and policy end dates were all linked to politically motivated choices. The 

data in Leeds did not have such overt references to the (de)politicalisation of food insecurity. 

While there is minimal political trust information specific to this studyΩs case locations, MichelsonΩs 

qualitative work highlights Fresno Latino/a immigrantsΩ distrust (2007). The Public Policy Institute of 

CaliforniaΩs 2021 data found 25 percent of Californians had at least some trust that the federal 

government would do the right thing, with trust in state government at 59 percent at least most of 

the time (Baldassare et al., 2021). No similar studies can be found of Leeds, but the UK 2022 trust in 

government data found 35 percent trust national government (41 percent being the Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation and Development country average), while 42 percent trust local government 

(Lelii, 2022). Trust in public services was far higher, with 80 percent trusting the NHS (Lelii, 2022). 

Once again, trust in government can affect food (in)security strategies and coping mechanisms but, 

counter to this, trust can be gained when food programmes work successfully. 

Bearing in mind the political distrust in both locations, it perhaps is unsurprising that when Covid-19 

programmes worked well, it was noted by participants. Participants in Leeds expressed some 
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positive sentiments about the school vouchers and the CouncilΩs flexibility on payments. In Fresno, 

participants spoke highly of the City-affiliated seniorsΩ food parcel scheme. With Fresno, the framing 

was often giving Ψcredit where credit is dueΩ, which meant participants spoke specifically to their 

impressions of government. Comparing this to Leeds, Leeds participants tended to point towards 

generalities or refer only to the programmes rather than the government or city themselves. 

FresnoΩs overtness with these comments fed into it becoming its own theme rather than being filed 

under another. 

For Fresno, another area of trust that emerged was trust in information and media. Several studies 

have examined the issues around media (dis)trust in the US during Covid-19 (Latkin et al., 2020; 

Romer and Jamieson, 2021; Ternullo, 2022). Latkin et al. found that media was amongst the least-

trusted information sources, with the White House being the least trusted, and trust in all sources 

reduced over the pandemic (2020). A separate US study detailed how conservative media during 

Covid-19 was associated with increased conspiratorial thinking (Romer and Jamieson, 2021), which 

was seen in the Fresno data. Participants were unsure of what information sources to trust, with one 

interviewee leaning on her son and Facebook for Covid-19 information while others avoided the 

news altogether. 

Linking media trust specifically to food (in)security during the pandemic is scarcely studied compared 

to other areas of this theme. US authors found Latinos were more likely to look to the mass media 

for health information than white people, potentially linked to trust in Ψethnic mediaΩ (Payán et al., 

2021). Payán et al. linked this media trust, Covid-19 misinformation and marketing of low-quality 

foods to food insecurity (2021, p. 839). Media portrayal of food insecurity is more commonly 

addressed in the literature (Knight et al., 2018), such as UK media portrayals of mothers being 

Ψdeserving victimsΩ of food insecurity with upticks in support during the Marcus Rashford Child Food 

Poverty Campaign (Wigman et al., 2022). Furthermore, one disaster management study found that 

young people and people with low incomes most susceptible to misinformation and oversaturation 

of social media, creating higher perceptions of food insecurity, panic and hoarding behaviour 

(Charilaou and Vijaykumar, 2023). Potentially, this area of the theme may not be relevant outside of 

a pandemic or global health emergency setting but it warrants further investigation. 

Culture was the least addressed area within this theme but did emerge as a finding for 

consideration. Culture has a variety of definitions, some competing, as analysed by Jahoda (2012). 

To evaluate these definitions is beyond the scope of this study, but related to this work there are 

some key aspects from definitions of culture that are applicable. Deriving aspects of JahodaΩs (2012) 

review of definitions of culture, which are too numerous and complex to re-create here, culture for 
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this workΩs general purposes can include shared beliefs, habits, ideas or rituals within a group. This 

can also include transmitting information, shared learning and mirroring social behaviours. 

Specifically in relation to the theme of culture, politics and trust, in Fresno, culture broke down into 

three main areas: political-cultural environment, cultural events and culturally appropriate foods. 

Part of the culture of Fresno that was shown in the data was the acknowledgement of Fresno as a 

conservative city and its cultural impact on the area. The political elements of culture link well with 

the previously discussed points of trust in government and how government is viewed. FresnoΩs 

culture as a city was deeply coloured by its conversative leanings and for one participant it was a 

driving force of why they would want to relocate from Fresno. FresnoΩs voting and on-paper political 

situation may not reflect the full cultural experiences of FresnoΩs politics exposed in this thesisΩs 

data, with 37.47 percent of voters registered as Democrats in February 2019 versus 32.64 percent 

Republicans (Anon, 2019). However, an academic study of US cities with populations over 250,000, 

mirrors the sentiments expressed by this studyΩs participants, showing Fresno was the 13th most 

conservative city in terms of the publicΩs policy preferences (Tausanovitch and Warshaw, 2014). 

ParticipantsΩ interpretation of FresnoΩs conservative culture is confirmable by the lived experience of 

the researcher from their time in Fresno. Nothing similar appeared in the Leeds data.  

Looking at cultural events, Fresno participants specifically mentioned holidays and affording food 

(e.g. the increased cost of Thanksgiving meals). From the literature, not being able to fully partake in 

holidays in relation to food insecurity can increase oneΩs sense of social exclusion (Salonen, 2014). 

While school holidays and difficulties feeding children during the time off school came up in the 

data, it was clearly linked to school support systems rather than cultural events or times of the year.  

Lack of culturally appropriate food is roundly found in the literature, particularly around emergency 

food aid such as food banks. Research has shown issues with culturally appropriate food support 

with US Latino/a immigrant populations (Mares, 2013); Australian asylum seekers (McKay et al., 

2018); and Latin American immigrants in Canada (Vahabi and Damba, 2013). A study of London food 

bank users identified the complexities of food banks catering to cultural issues (e.g. trying to only 

give halal items as otherwise it results in food waste) (Thompson, Smith and Cummins, 2018). The 

food bank users not only had religiously affiliated cultural food needs, but also preferences based on 

what was familiar (Thompson, Smith and Cummins, 2018). Vahabi and Damba, looking at Latin 

American immigrants in Toronto, identified that culturally appropriate food was both difficult to 

afford without adequate financial resources and difficult to access via food banks (Vahabi and 

Damba, 2013). 
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In the Fresno data, this point was alluded to but it was not without complexity. Annalise commented 

saying it is Ψalmost racistΩ how food banks would give foods that she would consider the last resort: 

rice and beans. She noted that it was difficult to presume this could be enough for people, saying 

she guessed the food charities presumed people could make tortillas from flour to accompany them. 

One participant specifically cited they were sick of the donated beans. This countered the points of 

lack of culturally available food in the supermarkets, with one participant saying it was difficult to 

access these foods staple to their diet.  

Further research in Fresno could be warranted to assess whether food donations stemmed from the 

perception of who food bank users are (i.e. Latino/a), or if it is a mark of the food donors donating 

food they themselves would find appropriate. This is similar to a study that found those who were 

food secure in Canada felt Kraft dinners were a comfort food and commonly donated the product 

versus food insecure Canadians who disagreed (Rock, McIntyre and Rondeau, 2009).  

An area that was not well explored in the Fresno and Leeds data was around religion and religious 

organisations. Fresno residents spoke to receiving food from churches and other religiously affiliated 

groups but there was a lack of clarity as to whether participants were affiliated with these entities 

outside of food support. Put simply, was receiving food support from a church the only engagement 

the participant had with the group or were they also members of the church? If the former, this may 

link closer to what is seen in the UK, where food banks often operate out of religious groups or 

facilities but are not designated for the congregation solely. The Fresno findings did not show a clear 

relationship between participants and the religious organisations, so that bears further investigation. 

Covid-19-era research shows the multifaceted role religious groups had during the pandemic, 

including as community resources for food and public health actors (Oxholm et al., 2021; 

Schanbacher and Gray, 2021). Schanbacher and Gray found that US state and federal governments 

embraced faith-based organisations both as public health messengers and actors to mitigate food 

insecurity (2021). The US is a more religious country than the UK, with 50 percent of British residents 

having no religious affiliation versus only 29 percent in the US (Curtice et al., 2019; Kramer, Hackett 

and Beveridge, 2022). This said, there is evidence to suggest that the Church of England provided 

leadership in the pandemic and acted as a community reference point including via food (McKenna, 

2023), showing the complexity around religion in culture in these two locations. 

Relevance to the adapted FSI: While this theme did not appear so significantly in Leeds as to 

warrant its own theme, the prominence of these topics in Fresno demonstrates there is value in 

offering space and flexibility to explore them within the framework. Depending on the location, 

certain aspects of the theme may be highlighted, whereas others may not be as relevant (e.g. culture 
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may come through in the theme strongly but not politics). Politics, for example, may be the core 

element ς work already done in this space supports exploring food insecurity in relation to politics, 

with SoffiantiniΩs research exploring the causal relationship between food insecurity and the Arab 

Spring (2020). Furthermore, this area was not addressed in the original State FSI framework but 

theoretically one could see links with a state-to-state model, such as how FSI looks and functions in 

Democrat-controlled states versus historically Republican-controlled ones. Care should be taken 

when using this theme in the adapted FSI to pinpoint what areas of the theme are being discussed 

and linking them back to food insecurity.  

9.2.3 RQ3: How did the context of Covid-19 affect a personΩs ability to become or remain 

food secure in a particular location? 

Undoubtedly, Covid-19 had a significant, permeating effect on the participantsΩ lives and specifically 

on their food insecurity. The context of Covid-19 was ever present in every theme, every aspect of 

the interviews, and indeed the (re)formulation of the thesis. It was incredibly difficult during this 

time to ascertain the ΨcorrectΩ way to include Covid-19 in the research space and what the 

appropriate adaptation should be ς due to this, several iterations of how to examine Covid-19 were 

applied. It would not have been possible to analyse this data without recognising the overwhelming 

impact that Covid-19 had on all aspects of life during this period. Indeed, to do so would risk 

misinterpreted findings. Thus, in the early stages of this research it was decided to have a clear, 

purposeful evaluation of Covid-19Ωs role, which this thesisΩs data has shown was an appropriate and 

important decision. This is a common approach to research taken during the pandemic; indeed, a 

rapid synthesis of how research pivoted due to Covid-19 from the National Centre for Research 

Methods highlights how many social research projects made similar changes (Nind, Coverdale and 

Meckin, 2021). 

Fresno and Leeds had a shared experience of Covid-19 in many ways, with the two locations taking 

similar approaches, which included mask mandates, vaccine drives, lockdowns, supply chain 

problems, a focus on keyworkers and evolving medical guidance. The panŘŜƳƛŎΩǎ effects on food 

(in)security are highlighted throughout the other themes but Table 12 summarises the key 

statements of the direct contribution to knowledge on the topic. 
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Table 12: Summary of Covid-мфΩǎ LƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƻƴ CƻƻŘ όLƴύ{ŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ 

 

Relevance to the adapted FSI: As Covid-19 is a specific, time-related issue, it would be inappropriate 

to permanently include it in the adapted framework. That said, creating a generic space to include 

such wide-scale crises should be an option. For the adapted FSI framework, Covid-19 crucially shows 

some contexts will be both personal and wider in a way other issues are not ς in other words, Covid-

19 is simultaneously global and deeply personal; thus, a mechanism within the framework to show 

this unique dynamic is necessary.  

Extending this further through theoretical transferability, the FSI framework could be adapted to 

reflect many crisis situations. Potential crises include climate events such as floods or droughts, 

national security or political instability, such as the Ukraine war or the Arab Spring. Other potential 

situations that could be included in this space in the adapted FSI framework include human-caused 

disasters such as Chernobyl and Fukushima (Belyakov, 2015).  
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9.2.4 RQ4: From a household perspective, do some contextual conditions matter more 

than others?  

Different participants cited different contextual conditions that affected their food security status. 

For some, job loss or change and its knock-on effects on income underpinned their insecurity, while 

(in)sufficient benefits affected others more. These knock-on effects align with the policy spheres of 

Chapter 3. The interconnectivity and engagement between conditions (e.g. taking care of an ailing 

family member) might mean that a person must resign from their job, which affects the food 

security of the whole household. That said, overall income, in whatever form, very much 

underpinned how people were able to react and adapt to changes created by Covid-19. Having a 

sufficient, stable income was the greatest way to be food secure, with the other issues being 

adaptable if there was enough money. Put plainly, some non-financially based contextual issues can 

be minimised or eliminated if enough money can be dedicated or spent to resolve them.  

Figure 31 represents the themes as they were discussed by participants. At the beginning of the 

conversations, experiential nature of food acquisition and diet were most readily discussed, aligning 

with the literature review in sections 2.3.1ς2.3.2, which summarises and identifies food insecurity as 

an issue of affordability and accessibility. As the interviews continued, discussions moved towards 

support structures, work and wages, and money and budgets and how they connected to food 

insecurity; developing the next layer in Figure 31. Although these factors underpin the root causes of 

food insecurity, they were projected secondarily to the experiences of food insecurity. Finally, the 

non-monetary themes were the most peripheral topics discussed in relation to food insecurity. 

These included home and location, family and children, emotions and attitudes, health and 

disability, and culture, politics and trust ς one example being that the school district a student was in 

dictated what school-based food support they received in the pandemic. Households overall 

followed this pattern of discussion: food experiences were most readily discussed with food 

insecurity; then financial and monetary situations underpinning their food security status; and finally 

non-monetary themes were related to the previous links to food insecurity. 
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Figure 31: Food Insecurity Themes from Findings Structured by Connectivity to Topic 

 

Relevance to the adapted FSI: The findings indicate that if interviews, surveys and frameworks are 

not holistically centred, conversations and data around food insecurity may sit superficially on the 

topic of food. In the interviews, participants were probed about these connecting issues, which they 

were able to identify and link to their food security status. This supports the notion that without 

holistic enquiry and frameworks, food insecurity research or surveys could miss the connecting 

contexts and rest on the idea of food insecurity being a ΨfoodΩ issue. If time and space is allotted, 

many issues that are not directly about food must be accounted for, for an accurate view of the 

issue. This adapted FSI framework helps ensure that researchers can get to these more rooted issues 

without compromising the gathering of data about experiences with food; in short, food and non-

food issues both need to be present in the framework for an accurate, holistic view. 

9.2.5 RQ5: Can the adapted FSI theoretical framework be workable in multiple global 

north locations, and if so in what form? 

9.2.5.1 Creating the FSI Framework 

In reference to Chapter 5, State FSI is a concept that Bartfeld and Dunifon use to describe how 

societal interactions influence a personΩs food security status at various levels. The authors define 

State FSI as (Bartfeld and Dunifon, 2006, p. 923): 

Our underlying model posits that food insecurity is linked to inadequate household 

resources, but is also influenced by the strength of what we term the state food security 

infrastructure: a set of programs, policies, and economic and social attributes that affect 
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the availability, accessibility, and affordability of food and the extent to which resources 

are available to households to meet their food-related needs. 

The State FSI structure offers room for adaptation and development to explore contextual factors of 

food insecurity beyond the state-to-state model it originally serves. Explicitly, the authors identified 

an area that their study was unable to address ς emergency food assistance ς while a new gap has 

emerged since its publication: the Covid-19 crisis.  

The culmination of this thesis is an adapted FSI theoretical framework. This framework has been 

devised as a mechanism that is: usable outside the case locations; flexible and adaptable per 

location; and provides a vehicle to discuss the complexities and interconnectivity of food insecurity 

holistically. This leads to an adapted definition of FSI (henceforth the FSI Framework) as: 

The FSI Framework provides an adaptable and operationalisable framework of the 

contextual conditions and attributes that influence oneΩs food (in)security status, with focus 

on the availability, accessibility, and affordability of food within oneΩs life.  

Table 13 summarises the themesΩ relevance and rationale for inclusion in the framework, and 

highlights the frameworkΩǎ development. 
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Table 13: Summary of the FSI Framework 

 






























































































































































































































































