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Abstract 

 
Access to food is a fundamental human right and a determinant of health. Food 

insecurity, the limited or uncertain availability of individuals’ and households’ physical, 

social and economic access to sufficient, safe, nutritious and culturally relevant food, 

affects physical, mental and emotional health, in both adults and children. Recent 

estimates in Australia indicate that four percent of people were living in a household 

that was food insecure. Food insecurity is determined by a complex interaction of 

factors, but income and financial constraints are the major determinants. International 

evidence suggests that households beyond those on very low incomes are 

experiencing episodes of food insecurity. There is an absence of Australian data on 

the prevalence and/or the experiences of food insecurity beyond these groups. This 

thesis aimed to investigate the EXISTENCE and EXPERIENCE of food insecurity in 

low-to-middle income (A$40,000-$80,000) households in Melbourne, Victoria.  

Part 1 examined data from the cross-sectional Victorian Population Health Survey 

2006-2009 confirming the EXISTENCE and frequency of food insecurity. Food 

insecure households were those that responded ‘yes’ to the question ‘In the last 12 

months, were there any times that you ran out of food and couldn’t afford to buy more?’ 

The prevalence was found to be 3.9 to 4.8% of low-to-middle income respondents and 

for some this was weekly or fortnightly. Univariable and multivariable logistic 

regression analysis of 2008 survey data explored factors associated with food 

insecurity in low-to-middle households. Food insecurity was associated with having 

limited help from friends, absence of home ownership, inability to raise money in an 

emergency and cost of food. The associations between the variable ‘ability to raise 

A$2000 in an emergency in two days’ as an indicator of financial stress and food 

insecurity were explored in detail. Regardless of ability to raise money, food insecurity 

was associated with inability to obtain food due to its cost.  

Part 2 explored the EXPERIENCE of food insecurity using a sequential explanatory 

mixed method methodology, with connected quantitative and qualitative phases. A 

cross-sectional ‘Food Security in Melbourne Households’ survey including the United 

States Department of Agriculture Household Food Security Survey Module was 

administered to 134 participants and identified 42 low-to-middle income participants. 
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Eight food secure and eight food insecure participants were interviewed to compare 

and contrast their EXPERIENCES. These were summarised as five key themes: 1) 

complexity of food decisions, 2) complex and varied triggers, 3) an array of protective 

and coping assets and 4) amplified when needed and a food insecurity experience 

with 5) extensive consequences. The Sustainable Livelihood Framework was applied 

as a lens to further explore these findings. This application is novel to understand food 

insecurity in Australia. 

This research has identified, for the first time that food insecurity exists in low-to-middle 

income households in Australia. The experience of food insecurity varies for this 

income group. Food insecurity was both episodic and chronic, with differing degrees 

of severity and consequences. There is a need for a regular, more sophisticated 

measurement and monitoring that reflects the prevalence, severity and understanding 

of the determinants of food insecurity across income groups, to inform public health 

policy and practice responses that address these determinants. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction - Food insecurity is not a simple problem 

with a simple solution 

 

1.1 Introduction 

 

This chapter introduces the thesis which explores the EXISTENCE AND 

EXPERIENCE of food insecurity in low-to-middle income households in 

Melbourne, Australia. First, the chapter provides a background to the public health 

issue of food insecurity. It then describes the research aims and an overview of the 

corresponding studies. Finally, the structure of the thesis, outlining the eight 

chapters, will be discussed. 

 

1.2 Food insecurity: a complex problem 

 

Access to food is a fundamental human right and a determinant of health.(1) Food 

security as defined by the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) 

exists when  

‘all people at all times have physical, social and economic access to food, 

which is safe and consumed in sufficient quantity and quality to meet their 

dietary needs and food preferences, and is supported by an environment of 

adequate sanitation, health services and care, allowing for a healthy and active 

life.’(2) 

Food security is supported by a framework of four dimensions (3, 4): 

1. Food supply: the physical availability of food that is sufficient in choice and 

nutritional quality to meet consumer needs at competitive prices 

2. Food access: the adequate financial and physical resources to acquire food 

which is safe, affordable, nutritious and culturally acceptable 
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3. Food utilisation: the utilisation of food after it has been accessed. This 

dimension includes food storage, preparation skills and cooking facilities 

4. The stability: of the three dimensions over time through seasonal and 

temporal change. 

Food insecurity may occur when the availability of or access to nutritionally 

adequate foods are limited/uncertain or the limited ability to obtain such foods by 

socially-acceptable means.(5) The experiences of food insecurity are described as 

having four components; quantity of food,  dietary quality, psychological (worry) and 

social.(6) Food insecurity is a comprehensive term that applies to countries (global 

and domestic), communities or regions.(7) It may also be considered in context of 

households and individuals.(8) Despite an abundance of food, there is increasing 

evidence that food insecurity at a household level is a public health concern in high 

income countries.(9-13) 

Food insecurity has a temporal dimension and households may transition between 

episodic or chronic experiences.(14) Additionally, the experience may vary in 

severity along a continuum.(15) At one end of the continuum are the initial indicators 

of food insecurity, such as anxiety and concern about adequate food budget or food 

supply. At the other end of the continuum, the more severe indicators, such as 

changes in diet quality, reduction in food intake and hunger, become apparent.(14-

16)  

Evidence suggests that food insecurity is associated with poor physical, social and 

emotional health in both adults and children.(17-22) More explicitly, food insecurity 

has been associated with chronic conditions such as: cardiovascular disease, 

diabetes (23-25), depression and psychological distress (26, 27); poorer diet quality 

(28, 29); lower education achievement in kindergarten children (30); poor health 

outcomes and development in children. The food insecurity-obesity paradox is 

contentious with the literature varying on this relationship.(31-35)  

The prevalence and severity of food insecurity is influenced by a range of factors 

including: certain household or family type (17, 36); geographic location (26, 37); 

education level (36); and income level or financial resources for purchasing food or 
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resources in general available to a household (36, 38, 39). Much of this literature 

has focussed on food insecurity experienced by those in very low income groups. 

The prevalence of food insecurity in high income countries, using differing multi-item 

tools administered as cross-sectional surveys, ranges from 15% in New Zealand 

(40), 12.3% or 1 in 8 households in Canada (41), and 14% in the United States 

(US).(42) In the absence of data on the prevalence of food insecurity in the United 

Kingdom (UK), the use and number of food banks has been used as an indicator. 

Loopstra (43) reported that in 2011-2012 there were 29 Trussell Trust food banks in 

operation across the UK; by 2013-2014 this had increased to 251. The most recent 

estimates, in Australia from the 2011-2012 Australian Health Survey (AHS), indicate 

that four percent of people were living in a household that was food insecure.(44) 

Some population subgroups are known to experience higher levels of food insecurity 

in Australia. These include: lower income households, specific groups such as newly 

arrived refugees, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities and those who 

are homeless or residing in supported accommodation.(37, 45-49) 

The frequency of, and tools used in, surveillance of food insecurity, varies across 

countries. In the US a multi-item tool assessing national food insecurity prevalence 

and severity is implemented annually. In contrast, in Australia, monitoring at a 

national level occurs at best every three years in the Australian Health Survey (AHS) 

using a single item tool. However, this single item tool has been described as a 

crude measure of the economic aspect of food security or respondents’ ability to 

afford food; and may be a gross underestimate of food insecurity, as it fails to take 

into account other factors such as temporality.(50) 

Food insecurity has an inverse relationship with income or wealth level; however, 

data from Canada, United States and France indicate that households beyond very 

low incomes are experiencing episodes of food insecurity.(11, 51-53) American and 

Canadian households that are above the poverty line, or on low-to-medium income 

are experiencing food insecurity.(9, 52, 54, 55) Current Australian research into the 

prevalence and experiences of food insecurity has only focussed on people in the 

very low-to-low income bracket.(37, 56, 57) Australian data on the prevalence 

and/or the experiences of food insecurity of low-to-middle income households is 

absent. 
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The current research will explore this evidence gap specifically in Melbourne, 

Australia, and will inform the understanding of this phenomenon. First, at a state 

level (Victoria) the EXISTENCE of food insecurity in low-to-middle income 

households will be explored. Second, the EXPERIENCE of food insecurity in low-

to-middle income households will be explored across metropolitan Melbourne. 

 

1.3 Research aims 

 

The aim of this research is to investigate the EXISTENCE and EXPERIENCE of 

food insecurity in low-to-middle income (A$40,000-$80,000) households in 

Melbourne, Victoria. 

This research comprises two distinct but interrelated parts illustrated in Figure 1-1. 

1.3.1 Part 1: EXISTENCE  

This section will address the following research questions: 

1) Does food insecurity EXIST in low-to-middle income Victorian households?  

2) What factors are associated with food insecurity in this income group? 

An analysis of the Victorian Population Health Survey (2006-2009) is conducted in 

two sub sections: 

Part 1A Prevalence of food insecurity and predictors 

Objectives: 

 To document the prevalence of food insecurity in low-to-middle income 

Victorian households. 

 To explore potential determinants of food insecurity in low-to-middle income 

Victorian households. 
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Part 1B Relationship between food insecurity and an indicator of financial stress  

Objective: 

 To explore the relationship and factors associated with ability or inability to 

raise $2000 in an emergency in 2 days (indicator of financial stress) and food 

insecurity in low-to-middle income Victorian households. 

 

1.3.2 Part 2: EXPERIENCE 

This section will address the following research question: 

1) What are the EXPERIENCES of food insecurity in low-to-middle income 

Melbourne households?  

The Part 2 research question will be addressed through a mixed methods research 

methodology study with quantitative and qualitative phases. 

Objectives: 

 To identify low-to-middle income Melbourne households who are food secure 

and food insecure (or at risk of food insecurity). 

 To explore and compare the food security and insecurity experiences of 

these households in this income group, specifically exploring precursors, 

strategies to prevent or address, and the implications of the experience of 

food insecurity. 
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Figure1-1 Diagram providing an overview of the PhD research  
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1.4 Contents of the Thesis 

 

This thesis is presented in the form of a traditional thesis with eight chapters but 

with the inclusion of a publication in Chapter 3. 

Chapter One provides an introduction to the thesis with an overview of food 

insecurity and the overarching aims of this research. 

Chapter Two describes the literature specifically related to the relationship between 

income level and food insecurity internationally, with the primary focus on what is 

known in the Australian context. This chapter will focus on what is known in relation 

to food insecurity in low-to-middle income households regarding prevalence, the 

factors (including potential determinants) associated with food insecurity, and the 

lived experience. Income as one of the major determinants of food insecurity and 

other economic factors will be discussed in the context of existing literature. 

Part 1: the EXISTENCE of food insecurity 

Chapter Three - Part 1A reports the manuscript that has been published in the 

Australian Journal of Primary Health. This manuscript outlines the prevalence, 

frequency and determinants of food insecurity reported in low-to-middle income 

respondents to the Victorian Population Health Survey (VPHS) (2006-2009). Food 

insecurity is defined by an affirmative response to the single question: ‘in the last 12 

months did you run out of food and were unable to buy more?’ 

Chapter Four - Part 1B reports the findings exploring the associations between 

food insecurity and an indicator of financial stress: ‘Ability to raise A$2000 in an 

emergency in 2 days’ and associated variables from the 2008 VPHS.  

Part 2: the EXPERIENCE of food insecurity 

Chapter Five details the mixed methods research (MMR) methodology study 

design implemented to explore the EXPERIENCE of food insecurity in low-to-middle 

income households in Melbourne. It outlines the methodological framework 

underpinning the research and researcher positioning. The two distinct phases 

(quantitative and qualitative) of the sequential explanatory mixed methods design 
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will be discussed, detailing the sampling, data collection, analysis and integration of 

data from both phases. 

Chapter Six presents the analysis of the data on the experience of food insecurity 

from both the quantitative and qualitative phases of the study. The quantitative 

phase includes key demographic data and food security status of participants in the 

‘Food Security in Melbourne Households Survey’ and the identification of low-to-

middle income households. The synthesis of the qualitative phase in-depth 

interviews discusses the similarities and differences within and across food secure 

and food insecure low-to-middle income households.  

Chapter Seven discusses the key findings of this mixed methods research 

methodology study in the context of existing literature. 

The thesis concludes with Chapter Eight which provides a synthesis of the findings 

from Part 1 and Part 2. Directions for future research and the public health 

significance of the findings of this research are also presented. 

 

1.5 Contribution of this thesis 

 

To the authors knowledge this research is the first of its kind in Australia to 

investigate both the EXISTENCE and EXPERIENCE of food insecurity in low-to-

middle income households. As such this work stands to make a seminal contribution 

to the limited understanding of the issue in these households. Furthermore, the 

research has considerable implications for policy, measurement and practice which 

is likely to be realised in future responses to address food insecurity. 
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature - Setting the Scene 

 

2.1 Introduction 

 

This chapter describes what is known regarding the EXISTENCE and 

EXPERIENCE of food insecurity in low-to-middle income households in high 

income countries, more specifically in Australia. The chapter will provide context on 

the prevalence of household food insecurity in Australia; monitoring and 

measurement; predictors increasing vulnerabilities to household food insecurity and 

an overview of current approaches to address food insecurity in Australia. It will then 

review the literature according to the evidence of food insecurity in low-to-middle 

income households; looking beyond income; impact of financial stress and cost of 

living pressures, and the experience of food insecurity in low-to-middle income 

households.  

A narrative review of the literature was chosen to identify gaps and omissions in the 

literature specific to the EXISTENCE and EXPERIENCE of food insecurity in low-

to-middle income households, both nationally and internationally. Such a review 

also allowed for identification and consolidation of what already was known and how 

to build upon and extend this evidence base.(58)  

 

2.2 Household food insecurity in high income countries 

 

Food insecurity, the limited or uncertain availability of individuals’ and households’ 

physical, social and economic access to sufficient, safe, nutritious and culturally 

relevant food, is a complex and multidimensional phenomenon.(2) Food insecurity 

may result from compromise in one or more of the supporting dimensions of food: 

supply, access (social and economic determinants), utilisation, stability, and 

impacts on health (Figure 2-1).(3)  
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Figure 2-1 Summary of the dimensions of food security and relationship to health 

The core characteristics of the of food insecurity experience have been described 

at both a household and individual level. These may include: anxiety, concern, 

compromise to the quantity and nutritional quality of food and social alienation. 

These experiences may manifest in the acquisition of food, eating patterns, 

relationships within families, psychological distress and the feeling of hunger.(6, 59)  

 

Food insecurity has been described as a complex public health issue or a ‘wicked 

health’ problem (12), impacting on the physical, social and emotional health and 

wellbeing of both adults and children.(9, 17-20, 23, 28, 30, 31, 33, 60). Wicked 

problems are highly complex and are therefore difficult to solve. These complexities 

may arise due to the problem being difficult to define or understand, having multi-

causal pathways and stakeholders having differing views of the problem.(61, 62) 

Food insecurity is a predictor of use of health care with high associated costs to the 

health care system. In 2010, the Hunger in America report calculated that those 

experiencing food insecurity had greater health care needs and that the indirect 

costs of food insecurity were US$130.5 billion.(63) In Ontario, Canada the adjusted 

annual health care costs for food insecure households when compared to food 

secure households was between 16%-76% higher, increasing with higher severity 

levels.(21) Data on the costs of food insecurity in Australia are scarce (50), with one 

conservative estimate for the state of Tasmania being approximately 60 million 

dollars per year.(22)  
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2.3 Prevalence of household food insecurity in Australia - measurement and 

monitoring  

 

2.3.1 National level 

At a national household level food insecurity is measured every three years by the 

Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) as part of the Australian Health Survey (AHS) 

via a single item tool ‘in the last 12 months, have you run out of food before you had 

money to purchase more?’(44) For those who respond affirmatively, a follow up 

question provides insight into the severity of the experience by asking if a household 

member went without food. In 2011-2012 four percent of people (approximately 

900,000 people) in the last 12 months were living in a household that was food 

insecure.(44). Additionally, of these, one and a half percent were in a household 

where someone went without food because they could not afford to buy more. The 

prevalence in Indigenous Australians was 22% and for those Australians living in 

remote areas the level rose to 20% of non-Indigenous but 30% of Indigenous 

Australians.(44, 45) As food security monitoring was excluded from the 2007-2008 

National Health Survey (NHS) the most recent data prior to 2011-2012 was from 

the 2003-2004 NHS.  

This single item tool, attributing the cause to lack of finances, has been described 

as an indicator of risk of food insecurity rather than a true measure of 

prevalence.(50) This tool provides a simplistic view of the complexities of food 

insecurity by focussing on the impact of quantity alone and not quality of food, as 

described in the FAO definition of food security.(2) The tool is insensitive to the 

continuum of experiences and behavioural responses described by Radimer(6) to 

food insecurity, where successive stages become more severe, varying from stress, 

anxiety, worry and concern, compromise on diet quality to food insufficiency, the 

running out of food. The tool does not reflect reduced intake, changes to food 

selection and lower nutritional quality, all of which are part of the experience and 

may also be used as a coping strategy of food insecurity by some members of a 

household. A variety of indicators is needed to capture the various combinations of 

food experiences, and behaviours that collectively describe each stage.(14, 37, 64-

66) Additionally, the follow up question provides limited insight into the severity of 
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food insecurity experienced. Using the single item and follow up question, Temple 

modelled classification beyond food secure or food insecure, dependent on an 

affirmative response to the follow up question and further classifying those who are 

food insecure as moderate or severe.(64) However this classification has not been 

further adopted, with Temple recognising the limitation of this measure in its 

classification of food insecurity attributed to financial causes alone.  

A tool that encapsulates these aforementioned points assessing food insecurity due 

to financial constraints is the United States Department of Agriculture Household 

Food Security Survey Module (USDA HFSSM), an 18-item set of indicators used at 

a national level in both the United States and Canada.(14, 67) This tool 

encapsulates Radimer’s conceptual work of the four components of food 

insecurity.(6, 16) A severity classification can be determined  for households 

dependent on the number of affirmative responses.(14) 

1. Food secure, households show no or minimal signs of food insecurity   

2. Low food security, with reduced quality and variety of food with little or no 

indication of reduced intake. 

3. Very low food security, multiple indications of disrupted eating pattern and 

reduced food intake. 

An additional classification exists namely very-low food insecurity in children: 

Households in which children also experience reduced food intake and disruptions 

in eating habits due to insufficient money or other resources with which to obtain 

food. 

 

 A USDA expert panel  convened in 2006, further refined the language describing 

food security as follows(68): 

1. High food security, no reported indications of food-access problems or 

limitations. 

2. Marginal food security, one or two affirmative responses, with anxiety over food 

sufficiency or shortage of food in the house. Little or no indication of changes 

in diets or food intake. 

3. Low food security, no definition change. 

4. Very low food security, no definition change. 
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Two Australian studies in very low-to-low income households report the single-item 

tool may underestimate the actual prevalence of food insecurity by up to ten 

percentage points, when compared to the validated USDA HFSSM.(37, 49)  

Subsequently this suggests that current estimates of the prevalence of food 

insecurity are in fact conservative. 

2.3.2 State level 

In Australia, food insecurity data from state based population health surveys vary 

across states. Between 2010-2014, using the single item tool, approximately five to 

seven percent of respondents to the New South Wales (NSW) Population Health 

Survey were food insecure.(69) Between 2010-2014 using the same measure in the 

South Australian Monitoring and Surveillance System (SAMSS), approximately 

three and a half to five percent of respondents were food insecure (70). An 

adaptation to the question in the Western Australian Population Health Survey asks 

if respondents ‘in the last 12 months ate less than they should as they could not 

afford enough food’ and, in 2012, approximately three percent responded 

affirmatively.(71) Interestingly, this was not reported under the term of food 

security/food insecurity but rather ‘Could not afford food.’ 

The Victorian Population Health Survey (VPHS) includes the single item question 

but also asks about additional factors associated with food security including: 

inability to get food due to cost, quality, variety, culturally appropriate food and 

transport. In 2011-12, approximately four and a half percent reported being food 

insecure.(72) At a state level this data can provide insight into food insecurity and 

allow for some comparison within and between states on a more frequent basis; but 

this data are still likely to underestimate the true prevalence of food insecurity due 

to the use of the single item tool.  

2.3.3 Prevalence and monitoring in subpopulations at the local level 

A limited number of Australian studies have measured food insecurity across a 

region or suburb level using either or both of the single item question and the USDA 

HFSSM (37, 49, 73) and have reported higher levels of food insecurity. Nolan(37) 

implemented both the single item measurement and multi-item US tool, found a 

Sydney population to be experiencing food insecurity at 15.8% and 21.9% 
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respectively. Using the USDA HFSSM, Ramsey(49) reported that 25% of 

respondents residing in households in disadvantaged areas of Brisbane were food 

insecure.  

In Australia, some marginalised individuals have been reported to be at greater risk 

of experiencing food insecurity with significantly greater levels than the general 

population, including those on very low incomes (57); those who identify as 

Aboriginal and / or Torres Strait Islander (45); refugees and asylum seekers (46, 

47); and those experiencing homelessness.(48, 74) The experience of food 

insecurity in some of these groups may be both chronic and of greater severity. 

A major contributor to the Australian evidence of the existence and experience of 

food insecurity is in very low income households from services that are working front 

line in the welfare and charitable food sector.(57, 75-78) Nationally in 2012, 473,000 

people presented each month for support including food relief, with increasing 

numbers of families needing assistance.(75) Canadian evidence suggests that food 

bank/relief usage is a poor indicator of food insecurity across the population. This is 

due to the number of people experiencing food insecurity who may not access or 

may not be eligible to access these services.(79) 

An Anglicare (2012) report entitled, ‘When there is not enough to eat’, presented 

both quantitative (using the USDA HFSSM) and qualitative data to explore food 

insecurity in  very low-to-low income clients accessing their emergency food relief 

services.(57) While nine out of ten respondents indicated that their households did 

not have enough money to buy the food they needed, it was lack of sufficient income 

that led to a precarious existence where an unexpected expense could tip a 

household into crisis. These unexpected expenses included: unusually high or 

unexpected bills such as utility expenses, health issues, car maintenance and 

repairs, school-related expenses, a death or funeral in the family, supporting an 

extended family member and relationship breakdown. This experience was 

consistent with further research across these groups.(78) 

Nolan (37) used quantitative data to describe the experience of food insecurity in 

respondents (n=1719) living in three disadvantaged locations in south-western 

Sydney. The findings demonstrated that households were cutting down on the 

variety of food and delaying paying bills; or a parent or guardian was skipping meals 
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or cutting down on the quantity of food as a means to cope.(37) Considering these 

experiences on a severity continuum, there is no doubt that they are aligned with 

more severe forms of food insecurity.  

2.3.4 Prevalence of food security in Australia compared to other high income 

countries 

Comparative to other high income countries the prevalence of food insecurity in 

Australia is significantly lower. This is likely due to the insensitive single item tool 

used in Australia. In the United States, approximately 12.7% of households are 

food-insecure using the USDA HFSSM. Of the total 7.7% had low food security and 

5.0% had very low food security.(80) The Canadian Community Health Survey 

(CCHS), using the USDA HFSSM, found approximately 12% of Canadians were 

food insecure.(41) More specifically according to the Canadian severity level 

classification, 3.7% were marginally food insecure, 5.5% were moderately food 

insecure and 2.7% were severely food insecure.(67) In New Zealand using a three-

item tool the prevalence of food insecurity was 15%.(40) These figures may suggest 

that multi-item tools provide more accurate reflection of the prevalence rates of food 

insecurity due to their greater sensitivity. 

As food security is dynamic and can be both episodic and chronic in nature, the 

data collected in cross-sectional surveys such as the Australian Health Survey does 

not reflect the duration of the experience of both food security and food insecurity. 

Annual monitoring occurs across all US states and the majority of Canadian 

provinces and territories at one point in time using multi-item tools occurs within 

cross-sectional population surveys. Over the last ten years, academics in Australia 

have expressed a need for a more regular monitoring and sophisticated 

measurement system. There is a need for a comprehensive tool that is able to 

accurately measure the depth of food insecurity experienced and potentially to 

mitigate the risk of food insecurity in population groups.(81-83) 
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2.4 Predictors increasing vulnerability to household food insecurity 

 

Regardless of households’ geographic location, food insecurity is influenced by the 

interactions of a range of factors as described by the four dimensions of food 

security - food availability, supply, utilisation and stability, and socio-demographic 

characteristics of households. Potential sociodemographic determinants include: 

gender, (40, 84); household composition (sole parent or couples with children, one 

person households) (17, 36, 51); younger age (85); diverse cultural backgrounds 

(36); experience of violence (86); home ownership (renting vs. owning) (11, 87); 

geographic location (37, 88, 89); and education level.(36) 

2.4.1 Food insecurity and income 

The major predictor for food insecurity is a low income or limited available financial 

resources for purchasing food or general resources in a household.(36, 38, 39, 49, 

51, 57, 90) 

Food insecurity has an inverse relationship with income.(39, 51, 91) In contrast to 

other high income countries such as Canada and the United States, population level 

food security data has not been reported according to income levels in Australia.(41, 

80) However, some state-based surveys in Australia report the prevalence of food 

insecurity according to socioeconomic status level.(69) In the New South Wales 

based survey, the relationship between food insecurity and socioeconomic status 

(reported as quintiles) is evident; with the prevalence estimated for least 

disadvantage (1st quintile) at 4.5%, 3rd quintile is 6.7% and the most disadvantaged 

at 10.3 %(5th quintile).(69) 

The relationship between income and food insecurity undoubtedly exists but not all 

very low income households are food insecure; nor are all households further up 

the income gradient food secure.(39, 91, 92) Analysing the 2009 December 

Supplement of the US Current Population Survey (CPS) using all observations of 

incomes between 0 and 400% of the poverty line, Gunderson et al. (2011) found 

that poverty was not totally equated with food insecurity.(39) Sixty-five percent of 

households close to the poverty line were food secure. In addition, as the income 

to poverty ratio increased to two and three, food insecurity was still evident with 
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rates at 20% and 10% respectively. Data from other high income countries indicate 

that households beyond the most vulnerable are experiencing episodes of food 

insecurity.(11, 51-55, 93-95) Using data specific to Ontario, Canada, results of the 

CCHS on food security and household income adequacy variables were that 30% 

of households in the lower-middle category and 5% of households in the upper-

middle category were food insecure.(52)  

The categorisation of food insecurity according to annual income may, however, be 

problematic. For example, observations of food insecurity at higher income levels 

may be due to the fact that annual income is a static measure that is insensitive to 

sudden economic changes that can occur in the household.(91) Disruptions to 

income causing negative shocks to the normal household income, such as loss of 

employment or reduction in hours (change in employment conditions), may 

contribute to temporary episodes of food insecurity across all income groups, 

including those in middle-to-higher income groups. It has been suggested that when 

considering the relationship between household income and food insecurity, it may 

be more accurate to use average monthly income (96) or income averaged over a 

two-year period.(39)  

2.4.2 Other factors related to income and food insecurity 

Additional income-related factors impacting on food insecurity, such as income 

source and employment status will now be discussed. 

Income, employment status and employment sector 

Considering the current perception by the Government that food insecurity in 

Australia is situated predominantly amongst those experiencing socioeconomic 

disadvantage and those reliant on income from social support,(97) it is important 

that the source of income be considered. Further analysis of the CCHS indicated 

that Canadian households reliant on income from employment were more likely to 

be food insecure than those on pensions and dividends.(67, 98) This may relate to 

status of employment (multiple part-time jobs versus one fulltime job), which is 

supported by further analysis of US data in the 2003, 2004 and 2005 December 

CPS Food Security Supplement.(99) Controlling for income, regardless of 

household composition, heads of households who had multiple jobs, part time work 



20 
 

and varied hour jobs had higher levels of food insecurity than heads that had full-

time employment. In female-headed households food insecurity prevalence was 

22% for full time, versus 31% for part time employment. The authors hypothesise 

that this may be due to unstable employment and multiple demands of a number of 

jobs.(99)  

This work is further supported by examination of the ‘working poor’.(100) Using data 

from the CCHS (2007-2008) Canadian households receiving income from a salary 

for full time employment - often through multiple jobs - were unable to make ends 

meet with four percent reporting as food insecure.(100) Of interest was the authors’ 

exploration of employment industry type, accounting for skill levels (education 

levels), employees in the accommodation and food service industry regardless of 

income held a greater risk of experiencing food insecurity. The authors indicate that 

this finding could be reflective of employment characteristics that may relate to 

seasonal work, irregular hours, shift work, lack of job security that may lead to 

variations in income or income volatility.(100) While this industry-based examination 

of food insecurity in Australia has not been explored, there are implications for 

workers in such industries where penalty loading rates are threatened.(101) This 

has the potential to impact not only overall income, but also on the need to source 

additional or other employment types to make ends meet.  

Income volatility and income shocks  

Income volatility, where there is a positive or negative variance from the mean 

income, can impact on money available for food. Modelling nationally representative 

data from the US Household Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP), 

where data are collected in nine waves at four month intervals (between 2001-

2004), reported the impact of both mean income level and income volatility 

(reductions in income) on food insecurity across all households and relative to 

poverty level.(102) Liquidity constrained, non-elderly, lower income households 

were placed at greater risk of experiencing at least one month food insufficiency, 

where sometimes or often there was not enough to eat.(102) Households who are 

liquidity constrained may not have the resources to account for the negative change 

in income. The authors suggested that, controlling for mean income, the impact of 

economic, demographic or policy changes that affect the frequency and size of 
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negative income shocks, potentially impact on food insufficiency in liquidity 

constrained households. 

The sudden and unpredicted negative shock to household income may manifest by 

a reduction on spending on food particularly in households where budgets are 

already restricted.(103) The impact of income volatility and shocks is supported by 

recent findings in the UK (104) where over one-third of households accessing food 

banks had unsteady incomes and received less income in the last month compared 

to three months prior. The reasons for income shocks may vary across households 

but may include one or more of the following: change in benefit payments, change 

in employment conditions such as loss of job or reduction in hours, and/or change 

in personal circumstances such as separation, maternity leave or illness.(104) 

 

2.5 Overview of approaches to address food insecurity in Australia 

 

Despite its health, social and welfare impacts, the Federal Government’s view of 

household food insecurity in Australia is that it is an issue of minor significance due 

to the perceived low prevalence in the Australian population. Successive Federal 

Governments’ perception is that food insecurity is an issue situated mainly with 

those individuals experiencing socioeconomic disadvantage.(97) Food insecurity 

being identified as a priority in the 1992 Australian Food and Nutrition Policy, there 

has been limited policy investment with no subsequent policy update (105) and 

corresponding negligible financial investment addressing its determinants.  

The charitable food sector which consists of community organisations, voluntary, 

faith-based, not-for-profit and food rescue organisations is the dominant response 

to food insecurity in Australia.(97) Unlike in the US, there are no federally funded 

programs such as the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP). 

Consequently this has seen a growth in demand for food based  services including 

food relief, food vouchers, food banks, school breakfast programs, community 

kitchens and community meal programs.(106) Food charity, also called emergency 

food relief was designed to provide immediate food assistance to hungry people for 

1-3 days. It was not designed to address long term chronic need however in the 
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absence of an adequate  welfare safety net and combined with increasing costs of 

living people are reliant on long term food charity.(107) Some approaches may also 

include a component supporting participants with budgeting, food and cooking 

knowledge. The effectiveness of food based programs to address food insecurity in 

the long term has been questioned.(97, 108-110) Friel et al. (111) found limited high 

quality evidence of the effectiveness of targeted food relief interventions aimed at 

disadvantaged households accessing healthier diets. 

A current assumption is that the Federal welfare system is adequate for basic living 

costs. Analyses of social payments suggest that government spending is reducing 

in areas such as the Family Tax Benefit and payments such as unemployment 

(Newstart Allowance) single person allowance at A$267.80/week (at March 2017) 

is below the poverty line.(112) Furthermore this is in the order of A$176/week less 

than a single person rate on a pension (Age, Disability Support and Career 

Payment). Australian Council of Social Service (ACOSS) have raised concern that 

payments such as Newstart are indexed to the consumer price index (CPI) alone, 

rather than pension payments that rise in line with wage growth if that exceeds CPI. 

Recent analysis has suggested that Newstart Allowance should be calculated 

based on the Minimum Income for Healthy Living (MIHL) standard, which is higher 

than the poverty line (50% of median income) and is designed to ensure that in 

addition to material consumption, it allows for a healthy level of social participation. 

ACOSS described this is in contrast to the current neoliberal government 

approach.(113) 

The importance of a rights-based approach to food has been reported in Australia  

(107) and echoed in other countries including the UK, Canada and the US.(110, 

114, 115) The Australian Right to Food Coalition (RTF) was launched in 2016. Its 

role is to advocate for the improvement in the health and well-being of all Australians 

by working to ensure equitable access to nutritious food. Membership consists of 

organisations, practitioners, researchers and community workers is an example of 

a new and united national approach to this public health issue.(116) The RTF in a 

position statement  has called for action by the Australian Government to act on 

their obligation to human rights to adequate food responsibilities according to Article 

11 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 1966 

(ICESCR), ratified in 1975.(117) This outlines, first, that all state parties should take 
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immediate steps to guarantee the right to freedom from hunger for all persons in 

their jurisdiction and second, that all state parties take appropriate steps towards 

the ‘progressive realisation’ of the right to adequate food. In the absence of a rights-

based national food strategy, the RTF have advocated for the development of a 

comprehensive rights-based National Food and Nutrition Strategy.(117) This is an 

example of one group who  along with other peak body groups in Australia such as 

the Public Health Association of Australia in collaboration with the  Dietitians 

Association of Australia, Nutrition Australia and the Heart Foundation have 

advocated  for a National Nutrition Policy  that could include addressing food 

insecurity.(118) 
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2.6 Evidence of food insecurity in low-to-middle income households 

 

Much of the literature reported in this chapter has focussed on food insecurity 

experienced across entire populations or by those in very low income groups, with 

responses focussing on the later groups. A narrative review of the literature on the 

evidence on food insecurity in low-to-middle income groups internationally and then 

in Australia is described below. 

2.6.1 International studies 

Studies specifically focussing on exploring food insecurity in higher income groups 

are limited, with three studies using cross sectional population data from United 

States and Canada.(53-55) 

In 2002, using data from the 1995-1997 US Current Population Survey (n=127,558), 

Nord and Brent identified that ‘a substantial number of middle income households 

and a few higher income households’ registered as food insecure.(55) In this study, 

10.9% of all households were food insecure. Approximately 20% of those who were 

classified as food insecure households were from the middle income range (income 

1.85 times greater than the poverty threshold). Furthermore, of all food insecure 

households that were experiencing hunger (very low food security) 17% were from 

middle income households. As income increased to above USD$50,000 

households in this income group accounted for three percent of those classified as 

food insecure. When examining food insecurity in middle to higher income 

households, potential causes were identified as: fluctuating income over the total 

year, change in household composition (increasing or decreasing the number of 

people in the household), and unequal distribution of resources in shared 

households consisting of a number of economic units or families.(55) Furthermore, 

it was proposed that an unexpected need or event impacting on household 

economics could facilitate food insecurity, such as illness, death, job loss, chronic 

health conditions and general housing costs. Despite a lower prevalence of food 

insecurity in higher income households, it was proposed that the determinants of 

and responses to (coping strategies), were similar to those households on very low 

incomes.(55) 
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Examining annual reports (2000-2007) from the USDA Economic Research 

Service, Nord et al. (53) reported a decline in inflation-adjusted food spending and 

an increase in food insecurity in middle-income and low-income households. Food 

spending by households in this income group grew at a slower rate than the cost of 

food. This analysis reported against households categorised as lowest, second and 

middle income quintile: the second income quintile food spending reduced by 15.3% 

and the middle income quintile reduced by 9% over 2000-2007. This decline in food 

spending was accompanied by increased housing spending in the two lowest 

income quintiles. Household spending was defined as shelter, utilities, 

housekeeping supplies, furnishings and equipment. Increased household spending 

in the second and middle quintile was associated with mortgage payment increases 

due to doubling of housing prices and increased utility costs. Very low food security 

for low income quintiles increased from 3.9% (2000) to 5.8% (2007) impacting upon 

their ability to access food. For the middle income quintile there was a limited 

increase in low food security status between 2000-2007, indicating that despite a 

reduction in spending these households may have been able to maintain food 

access. Nord(53) also reported that from 2000-2007 there was an associated 

decline in pre-tax income: 3.6% for the second income quintile and 1.5% for the 

middle income quintile. An important point for consideration is that households in 

the second quintile were above the poverty line and mostly employed on low 

incomes, with one or more adults employed per household. However, despite 

reduced food spending and increased food insecurity, these households were not 

eligible for US food and nutrition assistance programs due to level of income. 

Through examination of this data, Nord established the impact of cost of living and 

wage growth on low-to-middle income household spending on food and food 

security.  

A recent exploration of factors associated specifically with food insecurity in 

Canadian higher income households supported and built upon Nord’s 2002 

findings.(54) This study found that the following characteristics were associated with 

increased risk of food insecurity in middle income households: renting, households 

with a number of members, lower income, education lower than university level, 

chronic health problems and smokers, problem gambling, sole parents (male or 

female head) and source of income being employment insurance.(54) These 
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appear to be the only studies to specifically and empirically explore food insecurity 

beyond very low incomes.  

Additional evidence of the existence of food insecurity beyond those on very low 

incomes can, however, be found in some national reports as a secondary outcome. 

Examining CCHS data for Ontario, Canada, Tarasuk and Vogt (52) reported the 

inverse relationship between food insecurity and household income adequacy 

categories. Those in the middle income category had an increased odds ratio of 

2.57 (95% CI 1.89-3.50) of being food insecure when compared to an upper-middle 

income category.(52)  

Nord et al. (2008) compared national population data to examine the prevalence of 

household income-based food insecurity between Canadian and US households. 

Using income level adequacy categories, where income ranges were established 

based on household composition, 20% of middle and 10% of upper-middle US 

income categories were food insecure. Canadian households reported over 10% 

and over five% for the same household categories, respectively.(95) Using USDA 

data Coleman-Jensen et al. (2013) reported that 58.9% of households whose 

incomes were below the poverty line were food secure, but 7% of Americans above 

the poverty line were food insecure.(94) Similarly, in metropolitan Parisian 

households above very low income, where income was adjusted for household 

consumption units (number of people), and the prevalence of food insecurity was 

between 2.8–10.0 percent.(11)  

2.6.2 National studies  

Evidence of food insecurity in Australia across the income gradient is limited with 

studies focusing on population subgroups, particularly those on very low incomes 

where the prevalence is higher. What has been reported across income groups 

describes the inverse relationship between food insecurity and income.(49, 69, 119)  

Research investigating food insecurity across all income groups responding to the 

South Australian Population Health Survey (2002-2007) found that households with 

incomes between A$40,000-$60,000 were 2.9 times more likely to experience food 

insecurity compared to the reference group >A$100,000.(119) Households with 

children living in disadvantaged areas of Brisbane, Queensland on the middle tertile 
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of equalised disposable income (exact dollar figure unreported) were five time more 

likely to be food insecure than those in a higher income tertile.(73) Furthermore, in 

the same population households with adults only in the middle income tertile, were 

2.8 times more likely to experience food insecurity compared to those in higher 

income groups.(49) 

As described earlier in this chapter, the relationship with income is not clear cut and 

there are a number of other factors pertaining to income sources and food 

insecurity. These will now be presented for consideration in the discussion of low-

to-middle income households and highlight where the evidence is limited across 

income groups. 

2.7 Food insecurity and other household financial factors  

 

A growing number of researchers have focussed on other indicators of household 

wealth beyond income, including assets and savings, to explore the relationship 

with food insecurity and why some households are food insecure and others are 

not.(92, 120-122) Chang, Chatterjee et al.(120) examined the relationship between 

food insecurity and financial management practices using the 2003 US Panel Study 

of Income Dynamics longitudinal survey of over 5,000 US households, which 

included the USDA core foods security module. Households that earned 

significantly more than the poverty threshold, but had low asset to income ratios, 

were at risk of food insecurity.(120) The negative relationship between food 

insecurity, income and assets such as home and car ownership and savings has 

been reported.(92, 96, 121, 122) US households, who did not have liquid assets 

totalling three months of income or non-pension financial assets of at least six 

months of income, were more likely to be food insecure.(120) Interestingly, in US 

households whose income was above 185% of poverty line, there were significant 

associations between food insecurity and a number of financial variables including 

insolvency ratio (debt-to-equity ratio).(120) While coping mechanisms were not 

reported, these higher income households who were financially struggling with their 

existing financial demands, or under strain because of their income level, were 

ineligible for support through US government food assistance programs such as the 
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Supplementary Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP). This raises questions about 

how those in higher income households experiencing food insecurity may cope. 

The evidence of savings as a protective factor against food insecurity is recognised 

both internationally (121) and nationally.(37, 119) Australian evidence on the 

association between the capacity to save and food insecurity is limited. One study 

reported that those who were unable to save were 6.5 times more likely to 

experience food insecurity in the last 12 months.(119) This is consistent with Sydney 

disadvantaged households being unable to save, which increased odds of food 

insecurity fivefold.(37) 

 

2.8 Food insecurity across income groups: impact of financial stress and 

cost of living pressures  

 

The ability to afford nutritious food is dependent on available economic 

resources.(123) Food in household budgets may be viewed by some households 

as the only discretionary aspect that can be manipulated and negotiated, competing 

with cost of living expense pressures, including housing and utility costs, transport 

and unexpected expenses. This in turn may impact on a household’s food security 

status.  

The proportion of household spending on goods and services is reported in the 

Australian Bureau of Statistics Household Expenditure Survey (HES), administered 

to a sub sample of those responding to the Survey of Income and Housing. In the 

2009-10 HES(n=9,774), the greatest proportion of weekly household expenditure 

on goods and services (on average) across income groups was 18% on housing 

costs, such as rent and mortgage payments, 17% on food and non-alcoholic 

beverages, and 16% on transport.(124) These three categories accounted for half 

the average weekly household expenditure on goods and services. The HES (2009-

10) reports expenditure across income quintile groups where mean gross weekly 

income is: lowest quintile A$367, third quintile A$1,327, highest quintile A$3,937. 

Average weekly expenditure on food and beverages increased as household 

income rose across all selected food groups. The highest income quintile group 
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spent an average of 18% of their total household expenditure, or A$389, on food 

and beverages. The third quintile spent 19% of their total expenditure or A$227 on 

food and beverages. In comparison, the lowest income quintile spent 20% of their 

total expenditure or A$113 on food and beverages.(124) 

Upon more detailed examination, the HES data show clear trends in weekly 

expenditure in relation to income. First, weekly expenditure on meals out, fast foods 

and alcoholic beverages increased with household income with high income quintile 

households spending 31% and 16% respectively of their weekly food and beverage 

expenditure. In contrast, lowest income quintile households spent 18% and 9% on 

these categories respectively. Second, for food items such as meat, fruit and 

vegetables, there was an inverse relationship between household income and the 

proportion of household income spent on these foods. For example, low income 

quintile households spent 15% on vegetables and fruit, compared with 10% by high 

income quintile households. There are some limitations when using HES data which 

are based on a commonly purchased basket of foods to calculate the Consumer 

Price Index, and does not reflect foods that are healthy.(125) However, it provides 

a crude measure of the financial implications of healthy food across income groups. 

Monitoring of the cost of a healthy basket of food, according to disposable income 

or Government welfare payments for various household types, provides insight into 

affordability of food and the potential risk of households to food insecurity.(125-130) 

Australian research indicates that households across various income groups may 

be spending between 18%-40% of income on a healthy basket of food.  

As indicated in the HES, housing costs are a significant expense to the household 

budget. As relative spending increased in Canadian households there was a 

reduction in spending on food.(131) This finding was supported by analysis of low 

and middle income household spending in the US. A reduction in food spending by 

15.3% and 9%, respectively, was noted. The corresponding increase in household 

spending was largely attributed to rental and mortgage payments.(53) 

Financial stress data can provide insight into an individual’s or a household’s 

economic wellbeing and hence potential vulnerability to food insecurity. The HES 

measures a suite of financial stress indicators (132), such as: ability to raise money 

in an emergency, could not pay bills on time, could not heat the home, went without 
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a meal, and sought help from organisation, family or friends. The 2009-2010 HES 

data show that in the last 12 months between 11.2%-18.6% of households in the 

low-to-middle income quintiles have experienced at least four measures of financial 

stress. Between 12.7-16.7% of these households were unable to raise $2000 in a 

week for something important and 10.3%-15.3% could not pay a utilities bill on 

time.(132) In Toronto, Canada, increasing severity of food insecurity, determined by 

the USDA HFSSM in low income households (n=501), has been associated with an 

increased experience of material hardship, such as delayed rent and bill payment, 

borrowed money for rent, house repairs, sold or pawned something and gave up 

phone/TV or internet service (66). These material hardships may be associated as 

manifestations of financial stress. 

The National Centre for Social and Economic Modelling (NATSEM) found that low-

to-middle income Australians are not experiencing similar gains in the financial 

standard of living, compared to those Australians in the highest income groups. 

Identified differences between income groups include housing costs, housing tenure 

and cost of living.(133, 134) Housing stress has increased in income groups beyond 

those on a very low income with reports of 18%-20% of households in the low-to-

medium income range experiencing related financial stress.(135) More recent data 

suggest that more than 50% of Australians are spending over 30% of their 

disposable income on housing and are experiencing housing affordability stress as 

a result.(136) This is not surprising when reviewing the median house price in 

Melbourne October 2017 rose to A$880,902, an increase of over A$100,000 from 

the previous 12 months.(137) 

Further evidence indicating that Australians in low-to-middle income group may be 

at increasing risk of food insecurity can be drawn from the 2014 Western Australia 

cost of living modelling. Based on the household income (A$70,300 per annum) of 

a working family (2 adults, 1 full-time and 1 at 16 hours casual employment and 2 

children) it was estimated that after basic living costs, there was a surplus of A$9.63 

per week.(138) The reported surplus may be quickly used to cover unexpected 

costs, from emergencies and repairs, to birthday presents or school excursions. The 

capacity to save was not included in the model.(138) 
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For an increasing number of households the cost of utilities contributes to financial 

stress with significant increases in gas, water and electricity retail prices of 14% 

over 2012-2013.(134) This is supported by retail price data for 2011-2012 from the 

Victorian Essential Services Commission that noted increases of 10-12% for 

electricity, 7% for gas and 6-19% for water.(139, 140) 

These reports indicate that some Australian low-to-middle income households are 

experiencing periods of financial stress and may be potentially at greater risk to 

episodes of food insecurity during these times. 

2.9 Beyond the existence: The experience of food insecurity in low-to-middle 

income households 

 

The continuum of food insecurity is well documented, progressing from concern and 

worry about running out of food to changes in food selection and quantity. An 

increased number of other forms of material household hardship have been 

reported as the severity (marginal food security to very low food security) 

increased.(66) These additional hardships include, but are not limited to: giving up 

TV, phone or internet services, delayed bill and rent payment and borrowing money 

for rent.(66) Of note, those experiencing marginal food insecurity have experienced 

these forms of material hardship. Internationally, in Canada, the US and the UK, the 

experience of food insecurity among those on very low income has been explored 

qualitatively and has been reported in a number of studies detailing the continuum 

and depth of experience and coping mechanisms.(59, 110, 141-148) 

There are limited Australian studies that have explored the experience of, and 

strategies used to deal with, food insecurity across all income groups. King (57) 

explored the food insecurity experiences of 590 purposively sampled people on very 

low-to-low income accessing Emergency Relief services or other forms of food 

support from 63 sites around Australia. More than one third of respondents indicated 

the presence of stress and anxiety and for some this was overwhelming, often with 

a sense of frustration. Additionally, anger was evident with references to fighting 

and arguments in the household as a result of being hungry. Stress manifested in a 

range of forms including: being low in energy, family conflict, the capacity to think 

and function, and feelings of inadequacy. Experiences of worrying about food and 
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how to access more were strongly articulated in connection with the impact on 

mental health, social isolation and self-worth, with one-third indicating compromises 

to physical health, isolation and disconnection. Whilst respondents were on very low 

incomes, this provides some evidence of the experience of food insecurity in an 

Australian context.  

 

2.10 Summary supporting exploration of the EXISTENCE and EXPERIENCE 

of food insecurity in low-to middle income households. 

 

This narrative review of the literature of the EXISTENCE and EXPERIENCE of food 

insecurity in low-to-middle income households found three international papers that 

specifically focused on this income group. Internationally, the evidence of food 

insecurity across income groups was reported at a national level though population 

monitoring of food security in both Canada and the US.(53-55) This suggests that 

there is evidence that not all very low income households are food insecure and that 

not all higher income households are food secure. In Australia, while there are 

limited number of studies reporting the prevalence of food insecurity across a range 

of income groups, the existence of food insecurity, specifically in higher income 

groups and associations, has not been explored.(37, 49, 69, 119). However these 

studies acknowledged that food insecurity beyond very low income groups existed 

in Australia.  

Of the evidence that specifically related to food insecurity in higher income groups 

in the US and Canada, factors contributing to food insecurity included: fluctuating 

income, discretionary household spending; changes in household composition; a 

number of economic units in households; unexpected events such as job loss, 

illness and increased housing costs; housing tenure; and increased smoking and 

problem gambling.(53-55)  

This narrative review has also explored potential financial indicators that may be 

more sensitive than the static measure of income, such as capacity to save, assets, 

assets to debt ratio and liquidity constraints. While some Australian studies reported 

on capacity to save and home ownership status, there has been limited analysis 
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using other economic analysis of food insecurity. Reports on financial stress, 

housing cost increases, cost of living–utilities costs and the cost of food and 

spending at a population and sub population level across very low and low-to-middle 

income group indicate that number of cumulative financial pressures may be placing 

low-to-middle income households at increased risk of food insecurity. Direct 

associations between food insecurity and some of these indicators have not been 

explored.  

In Australia, there is limited evidence of the prevalence, experiences and impacts 

of food insecurity in low-to-middle income households. This may hinder the 

development of approaches to address the determinants of food insecurity more 

broadly across income groups. The experience of food insecurity cannot be 

adequately explored by the single item tool used at a population level in Australia. 

Australia’s response to food insecurity has focused on supporting charitable food 

sector. Approaches to address food insecurity need to consider the complex range 

of determinants that trigger households into food insecurity; and consequently, 

measurement of food insecurity must capture these determinants. Furthermore the 

factors that protect people from food insecurity and coping strategies of households 

need to be explored. 

This thesis provides some evidence to address these literature gaps that are clearly 

evident in the Australian context. Specifically, the next chapter provides evidence of 

the existence of food insecurity in low-to-middle income households.
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Chapter 3: Exploring the EXISTENCE of food insecurity in low-to-

middle income Victorian households using 2006-2009 Victorian 

Population Health Survey data 

 

3.1 Introduction 

 

This chapter details the first aspect of the research (Part 1) examining the 

EXISTENCE of food insecurity in low-to-middle income Melbourne households.  It 

starts by briefly providing context to the use of the population data set, the Victorian 

Population Health Survey (VPHS), to explore the EXISTENCE of food insecurity’s 

across income groups, but specifically within low-to-middle income (A$40,000-

$80,000) households. Next it presents survey variables associated with food 

insecurity within this income group and discusses these findings in the context of 

what is known in the literature. This chapter is presented as a publication published 

in the Australian Journal of Primary Health. Finally, the chapter concludes with a 

summary and linkages to the subsequent chapter. 

 

3.2 Context 

 

The VPHS is an annual survey conducted by the Victorian Department of Health 

(VDoH) to provide information on the health and wellbeing of the population to 

inform policy and planning.(149) It is based on a core set of question modules 

collecting data on a range of demographic, physical, social and mental health 

variables.(149-152) The VPHS provides the only annual measure of population 

level food security in Victoria determined through the single question which is 

validated in the Australian context. The question asks respondents: ‘In the last 12 

months, were there any times that you ran out of food and couldn’t afford to buy 

more?’(153) This single item question is used to classify survey respondents as 

food secure (Yes) or food insecure (No). For those who respond affirmatively to this 

question there is a subsequent question that explores the frequency of the food 

insecurity experience. Additionally, the survey collects data on a number of 

variables that have been reported to be associated with food insecurity.  
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Reports developed by VDoH on the survey results typically provide an overview of 

selected findings. These may include physical and mental health conditions, health 

inequalities, lifestyle factors and social connections. In-depth analysis of food 

security indicators has not previously been undertaken. 

 

Permission to access the 2006-2009 food insecurity data was sought from VDoH. 

Survey variables approved for use are described in Table 3-1. VDoH provided 

VPHS data for the survey years 2006-2009.  

 

Table 3-1 Victorian Population Health Survey VPHS) approved variables for 2006-2009 

data 

Demographic 

 Total annual household (last 12months) 

 Geographic location –metro/rural 

 Gender 

 Age 

 Household composition 

 Highest Education level attained 

 Employment status 

 Housing tenure 

Food Security, Food Access 

 In the last 12 months where there any times that you ran out of food, and 

couldn’t afford to buy more? 

 Can’t get food wanted due to expense 

 Can’t get food wanted due to quality 

 Can’t get food wanted due to variety 

 Can’t get food wanted due to culturally appropriate foods not available – 

 Ability to get to the shops using usual mode of transport 

Financial Stress Indicator 

 Ability to raise A$2000 in an emergency in 2 days 

Social Support 

 Help from friends 

 Help from family 

 Help from neighbour 

 

3.3 Ethical approval 

 
Exemption from ethical review was granted by the Monash University Human Research 

Ethics Committee CF13/933 – 2013000438 (Appendix 1). 
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3.4 Manuscript  

 

Kleve S, Davidson Z, Gearon E, Booth S, Palermo C.  Are low to medium income 

households experiencing food insecurity? An examination of the Victorian 

Population Health Survey 2006-2009. Australian Journal of Primary Health, 2017, 

23(3): 249-256. doi: 10.1071/PY16082 
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3.5 Conclusion 

 

This study identified new evidence regarding the EXISTENCE of food insecurity in 

low to middle income households in Victoria. Consistent with current literature, the 

inverse relationship between income and food insecurity was reported with a 

prevalence of 3.9% to 4.8% of low-to-middle income respondents across 2006-2009 

compared to 8.9% to 11.1% in very low income households, respectively. Of note, 

some survey respondents in low-to-middle income group reported experiencing 

food insecurity on a weekly or fortnightly basis. This warrants further exploration to 

explore the factors underpinning this frequency and the strategies employed to deal 

with food insecurity.  

 

The univariable and multivariable logistic regression analysis identified factors 

associated with food insecurity that were unique, and also consistent with, the 

literature. These have informed planning of subsequent exploration of the existence 

and experience of food insecurity in this income group (PART 2). 

  

The relationship of household finance to food insecurity was supported within this 

income group, with the ability to raise money in an emergency reported as a 

significant protective factor for this income group. Chapter 4 continues to explore 

the EXISTENCE of food insecurity by examining the association between the 

ability/inability to raise money in an emergency as a marker of financial stress and 

food insecurity within this income group. 
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Chapter 4: Exploring the relationship between the ability to raise 

money in an emergency and the EXISTENCE of food insecurity in 

low-to-middle income Victorian households. An examination of 

the 2008 Victorian Population Health Survey.  

4.1 Introduction 

 

Chapter 3 examined the EXISTENCE of food insecurity in low-to-middle income 

Victorian households, using the 2006-2009 Victorian Population Health Survey 

(VPHS). A detailed analysis of the 2008 VPHS identified several factors associated 

with food insecurity. This chapter details further analysis of the VPHS 2008 data 

set, with a focus on the association between food insecurity and the ‘ability to raise 

A$2000 in an emergency in two days’ - a significant predictor in this income group. 

This variable has been described by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) as 

one indicator of financial stress.(132, 154, 155)  

 

The chapter starts by introducing the concept of financial stress, indicators of 

financial stress and the relationship to food insecurity in this income group. The 

study methodology and findings will be discussed describing the exploration of the 

association between households who reported to be able to raise A$2000 in an 

emergency in two days and those who could not and food insecurity. The chapter 

will conclude with a summary of the key findings of Part 1 exploring the EXISTENCE 

of food insecurity.  

 

4.2 Context 

 

As introduced in the previous chapter, the VPHS is an annual survey conducted by 

the Victorian Department of Health (VDoH) to provide information on the health and 

wellbeing of the population. These data are valuable to inform policy and guide 

planning responses.  
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The financial stress indicator used in the survey, the ‘ability to raise A$2000 in an 

emergency in two days’ will be referred to hereafter as the ‘ability to raise money in 

an emergency.’ 

4.3 Introduction  

 

Food insecurity, namely, the inability to  access (physical, social and economic)  

sufficient, safe, and nutritious food to maintain health and well-being (3, 156), places 

a significant burden on health and welfare sectors. The prevalence and severity of 

food insecurity is influenced by a range of characteristics and economic factors.(36-

39, 88, 157, 158) While there is an inverse relationship with income as illustrated in 

the previous chapter, this economic determinant alone cannot explain why some 

households are food insecure and others are not.(94) Chapter 2 detailed other 

economic factors include: income level, expenses, financial stresses, housing, 

employment and wealth, as measured by capacity to save, and asset wealth.(39, 

51, 92) 

In fact, the existence of household food insecurity may result from the interaction 

between household resources, such as income, assets and access to credit and 

household expenditures including food, housing related costs, cost of living 

expenses and the debt of the household.(159) More specifically it has been 

suggested that the cause of household food insecurity relates to ‘financial 

constraints other than low income or poverty.’(8) It is important to consider which 

and how markers of financial stress, outside of income, interact with food insecurity.  

Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) defined financial stress as ‘the difficulty an 

individual or household may have in meeting basic financial commitments due to a 

shortage of money’ and it is a measure of economic wellbeing.(132) The ABS 

reports several financial stress indicators as a method of considering if households 

may be experiencing economic hardship over a 12 month period. These indicators 

include: cash flow and financial resources, cannot pay bills on time (utilities, 

insurance and car registration), cannot afford to heat the home, went without a meal, 

sought welfare assistance, sought financial help from family or friends and cannot 

raise A$2,000 in a week for something important.(132, 154) Evidence suggests that 

middle income Australian households are experiencing financial stress.(133) 
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Recently, 1.3 million Australians across all income groups met at least one of the 

aforementioned financial stress indicators, with 44% of middle income households 

reporting at least one indicator.(154) 

Financial stress may be a precursor to a range of household impacts including loan 

defaults and utility disconnections. Additionally, it has been reported as a precursor 

to episodes of food insecurity.(92, 120) Research exploring the association between 

financial stress and food insecurity in Australia is scarce and has focussed on 

money saving capacity of lower income households.(37, 119)  

This study aims to explore the association between a specific financial stress 

indicator namely, the ‘ability to raise money in an emergency’ and food insecurity in 

low-to-middle income Victorian households.  

 

4.4 Methods 

 

4.4.1 Data source 

This analysis utilised data from the 2008 Victorian Population Health Survey 

(VPHS).(149) As described in Chapter 3, the VPHS provides a population level 

measure of food insecurity and survey questions aligned with those in other 

Australian population surveys. 

The VPHS is conducted by computer assisted telephone interview (CATI) in a 

randomly selected representative sample of Victorian adults, who reside in private 

dwellings. Interviews were conducted in English and in the eight major non-English 

languages in Victoria. The 2008 survey was undertaken at a local government area 

level with an increased sample size. Response rate, defined by the proportion of 

households where contact was made and an interview completed, was 64.9% (n= 

34169). Access to survey data for the purpose of this analysis was authorised by 

VDoH and analysis was approved by the relevant Human Research Ethics 

Committee (CF14/1382 – 2014000647) (Appendix 1). 
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4.4.2 Covariates 

Food insecurity was categorised if households responded ‘yes’ to the question ‘In 

the last 12 months, were there any times that you ran out of food and couldn’t afford 

to buy more?’. Additionally, the ability to raise money in an emergency was 

determined if households responded affirmatively to the question ‘Could raise 

A$2000 within two days in an emergency.’ The independent survey variables 

explored were selected from those reported in the food insecurity literature. These 

included: age, gender, total annual household income, education level attained, 

employment status, home ownership, household composition, geographic location 

(rurality), and social support (inability to get help from family, neighbours and 

friends).(36-39, 51) Additional survey variables describing aspects of food access 

such as quality, variety, transport and cultural appropriateness were included. 

Variables were categorical in nature and were analysed according to the VPHS 

categories.(149) Total annual household income encompassed pre-tax income and 

included all income sources (social security payments, child support and investment 

over the previous 12 months). Based on the reported VPHS survey income 

categorisation and the ABS quintiles of gross household income for Victoria, this 

analysis classified three income groups. These were: (1) very low household 

income group, less than A$40,000 per annum; (2) low-to-middle household income 

groups, from A$40,000-$80,000 per annum; and (3) higher income groups greater 

than A$80,000 per annum.(160) 

4.4.3 Data inclusion criteria 

Missing and ‘do not know’ responses were included in the prevalence and frequency 

analysis but removed from the dataset prior to univariable and multivariable logistic 

regression analysis. The final sample size was n=33,172.  

4.4.4 Statistical analysis 

All analyses were conducted using Stata version 14 (Stata Corp. LP., College 

Station, TX, USA), and statistical significance was determined at the p ≤ 0.05 level. 

To control for participation bias and ensure that estimates were representative of 

the Victorian population, the survey data were weighted to reflect age, gender and 

geographic distribution. This weighting reflected the estimated resident population 
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of Victoria and the probability of selection of the household and the respondent 

within the household.  

Descriptive statistics (means and frequency) and univariable logistic regression 

were completed across all variables, including income. This identified factors 

associated with the two dependent variables 1) ability/inability to raise money in an 

emergency and 2) food insecurity for the whole population and for the low-to-middle 

income group. Variables that were significantly associated in the low-to-middle 

income group were then included in a multivariable logistic regression, to investigate 

the relationship between each of these variables, ‘ability to raise money in an 

emergency’ and food insecurity. 

Assumptions of multi-collinearity were tested using collinearity diagnostics to ensure 

that predictor variables were not strongly related to each other. Goodness of fit of 

the model with predictors was verified using the Hosmer-Lemeshow goodness of fit 

test developed for complex survey data.(161) 

4.5 Results 

 

Results are presented first according to all respondents and then according to low-

to-middle income respondents  

All Respondents 

4.5.1 Population characteristics of all variables according to ‘ability to raise 

money in an emergency’ and food security status. 

Table 4-1 shows the characteristics of respondents according to ‘ability to raise 

money in an emergency’ and food security status. An inverse relationship exists 

between income, ‘ability/inability to raise money in an emergency’ and food 

insecurity (Table 4-1) Twenty-nine percent of very low income respondents who 

were ‘unable to raise money in an emergency’ were food insecure compared to six 

percent of those who were ‘able to raise money in an emergency.’ Eighteen percent 

of low-to-middle income respondents who were ‘unable to raise money in an 

emergency’ responded as being food insecure in the last 12 months compared to 

three percent who responded that they were ‘able to raise money in an emergency.’ 
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Fourteen percent of higher income respondents who were ‘unable to raise money 

in an emergency’ were food insecure compared to two percent of those who were 

‘able to raise money in an emergency.’ Across all other variables included, the 

proportion of food insecure in those who were ‘unable to raise money in an 

emergency’ was consistently higher than the proportion of food insecurity in those 

who were ‘able to raise money in an emergency’.  
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Table 4-1 Victorian Population Health Survey (VPHS) 2008. All respondents† characteristics according to ‘ability to raise money in 

an emergency’ and food security status  

 Unable to raise money in an emergency Able to raise money in an emergency 

2008 VPHS Variables n 

Food secure weighted 
%  

(95% CI) 

Food insecure 
weighted %  

(95% CI) n 

Food secure weighted 
%  

(95% CI) 

Food insecure 
weighted % 

(95% CI) 

Income (A$)       

$<40,000 2638 71(68-74) 29(26-32) 10447 94(93-95) 6(5-7) 

$40,000-80,000 586 82(77-86) 18(14-23) 7961 97(96-97) 3(3-4) 

$>80,000 148 86(73-93)        14( 7-27) 6620 98(98-99) 2(1-2) 

Income Missing 690 84(79-88) 16(12-21) 4082 97(69-98) 3(2-4) 

Location 
      

Urban 1616 78 (75-81) 22(19-25) 11547 97(96-97) 3(3-4) 

Rural 2446 74(71-77) 25(23-28) 17563 97(96-97) 3(3-4) 

Gender 
      

Male 1194 79(74-82) 21(18-26) 11507 97(97-98) 3(2-3) 

Women 2868 76(74-78) 24(21-26) 17603 96(96-97) 4(3-4) 

Age 
      

18-24 278 86(79-91)        14(9-21) 1253 94(92-95) 6(5-8) 

25-34 429 68(61-75) 32(25-39) 2716 95(94-96) 5(4-6) 

35-44 746 70(65-75) 30(25-35) 4936 96(96-97) 4(3-4) 

45-54 787 72(67-76) 28(23-32) 5743 97(97-98) 3(2-3) 

55-64 792 83(79-87) 16(13-20) 6311 99(98-99) 1(1-2) 

>65 1030 88(85-90)        12(9-15) 8151 99(99-99) 1(1-1) 

Household Composition 
      

Couple only 831 86(82-89) 14(11-18) 9869 99(99-99) 1(1-1) 

Couple with dependent children 831 80(76-83) 20(17-24) 8034 97(96-97) 3(3-4) 
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 Unable to raise money in an emergency Able to raise money in an emergency 

2008 VPHS Variables n 

Food secure weighted 
%  

(95% CI) 

Food insecure 
weighted %  

(95% CI) n 

Food secure weighted 
%  

(95% CI) 

Food insecure 
weighted % 

(95% CI) 

Couple with non-dependent children 187 92(86-96) 8(4-14) 1899 98(97-99) 2(1-3) 

Single parent with dependent children 504 59(53-66) 41(34-66) 1228 91(88-93) 9(7-12) 

Single parent with non-dependent children 185 76(63-86) 24(14-37) 609 93(89-96) 7(4-11) 

Group & other household 368 72(64-78) 28(21-35) 1583 93(91-95) 7(5-9) 

One person 1126 70(66-74) 30(26-34) 5805 96(96-97) 3(3-4) 

Don't know/refused 30 65(36-86) 32(11-63) 83 97(91-99) 2(1-9) 

 Education level 
      

< Primary 265 77(69-83) 23(16-31) 704 94(90-96) 6(3-10) 

Some high school 1827 75(71-79) 25(21-29) 9034 97(96-97) 3(3-4) 

Completed high school 656 81(77-85) 19(15-23) 4452 98(94-96) 5(4-6) 

TAFE¥ 800 75(69-79) 25(21-31) 6419 96(95-97) 4(3-4) 

University 456 80(74-84) 20(15-26) 8362 93(86-9) 2(1-6) 

Other missing 58 82(67-91)        17(8-33) 139 95(88-98) 4(1-9) 

Can't get food wanted due to expense 
      

No 1531 90(86-93) 10(7-14) 22000 99(98-99) 1(1-2) 

Yes 2515 68(64-70) 32(29-35) 7047 90(89-92) 9(8-11) 

Missing 16 85(57-96) 7(2-24) 63 94(76-99) 6(1-24) 

Can't get food wanted due to quality 
      

No 2392 82(79-85) 18(15-21) 22026 97(97-98) 2(2-3) 

Yes 1648 70(66-73) 30(27-34) 7000 94(93-95) 6(5-7) 

Missing 22 87(66-96) 11(3-31) 84 98(88-100) 2(0-12) 

Can't get food due to variety 
      

No 3107 80(77-82) 20(18-23) 26393 97(97-98) 3(2-3) 

Yes 930 68(63-73) 31(27-36) 2648 93(91-94) 7(6-9) 

Missing 25 82(56-94) 16(5-43) 69 89(71-96) 9(2-28) 
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 Unable to raise money in an emergency Able to raise money in an emergency 

2008 VPHS Variables n 

Food secure weighted 
%  

(95% CI) 

Food insecure 
weighted %  

(95% CI) n 

Food secure weighted 
%  

(95% CI) 

Food insecure 
weighted % 

(95% CI) 

Can't get food due to culturally food not 
available 

      

No 3494 78(76-80) 22(19-24) 27750 97(97) 3(3) 

Yes 508 71(64-76) 29(24-36) 1394 92(89-94) 8(6-11) 

Missing 60 74(54-87) 26(13-46) 166 96(90-98) 4(2-10) 

Ability to get to the shops using usual mode 
of transport  

      

Easy 2950 81(78-83) 19(17-21) 25091 97(97-98) 3(2-3) 

Difficult 253 65(55-74) 35(26-44) 871 93(90-96) 6(4-10) 

Missing 859 65(59-71) 35(29-41) 2338 91(88-93) 9(7-12) 

 Home ownership status 
      

Owned 2477 84(81-86) 16(14-18) 25079 98(97-98) 2(2-3) 

Rent 1475 66(62-70) 34(30-38) 3521 92(91-94) 7(6-9) 

Other 52 77(57-90) 23(10-43) 326 92(83-96) 8(4-17) 

Missing 58 83(68-92)        16(7-32) 184 99(97-100) 1(0-3) 

Employment status 
      

Employed 1393 79(75-83) 21(17-24) 16062 97(97-98) 3(2-3) 

Unemployed  303 69(60-77) 31(23-40) 609 92(87-94) 8(5-13) 

Other 2347 77(74-79) 23(20-25) 12403 96(96-97) 4(3-4) 

Don’t' know/ refused 19 75(45-92) 25(8-55) 36 100 (97-100) 0(0-3) 

 Help from friends 
      

Yes 3480 78(76-81) 21(19-24) 2783 97(96-97) 3(3-4) 

No 532 70(64-75) 30(24-35) 1117 92(89-94) 8(6-11) 

Don't know  48 73(50-88) 23(4-91) 152 99(97-100) 0(0-1) 

Refused 2 61(9-96) 39(4-91) 18 100  
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 Unable to raise money in an emergency Able to raise money in an emergency 

2008 VPHS Variables n 

Food secure weighted 
%  

(95% CI) 

Food insecure 
weighted %  

(95% CI) n 

Food secure weighted 
%  

(95% CI) 

Food insecure 
weighted % 

(95% CI) 

 Help from family 
      

Yes 3261 80(78-82) 20(17-22) 26771 97(97) 3(3) 

No 776 60(54-66) 39(33-45) 2218 93(91-95) 6(5-9) 

Don't know  228 81(54-94) 17(5-45) 112 86(68-94) 14(6-32) 

Refused 
 0 0 9 93(71-99) 7(1-29) 

 Help from neighbours 
      

Yes 2557 82(79-84) 18(16-21) 23189 97(97-98) 3(2-3) 

No 1337 71(67-74) 29(25-33) 5105 95(94-96) 5(4-6) 

Don't know  165 79(69-87) 20(13-30) 797 95(92-97) 5(3-8) 

Refused 3 94(52-100) 6(0-48) 19 96(74-99) 4(1-26) 

Weighted total n observations = 33172, 95%CI, 95% confidence interval 

†  n = 997 Missing responses   to the variable ‘Ability to raise  $2000  in an emergency in  2 days’, ¥  TAFE =  Technical and Further Education 
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4.5.2 Exploration of variables associated with ‘ability to raise money in an 

emergency’ and food security status in all respondents 

Table 4-2 and Table 4-3 provide the univariable and multivariable analysis 

exploring the associations with ‘ability to raise money in an emergency’ and food 

security status in all respondents. 

Respondents who were ‘UNABLE to raise money in an emergency’ 

Of those who were ‘unable to raise money in an emergency’, all variables were 

associated with food insecurity – with the exception of geographic location, gender 

and education level. Respondents with higher incomes had reduced risk of food 

insecurity. Household composition, particularly single parents with dependent 

children (OR =4.13; 95% CI 2.78-6.13) and ‘inability to get the food wanted due to 

its expense’ (OR 4.44; 95%CI 2.99-6.61) were strongly associated with food 

insecurity (Table 4-2). 

Within the multivariable model, home ownership status as ‘other’ (OR 3.37; 95%CI 

1.03-11.04) and ‘inability to get food wanted due to its expense’ (OR 2.86; 95%CI 

1.88-4.36) remained strongly associated with food insecurity (Table 4.3) 

Respondents who were ‘ABLE to raise money in an emergency’ 

For those ‘able to raise money in an emergency’, income was associated with 

reduced risk of food insecurity. All variables except for geographic location were 

associated with food insecurity. Household composition, particularly sole parents 

with dependent or non-dependent children (OR 9.85; 95%CI 6.61-14.67 and OR 

6.69; 95% CI 3.56-12.60, respectively) and ‘inability to get food wanted due to its 

expense’, (OR 8.18; 95%CI 6.36-10.53), were strongly associated with food 

insecurity, as seen in Table 4-2 in those who were ‘able to raise money in an 

emergency’.  

Within the multivariable model ‘inability to get food wanted due to its expense’ had 

the greatest association with food insecurity (OR 4.26:95% CI 3.06-5.93), as seen 

in Table 4-3.  

  



60 
 

Table 4-2 Victorian Population Health Survey (VPHS) 2008: Univariate logistic analysis 

for all respondents: ‘ability to raise money in an emergency’ and food security status. 

 

Unable to raise Money in an 
emergency 

Able to raise money in an 
emergency 

VPHS 2008 Variable Crude OR (95%CI) p value Crude OR (95%CI) p value 

Income(A$) 
    

<$40,000 1.00  1.00  

$40,000-$80,000 0.53(0.38-0.74) <0.001 0.54 (0.39-0.68) <0.001 

>$80,000 0.39 (0.17-0.89) 0.03 0.64 (0.17-0.35) <0.001 

don't know/refused 0.47(0.33-0.67) <0.001 0.44 (0.30-0.63) <0.001 

Location 
    

Rural¥ 1.00  
1.00 

 

Urban 0.81(0.65-1.01) 0.07 1.11(0.89-1.39) 0.36 

Gender 
    

Women¥ 1.00  
1.00 

 

Men 0.87(0.67-1.14) 0.32 0.67(0.53-0.86) <0.001 

Age 
    

18-24¥ 1.00  
1.00 

 

25-34 2.78(1.59-4.86) <0.001 0.74(0.51-1.09) 0.13 

35-44 2.54(1.51-4.26) <0.001 0.53(0.38-0.75) <0.001 

45-54 2.32(1.38-3.88) <0.001 0.41(0.28-0.59) <0.001 

55-64 1.19(0.70-2.03) 0.52 0.21(0.14-0.31) <0.001 

>65 0.81(0.48-1.38) 0.45 0.11(0.07-0.18) <0.001 

Household Composition     

Couple Only¥ 1.00  
1.00 

 

Couple with  dependent children 1.55(1.07-2.23) 0.02 3.09(2.20-4.36) <0.001 
Couple with non-dependent 
children 0.49(0.24-1.01) 0.05 2.05(1.16-3.65) 0.01 
Single parent with  dependent 
children  4.13(2.78-6.13) <0.001 9.85(6.61-14.67) <0.001 
Single parent with non-
dependent children  1.87(0.92-3.81) 0.08 6.69(3.56-12.60) <0.001 

Group household & Other  2.33(1.46-3.70) <0.001 7.26(4.78-11.02) <0.001 

One person  2.58(1.83-3.65) <0.001 3.42(2.35-4.98) <0.001 

DK/refused 2.92(0.77-11.12) 0.12 2.32(0.53-10.13) 0.27 

 Highest Education Level     

< Primary¥ 1.00  
1.00 

 

Some high school 1.12(0.71-1.78) 0.62 0.57(0.31-1.04) 0.07 

Completed high school 0.78(0.47-1.28) 0.33 0.77(0.42-1.43) 0.41 

TAFE¥   1.16(0.71-1.91) 0.55 0.61(0.33-1.11) 0.11 

University 0.87(0.51-1.49) 0.62 0.35(0.19-0.64) <0.001 

other /missing 0.70(0.27-1.84) 0.47 0.62(0.20-1.94) 0.41 

Employment     

Employed¥ 1.00  
1.00 

 

Unemployed 1.74(1.09-2.77) 0.02 3.05(1.85-5.03) <0.001 

Other 1.14(0.87-1.49) 0.33 1.25(0.98-1.59) 0.07 
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Unable to raise Money in an 
emergency 

Able to raise money in an 
emergency 

VPHS 2008 Variable Crude OR (95%CI) p value Crude OR (95%CI) p value 

don't know /refused 1.30(0.35-4.80) 0.70 0.15(0.02-1.14) 0.07 

Home ownership status     

Owned¥ 1.00  
1.00 

 

Rent 2.73(2.12-3.52) <0.001 3.38(2.64-4.34) <0.001 

Other 1.53(0.57-4.13) 0.40 3.86(1.75-8.51) <0.001 

Don't know or refused 1.00(0.39-2.53) 1.00 0.21(0.04-1.23) 0.08 
Can’t get food wanted due to 
expense 

    

No¥ 1.00  
1.00 

 

Yes 4.44(2.99-6.61) <0.001 8.18(6.36-10.53) <0.001 
Can’t get food wanted of 
quality 

    

No¥ 1.00  
1.00 

 

Yes 2.00(1.55-2.57) <0.001 2.41(1.91-3.05) <0.001 
Can’t get food wanted of 
variety 

    

No¥ 1.00  
1.00 

 

Yes 1.84(1.41-2.40) <0.001 2.69(2.00-3.60) <0.001 
Can’t get food wanted that's 
culturally appropriate 

    

No¥ 1.00  
1.00 

 

Yes 1.51(1.10-2.07) 0.01 2.89(2.05-4.08) <0.001 
Easy or difficult to and from 
shops usual transport 

    

Easy¥ 1.00  
1.00 

 

Difficult 2.26(1.45-3.52) <0.001 2.50(1.53-4.06) <0.001 

Help from friends     

Yes¥ 1.00  
1.00 

 

No 1.55(1.15-2.09) <0.001 2.72(1.83-4.05) <0.001 

Don't know   0.06(0.01-0.41) <0.001 

Help from family 
    

Yes¥ 1.00  
1.00 

 

No 2.64(1.98-3.52) <0.001 2.23(1.55-3.22) <0.001 

Don't know   5.43(1.91-15.40) <0.001 

Help from neighbours     

Yes¥ 1.00  
1.00 

 

No 1.87(1.45-2.40) <0.001 1.78(1.37-2.30) <0.001 

Don't know   1.94(1.15-3.28) 0.01 

Weighted total n observations = 33172, 95%CI, 95% confidence interval; OR = odds ratio 

¥ Reference category in univariate regression, ¥  TAFE = Technical and Further Education 
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Table 4-3 Victorian Population Health Survey (VPHS) 2008: Multivariable logistic analysis 

exploring the relationship between ‘ability to raise money in an emergency,’ food 

insecurity and adjusted factors in all respondents 

 
 

VPHS 2008 Variables 

Unable to raise money in 
an emergency 

Able to raise money in an 
emergency 

Crude OR (95%CI) p value Crude OR (95%CI) p value 

Income (A$) 
 

 
 

 

<$40,000¥ 1.00 
 

1.00 
 

$40,000-$80,000 0.54 (0.34-0.87) 0.01 0.47(0.31-0.7) <0.001 

>$80,000 0.64 (0.21-1.93) 0.43 0.33(0.20-0.55) <0.001 

Gender §  1.00  

Women¥ 
 

 
 

 

Men 
 

 0.66(0.48-0.92) 0.01 

Age 
 

 
  

18-24¥ 1.00 
 

1.00  

25-34 1.72 (0.84-3.54) 0.14 1.21 (0.69-2.11) 0.51 

35-44 1.59 (0.85-2.98) 0.15 0.88 (0.52-1.48) 0.62 

45-54 1.32 (0.71-2.46) 0.38 0.64 (0.36-1.13) 0.13 

55-64 0.78 (0.40-1.53) 0.47 0.30 (0.16-0.59) <0.001 

>65 0.52 (0.25-1.05) 0.07 0.08 (0.04-0.18) <0.001 

Household Composition   
 

 

Couple Only¥ 1.00  1.00  

Couple with dependent children 1.02 (0.58- 1.80) 0.94 1.63 (1.01-2.63) 0.05 

Couple with non-dependent children 0.40 (0.13-1.22) 0.11 1.48 (0.68-3.19) 0.32 

Single parent with dependent children  1.85 (1.04-3.31) 0.04 1.89 (1.04 -3.41) 0.04 

Single parent with non-dependent 
children  

1.49 (0.68 -3.29) 0.32 2.84 (1.27-6.37) 0.01 

Group household & Other  1.99 (1.01-3.92) 0.05 2.64 (1.50-4.66) <0.001 

One person  2.17 (1.32-3.58) <0.001 2.39 (1.47-3.86) <0.001 

Highest Education Level §    

< Primary¥ 
  

1.00 
 

Some high school 
 

 0.52 (0.18-1.48) 0.22 

Completed high school   0.67 (0.23-1.93) 0.46 

TAFE β  
 

 0.56 (0.19 -1.63) 0.29 

University 
 

 0.31 (0.10 -0.92) 0.04 

Employment 
    

Employed¥ 1.00 
 

1.00 
 

Unemployed 1.28(0.62-2.62) 0.51 1.24(0.64-2.41) 0.52 

Other 1.02(0.69-1.53) 0.91 1.22(0.84-1.77) 0.30 
 
 
 
 
 



63 
 

 
 

VPHS 2008 Variables 

Unable to raise money in 
an emergency 

Able to raise money in an 
emergency 

Crude OR (95%CI) p value Crude OR (95%CI) p value 

Home ownership status 
 

 
 

 

Owned¥ 1.00  1.00  

Rent 2.09(1.45-3.03) <0.001 1.65(1.15-2.36) 0.01 

Other 3.37(1.03 -11.04) 0.05 2.82(0.94-8.49) 0.07 

Can’t get food wanted due to expense     

No¥ 1.00 
 

1.00 
 

Yes 2.86(1.88-4.36) <0.001 4.26 (3.06-5.93) <0.001 

Can’t get food wanted of quality     

No¥ 1.00 
 

1.00 
 

Yes 1.14 (0.79-1.65) 0.49 0.96(0.69-1.34) 0.80 

Can’t get food wanted of variety     

No¥ 1.00 
 

1.00 
 

Yes 1.18(0.78-1.78) 0.44 1.39(0.87-2.21) 0.17 

Can’t get food wanted that's 
culturally appropriate 

    

No¥ 1.00 
 

1.00 
 

Yes 0.70(0.39-1.26) 0.24 0.78(0.45-1.37) 0.39 

Easy or difficult to and from shops 
usual transport 

    

Easy¥ 1.00 
 

1.00 
 

Difficult 1.54 (0.89-2.65) 0.12 1.75(0.96-3.20) 0.07 

Help from friends     

Yes¥ 1.00 
 

1.00 
 

No 1.26(0.81-1.97) 0.30 2.41(1.35-4.30) <0.001 

Don't know 1.35(0.15-12.38) 0.79 0.10(0.01-1.00) 0.05 

Help from family     

Yes¥ 1.00 
 

1.00 
 

No 1.39(0.94-2.04) 0.10 1.04(0.63-1.71) 0.89 

Don't know 0.45(0.05 -4.08) 0.48 0.15(0.02-0.94) 0.04 

Help from neighbours     

Yes¥ 1.00 
 

1.00 
 

No 1.26(0.87-1.81) 0.22 1.07(0.75-1.55) 0.70 

Don't know 0.52(0.20-1.33) 0.17 1.52(0.72-3.20) 0.27 

Weighted total n observations=33141, 95%CI, 95% confidence interval; OR = odds ratio 

¥ Reference category in multivariable regression, § Variable excluded as not significant at univariable level 

β  TAFE = Technical and Further Education 
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Low-to-middle income respondents 

4.5.3 Population characteristics of all variables according to ‘ability to raise 

money in an emergency’ and food security status in low to middle income 

respondents  

Eighteen percent of low-to-middle income households were ‘unable to raise money 

in an emergency’ compared to three percent of households that were ‘able to raise 

money in an emergency’ Table 4-4. As observed in the total population, the 

proportion of respondents who were food insecure was consistently higher in those 

who were ‘unable to raise money in an emergency’ compared to those who ‘able to 

raise money in an emergency’.  
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Table 4-4 Victorian Population Health Survey (VPHS) 2008: Characteristics of low-to-

middle income households according to ‘ability to raise money in an emergency’ and food 

security status 

 

Unable to raise money in 
an emergency 

Able to raise money in an 
emergency 

 n Weighted % (95% CI) n Weighted % (95% CI) 

2008 VPHS Variables  Food Secure 
Food 

insecure  Food secure 
Food 

insecure 

Income (A$)       

$40,000-80,000 586 82(77-86) 18(14-23) 7961 97(96-97) 3(3-4) 

Location 
      

Urban 279 83(77-87) 17(12-22) 2925 97(95-97) 3(3-4) 

Rural 307 78(69-85) 22(15-31) 5036 97(96-98) 3(2-4) 

Gender 
      

Male 215 85(78-90) 15(10-22) 3295 98(96-98) 2(2-3) 

Women 371 78(71-84) 22(16-28) 4666 96(95-97) 4(3-5) 

Age 
      

18-24 47 82(60-93) 18(7-40) 287 94(90-97) 6(3-10) 

25-34 107 80(70-88) 20(12-30) 1035 95(93-97) 5(3-7) 

35-44 183 81(72-88) 19(12-27) 1750 95(94-97) 5(3-6) 

45-54 154 79(69-86) 21(13-30) 1932 98(97-99) 2(1-3) 

55-64 77 96(87-99) 4(1-13) 1928 99(98-99) 1(1-2) 

>65 18 81(45-96) 19(4-55) 1029 100(98-100) 0(0-2) 

Household Composition 
      

Couple only 89 93(86-97) 7(3-14) 2658 98(97-99) 2(1-3) 

Couple with dependent children 281 80(73-86) 20(14-27) 2837 97(96-98) 3(2-4) 

Couple with non-dependent 
children 

39 93(68-99) 7(1-32) 503 98(93-99) 2(1-7) 

Single parent with dependent 
children 

45 84(68-93) 16(7-32) 320 93(86-97) 7(3-14) 

Single parent with non-
dependent children 

19 84(58-95) 16(5-42) 130 98(94-99) 2(1-6) 

Group & other household 59 77(61-87) 23(11-37) 436 93(88-96) 7(4-12) 

One person 54 75(53-89) 25(11-47) 1070 98(96-99) 2(1-4) 

Don't know/refused 0 0 0 9 88(45-99) 12(1-55) 

 Education level 
      

< Primary 8 1 0 45 84(59-95) 16(5-41) 

Some high school 190 82(73-89) 18(11-27) 2152 98(96-99) 2(1-4) 

Completed high school 121 80(69-87) 20(12-30) 1219 95(93-97) 5(3-7) 

TAFE¥ 155 82(71-90) 18(10-29) 2022 97(95-98) 3(2-5) 

University 112 80(69-88) 19(11-30) 2509 97(96-98) 3(2-4) 

Other missing 0 0 0 14 87(44-98) 13(2-56) 

Can't get food wanted due to 
expense 

      

No 256 92(86-95) 8(5-14) 6032 98(98-99) 2(1-2) 

Yes 328 74(67-80) 26(19-33) 1921 92(90-94) 8(6-10) 

Missing 9 1 0 8 91(52-99) 9(1-48) 

Can't get food wanted due to 
quality 
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Unable to raise money in 
an emergency 

Able to raise money in an 
emergency 

 n Weighted % (95% CI) n Weighted % (95% CI) 

2008 VPHS Variables  Food Secure 
Food 

insecure  Food secure 
Food 

insecure 

No 343 86(81-90) 14(10-19) 5899 97(96-98) 3(2-4) 

Yes 242 76(67-83) 24(17-32) 2044 96(94-97) 4(3-6) 

Missing 1 1 0 18 1 0 

Can't get food due to variety 
      

No 480 83(78-87) 17(13-22) 7246 97(96-97) 3(3-4) 

Yes 104 75(62-84) 25(15-36) 701 96(92-98) 4(2-8) 

Missing 2 1 0 14 1 0 

Can't get food due to culturally 
food not available 

      

No 525 83(78-87) 17(13-22) 7547 97(96-97) 3(2-4) 

Yes 58 74(55-86) 26(14-45) 383 95(90-98) 5(2-10) 

Missing 3 1 0 31 95(80-99) 5(1-20) 

Ability to get to the shops 
using usual mode of transport  

      

Easy 463 85(80-88) 15(11-20) 7198 97(96-98) 3(2-4) 

Difficult 24 77(50-92) 23(8-50) 225 96(90-98) 4(2-10) 

Missing 99 71(57-83) 29(17-43) 538 92(87-95) 8(5-13) 

Home ownership status 
      

Owned 405 85(79-89) 15(11-20) 6864 98(97-98) 2(2-3) 

Rent 174 75(66-83) 25(17-34) 1010 94(91-96) 6(4-9) 

Other 6 95(66-99) 5(1-34) 81 85(66-94) 15(6-34) 

Missing 1 1 0 6 1 0 

Employment status 
      

Employed 404 84(78-88) 16(11-21) 5688 97(96-98) 3(2-4) 

Unemployed  23 68(38-88) 32(12-62) 145 92(80-97) 8(3-20) 

Other 158 78(68-86) 22(14-32) 2127 97(95-98) 3(2-5) 

Don’t' know/ refused 1 1 0 # 1 0 

 Help from friends 
      

Yes 520 82(77-86) 18(14-23) 7688 97(96-98) 3(2-4) 

No 63 81(66-90) 19(9-33) 249 91(84-95) 9(5-16) 

Don't know  3 84(31-98) 16(2-69) 20 1 0 

Refused 
 No obs  # 1 0 

 Help from Family 
      

Yes 498 81(76-85) 19(15-24) 7393 97(96-98) 3(2-4) 

No 87 85(75-92) 15(7-21) 547 93(87-96) 7(4-13) 

Don't know  1 1 0 # 1 0 

Refused 
 No obs  2 1 0 

 Help from neighbours 
      

Yes 349 85(78-90) 15(10-21) 6338 97(96-98) 3(2-4) 

No 218 78(70-84) 22(15-29) 1409 96(94-97) 4(3-6) 

Don't know  19 82(52-95) 18(5-48) 209 95(89-97) 5(2-10) 

Refused 
 No obs  5 1 0 

Weighted total n observations = 8547, 95% CI= 95% confidence interval, # not viable
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4.5.4 Exploration of variables associated with ‘ability to raise money in an 

emergency’ and food security status in low-to-middle income respondents 

Table 4-5 and Table 4-6 describes the univariate and multivariable analysis of 

variables of low-to-middle income respondents ‘ability to raise money in an 

emergency’ and food security status. 

Respondents who were ‘UNABLE raise money in an emergency’  

Within this income group factors associated with food insecurity included age, 

household composition, home ownership status and ‘inability to get food wanted 

due to its expense.’ The strongest associations observed included being aged 

between 55-64years (OR=0.19; 95%CI 0.04-0.97), living in a one person house 

(OR=4.51; 95% CI 1.27-15.97) and ‘inability to get food due to its expense’ (OR= 

3.94; 95% CI 1.98-7.83) (Table 4-5). 

At the multivariable level Table 4-6, associations were observed with household 

composition; a single parent with non-dependent children (OR=5.24; 95% CI 1.11-

24.76) and living alone (OR= 3.86; 95% CI 1.00-14.85). Additionally, ‘inability to get 

the food wanted due to its expense’ was associated with food insecurity (OR=3.4 

95%CI 1.88-4.36). 

Respondents who were ‘ABLE to raise money in an emergency’ 

For those that were ‘able to raise money in an emergency’, factors associated with 

food insecurity included gender, age, household composition, education level, home 

ownership status, ‘inability to get the food wanted due to its expense’ and ability to 

get help from friends and family. The strongest associations were observed with 

home ownership classified as ‘other’ (OR=7.28 95%CI 1.75-8.51) ‘inability to get 

food due to its expense’ (OR=4.9; 95%CI 3.10-7.75) (Table 4-5) 

At the multivariable level, model factors that were associated with food insecurity 

included home ownership defined as ‘other’, inability to get help from friends and 

‘inability to get food due to its expense’ (Table 4-6) 
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Table 4-5 Victorian Population Health Survey (VPHS) 2008: Logistic regression low-to-

middle income households ‘ability to raise money in an emergency’ and food security 

status 

 Unable to raise money in an 
emergency 

Able to raise money in an 
emergency 

VPHS 2008 Variable Crude OR(95%CI) p value Crude OR(95%CI) p value 

Location     

Rural¥ 1.00 
 

1.00 
 

Urban 0.70(0.38-1.28) 0.25 1.32(0.852.03) 0.21 

Gender     

Women¥ 1.00 
 

1.00 
 

Men 0.64(0.35-1.18) 0.15 0.54(0.330.87) 0.01 

Age 
  

  

18-24¥ 1.00 
 

1.00  

25-34 1.08(0.32-3.68) 0.90 0.87(0.401.88) 0.73 

35-44 0.99(0.30-3.29) 0.99 0.75(0.361.58) 0.45 

45-54 1.15(0.35-3.78) 0.82 0.29(0.130.66) <0.001 

55-64 0.19(0.04-0.97) 0.05 0.18(0.070.45) <0.001 

>65 1.04(0.14-7.43) 0.97 0.04(0.000.28) <0.001 

Household Composition  
 

 
 

Couple Only¥ 1.00 
 

1.00  

Couple with  dependent  
Children 

3.42(1.43-8.19) 0.01 2.01(1.12 - 3.62) 0.02 

Couple with non-dependent 
children 

0.96(0.12-7.38) 0.97 1.49(0.41-5.34) 0.54 

Single parent with  dependent 
children  

2.63(0.81-8.54) 0.11 4.78(1.87-12.22) <0.001 

Single parent with non-dependent 
children  

2.65(0.58-12.03) 0.21 1.52(0.51-4.52) 0.46 

Group household & Other  3.89(1.31-11.61) 0.02 5.02(2.32-10.86) <0.001 

One person  4.51(1.27-15.97) 0.02 1.54(0.72-3.31) 0.27 

 Highest Education Level  
 

  

< Primary¥ 1 empty 
 

1.00  

Some high school 0.90(0.39-2.08) 0.81 0.12(0.03-0.49) <0.001 

Completed high school 1.05(0.46-2.43) 0.90 0.27(0.07-1.07) 0.06 

TAFE† 0.90(0.37-2.19) 0.82 0.17(0.04-0.64) 0.01 

University 1 omitted 
 

0.14(0.04-0.57) 0.01 

Employment  
 

 

Employed¥ 1.00 
 

1.00 
 

Unemployed 2.54(0.71-9.10) 0.15 2.68(0.86-8.36) 0.09 

Other 1.48(0.78-2.83) 0.23 1.15(0.67-1.96) 0.62 

Home ownership status     

Owned¥  1.00  1.00  

Rent 1.86(1.02-3.41) 0.04 2.63(2.64-4.34) <0.001 
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 Unable to raise money in an 
emergency 

Able to raise money in an 
emergency 

VPHS 2008 Variable Crude OR(95%CI) p value Crude OR(95%CI) p value 

Other 0.32(0.03-3.04) 0.32 7.28(1.75-8.51) <0.001 

Can’t get food wanted due to 
expense 

 
 

 
 

Yes 1.00 
 

1.00 
 

No¥ 3.94(1.98-7.83) <0.001 4.90(3.10-7.75) <0.001 

Can’t get food wanted of variety  
 

  

No¥ 1.00 
 

1.00  

Yes 1.57(0.78-3.13) 0.20 1.19(0.52-2.73) 0.68 

Can’t get food wanted that's 
culturally appropriate 

 
 

 
 

No¥ 1.00 
 

1.00  

Yes 1.76(0.73-4.27) 0.21 1.48(0.59-3.74) 0.40 

Easy or difficult to and from 
shops usual transport 

 
 

 
 

Easy¥ 1.00 
 

1.00 
 

Difficult 1.70(0.49-5.90) 0.41 1.46(0.53-4.07) 0.47 

Help from friends  
 

  

Yes¥ 1.00 
 

1.00 
 

No 1.04(0.44-2.47) 0.93 3.06(1.51-6.21) <0.001 

Don't know 0.89(0.08-10.22) 0.93 1 refused 
 

Help from family  
 

 
 

Yes¥ 1.00 
 

1.00 
 

No 0.60(0.29-1.27) 0.18 2.61(1.29-5.28) 0.01 

Help from neighbours  
 

  

Yes¥ 1.00 
 

1.00 
 

No 1.59(0.87-2.91) 0.13 1.59(0.87-2.91) 0.13 

Don't know 1.2(0.27-5.62) 0.79 1.24(0.27-5.62) 0.79 

Weighted total n observations = 8547, 95%CI, 95% confidence interval; OR = odds ratio 

¥ Reference category in univariate regression †TAFE = Technical and Further Education 
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Table 4-6 Victorian Population Health Survey (VPHS) 2008: Multivariable logistic 

regression relationship between ability to raise money, food insecurity and adjusted 

factors in low-to- middle income households’ 

VPHS Variables Unable to raise money in an 
emergency 

Able to raise money in an 
emergency  

Crude OR 
(95%CI) 

p value Crude OR 
(95%CI) 

p 
value 

Age §  
  

18-24¥ 
  

1.00  

25-34 
  

0.76 (0.35-1.67) 0.49 

35-44 
  

0.64(0.31- 1.34) 0.23 

45-54 
  

0.36 (0.15 -0.85) 0.02 

55-64 
  

0.22 (0.07- 0.67) 0.01 

>65 
  

0.07 (0.01-0.73) 0.03 

Household Composition   
 

 

Couple Only¥ 1.00  1.00  

Couple with  dependent children 2.73 (0.95-7.82) 0.06 1.06(0.47 - 2.38) 0.89 

Couple with non-dependent children 0.12 (0.01 -1.12) 0.0
6 

1.35 (0.35-5.13) 
 

0.66 

Single parent with  dependent children  1.87 (0.50-7.04) 0.36 1.64(0.46- 5.84) 0.45 

Single parent with non-dependent 
children  

5.24 (1.11-24.79) 0.04 0.79(0.19- 3.34) 0.75 

Group household & Other  1.73(0.45-6.68) 0.43 2.02(0.76- 5.37) 0.16 

One person  3.86(1.00 -14.85) 0.05 1.07(0.43- 2.71) 0.88 

Highest Education Level 
§    

< Primary¥ 
  

1.00 
 

Some high school 
 

 0.13(0.03 - 0.55) 0.01 

Completed high school   0.25(0.06-1.09) 0.07 

TAFE†  
 

 0.18 (0.04-0.78) 0.02 

University 
 

 0.13(0.03-0.59) 0.01 

Employment 
  

§ 
 

Employed¥ 1.00 
   

Unemployed 1.28(0.62-2.62) 0.51 
  

Other 1.02(0.69-1.53) 0.91 
  

Home ownership status 

 
 

 
 

Owned¥ 1.00  1.00  

Rent 1.47 (0.75 - 2.87) 0.26 1.60(0.84-3.05) 0.15 

Other 0.71 (0.07-7.37) 0.77 4.76(1.32-17.21) 0.02 

Can’t get food wanted due to 
expense 

    

No¥ 1.00 
 

1.00 
 

Yes 3.40(1.88 -4.36) 0.01 3.68(2.20- 6.13) <0.001 
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VPHS Variables Unable to raise money in an 
emergency 

Able to raise money in an 
emergency  

Crude OR 
(95%CI) 

p value Crude OR 
(95%CI) 

p 
value 

 

Can’t get food wanted of quality   §  

No¥ 1.00 
   

Yes 1.10 (0.79-1.65) 0.80 
  

Can’t get food wanted of variety   §  

No¥ 1.00 
   

Yes 1.18(0.78-1.78) 0.44 
  

Can’t get food wanted that's 
culturally appropriate 

    

No¥ 1.00 
 

§ 
 

Yes 0.70(0.39-1.26) 0.24 
  

Easy or difficult to and from shops 
usual transport 

  §  

Easy¥ 1.00 
   

Difficult 1.54 (0.89-2.65) 0.12 
  

Help from friends     

Yes¥ 1.00 
 

1.00 
 

No 1.26(0.81-1.97) 0.30 4.17(2.04-8.52) <0.001 

Don't know 1.35(0.15-12.38) 0.79 0.10(0.01-1.00) 0.05 

Help from family     

Yes¥ 1.00 
 

1.00 
 

No 1.39(0.94-2.04) 0.10 0.97(0.48-1.95) 0.94 

Don't know 0.45(0.05 -4.08) 0.48 0.15(0.02-0.94) 0.04 

Help from neighbours   §  

Yes¥ 1.00 
   

No 1.26(0.87-1.81) 0.22 
  

Don't know 0.52(0.20-1.33) 0.17 
  

Weighted total n observations = 95%CI, 95% confidence interval; OR = odds ratio 

¥ Reference category in multivariable regression § Variable excluded as not significant at univariable level 

†TAFE = Technical and Further Education 
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4.5.5 Summarising the findings for low-to-middle income households and 

‘ability to raise money in an emergency’ and food security status 

Significant factors that were associated with food security status and ‘ability or 

inability to raise money in an emergency’ in low-to-middle income households are 

summarised in Figure 4-1. In comparison differences in association for the total 

population in those who were ‘unable to raise money in an emergency’ included 

homeownership status. For those ‘able to raise money in an emergency’ differences 

in associations included household composition, education level and 

homeownership
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Figure 4 1 Variables associated food insecurity and ability to raise money in an 

emergency from analysis of Victorian Population Health Survey data
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4.6 Discussion  

 

This study provides new evidence regarding associated factors relevant to both ‘‘the 

ability raise money in an emergency’ and food insecurity in low-to-middle income 

Victorian households. This is consistent with international research that has found 

an association between the experience of financial stress for individuals, 

households and food insecurity.(39, 92, 162) This provides evidence for Australian 

health and welfare sectors, specifically policy makers of the need to address the 

issue of financial stress as a determinant of food insecurity.  

Across all analyses for all respondents, income was an important predictor of food 

security status. In the multivariable logistic analysis exploring the relationship 

between all respondents ‘ability raise money in an emergency’ and food insecurity, 

there were differences between those who were ‘able to raise money in an 

emergency’ and those who were ‘unable to raise money in an emergency. 

Differences were found to be associated with gender, education level, transport 

mode to the shops and help from family and friends.  

4.6.1 Exploring food insecurity and ‘INABILITY to raise money in an 

emergency’  

Eighteen percent of low-to-middle income households who reported that they had 

difficulty raising money in an emergency were food insecure. Factors associated 

with food insecurity included ‘inability to get the food wanted due to its expense’; 

household composition, especially being a sole parent with independent children; 

and living alone.  

Evidence is limited on the impact of household composition within higher income 

groups on food insecurity.(11) Household composition, including sole parents with 

independent children, over 18 years and those respondents living alone were 

strongly associated with ‘inability to raise money in an emergency’ and food 

insecurity. This finding may be considered in context that those living in these 

households may have inadequate financial resources to meet demands and/or they 

are unable to pool financial resources with others and share the financial burden.  
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Regardless of the ‘ability to raise money in an emergency’, there is a consistent 

relationship between food insecurity and ‘inability to get the food wanted due to its 

expense’ within this income group. This is supported by previous Australian 

research that found low-to-middle income households may be required to spend 

between 18-40% of income on food.(125, 127, 130) The demands of other 

household expenses may impact on, and reduce, the money available to spend on 

food.(51, 125) Episodes of financial stress may place considerable tension for the 

household food budget to cover both unexpected and higher than anticipated costs.  

Further examination of the financial causes of food insecurity beyond household 

annual income in Australia is needed. As discussed in Chapter 2, income has been 

described as a static, insensitive measure and may not reflect sudden household 

economic changes that can temporarily lead to bouts of food insecurity. (91, 120) 

Financial contributors to the presence of food insecurity in middle income 

households may be fluctuating household income, discretionary household 

spending, changes in household composition, unexpected housing expenses, 

chronic health conditions and job loss.(54) 

This research highlights the association between one indicator of financial stress 

and food insecurity in low-to-middle income Australian households. However, it is 

important to reflect on the potential precursors to this financial stress indicator and 

also explore potential methods that households may employ to raise A$2000 in two 

days. The variables within the VPHS data set provide limited opportunity for this 

reflection and subsequently this will be discussed in the context of the wider 

literature across income groups. 

4.6.2 Exploring food insecurity and ‘ABILITY to raise money in an emergency’ 

in low-to-middle income 

Three percent of respondents who reported that they were able to raise money in 

an emergency were experiencing food insecurity. Significant variables relating to 

food insecurity within low-to-middle income households included age, education 

level, help from family or friends, housing tenure other than renting or owning and 

‘inability to get food wanted due to its expense’ which are consistent with those 

reported in Chapter 3.(163) These findings are reflective of the range of 

determinants and characteristics, which may contribute to food insecurity beyond 
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an economic origin.(51, 81) Protective factors against food insecurity included 

increasing age, especially for those aged over 65 years. Data from the ABS 2009-

2010 Household Expenditure Survey reported that 76% of older households did not 

report any experience of the financial stress indicators.(164) Potential explanations 

for this food security finding may include outright home ownership and regular and 

adequate superannuation pension or Government benefit income. In the case of an 

emergency, respondents aged 65 and over may have the capacity to raise money 

due to greater access to financial resources, such as savings and liquid assets. 

Potentially this money could be directed to the food budget at times when required. 

Interestingly, those who were ‘able to raise money in an emergency’ who had 

completed an education level higher than primary school were at reduced risk of the 

experience of food insecurity. This finding is interesting, considering no association 

between food insecurity and education level was reported in Chapter 3.(163) Gorton 

et al. (2010) (51) reported the unequivocal impact of education on food security 

status. Also, social support, specifically the inability to get help from friends, was 

associated with being food insecure. The form of help was not defined in the survey 

but may include financial, physical and emotional support and requires further 

exploration within this income group. 

While food insecure respondents may not be experiencing financial stress, as 

defined by the one variable in this analysis the ‘ability to raise A$2000 in two days 

in an emergency’, exploration of other financial stress indicators described in the 

ABS Household Income and Wealth and the Household Expenditure Survey may 

provide further evidence that economic hardship may be contributing to food 

insecurity.(132, 154, 155)  

Additionally, it should be considered that the experience of food insecurity may itself 

act as a marker for financial stress and vice versa. This, in part, may be reflected 

by the inclusion of the variable, ‘went without meals’, one of the nine aforementioned 

financial stress indicators, which may also be a potential coping strategy for food 

insecurity.(132, 154, 155) Furthermore, internationally it has been suggested that 

household food insecurity is a measure of material deprivation and a form of 

economic hardship.(66, 87, 162)  
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4.6.3 Association between financial stress and food insecurity: Precursors 

and potential buffers of financial stress  

Exploration of the underlying causes of financial stress amongst households of all 

income levels is warranted to provide a more comprehensive understanding in 

relation to food insecurity. Exposure to a period of financial stress and causal factors 

may vary amongst households. Irrespective of income level, a household’s financial 

management skills, specifically capacity to save, is a crucial factor in minimising 

stress on households, particularly food insecurity in times of financial strain.(122, 

165) Further evidence suggests that, for many households across income levels, 

the savings or assets people have in reserve may be the buffer required to ensure 

food security during periods of economic stress.(92, 120) In Australia, some 

disadvantaged Sydney households who were unable to save were five times more 

likely to be food insecure.(37) It is reported that while the saving behaviour of 

Australians varies across and within income groups, the average saving level is low, 

being 1.3% of disposable income.(166) Saving capacity may be a better reflection 

of food security risk than reliance on the relationship between food security and 

income level.(92) 

Households experiencing periods of financial shock specific to income (negative 

shocks) where the household income level is reduced temporarily, had a greater 

likelihood of experiencing food insufficiency.(102) Food insufficiency is part of the 

food security experience and is defined as an inadequate amount of food intake due 

to lack of money and resources.(167) Negative income shocks may occur due to a 

range of factors internal or external to the household including sudden loss of 

employment, reduction in hours, change in family structure, death, divorce, the 

addition of household members and health issues. Chang et al.(120) (further 

explored this relationship between food insecurity and the trigger of negative shocks 

to income in households already liquidity constrained. Irrespective of income, food 

insecurity was associated with increased financial strain and liquidity constraints. 

Further to this it was suggested that households with liquid assets totalling less than 

3 months’ income had an increased likelihood of food insecurity. (120) 

Additionally, asset ownership including home and vehicles may not provide a true 

depiction of household’s financial situation, particularly if households have 
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significant liabilities/debts against these assets. Households in the United States 

with these liabilities across all income levels have been found to be at risk or are 

experiencing food insecurity.(120) Research exploring the role of financial stress 

beyond household income and asset ownership (home, car, savings) in describing 

food insecurity is scarce and requires attention.(120)  

The relationship between home ownership status, financial stress and food 

insecurity across income groups has not been explored in Australia. However, 

mortgage stress, where greater than 30% of the pre-tax income goes towards 

servicing a home loan in Australia, is increasing. It is estimated that 18.4% of 

Australian households are experiencing mortgage stress and the risk of mortgage 

default for households earning less than A$60,000 per year has increased to 

83%.(168) When compared to home ownership this study found that those living in 

‘other’ accommodation and ‘were able to raise money in an emergency’ were food 

insecure. Compared to renting, home ownership provides a buffer against food 

insecurity for households under financial pressure. This buffering was reported due 

to increased capacity to access credit or borrow funds.(87)  

Increased utility cost is a potential source of financial stress. Low income American 

households have experienced increased financial vulnerability due to energy price 

shocks which negatively impact on their food security status.(169) In Australia 

electricity prices have increased dramatically over recent years despite competition 

in the electricity market.(170) The Victorian Essential Services Commission 

reported an increase in household gas and electricity disconnection rates as 

households struggle with payments.(139) Lower income households are more 

vulnerable to unexpected increases in energy prices. Additionally, to pay utility bills, 

some Victorian and New South Wales households are making sacrifices with 

respect to food. These include ‘cutting back on food’, purchasing less food and/or 

‘going without a substantial meal’, or consuming less.(171, 172) In some cases 

these sacrifices impacted on the amount of food available for children.(172) The 

relationship between rising household energy costs and food insecurity across 

income groups has not been explored in detail in Australia and warrants further 

investigation. 
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Other potential cost of living pressures contributing to financial stress may include 

debt repayments for cars or large household electrical appliances, housing costs 

(rent/mortgage, maintenance), unexpected medical expenses, child care, traffic 

infringements and food or education costs. Very low income Sydney households 

experienced food insecurity due to financial strain caused by unexpected expenses, 

large bills, medical expenses, or car repairs. These unexpected events are 

significant as many of the households in this study did not have resources or savings 

to draw upon resulting in the need to make hard decisions to ‘balance the 

budget’.(78)  

Preliminary findings of a Melbourne qualitative study exploring the experience of 

financial stress across households with high levels of financial stress identified they 

were going without food.(173) Consistent with international recommendations the 

authors propose the importance of addressing financial stress with policy issues 

such as adequate income and affordable housing rather than individual 

management skills and behaviours.(173) 

4.6.4 Association of financial stress and food insecurity: How might 

households raise money in an emergency? 

Methods of raising A$2000 in an emergency were beyond the scope of this study. 

However, an exploration of this would be useful to indicate if household members 

are using personal savings, liquidating assets or borrowing from family members 

and or friends. Households may rely on family and friends for social support 

including money or other forms of support: for example, providing food or sharing 

meals. Alternatively or in addition, support may be sourced beyond friends and 

family, extending to welfare organisations for food and material aid. Similar to 

international trends the demand for emergency food relief in Australia has 

increased.(43, 77, 79, 106, 174)  

Another means of managing financial stress and shocks is borrowing from ‘fringe 

lenders’. ‘Fringe lenders’ consist of a range of agencies outside of the mainstream 

credit industry, which provide small personal loans usually up to A$5000.(175) 

Although primarily aimed at those on a low income or the working poor, ’fringe 

lenders’ rely on the desperation of borrowers. ‘Fringe lenders’ penalise those who 

do not meet repayments with high interest rates. This industry has grown in Australia 
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with over 1,100 loan providers and an estimated one million customers.(176) The 

role of Australian ‘fringe lenders’ has been explored by Marston and Shevellar 

(2011). They found that, in the absence of other options, ‘fringe lending’ is a viable 

financial management strategy for people, especially those on low incomes.(175)  

Marston and Shevallar’s results align with those of Fitzpatrick and Coleman–Jensen 

(2014) who explored Canadian households sourcing payday loans, a form of ‘fringe 

lending’ to temporarily avoid financial hardship and subsequent food insecurity. The 

Canadian study findings acknowledge that these products can potentially support a 

cycle of financial instability and food insecurity.(177) Fitzpatrick and Coleman-

Jensen call for alternative options to be available to households at risk of food 

insecurity.(177)  

 

4.6.5 Strengths and limitations  

This research provides new evidence on previously unknown aspects of Australian 

food security. The work documents the existence of food insecurity in low-to-middle 

income households in Victoria, which is novel. Furthermore, it highlights the co-

existence of both food insecurity and financial stress in low-to-middle income VPHS 

survey respondents in Victoria and also across other income groups. 

The study raises several key questions. Firstly, how widespread is the existence of 

food insecurity in middle income Australian households? Secondly, how might 

government policy makers and front-line practitioners respond in a sensitive way? 

And finally, how might front-line agencies react, given the stringent assessment 

criteria for those eligible for assistance? 

A key limitation of this study was the focus on a single financial stress indicator that 

may be a blunt indicator of financial stress. Consideration is warranted for future 

analysis of the sensitivity and specificity of this variable in predicting food insecurity. 

A single financial stress indicator was analysed because additional variables were 

not available in the VPHS data. The National Centre for Social and Economic 

Modelling (NATSEM) suggests, some form of financial stress or deprivation may be 

common amongst households; hence the number and frequency of occurrences of 

financial stress of a household should be taken into consideration.(178) A more 
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comprehensive, sophisticated suite of financial indicators could provide deeper 

insight into the underlying reasons for financial stress and its association with food 

insecurity.  

This analysis utilises a financial stress indicator similar to that included in the ABS 

Household Expenditure Survey and allows for some comparison with the findings 

of financial stress in these surveys.(132, 154) Further investigation into households 

across income groups with multiple experiences of household financial stress could 

provide valuable insight into this complex issue and its relationship with food 

insecurity. Additional factors for consideration include, but are not limited to capacity 

to save, utility pricing and disconnections, income shocks and frequency of financial 

stress periods for households. Additionally, this may better inform both program and 

policy approaches that focus on addressing income security and other broader 

financial factors for those households at risk of, or already experiencing, food 

insecurity.  

 

4.7 Conclusion 

 

Consistent with the international literature described in Chapter 2 the findings of this 

study highlight the association between food insecurity with an indicator of financial 

stress, causing food to become an increasingly discretionary item in household 

budgets. To the author’s knowledge, this is the first time such evidence specific to 

low-to-middle income group has been reported in Australia.  

There is need for further research in Australia to examine the associations between 

financial stress and food insecurity, particularly in low-to-middle income households 

where little is known.  
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4.8 Summary of key findings of Part 1 Exploring the EXISTENCE of food 

insecurity in low- to-middle income Victorian households 

 

Part 1A aimed to explore the EXISTENCE of food insecurity in low-to middle income 

Households in Victoria, Australia. Part 1B aimed to explore the relationship between 

food insecurity and an indicator of financial stress, ‘ability to raise $2000 in an 

emergency in 2 days.’ 

In summary the key findings include: 

Prevalence and frequency of food insecurity 

An inverse relationship between income and food insecurity was reported across 

VPHS survey respondents 2006-2009, with a prevalence of 3.9% to 4.8% of food 

insecurity in low-to-middle income respondents. The frequency of food insecurity 

experience for some respondents was on a weekly or fortnightly basis  

Key variables associated with food insecurity in low to-middle income 

households 

The multivariable logistic regression analysis identified variables associated with 

food insecurity in low-to-middle income households. These include gender, age, 

ability to raise A$2000 in an emergency in 2 days, support from friends, ‘inability to 

get the food wanted due to its expense’, housing ownership status. 

The association between the ‘ability to raise money in an emergency’ and 

food insecurity 

It was found that 18% of low-to-middle income respondents who were ‘unable to 

raise money in an emergency’ were food insecure. Key associations between those 

who were ‘unable to raise money in an emergency’ and food insecurity included’ 

‘inability to get the food wanted due to its expense’, household composition, living 

alone and sole parent with non-dependent children. In addition, home ownership 

status classified as ‘other’ forms of accommodation that may be other than renting 

and owning.  
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In contrast, three percent of those that were ‘able to raise money in an emergency’ 

reported to be food insecure. Significant associations included age, home 

ownership status, ‘inability to get the food wanted due to its expense’, help from 

family/friends and education level attained. 

 

Part 1 has contributed to the scholarship on food insecurity in Australia by providing 

evidence of the EXISTENCE food insecurity beyond those on very low income. 

However, to provide further meaning to these findings, the EXPERIENCES of food 

insecurity must be explored within this income group. Drawing on findings from Part 

1, the second part of this thesis explores the EXPERIENCES of food insecurity to 

understand the triggers for food insecurity and coping strategies. Part 2 is composed 

of Chapter 5, 6, and 7.  
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Chapter 5:  Using Mixed Methods Research Methodology to 

explore food security and food insecurity EXPERIENCES in low-

to-middle income Melbourne households: Methods 

 

5.1 Introduction 

 

In Part 1 of this thesis, the EXISTENCE of food insecurity in low-to-middle income 

Victorian households was shown from the analysis of the 2006-2009 Victorian 

Population Health Survey. Three key findings emerged. Firstly, food insecurity 

exists in low-to-middle-income Victorian households. Secondly, key factors 

associated with increasing or reducing the risk of food insecurity were identified in 

this income group. Finally, a relationship was identified between food insecurity and 

ability to raise money (A$2000) in an emergency – a marker of financial stress. In 

order to gain a deeper understanding of food insecurity and associated factors 

identified within this income group, the EXPERIENCE of food insecurity requires 

exploration.  

This chapter signals Part 2 of the thesis, which aims to explore the EXPERIENCE 

of food insecurity in low-to-middle income Melbourne households. This chapter 

outlines the research design (mixed methods research) and methodological 

considerations. Chapters 6 and 7 will present findings (both quantitative and 

qualitative) of this mixed method study, and the integration of these results will be 

followed by a discussion in the context of the literature. 

This chapter will outline a description of the methodological framework, a sequential 

explanatory mixed method, and the research positioning, sampling and methods 

used in both the quantitative and qualitative phases of research.  
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5.2 Research design framework 

 

As discussed in the Chapter 2 research into the lived EXPERIENCE of food 

insecurity in low-to-middle income households in Australia is limited. The design 

and methods in this study allowed for exploration of: 

 The lived experiences of food insecurity and food security, 

 Factors that may impact on food security status and severity, 

 Strategies implemented to prevent or address food insecurity. 

A mixed methods research (MMR) methodology approach of collecting, analysing 

and interpreting both quantitative and qualitative data in the research process was 

selected.(179-181) Food insecurity is a complex public health issue and neither 

quantitative nor qualitative methods alone are sufficient to capture the EXISTENCE 

and EXPERIENCE related to this issue. In combination, these two methods 

complement each other, allowing a significantly more robust analysis and a richer 

and more complete perspective on the research questions to be uncovered. 

 

A ‘combination’ mixed methods style of questioning has been described as the most 

complete, explicitly stating both the content and methods of the study and the mixing 

of data from both the quantitative and qualitative phases.(179) In this research 

mixed methods were applied to answer the question:  

In what way does the interview data of the lived experiences of food security and 

food insecurity of purposively selected low-to-middle income (A$40,000 -$80,000 

per annum) Melbourne households explain and provide more detail to the 

quantitative results about food insecurity and severity levels reported in the Food 

Security in Melbourne Households survey? 

 

A sequential explanatory mixed methods design Figure 5-1 with two distinct 

interactive phases was selected to investigate the EXPERIENCE of food 

insecurity.(179) 

Collection & Analysis 
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Figure 5-1 Explanatory Sequential Mixed Methods Design 

 

An explanatory sequential design commences with the collection and analysis of 

quantitative data which informs the design for the second qualitative phase. The 

quantitative results specifically guide purposive sampling, data collection and the 

qualitative phase line of enquiry.(182) The purpose of the qualitative phase is to 

explain and provide further information, thus adding to the quantitative results.(179) 

Creswell and Clark (179) specifically elaborate on the use of this design when 

groups are formed based on the quantitative results. In this study, the researcher 

was interested in the lived experience of food secure and food insecure groups and 

therefore used quantitative participant characteristics to guide purposeful sampling 

for the qualitative phase. Additionally, the results from the quantitative phase 

supported refinement of the questions and data collection protocol used in the 

qualitative phase. This emergent approach to the qualitative phase is considered a 

methodological strength.(179) The final integration of data occurred with the 

interpretation of the extent to which the qualitative results explain and provide 

further insight into the quantitative results and the key findings from the study.(179)  

 

Typically, the emphasis in the sequential explanatory design is on the quantitative 

phase; however, in this study the research emphasis was on the qualitative phase. 

This variation, described as a participant selection variant, may be used when the 

research focus is to qualitatively examine a phenomenon (food insecurity), but 

where the initial quantitative results identify and purposefully select the best 

participants.(179, 183)  

 

In summary, the quantitative results provided a general picture of the research 

problem but required much more detailed exploration that could only be achieved 

Quantitative Data Collection & 
Analysis

Final Integration & 
interpretation of 

Quantitative & Qualitative 
results

Qualitative Data Collection 
& Analysis
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through qualitative methods using in-depth interviews of food insecure and food 

secure participants. 

 

5.3 Philosophical underpinnings  

 

This research was positioned philosophically from a worldview or philosophy based 

in pragmatism. Defining pragmatism, Liamputtong (184) p313 states, 

‘‘reality exists beyond natural and physical realities but also includes psychological 

and social realities, that include subjective experience and thought, language and 

culture’. 

Pragmatism arises out of actions, situations and consequences focussing on the 

nature of the experience and the outcomes of the research.(185, 186) 

 

Mixed methods research may be characterised by ‘paradigm pluralism’, where a 

‘variety of paradigms may serve as the underlying philosophy for use in mixed 

methods’ p44.(181) A pragmatic viewpoint was selected for this research guided by 

Creswell and Piano Clarks’presentation of Tashakkori and Teddlie’s (2003) 

argument on its use in the context of MMR.(179) Tashakkori and Teddlie suggested 

that:  

‘the research question should be of primary importance – more important than 

either the method or the philosophical worldview that underlies the method, the 

dichotomy decision between postpositivism and constructionism should be 

abandoned. Concepts of truth and reality should be abandoned and practical and 

applied research philosophy should guide methodological choices.’(179) 

In this study while similarities may be drawn from the experiences of households it 

was hypothesised that there was not one single worldview of the experience of food 

insecure, but one where elements of each household experience may be unique. 

 

Using the worldview of pragmatism, the philosophical assumptions of ontology 

(nature of reality), epistemology (the nature and scope of the knowledge of what is 

being researched by the researcher), axiology (role of values in research) and 

rhetoric (the language of the research) are described in Table 5-1. These 

assumptions have guided this research.  
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Table 5-1 Philosophical assumptions related to pragmatism and research implications. 

Adapted from Creswell JW and Piano Clark VL 2011. 

Assumptions 

Characteristics related to 

pragmatism described by 

Creswell and Clark 2011 

Implications for this research 

Ontology Singular and multiple realties Direct quotes from in-depth 

interviews and responses to 

quantitative survey to explore 

singular and multiple food secure 

and food insecure experiences 

and perspectives. 

Epistemology Practicality: researchers collect 

data according to what works best 

to address the research question 

In the quantitative phase the 

researcher spent time in the field 

(research promotion sites) with 

organisational contacts in the 

identified suburbs. In the 

qualitative phase the researcher 

spent time building rapport with 

study participants by contact via 

phone, email and face to face (at 

interview) – arranged in a location 

that was accessible to 

participants. 

Axiology Multiple stances – researchers 

include both biased and unbiased 

perspectives 

Researcher’s reflective points kept 

in the development of codes and 

themes of qualitative data. 

Methodology Combined – quantitative and 

qualitative data and mixing of data 

for interpretation 

MMR design – use of a validated 

survey to classify food security 

status and then open coding to 

allow for emergent themes 

Rhetoric Formal/informal styles of writing 

may be employed  

Style may vary to reflect the 

participants’ experiences  
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5.4 Researcher Positioning - Reflexivity in the Research  

 

The data collection instrument in the quantitative phase was a survey. Within the 

qualitative phase of the research, in-depth semi-structured interviews were used. 

As the researcher, I was the primary data collector; so it is important to reflect upon 

my skills, values and beliefs that I bring to this research. Reflexivity is an essential 

strategy bringing rigour to the research, explicitly stating the deep seated views, 

experiences and judgements that may affect the research process.(184, 187) 

 

My interest and passion in food insecurity has progressively developed over the last 

27 years working as a community and public health dietitian. My interest has grown 

from hearing community member’s stories and observing people’s struggles across 

a range of communities. Furthermore, colleagues in the community service sector 

reported an increasing number of people seeking services. Despite being employed 

and many having their own home, these people were struggling financially and 

experiencing food insecurity. Seeing these real-life experiences and evidence gaps 

has been the impetus for my PhD research on food insecurity in low-to-middle-

income households. 

 

As a practitioner I have developed an array of skills, such as privileging 

confidentiality, empathy, critical listening, and an awareness of my beliefs and the 

importance of not making assumptions about individuals. I am conscious of my 

middle-class upbringing and lifestyle that may at times be at odds with that of the 

experience of participants in my research. My strong sense of social justice instilled 

during my upbringing was shaped in part by my parents’ experiences growing up in 

low income rural areas and subsequent life experiences. Drawing on these qualities, 

skills and experiences positioned me to build rapport and the ability to hear 

participant stories, reflections and experiences, both past and present, around food 

access. The complexities that envelop food insecurity may mean that participants 

have multiple and different food access viewpoints and it is my role as a researcher 

to capture these multiple perspectives. In capturing and honouring these views, 

sensitivity needs to be employed when interviewing to accurately reflect people’s 

experiences. 
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Based on my experiences as a practitioner, researcher, and my understanding of 

food insecurity I hypothesise that: 

 The importance that households place on food and nutrition is variable and 

shaped by household members’ life course experiences and their level of 

food knowledge and skills. 

 Households will have developed unique strategies to ensure food security; 

but similarities may exist across households.  

 Households will employ a variety of protective mechanisms to lessen the 

impact of food insecurity. 

 Food insecurity is a contextual problem that extends beyond households and 

is based in the inadequacies of the broader socio-ecological environment. 

 

The use of mixed methods methodology has enabled data collection at two levels 

of participant interaction: first, at a distance through the survey data and second, 

direct face-to face contact with in-depth interviews. Irrespective of the data source, 

I am aware of the importance of being true to the data and allowing participants’ 

interpretation of their experiences. Using a painter’s canvas as an analogy, the 

interviews bring light and definition to a canvas where the outline on the canvas was 

formed by the survey responses. My role as an interviewer in this research is to 

facilitate the addition of colour and definition to each participant’s canvas. In 

summary my role as the interviewer is to probe for detail and the clarity of 

participants experience, allowing for comparison and contrast across/between 

participants.(188) 

 

After each interview reflective hand written notes were recorded. This reflexive 

practice recorded my thoughts on the interview, initial building of ideas of the 

phenomena, participant/researcher interaction in the interview, and factors that may 

have affected data collection. These jottings were written into field notes within 

24hours of each interview, referred to when listening back to interview recording 

and throughout the analysis. Field notes provide a detailed yet concise description 

of the researcher’s observations, experiences, perceptions and interpretation of the 

interview, including notes on emotions. These then become an additional form of 

data.(185, 187) 
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5.5 Ethical approval 

 

Ethics approval was obtained from Monash University Human Research Ethics 

Committee (CF 14/1382 -2014000647) (Appendix 2). 

5.6 Sequential explanatory mixed methods research – methodology 

 

5.6.1 Sampling 

A cross-sectional convenience sample of participants was recruited from 12 

metropolitan Melbourne suburbs selected according to the ‘Vulnerability 

Assessment for Mortgage, Petrol and Inflation Risks and Expenditure’ 2008 Index, 

VAMPIRE Index.(189) The VAMPIRE index calculates suburb vulnerability based 

on the fiscal stresses of fuel and mortgage costs providing a ranking from low to 

very high vulnerability. Owning and running a car or motorbike has been shown to 

negatively impact a household’s ability to have sufficient finances available for 

food.(190, 191) Additionally, income is a mediator of financial resources to purchase 

food and other household items.(51, 174) Mortgage tenure is another moderator of 

financial resources, and can affect the money available to access food.(192) A 

higher vulnerability VAMPIRE rating is likely to be related to a higher risk of food 

insecurity (193); thus all suburbs with very high to medium ratings in the Melbourne 

area were selected for inclusion.(189) These suburbs would provide a varied 

sample in which food insecurity is likely to occur in some households due to 

characteristic stressors.(193)  

 

Table 5-2 indicates the suburbs with a medium, high and very high vulnerability 

VAMPIRE index rating included in this research, and key demographics for each.  

All suburbs had a moderate Index of Relative Socio-Economic Advantage and 

Disadvantage (IRSAD).(194) The IRSAD summarises information about the 

economic and social conditions of people and households within an area, including 

both relative advantage and disadvantage measures. The IRSAD of VAMPIRE 

suburbs were referred to when including neighbouring suburbs in this research. 
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Table 5-2 Demographics of ‘Vulnerability Assessment for Mortgage, Petrol and Inflation 

Risks and Expenditure’ (VAMPIRE) Index suburbs 

Suburbs 
Local 

Government 
Area 

Population* 
 

IRSAD¥ 
VAMPIRE 

Index 

Distance 
from 

CBDM§ 
km 

Deer Park Brimbank 16,204. 919 Very high 17 

Beaconsfield Cardinia 6,412 1065 Very high 46 

Roxburgh 
Park 

Hume 19,235 934 Very high 20 

Knoxfield Knox 7,140 1031 Very high 26 

Sunshine Brimbank 8,838 916 High 11 

Lilydale Yarra Ranges 15,649 1022 High 34 

Werribee Wyndham 37,737 948 High 32 

South 
Morang 

Whittlesea 20,873 1037 High 23 

Essendon Moonee 
Valley 

18,852 1073 Moderate 8 

Glen 
Waverley 

Monash 39,204 1070 Moderate 19 

Oakleigh Monash 7,535 
 

1039 Moderate 15 

Nunawading Whitehorse 10,947 1035 Moderate 19 
 
*(195)¥ IRSAD Index of Relative Socio-Economic Advantage and Disadvantage 

§CBD Central Business District of Melbourne 

 

The convenience sample aimed to identify participants to interview as part of the 

qualitative phase, rather than be representative of the population. Stories of the 

experience of food security and food insecurity and the association between low-to-

middle income households and food insecurity were the primary focus of the MMR. 

Appendix 3 details the explanatory statement and Appendix 4 the promotional 

material provided to potential participants. Eligibility for study inclusion was 

conducted in two stages. In the quantitative phase, participants needed to be over 

18 years and residing in metropolitan Melbourne, and living in or adjacent to 

VAMPIRE suburbs. In the qualitative phase, participants were included if they had 

a gross household income of A$40,000-$80,000AUD per annum. This allowed for 

consistency of income groups across Part 1 EXISTENCE and Part 2 EXPERIENCE 

and was derived from Australian Bureau of Statistics Survey of Income data.(160) 

Respondent anonymity was preserved by a unique code assigned for survey 

responses and all interview participants were provided with a pseudonym.The 

remainder of this chapter details the methodology employed in each phase of the 

study design as illustrated in Figure 5-2
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¥VAMPIRE - Vulnerability Assessment for Mortgage, Petrol and Inflation Risks and Expenditure
 § ¤USDA 

HFSSM – US Dept. of Agriculture Household Food Security Survey Module. §FSiMH – Food Security in 
Melbourne Households 

Figure 5-2 Summary of Sequential Explanatory Mixed Methods methodology study design 

PHASE

QUANTITATIVE 
DATA COLLECTION

QUANTITATIVE 
DATA ANALYSIS

CASE 
SELECTION 
INTERVIEW 
PROTOCOL 

DEVELOPMENT

QUALITATVE DATA 
COLLECTION

QUALITATIVE DATA 
ANALYSIS

INTEGRATION 
OF  THE 

QUANTITATIVE 
& QUALITATIVE 

RESULTS

PROCEDURE

Cross-sectional convenience sampling 
within purposively selected sites of 

households from VAMPIRE¥ suburbs in 
metropolitan Melbourne. 

Complete online/paper surveys  'Food 
security in Melbourne households' 

(FSiMH)§. Survey sections: demographics 
and determination of food security status 

using the  USDAH FSSM¤ tool.

Complete descriptive statistics.

Peer review of data analysis.

Arrange interview at mutually 
suitable time and venue.

In-depth interviews . Audio 
recorded. Achieve data saturation.

Based on consent in FSiMH§ , 
purposively select participants to  

interview. Finalise in-depth 
interview questions based on 

responses  to survey . Develop 
interview protocol. 

Coding & thematic analysis within 
participants, between participants and 

between FIS and FS groups using 
constant comparison methodology. 

Peer review of data analysis.

Nvivo software for storing data.

Connected data analysis 
- how does the data 

explain mixed methods  
reserarch question? 

Focus on qualitative-
lived experiences.

PRODUCT 

Data specific for A$40,000-
$80,000 households. Categorical 

& continuous data describing 
households and level of food 

insecurity (FIS) or food security 
(FS) - based on USDA  HFSSM¤.

Determine food security category  
of participants - FS & FIS  and 

severity status. Descriptive 
statistics of each category 

according to household income

Number of interviews 
based on achievement 

of theoretical  data 
saturation

Transcribe interviews

Develop visual representation of  
codes and themes.

Develop a cross thematic matriix 
between FIS and FS groups 

showing differences and 
similarities. 

Outcome provides insight 
to mixed methods 
research question, 

implications and potential 
themes for systematic 

analysis of approaches to 
address FIS
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5.7 Methods quantitative phase 

 

The quantitative phase included two steps involving data collection and data 

analysis (Figure 5-2) 

5.7.1 Quantitative Data Collection: Methodology 

The quantitative phase used a cross sectional survey design. The survey instrument - 

‘Food Security in Melbourne Households Survey’ (FSiMHS) - consisted of three sections 

and is included in Appendix 5.  

Section1: Suburb I live in 

Survey respondents indicated the suburb that they resided in from a list of the 12 

VAMPIRE suburbs or, alternatively, named the suburb that they resided in. This 

allowed for inclusion of neighbouring suburbs to VAMPIRE suburbs which had a 

similar IRSAD index. 

 

Section 2: About You and Your Household: demographic data,  

The demographic questions were developed to gather information on factors 

associated with food insecurity in the literature and support categorisation based on 

income and household compositions. Factors included age, country of birth, gender, 

living arrangements, employment, education, income level, household composition 

and transport.(51) These factors were consistent with those examined in Part 1 to 

explore the EXISTENCE of food insecurity. Income level categories were also 

consistent with those used within Part 1. 

Section 3: Food Security Status Determination using the United States Department 

of Agriculture Household Food Security Survey Module (USDA HFSSM) 

The 18 item USDA HFSSM tool has undergone multiple, rigorous validation and  is 

widely used as a food security monitoring tool.(14) The USDA HFSSM was selected 

for determination of food security status because of its reliability across populations 

and population subgroups and ability to capture the severity level of food 

insecurity.(14, 73, 196, 197) The USDA HFSSM has been implemented in the 

Australian context, including low-income populations.(37, 49, 73, 198). Households 

with children utilised all 18 items in the USDA HFSSM and adult only households 

utilised the adult only 10 items of the USDA HFSSM. This created two household 
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categories (those with children and adults only), each classified as either food 

secure or food insecure. Food security status of children within a household was 

documented and used to inform both participant interview profiles, and also 

considered within the integration of quantitative and qualitative data. 

 

The USDA HFSSM describes both the classification and severity of food insecurity 

experienced. Participants with an affirmative score between 0-2 are classified as 

food secure. Participants with a score greater than two are classified as food 

insecure. Those with a score of one and two are classified with a severity level of 

marginal food security but are categorised as food secure.(14) Evidence from the 

United States and Canada highlights the emergence of marginally food secure 

people as an increasing group in the population.(15, 39, 41, 66) Gunderson (2011) 

reported marginally food secure households as having greater similarities to food 

insecure households with respect to health outcomes and characteristics, such as 

income in comparison with food secure households. Using the iterative or pragmatic 

approach guiding this research, the USDA HFSSM classification scores to 

categorise food insecurity were modified. People classified as experiencing 

marginal food security (with a score of one or two on the USDA HFSSM) were 

included in the food insecure category, because of their potential risk of 

experiencing food insecurity of greater severity. Marginally food secure households 

may be at greater risk of progressing to a more severe form of food insecurity and 

little is known about their experience.(39) The inclusion of this group as food 

insecure provided a unique opportunity to investigate this group’s experience of 

food insecurity and the risk of progression to more severe forms. Furthermore, it 

allowed an exploration of potential prevention strategies in an Australian context. 

The severity categorisation groups and scores were consistent with USDA 

classifications across all household types.(14, 68) Table 5-3 summarises the food 

security and severity classification methodology used for participants. 
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Table 5-3 Summary of United States Department of Agriculture Households Food 

Security Survey Module classification and Food Security in Melbourne Households 

Survey modified classification 

Households 
With 

Children- 
Adult and 

child items 
(Out of 18) 

Children – 
Child only 

items 
(Out of 8) 

 
 

Households 
Without 

Children- Adult 
only items 
(Out of 10) 

USDA HFSSM¥  
Food Security 
Classification  
and Severity 

Level 

FSiMHS§ 
Modified 

Food 
Security 

Classification 
and Severity 

Level   

Number of affirmative responses   

0 
 

0 0 
 

Food Secure Food Secure 

1 
2 

1 1 
2 

Marginal Food 
Security 

Food 
Insecure  

and Marginal 
Food Security 

3 or more 2 or more 3 or more Food Insecure  

3 
4 
5 
6 
7 

2 
3 
4 

3 
4 
5 

Low Food 
Security 

Low Food 
Security 

8 or more 
 

5 
6 
7 
8 

6 or more Very Low Food 
Security 

Very Low 
Food Security 

 

¥ USDA HFSSM - United States Department of Agriculture Household Food Security Survey Module(14) 
§ FSiMHS – Food Security in Melbourne Households Survey 

 

The FSiMHS was administered as an electronic and paper format with reply paid 

envelopes provided between September 2014 and February 2015. The electronic 

survey was uploaded to the Qualtrics, Provo UT, US platform and was accessed 

through a URL or unique bar code via smart phone. In July 2014 higher degree 

students from Monash University, Department of Nutrition, Dietetics and Food were 

invited to participate in a pilot testing of the electronic survey. The purpose of the 

pilot was to ensure that technical aspects, including layout; skip logics (allowing 

respondents to skip to a later page or question based on their response to a 

previous closed ended question); survey flow and survey completion time were 

appropriate prior to survey administration. Twelve responses were received, and 

the feedback incorporated. The paper and electronic surveys were consistent with 

each other, with paper surveys being used where participants had limited internet 

access or were not familiar with technology. Paper surveys were manually entered 

into Qualtrics.  
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To assist with recruitment, a comprehensive database of community organisations 

located in or near the 12 VAMPIRE suburbs was developed. The database included 

health, welfare, local government recreation, playgroups and faith-based 

organisations. A diversity of organisations were contacted to ensure the survey was 

promoted to a range of household composition types. Organisations were provided 

with study flyers and hard copies of surveys for distribution. Some promotion also 

occurred via organisation websites and social media accounts.  

 

5.7.2 Quantitative Data Analysis: Methodology  

FSiMHS data were downloaded from the online data collection software Qualtrics 

into a Microsoft Excel 2010 spreadsheet and was cleaned by checking for missing 

values and outliers. The data were then imported into IBM SPSS Statistics for 

Windows, Version 22.0 (IBM, New York NY, US). The purpose of the quantitative 

data was to identify participants in the low-to-middle income group and classify 

according to food security status. Additional analysis was completed to further 

inform the qualitative phase Table 5-4. 
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Table 5-4 Quantitative Data Analysis Plan 

Purpose Variables Analysis 

To describe the demographic 

characteristics of the total FSiMHS¥ 

population. 

Gender, age group, country 

of birth, living arrangements, 

household structure, 

education level, employment, 

household income, main 

transport, main food provider 

 

Frequencies 

To describe the demographic 

characteristics of the FSiMHS¥ 

population according to food security 

status and household type (adult only 

or with children) and income 

categories: very low-to-low income, 

low-to-middle and high. 

Gender, age group, country 

of birth, living arrangements, 

household structure, 

education level, employment, 

household income, main 

transport, main food provider 

Frequencies 

within 

household 

type, income 

and food 

security 

classifications 

To explore frequency of response to 

individual question items in the USDA 

HFSSM§ in total population and low-to-

middle income group. 

 

All items in the USDA 

HFSSM§ 

Frequencies  

To describe the frequency of final 

USDA HFSSM§ scores (affirmative 

responses) according to both 

household types (with children, adults 

only) by total FSiMHS¥ population. 

 

 Affirmative USDA HFSSM§ 

responses  

Frequencies 

To describe the frequency of both 

households types (with children, adults 

only) by total FSiMHS¥ population 

according to food security severity 

level (marginal, low and very low)  

 

Affirmative USDA HFSSM§ 

Food security severity 

classification  

Frequencies 

 

¥ FSiMHS – Food Security in Melbourne Households Survey, § USDA HFSSM – United States 
Department of Agriculture Household Food Security Survey Module 
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5.8 Methods qualitative phase 

 

The qualitative phase aimed to explore and describe how low-to-middle income 

participants experienced the phenomena of food insecurity and food security. The 

results from the quantitative phase supported the case selection and interview 

protocol development before the commencement of data collection and analysis 

(Figure 5-2). 

 
5.8.1 Case Selection and Interview Protocol Development: Methodology  

Case Selection 

Participants from the quantitative phase residing within or adjacent to VAMPIRE 

suburbs were purposively selected from both food secure and food insecure low-to-

middle household income survey participants. As a part of the quantitative survey 

participants were also invited to participate in a qualitative interview. Those who 

consented were then conveniently contacted by email, with a follow-up phone call. 

 

A key concern of qualitative research is the focus on quality not quantity of 

interviews.(187) Sampling for the qualitative interviews in this study continued until 

theoretical data saturation was achieved. Theoretical data saturation in this study 

meant that the researcher was satisfied with the quality of the information obtained 

to be able to answer the research questions.(185-187) 

 

Interview Protocol Development  

The goal of the qualitative interviews was to explore in detail and gain greater 

understanding of the day to day lived experience of the phenomena of food 

insecurity and food security. The interview protocol, interview structure, location, 

recording, use of phone interviews and question style were informed by the 

literature.(185, 187) In addition, the logic underpinning the interview protocol and 

questions were informed by the existing literature (57, 143, 144, 199) and the 

quantitative analysis, in particular the responses to the USDA HFSSM across all 

income and low-to-middle income groups. Whilst the USDA HFSSM was used to 
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classify food security and severity status, the responses to individual questions 

provided insight into the experience and consequences of food insecurity for the 

household. The USDA HFSSM assesses food security status based on inability to 

access food due to lack of financial resources. However, there are additional factors 

that may impact upon food security status (2, 196); consequently, the interviews 

allowed for elaboration and exploration beyond economic factors. The interviews 

explored four key areas (Text Box 5-1) with an additional concluding question to 

allow participants to expand on previous responses or provide additional 

information. 

 

Text Box 5-1 Areas explored in in-depth interviews 

 

Table 5-5 describes the USDA HFSSM question item, the corresponding logic 

behind the qualitative questions that broadly guided the four areas identified for 

exploration. Additionally, individual responses to the USDA HFSSM questions were 

considered and where appropriate responses to specific items were elaborated. 

1. Accessing food and food choices for the household 

2. Factors impacting on food for the household 

3. Consequences for participants and household members when 

sufficient food quantity and preferred foods cannot be accessed. 

4. Coping and protective strategies - asset exploration. 
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Table 5-5 United States Department of Agriculture Food Security Survey Module and Qualitative Question Logic 

USDA FSSM Question Item Qualitative Question Logic Question Area 

   

Adult specific items   

We worried whether our food would run out before we got 
money to buy more. 

Worry, stress – what was the level of concern? 
Consequences? 

Areas 2, 3 

The food that we bought just didn’t last and we didn’t have 
money to get more. 

Consequences? Reason for inability to access food? How 
did households attempt to make food last? Skills and 
knowledge-assets? 

Areas 2,3,4 

We couldn’t afford to eat balanced meals. Consequence? Compromise of nutrition? Were there 
specific foods? Food knowledge? 

Areas 1,2,3 

In the last 12 months, did you or other adults in the 
household ever cut the size of your meals or skip meals 
because there wasn’t enough money for food? Consequences? To what degree did these happen? Impact 

for the household? Are there protective and coping 
strategies before it reaches this point? 
 

Areas 1,2,3,4 

Frequency response: In the last 12 months, did you or 
other adults in the household ever cut the size of your 
meals or skip meals because there wasn’t enough money 
for food? 
Almost every month/some months/not every month 

In the last 12 months, did you ever eat less than you felt 
you should because there wasn’t enough money for food? 

Consequences?  Specific foods? Frequency? Did this affect 
other members of the household? How are food decisions 
made? 

Areas 1,2,3,4 

In the last 12 months, were you ever hungry, but didn’t 
eat, because there wasn’t enough money for food? 

Consequences? Frequency?  What was the extent of 
financial triggers? What were the decisions at this point? 
Are there protective and coping strategies before it reaches 
this point? 
 

Areas 1,2,3,4 

In the last 12 months, did you lose weight because there 
wasn’t enough money for food? 

In the last 12 months did you or other adults in your 
household ever not eat for a whole day because there 
wasn’t enough money for food? 

Frequency response: In the last 12 months did you or 
other adults in your household ever not eat for a whole 
day because there wasn’t enough money for food? 
Almost every month/some months not every month 
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USDA FSSM Question Item Qualitative Question Logic Question Area 

   

Children specific items   

We relied on only a few kinds of low-cost food to feed our 
children because we were running out of money to buy 
food. 

Consequences? Decisions? Factors impacting on food 
protective and coping strategies? 
 

Areas 1,2,3,4 

‘We couldn’t feed our children a balanced meal, because 
we couldn’t afford that 

‘The children were not eating enough because we just 
couldn’t afford enough food.’ 

In the last 12 months, did you ever cut the size of any of 
the children’s meals because there wasn’t enough money 
for food? 

In the last 12 months, did you ever cut the size of any of 
the children’s meals because there wasn’t enough money 
for food? 

In the last 12 months, were the children ever hungry but 
you just couldn’t afford more food? 

In the last 12 months, did any of the children ever skip a 
meal because there wasn’t enough money for food? 

Frequency response 
In the last 12 months, did any of the children ever skip a 
meal because there wasn’t enough money for food? 

In the last 12 months did any of the children ever not eat 
for a whole day because there wasn’t enough money for 
food? 
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Two additional qualitative researchers (the candidate’s supervisors) reviewed the 

interview questions for clarity, flow and to ensure they would elicit the required 

information. One formal pilot interview was conducted with a food insecure 

respondent and this interview was subsequently included in the analysis, due to the 

richness of the data. The purpose of the pilot was to test the draft interview protocol 

and qualitative line of enquiry, including question sequencing. Post-pilot interview, 

the researcher made detailed notes and the participant provided feedback on their 

interpretation of interview questions. One question (Q.7, Section 4) was re-worded 

for clarity in the interview schedule. (Appendix 6) 

5.8.2 Qualitative Data Collection: Methodology  

Face-to-face in-depth interviews of food secure and food insecure participants were 

conducted at a mutually suitable time for participants and interviewer. Interviews 

were conducted in local community meeting rooms in the participant’s suburb or 

adjacent suburbs. For convenience, where individuals were unable to meet in 

person, a phone interview was conducted. A semi-structured interview schedule 

was used, ensuring a relatively uniform approach and flow to each interview, but 

allowing for particular responses to be explored (Appendix 6). Sixteen interviews 

were conducted between June-September 2015 and each was recorded with 

consent using a Sony IC recorder (model ICD PX312) digital recorder.  

Jottings were taken during and after each interview (as reflections, and upon 

listening to digital recording of the interview) and these were summarised into field 

notes within twenty-four hours. These field notes provided two functions: first, they 

documented important points for future reference, subsequent interview questioning 

and reflection. Second, each interview summary was a means of documenting initial 

researcher impressions and interpretations of participant’s stories. Field notes also 

recorded a sketch of the physical interview room, noted non-verbal responses such 

as body language, pauses, or lack of eye contact. Field notes were also invaluable 

in the analysis and interpretation of participant interviews and researcher reflexivity. 

An individual participant interview file was created and contained participant 

quantitative data (pseudo name, demographic and FSSM responses), researcher 

field notes and transcription of interview.  
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5.8.3 Qualitative Data Analysis: Methodology  

Interviews were transcribed verbatim by a professional transcription service and the 

researcher then verified audio files and transcripts for accuracy. Member checking 

was not employed as the literature suggests that it provides little or no value to the 

experiences captured during the initial data collection.(187, 200) A constant 

comparison approach to analysis was performed to describe patterns in the data to 

inform the initial formation of categories.(184) Comparison of content within each 

category enabled the properties or description of these categories to evolve.(184, 

201) The constant comparison approach was implemented at three levels: for 

individual participants regardless of food security status; within food secure and 

food insecure groups and between food secure and food insecure groups.(201) This 

analysis approach also allowed for exploration of similarities and differences across 

and between groups. NVivo qualitative software (QSR International, Version 10.3) 

was used to manage, store and support the data analysis. 

Thematic data analysis was chosen as the researcher acknowledged first, the 

complexities of food security, and second, that more than one theoretical framework 

may explain the data and support the emergence of new concepts. Braun and 

Clarke (2006) describe the benefits of thematic analysis as ‘providing a flexible and 

useful research tool, which can potentially provide a rich and detailed, yet complex 

account of data’(202) The qualitative analysis methodology involved a four-level 

process (Table 5-6).  

Table 5-6 Qualitative analysis methodology (185, 187, 202)  

Level 1: Listening to audio files and reading the transcripts, and key content noted 

Level 2:  To assist with data management, open coding of data in NVIVO and labelling 

text into coding nodes, comparing between and within food secure and food insecure 

groups. Coding book generated with code names and meaning. Code verification- inter-

coder agreement with two of the PhD candidates’ supervisors. 

Level 3: Codes were grouped into themes and subthemes. Verification of themes - inter-

reliability agreement with all PhD candidates’ supervisors. Visual representation (tables 

and illustrations) depicting theme connections within and between food secure and 

insecure groups. 

Level 4: Interpretation and comparing findings with the literature. 
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5.8.4 Methods integration of the quantitative & qualitative phase results  

The final stage included the integration of the quantitative and qualitative results 

(Figure 5-2) 

While data are integrated throughout the MMR methodology process, the final 

phase of integration of quantitative and qualitative data is considered in relation to 

the MMR question. Furthermore as the focus of this research was on the qualitative 

phase the discussion will reflect if and how the qualitative data provide enhanced 

understanding of food insecurity in low-to-middle income households beyond the 

quantitative results.(179) Food security individual and group level qualitative data 

are crosschecked against the corresponding individual and group quantitative data 

to explore response patterns (similarities, elaborations and contradictions). The 

findings will then be discussed in the context of the literature and then examined 

using the Sustainable Livelihood Framework as a lens for further reflection. 

5.9 Strategies enhancing validity of data in sequential explanatory mixed 

methods design 

The choice of mixed methods design as a methodology to explore this complex 

phenomenon provides rigour to this study due to the two interconnected quantitative 

and qualitative phases. A range of strategies implemented through the study phases 

were informed by Creswell and Clark (179) p.238-243. These are summarised in 

Table 5-7 and will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 7. 
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Tables 5-7 Strategies employed to support rigour in Mixed Methods Research 

Phase Strategies to support validity 

Data Collection  

Engagement and 

fieldwork 

Time spent in the study sites engaged and built rapport with workers from community organisations, survey and identified 

interview participants. Engagement strategies included both personalised and generic emails, phone contact and face-to-face 

meetings. 

USDA HFSSM Survey 

Validity: 

The validated (content, construct, criterion) USDA HFSSM  used to assess food security status and severity level.(14) 

Case selection for 

qualitative Phase 

The quantitative and qualitative phase of the study drew from the same sample population, which allowed for exploration and 

comparison of data. 

Interview protocol This supported the reliability of the interviews by ensuring continuity between interview format and questions. 

Data Analysis  

Reliability of data 

interpretation across 

quantitative & 

qualitative phases: 

Supervisor A reviewed quantitative analysis and reporting. Additionally, USDA HFSSM results were reviewed and confirmed by 

Supervisor B and the candidate’s honours student). Qualitatively, the strategy of inter-coder agreement was employed 

(Supervisors B and C). Furthermore, Supervisors A, B and C independently analysed a subset of four of the sixteen interviews 

each, including one common interview and themes verified, no points of disagreement. 

Constant comparison 

approach 

Across the analysis and interpretation phases, both within and between food secure and food insecure groups. Evidence that 

supported the analysis and interpretation in the qualitative phase was balanced with the use of quotes to represent the themes. 

Data Interpretation  

Building of the data sets 

to construct the story 

Rich description in the interpretation and reporting supported the construction of the stories of food security and food insecurity 

within and between groups, complemented by the use of both written and visual representation of the data.  

Feedback to 

participants 

The interview themes were shared with participants via email along with an invitation to provide feedback. 
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5.10 Summary 

 

This Chapter has outlined the use of MMR sequential explanatory design 

methodology to explore the EXISTENCE and EXPERIENCE of food security and 

food insecurity in low-to-middle income Melbourne households. It outlines the 

considerations and methods across each phase and the interaction points. Chapter 

6 will present the data findings from the quantitative and qualitative phase of the 

data.  
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Chapter 6 

 

Results  

Part 2 
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Chapter 6: Using Mixed Methods Research Methodology to 

explore food security and food insecurity EXPERIENCES in low 

to middle income Melbourne households. Quantitative and 

Qualitative Results 

 

6.1 Introduction 

 

This Chapter outlines the results of the quantitative and qualitative phases of the 

mixed methods sequential explanatory design used to explore the EXPERIENCE of 

food insecurity. The chapter will commence with the analysis of the quantitative 

phase, the Food Security in Melbourne Households Survey (FSiMHS), specifically 

key demographic and food security status data will be presented. The synthesis of 

the qualitative phase will then be presented reporting the similarities and differences 

within and across food secure and food insecure households across themes and 

sub themes. 

*Note: in this chapter the abbreviations FS–food secure and FIS-food insecure will 

be applied. 

6.2 Results quantitative phase 

 
6.2.1 Quantitative Data Collection and Analysis: Results  

Demographics of Food Security in Melbourne Households Survey 

Participants 

One hundred and thirty-four participants completed the Food Security in Melbourne 

Household’s survey. Eighty percent of surveys (n=107) were completed via the 

Qualtrics online platform. One hundred and fifty paper surveys were distributed 

across all sites and accounted for only 20% (n=27) of responses. The demographic 

characteristics of participants are summarised in Table 6-1. Participants were 

typically female (88%), aged 26–55 (71%), home owners (66%) and living with their 

spouse/partner and children (55%). Thirty one percent of participants were low-to-

middle income households (A$40,000-$80,000), while almost half had household 
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earnings of more than A$80,000 (45%). Thirteen participants declined to indicate 

income level reducing participant income data to n=121. Over half had completed 

some form of higher education (56%) and 48% had some form of paid work. The 

majority of participants had access to personal motor transport (86%). 

Table 6-1 Demographics of participants in the Food Security in Melbourne Households 

Survey n=134 

Variables  Frequency total 

sample  

n (%) 

Gender*  

Male 15(11) 

Female 117(88) 

Prefer not to say  1(1) 

Age Group (years)  

18 – 25 12(9) 

26 – 35 44(33) 

36 – 45 34(25) 

46 – 55 17(13) 

56 – 65 13(10) 

Over 65 14(10) 

Country of birth   

Australia 98(73) 

Other¥ 36(27) 

Living arrangements   

Home owner with a mortgage 65(48) 

Home owner, no mortgage 24(18) 

Renting, private 30(22) 

Renting, public or social housing 5(4) 

Other including boarding 10(8) 

Household structure*  

Living alone 9(7) 

Living with my parents/family 5(4) 

Living with my spouse/partner, no children 36(27) 

Living with my spouse/partner and children <18years 59(44) 

Living with my spouse/partner and children >18years 7(5) 

Living with my spouse/partner and children under & over 18years 7(5) 

Single, living with my children < 18 years 3(2) 

Single, living with my children >18 years 1(1) 
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Variables  Frequency total 

sample  

n (%) 

Other (Living in a share house) 6(5) 

Education level*  

Completed some school 16(12) 

Completed secondary school 9(7) 

TAFE, diploma or trade 33 (25) 

Any completed tertiary study 75(56) 

Employment    

Full time paid  31(23) 

Part time paid  25(19) 

Casual paid 8(6) 

Self-employed 10(8) 

Work without pay/volunteering/carer/home duties 31(23) 

Unemployed 8(6) 

Retired 14(10) 

Studying 7(5) 

Household income A$  

Less than $19,999 6(4) 

$20,000 – $39,999 13(10) 

$40,000 - $59,999 22(16) 

$60,000 - $79,999 20(15) 

Over $80,000 60(45) 

Prefer not to say/ Don’t know 13(10) 

Main transport  

Personal motor transport (car/motorbike) 115(86) 

Active transport (walking/bike) 7(5) 

Public transport (tram/bus/train)  12(9) 

Food provider  

Self 112(84) 

Other- Shared/Other household member   22(16) 

*n=1 missing,  ¥Other - all  responses other than Australia  were grouped into ‘other’ 

Participants were from a range of localities across metropolitan Melbourne which 

were located in or neighbouring a VAMPIRE suburb Figure 6-1.The suburbs with 

the highest number of participants were located in the north west of Melbourne: 

South Morang (10%) and Essendon (10%). Forty-one percent of participants lived 

in a suburb in close geographic proximity to, and with a similar IRSAD to the 

neighbouring VAMPIRE suburb.  
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Figure 6-1 Geographic distribution of responses to Food Security in Melbourne 

Households Survey 

Food security status 

Consistent with the USDA HFSSM tool, survey participants were first classified 

according to household type (adult only or adult with children).(14) Food security 

status was then determined within household income categories (very low: less than 

A$40,000, low-to-mid: A$40,000-$80,000, higher income: greater than A$80,000). 

Characteristics of participants according to household income and food security 

status in each household type are summarised in Table 6-2 and Table 6-3. A brief 

overview of the characteristics, specifically related to low-to-middle income 

households, are summarised below.  

In the low-to-middle income households with children,(n=24) one in two participants 

classified as food insecure (Table 6-2). Living with a spouse or partner and children 

under 18 years was the most common household composition across both food 

secure (n=10) and food insecure households (n=10). Eight food insecure 

participants had completed or were in the process of completing an education level 

higher than secondary school, compared seven of food secure participants. 

Employment status (full-time, part-time and casual) was higher in food insecure 

(n=7) than food secure (n=3) participants. Food insecure participants either owned 
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their home with a mortgage or were renting in the private rental market. Cars were 

the main form of transport, evident in both food secure and food insecure 

households. Survey participants were typically the main food provider responsible 

for the shopping and cooking. 
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Table 6-2 Demographics of households with children (n=70) across income groups according to food security status# 

 Very low income (n=3) 

 

Low to mid income (n=24) 

 

Higher income (n=43) 

 
Variable 
 
 

Food Insecure 
n=1  

Food Secure  
n=2  

Food Insecure 
n=12  

Food secure 
n=12  

Food Insecure 
n=13  

Food secure 
n=30  

Gender    *   
Male 0 0  1   0 0 1 
Female 1 2 11 12            13 29 
Age       
18 – 25 1 0  1   0  0   0 
26 – 35 0 1  6   3  5 15 
36 – 45 0 1  4   7  6 11 
46 – 55 0 0  1   2  2   3 
56 – 65 0 0   0   0  0   1 
Over 65 0 0  0   0  0   0 
Country of Birth       
Australia 1 2  8   6 10 24 
Other 0 0  4   3   3   6 
Aboriginal Torres Strait Islander       
No 1 2 12 12 12   0 
Aboriginal 0 0  0  0  1   0 
Torres Strait Islander 0 0  0  0  0   0 
Living arrangements       
Home owner, mortgage 0 2  6  6  9 22 
Home owner, no mortgage 0 0  0  2  0   1 
Renting, privately 0 0  6  2  4   6 
Renting, public/social housing 1 0  0  0  0   0 
Boarding 0 0  0  0  0   0 
Other 0 0  0  1  0   1 
Household Structure/Composition       
With parents/family 0 0  0  1  0   1 
With spouse/partner & children under 18 years 1 1 10 10 10 25 
With spouse/partner & children under & over 18 yrs 0 0   0   0  3   4 
With spouse/partner & children over 18 years 0 0   1   0  0   0 
With my children under 18 years 0 1   1   1  0   0 
Number of people in household       
2 0 0   1   1   1   0 
3 0 1    2   1   2   7 
4 0 1    8    5   7 16 
5 0 0   1    4   2   5 
6 1 0   0    0   1   1 
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 Very low income (n=3) 

 

Low to mid income (n=24) 

 

Higher income (n=43) 

 
Variable 
 
 

Food Insecure 
n=1  

Food Secure  
n=2  

Food Insecure 
n=12  

Food secure 
n=12  

Food Insecure 
n=13  

Food secure 
n=30  

10 or more 0 0 0 1  0 1 

Number of children  in household       
1 0 0 3  3  3  9 
2 1 2 8  4  7 16 
3 0 0 1  5  3   3 
4 0 0 0  0  0   2 
Education Level Attained       
Completed some school 0 0  3  4  0   0 
Completed school 0 0  1  1  1   1 
TAFE¥, diploma or trade 1 1  6  3  5   9 
Any completed tertiary study 0 1  2  4  7 20 
Employment       
Full-time paid work 0 0  2  0  5   6 
Part-time paid work 0 0  3  2  3   8 
Casual paid work 0 0  2  1  2   1 
Self-employed 0 0  0   0  0   3 
Work without pay (family business) 0 0  1   1  0   0 
Home duties 1 1  3   7  2  10 
Unemployed  0 1  0   1  1    1 
Studying 0 0  1   0  0    1 
Main Transport        
Car 1 2 11 10  13  27 
Walking/Bike 0 0   1   0   0    1 
Motor Bike 0 0   0   0   0    0 
Public Transport  0 0   0   2   0    3 
Number of cars in household       
0 0 0   0   0   0   1 
1 0 1   3   4   2    3 
2 1 1   7    5 10   22 
3 0 0   1   3   1     3 
4 or more 0 0   1   0   0     1 
Usual food provider       
Self 1 2 10  11 13   27 
Parent 0 0   0    0   0    1 
Spouse/partner 0 0   2    0   0    3 
Shared 0 0   0   1   0    0 

*n=1 missing, ¥TAFE – Technical and Further Education, #available income data total n=121  
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In the low-to-middle income adult-only households, there were more food secure (n= 

14) than food insecure (n=4) participants (Table 6-3). Participants classified as food 

insecure were either renting or owned their home with a mortgage. In comparison, half 

of the participants who were food secure were home owners without a mortgage. Three 

of the four food insecure participants’ education was at tertiary level and three were in 

full time, part time or casual employment. Five participants who were food secure were 

retired and six were employed in full time, part time or casual work. Household structure 

across both groups of participants was mainly either living alone or with spouse or 

partner. 
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Table 6-3 Demographics of adult only households (n= 51) across income groups according to food security status#  

 

 Very low income (n=16)  

 

Low to mid income (n=18) 

 

Higher income (n=17) 

 
Variable 
 

Food Insecure 
n=5  

Food Secure  
n=11  

Food Insecure 
n=4  

Food secure 
n=14  

Food Insecure 
n=0  

Food secure 
n=17  

Gender    *   
Male 1 5 0 4 0  2 
Female 4 6 4 9 0 15 
Prefer not to say 0 0 0 1 0  0 
Age       
18 – 25 3 0 1 2 0  1 
26 – 35 0 0 0 1 0 10 
36 – 45 1 0 1 0 0   2 
46 – 55 0 1 0 4 0   2 
56 – 65 0 3 2 3 0   1 
Over 65 1 7 0 4 0   1 
Country of Birth       
Australia 5 7 3 7 0 13 
Other 0 4 1 7 0   4 
Living arrangements       
Home owner, mortgage 0 1 2 4 0 9 
Home owner, no mortgage 0 6 0 7 0 5 
Renting, privately 1 0 2 2 0 3 
Renting, public/social housing 2 0 0 0 0 0 
Boarding 1 0 0 0 0 0 
Other 

1 
4 0 1 0 0 

 
Household Structure/Composition       
Living alone 2 3 1 1 0 0 
With parents/family 0 0 0 2 0 0 
With spouse/partner 2 5 1 11 0 15 
With spouse/partner & children over 18 years 0 2 0 0 0 2 
With my children over 18 years 0 0 1 0 0 0 
Living in a share house 1 1 1 0 0 0 

 
Number of people in household       
1 2 3 1 1 0 0 
2 3 6 3 12 0 14 
3 0 2 0 1 0 0 
4 0 0 0 0 0 3 
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 Very low income (n=16)  

 

Low to mid income (n=18) 

 

Higher income (n=17) 

 
Variable 
 

Food Insecure 
n=5  

Food Secure  
n=11  

Food Insecure 
n=4  

Food secure 
n=14  

Food Insecure 
n=0  

Food secure 
n=17  

Education Level Attained       
Completed some school 0 2 1 3 0 1 
Completed school 1 2 0 1 0 0 
TAFE¥, diploma or trade 2 2 0 2 0 2 
Any completed tertiary study 2 5 3 8 0 14 
Employment       
Full-time paid work 0 0 2 3 0 11 
Part-time paid work 0 2 0 2 0 3 
Casual paid work 0 0 1 1 0 0 
Self-employed 0 2 0 0 0 2 
Unemployed  2 0 0 1 0 0 
Retired 0 6 0 5 0 1 
Carer 0 0 0 1 0 0 
Volunteering 1 1 0 0 0 0 
Studying 2 0 1 1 0 0 
Main Transport        
Car 3 10 3 13 0 14 
Walking/Bike 1 0 1 0 0 0 
Motor Bike 0 0 0 1 0 0 
Public Transport  1 1 0 0 0 3 
Number of cars in household       
0 1 1 1 0 0 0 
1 2 3 1 7 0 4 
2 2 7 2 6 0 10 
3 0 0 0 0 0 3 
4 or more 0 0 0 1 0 0 
Usual food provider       
Self 4 7 4 9 0 16 
Parent 0 0 0 3 0 0 
Spouse/partner 1 1 0 2 0 1 
Carer 0 2 0 0 0 0 
Shared 0 1 0 0 0 0 

¥TAFE – Technical and Further Education, #available income data total n=121 
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Severity of Household Food Security  

The food security severity level of all survey participants across all income groups was 

analysed and descibed as marginal, low and very low food security. In adult-only 

households across all income groups were classified as marginal (n=5), low (n=5)  and 

very low food (n=2)  food security, respectively. Households with children were 

classified as marginal (n=13), low (n=10)  and very low food (n=4) foodsecurity, 

respectively.(Figure 6-2)

 

Figure 6-2 Food security severity status according to household type n=134  
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Responses to United States Department of Agriculture Household Food 

Security Survey Module   

Table 6-4 describes the frequency of responses across all participants and those within 

the low-to-middle income group who responded affirmatively to the adult and child 

questions in the 18 item USDA HFSSM. The USDA HFSSM questions are structured in 

order of increasing severity of food insecurity experience.(14) Across all income groups 

and low-to-middle income participants the most frequent responses to the adult specific 

items pertained to worrying about running out of food and being unable to afford to eat 

balanced meals. Three participants in low-to-middle income group reported that in the 

last 12 months they or other adults in the household did not eat for a whole day because 

there was not enough money for food. 

Within the child-specific questions, eight participants in the low-to-middle income group 

reported relying on different low-cost food to feed their children due to running out of 

money to buy food. Additionally, three participants indicated that they were unable to 

feed their children a balanced meal as they were unable to afford it.  
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Table 6-4 Food Security in Melbourne Households Survey number of affirmative responses to the United States Department of Agriculture Food 

Security Survey Module 

United States Department of Agriculture Household Food Security Survey Module USDA HFSSM question item 

All 

respondents 

n=134 

Low-to-

middle 

income 

n=42 

Adult specific items   

We worried whether our food would run out before we got money to buy more.   25   9 

The food that we bought just didn’t last and we didn’t have money to get more.  15   7 

We couldn’t afford to eat balanced meals.  21  10 

In the last 12 months, did you or other adults in the household ever cut the size of your meals or skip meals because there wasn’t 

enough money for food? 
17   7 

In the last 12 months, did you ever eat less than you felt you should because there wasn’t enough money for food?  17  6 

In the last 12 months, were you ever hungry, but didn’t eat because there wasn’t enough money for food?   7   3 

In the last 12 months, did you lose weight because there wasn’t enough money for food?   7   2 

In the last 12 months did you or other adults in your household ever not eat for a whole day because there wasn’t enough money 

for food? 
 5  3 

Children specific items   

We relied on only a few kinds of low-cost food to feed our children because we were running out of money to buy food. 16 8 

We couldn’t feed our children a balanced meal, because we couldn’t afford that  7 3 

The children were not eating enough because we just couldn’t afford enough food.’  3 0 

In the last 12 months, did you ever cut the size of any of the children’s meals because there wasn’t enough money for food?  0 0 

In the last 12 months, did you ever cut the size of any of the children’s meals because there wasn’t enough money for food?  0 0 

In the last 12 months, were the children ever hungry but you just couldn’t afford more food?  0 0 

In the last 12 months, did any of the children ever skip a meal because there wasn’t enough money for food?  0 0 

In the last 12 months did any of the children ever not eat for a whole day because there wasn’t enough money for food? 0 0 



124 
 

6.3 Case selection for qualitative phases: In-depth interview 

 

The survey identified 42 low-to-middle income participants, 23 of whom consented to 

be contacted for participation in interviews. Six survey participants declined an interview 

due to illness, too busy with work commitments or no longer interested in further 

participation, Figure 6-3. Three interviews were conducted by phone due to participant 

transport difficulties and/or time constraints. Interview length ranged from 50-90 

minutes.  

 

 

 
 

n=7 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6-3 Summary of case selection for in-depth interviews 

#available income data total n=121 

Interview participants included one male, and the remainder were female (n=15), eleven 

participants owned a house with or without a mortgage and seven participants had 

children present in the household (Table 6-5). Table 6-6 details the food security 

Food Security in Melbourne Survey Total Participants 
n=134# 

 

Low to-middle income 
participants n=42 

Food Insecure n=15 

Consent to interview n=12 

Food Secure n=27 

Consent to interview n=11 

 

Decline/no 

response 

n=4 

Interview 

n=8 

Decline/no 
response 

n=4 

 

Interview 

n=8 

Total Interviews n=16 (3 phone, 13 face-to-
face) 
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severity level of the eight interviewed participants who were food insecure. After 16 in-

depth interviews across both food secure and food insecure participants were 

conducted and analysed the researcher believed there was adequate depth and breadth 

to the phenomenon under investigation that further interviews were not sought. 
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Table 6-5 Demographics of food secure and food insecure in-depth interview participants 

 
Total 

Participants 

n=16  

Food  

Insecure 

n=8  

Food  

Secure 

n=8  

Gender 

Male 1 0 1 

Female 15 8 7 

Age Group 

18 - 25 2 1 1 

26 - 35 4 2 2 

36 - 45 4 3 1 

46 - 55 3 0 3 

56 - 65 2 2 0 

Over 65 1 0 1 

Country of birth 

Australia 9 5 4 

Other 7 3 4 

Living arrangements 

Home owner, mortgage 7 4 3 

Home owner, no mortgage 4 1 3 

Renting, private 4 3 1 

Other 1 0 1 

Household structure 

Living alone 2 2 0 

Living with  parents/family 2 1 1 

Living with  spouse/partner, no children 4 1 3 

Living with my spouse/partner & children <18years 7 4 3 

Single, living with my children < 18 years 1 0 1 

Number of Children in household 

0 7 3 4 

1 2 1 1 

2 6 3 3 

3 1 1 0 

Education level 

Completed some school 4 2 2 

Completed secondary school 3 2 1 

TAFE§, diploma or trade 1 0 1 

Any completed tertiary study 8 4 4 

Employment 

Full time paid 4 2 2 

Part time paid 1 0 1 

Casual paid 1 1 0 

Work without pay/ volunteering/ carer/ home duties 4 1 3 

Retired 1 0 1 
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Total 

Participants 

n=16  

Food  

Insecure 

n=8  

Food  

Secure 

n=8  

Studying + casual/part time work 4 3 1 

Studying + house duties 1 1 0 

Household income 

$40,000 - $59,999 6 4 2 

$60,000 - $79,999 10 4 6 

Income source 

Salary 9 5 4 

Salary & Government benefit 5 3 2 

Savings & super 1 0 1 

Savings & Government  benefit 1 0 1 

Main transport 

Car 14 6 8 

Active transport (walking/bike) & car 1 1 0 

Public transport (tram/bus/train) 1 1 0 

Car Number 

1 7 4 3 

2 + 9 4 5 

Main food provider 

Self 11 7 4 

Shared 5 1 4 

§ TAFE Technical and Further Education 

 

 

Table 6-6 Food Security Severity Level of Food Insecure Participants Selected for Qualitative 

Phase 

Food Security 

Severity Level 

All Food Insecure 

Households (n=8) 

Households With 

Children (n=5) 

Households Adults 

(n=3) 

Marginal Food 

Security 
4 2 2 

Low Food Security 2 1 1 

Very Low Food 

Security 
2 2 0 
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6.4 Qualitative results 

 

The focus of Part 2 of this thesis was to elicit the lived EXPERIENCES of the 

phenomenon of food insecurity/security. The FSiMHS data indicate that low-to-middle 

income householders are experiencing food insecurity. The remainder of this chapter 

presents the qualitative interview data illustrating participant’s experiences of food 

insecurity/security. A biographical summary of each food secure (FS) and food insecure 

(FIS) participant are presented in Appendix 7 to highlight further information about each 

participant’s experiences. Within these, significant life points or events described by 

each participant in the interview are summarised. These profiles were established by 

the participant’s emphasis placed on these points and further probing in the interviews. 

Second, interview themes are presented in Table 6-7 summarising differences and 

similarities in experiences between and across FS and FIS participants. Finally, each 

theme and corresponding sub-theme is described, detailing the stories of participant’s 

experiences. 

 



129 
 

6.5 Identified themes and their interaction 

 

Thematic analysis of the interview data identified five themes and 10 subthemes that 

supported the lived experiences of food security and food insecurity for participants 

Figure 6-4. 

 

Figure 6-4 Themes and subthemes identified from in-depth interviews  

 

These themes and corresponding subthemes are summarised in Table 6-7, outlining 

the key similarities (both FS and FIS participants) and differences between and across 

FS and FIS participants. These will be expanded upon, compared and contrasted in 

further detail with the use of participant quotes in this chapter.  
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Table 6-7 Theme and Subtheme Comparison between and across food secure and food insecure participants 

Themes 
and sub 
themes 

Both Food Secure & Food Insecure 
Participants 

Food Secure 
Participants 

Food Insecure 
Participants 

Theme 1: Household food decisions are complex, dynamic and multi-factorial 

Subthemes: 

Roles and 
values that 
shape food 
decisions 

 

 Food is a priority especially if children 
present - still the need to balance the 
budget. 

 Influenced by household food culture 
and previous experiences. 

 Food provides connection to 
community. Shopping at local, 
smaller shops. Formal and informal 
produce swaps. Leads to personal 
relationships. 

 Social eating important.   

 Food literacy skills/resourcefulness 
developed in war time passed on 
through family. Food role models are 
important for households 

 Importance of possessing food 
literacy skills – despite gender but still 
clear household roles. Women food 
gatekeeper 

 Households defined food gatekeeper. 
 

 Food metaphor for family, stability and enjoyment. 

 Greater sense of freedom for social eating. But less 
likely to eat out with children due to cost. 

 Food culture may be different (more positive) in these 
households embedded in previous experience -  
positive and negative 

 Difference in role of food gatekeeper who may 
also manage all bills etc. - stress/pressure 
unsurmountable burden. Job is to provide what 
you want for family versus what you can. 

 Food is the priority especially if children are 
present but this is a challenge when the budget 
is pressured  

 Stress related with social eating – budget 
manipulation required. Dilemmas created and 
potential ramifications for the week/month. 
Difference when things are better financially. 

 Cultural pressures of providing food for 
extended family – made difficult by budget. 

 Household food culture and roles -tensions and 
differences between partners may create stress. 

Other 
forces that 

shape 
household 

food 
decisions 

 Most food secure and all food 
insecure  driven by budget ($50-$200 
or more/week for food), cost of living, 
cost of food – key driver 

 Nutrition/health an important force – 
especially if special diet requirements 

 Time available to cook shop, think 
about food- impact on where and 
when 

 Local shopping where able 

 Quality and variety 

 Cognisant of food ethics – supermarket duopoly. Some 
households’ greater capacity financial/ knowledge - 
able to respond  

  Frustrations on amount spent on food – questioning 
value for money  

  Budget tightrope – constant compromises to 
food choices 

 Vigilant shopping – constantly on the watch for 
specials, use catalogue watching 

 If things were different would shop differently – 
ethics/free range/ not home brand – entertain 
these ideals and may implement to a point that 
the budget allows 

  Difficult to maintain variety in food choice at 
times. 

  Try to minimise pandering to children’s fussy 
eating as impact on budget 
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Themes 
and sub 
themes 

Both Food Secure & Food Insecure 
Participants 

Food Secure 
Participants 

Food Insecure 
Participants 

 Challenges of maintaining food 
cultural identity for some of 
households 

Theme 2: Constant interaction of multiple protective assets –financial, social, physical, human, natural 

Subthemes: 

 
Strength in 

food 
literacy 

capabilities 
and 

resources 

 Budgeting skills and strategies are 
defined but differing intensity level 
across all households 

 Highly refined planning, food 
preparation, shopping assets 

 Food storage capacity supports 
planning assets 

 Cooking role models to support the 
development of this life skill  

 Food knowledge of food alternatives 
- supporting modifications to food for 
the households. 

 Knowledge of growing food has 
social benefits and can be actioned 
as a strategy to manage periods of 
stress when food access is difficult. 

 Resourcefulness present and 
developed based on life 
experiences. 

*  Budget assets are highly refined, creative, time 
consuming and may be unique to the household 
but are in a constant state of play at greater 
intensity. 

  Food cost literacy – developed capabilities to 
monitor food costs; this is matched with product 
knowledge 

  Amplification of resourcefulness skills 

 
Strength in 

social 
capital 

capabilities 
and 

resources 

 Connection to community/ agencies 
required to know what broader 
financial resources are possible. 

 Communities look out for each other 

 Relationships to support food 
literacy skills within and external to 
households – role models 

 Growing food facilitates 
relationships with neighbours/ 
community 

 
 
 
 

*  Connections to broader community and social 
support from family and friends these 
relationship assets support other assets or may 
facilitate them to action. 

 Greater sense of resilience drawn from within, 
based on personal experiences and at times 
less reliance on social relationships 
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Themes 
and sub 
themes 

Both Food Secure & Food Insecure 
Participants 

Food Secure 
Participants 

Food Insecure 
Participants 

Theme 3:  Food insecurity triggers act alone or are cumulative and may be beyond household control 

Subthemes:  

 
Internal 
triggers  

 Time available to shop, cook can 
manifest in households in different 
ways 

  Moving to an area with limited public transport 
infrastructure/no car – have financial resources but little 
physical access. 

 Episodic nature of triggers. Households may have 
experienced budget triggers in past life stages that has 
increased risk of food insecure recalling stress anxiety 

 Triggers/trigger risks are constantly in the 
background. 

 Budget/financial/ income triggers- shocks 

 Bill shocks- utilities, seasonal fluctuations 

 Living expenses- especially petrol pricing 

 Changes to household composition - short or 
long term but the impacts are felt for length of 
time. This may include the addition of a child or 
family member (adult child/sibling) coming to 
stay for a period of time. 

 Change in relationship status - divorce 

  Budget stress of trying to shop in bulk, shop 
specials- trying to plan ahead. 

 Child care fees increasing and Government 
support not responsive. 
 

 
External  
triggers 

 Perceived fluctuations in cost of 
food 

 Physical access to food shops – 
availability beyond the 
Coles/Woolworths supermarkets – 
the preference for local shopping 

*  Households may not have financial resources 
to weather food cost changes especially when 
this is added to other internal triggers. 

  Income /pay disparities even with 
qualifications- in a trade working for self-versus 
in a salaried position. 

 Perception by some of taxation system and 
policy level supports either the very low income 
or higher income but often the average income 
misses out. This then impacts on household 
resources available. 

Theme 4:   Assets amplified: juggling & applying management strategies as required 

Subthemes: 

 
Households 
transform 

assets into 
action 

 Assets are enacted in both 
households but at different levels 
(amplification effect) 
 

 Budget/shopping management assets are present but 
are not or rarely amplified to the extent of food 
insecure households. 
 

 Asset pooling and juggling across the 
households. Often it is just the assets from 
household gatekeeper wearing the stress and 
strain. 

  Amplification of transformation of assets  

  Highly refined budget /shopping management 
strategies 
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Themes 
and sub 
themes 

Both Food Secure & Food Insecure 
Participants 

Food Secure 
Participants 

Food Insecure 
Participants 

  Number of food planning assets are used in 
combination with other assets around 
budgeting and shopping 

  Assets used in all situations at home – day to 
day, entertaining at home and eating out/ 
purchase of takeaway food 

 
Transform 

& 
adapt 

assets with 
external 
support   

  Both may receive financial support 
from Government benefits – Family 
Tax Benefit, Child Care Rebate, study 
assistance. 

  Households attend community based 
activities- gardens, farmers markets – 
similar (food source, social) but with 
some difference in purpose. Is this a 
strategy of this income group? 

 May have the social support assets but serve a different 
purpose than in FIS households. Not used as a food 
access means. 

 Households may require the assets that are 
transformed through social / financial support – 
community, family or friends, not through 
welfare/food relief agencies. Issues of inability 
to access, pride; there are those who are in 
greater need. 

 Households relied on grandparents to pay for 
activities or bring food  or ‘shout’ lunch in food 
court 

Theme 5: The consequences & emotional rollercoaster of food access and provision 

Subthemes:  

 
Stress and 

strain 
matched 

with 
give and 

take 
 

  Attempts to protect children if food is 
scarce 

  Frustrations in both households: cost 
of foods, availability of food, 
marketing of food 

 Some food secure households that have experienced 
food insecurity or have been at risk of in lifetime 
reflected on the level of impact of the experience and 
the strain, and how this has shaped their desire to not 
experience this again – stress, embarrassment. 

 Key difference of compromise on food quality, 
quantity and nutrition – these are constantly 
amplified across households compared to FS. 
Compromises may be limited to one person in 
the household – food gatekeeper 

 Guilt associated with compromises especially if 
other household members (children) are 
affected. 

 The relentless, constant stresses of making 
ends meet – the load of this potential for 
allostatic load and impacts on physical, social 
and emotional wellbeing. This is amplified in 
these households. 

 Social consequences – compromise that is 
made to these opportunities and potential 
repercussions to self and household budgets. 

 Frustration at lack of support/policy for middle 
income - federal Government  

4R’s: 
Resilience, 

 Pride/respect in strategies and skills 
that a household may possess 
especially relating to food 
procurement, cooking and sharing  

 Present and in action but the intensity may vary 
across and within households 

  Present in FIS households but is greatest for 
the food/household gatekeeper – amplification 
effect 
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Themes 
and sub 
themes 

Both Food Secure & Food Insecure 
Participants 

Food Secure 
Participants 

Food Insecure 
Participants 

Respect, 
Resourceful 

& 
Responsible 

 

 Resilience/Respect/Resourcefulnes
s Responsibility/ -present in all 
households, but greater in FIS 
households 

* No additional difference noted.
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Figure 6-5 presents a visual representation of the themes and their relationship and 

interaction. The findings suggest a complex interaction of themes and subthemes 

occurring at varying levels for both FS and FIS participants. Food access and provision 

was bound by consequence and emotional highs and lows across both FS and FIS 

households but the degree of emotional highs and lows were amplified in the stories 

from FIS participants. This is depicted in the illustration as an outer circle with high and 

low points. The low points relating to the consequences of difficulties were bound in 

stress, anxiety, concern that was present at most points for FIS participants. The 

triggers impacted at all levels of the themes. These themes and their interactions will 

now be examined in the detailed analysis of each theme according to participant food 

security status. 
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Figure 6-5 Visual representation of themes and their interaction 
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6.5.1 Theme 1: Household food decisions are complex, dynamic and 

multifactorial 

 

 

Figure 6-6 Themes and subthemes identified from in-depth interviews: Theme 1 

Regardless of food security status, household food decisions were complex, 

dynamic and multifactorial in nature, with an array of influencing factors. Food 

decisions were complex because a number of decisions were interconnected. 

Dynamic in this context was characterised by constant change occurring in 

participants’ households. Multifactorial meaning stemmed from a range of 

influences. Within a household, the role and values associated with food, and 

internal forces of food budgets, food preferences, and special dietary requirements 

were impacting factors. External factors to the household, such as food pricing and 

food availability also contributed to the dynamic nature of food decisions. 

Irrespective of food security status, participants described the presence of children 

in their household, regardless of age, as a key influencing factor, both positive and 

negative on food decisions. These participants described how children placed extra 
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pressures on food decisions, resulting in the need to juggle the balance of budget, 

nutritional adequacy and quantity of food.  

‘It is primarily driven by money, and then health. What are healthy meals; 

what can the finances allow to have healthy meals?’ Clara (FIS) 

‘Juggling the kid’s commitments, my work and study, my special dietary 

needs and keeping the budget in mind but eating healthy is important’. Ava 

(FS) 

Where participants were experiencing, or were at risk of, food insecurity, there were 

additional pressures on food decisions for the household, where the complexity and 

interaction of deciding factors was magnified. 

Sub-theme 1.1: Roles and values that shape household food decisions 

The role and value of food in a household was important in the decisions of both FS 

and FIS participants. These roles and values were complex and, for some, dynamic 

over time, based on life experiences and life stage. Participants’ description of the 

role of food was diverse: providing connection to community, nutrition or, in a 

metaphorical sense, providing positive or negative meaning or context to situations. 

‘Food day to day ….It’s like a key performance indicator that I need to 

meet.’ Clara (FIS) 

‘Food to me is stability. Family, food around a table, is stability. .. now that 

I'm older, I do a lot of cooking for my family. Come over, and it's something 

that I guess . .food and family go together. So I couldn't imagine - I would 

never let my kids go without or even myself… - I guess food's what holds 

your family. Food is family – it means everything.’Amelia (FS) 

Nutrition considerations were important in decision making for all participants, 

especially when children were present, however the meanings and values ascribed 

to food went beyond this. Participants valued food as being a priority, something to 

be enjoyed and providing social and community connection. The latter was 

achieved by growing food together, sharing produce with neighbours and shopping 

at local food outlets. Participants identified the influence of household roles and 

responsibilities in supporting the values and roles of food in day-to-day life. The 



139 
 

extent of this varied dependent on household composition, presence of children and 

food security status. Those who were FIS especially for financial reasons reported 

experiencing greater stress, time and energy around these decisions, due to the 

limited (or rationing of) resources required to occur across the household.  

Roles and values of food were influenced by childhood experiences. These 

experiences had a profound effect translating and shaping into adulthood rituals, 

norms and priorities around food for both FS and FIS participants:  

 

‘I suppose, the way I’ve grown up, in a family that have always cooked food 

despite how busy the parents are….. every meal was cooked… Most of it 

was eaten together, as long as we were in the house. Dinner was always 

eaten together. So I suppose I’ve come from that tradition, and that’s the 

norm for me…. it’s very important for me to continue doing that... ‘Eating is 

a very important fact of life! … I think that sort of growing up that way 

makes food really important. I’ll definitely put it above holidays. If food was 

for some reason to become really expensive, then I would choose to eat 

good food.’ Sara (FS). 

Regardless of food security status, if participants’ childhood food experience was 

negative they then strove to make it different; by valuing learning how to cook and 

having a food routine. In such examples there were feelings of pride about making 

a difference to the value of food:  

 

‘I don’t want my kids to get the same things all the time like I did…. People 

talk about the kids’ lunches I send.’Fay (FIS) 

 

Participants described the challenges of establishing the role and values of food 

within their current living situations, for some this required negotiation especially 

when there were contrasts in pre-existing values between partners:  

 

‘He has quite a culturally-different background ... his history of food 

consumption is very different to mine… [What] his family would normally eat 

is very different to the things that my family would, for example fruit and 

veg, versus cola and fried food.’ Sophie (FIS) 
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Regardless of food security status food was a priority in its provision and nutrition 

context. This value of food as a priority was often challenged in FIS households 

where the budget was tight and there were often greater competing demands for 

the food dollar:  

‘I would go without anything to make sure that food was on the table…… I 

would go without electricity,.. everything, to make sure that food was on the 

table.’ Amelia (FS) 

Whilst food was associated with enjoyment and social contexts by participants 

there was greater evidence of this by FS participants:   

‘We say that we eat, but …if you sat down and ate a meal by yourself, it 

would be completely different to sitting down and eating a meal with kids, or 

family or friends. You just enjoy it so much more when you’ve got someone 

to sit there with you and enjoy it.’ Ava (FS) 

The enjoyment of food was not limited to the act of eating food but also related to 

the procurement of food and wanting to shop and source local food. This was 

described by both FS and FIS participants. Growing food either in the backyard or 

a community garden was seen by all participants as a relaxing and enjoyable activity 

with a number of benefits. First, produce could supplement food for the household; 

second, as a learning activity for children; and finally fostering connections to 

community. 

Associated social values of food were described by both FS and FIS participants in 

the context of food decisions. FIS participants detailed the conundrum in attempting 

to maintain these values when making food decisions. Reportedly this caused 

stress, and anxiety in maintaining or participating in these experiences, and it 

sometimes impacted on the enjoyment of eating situations. Stress levels were 

heightened in some households with greater levels of food insecurity. Participants 

described how a series of questions were constantly weighed up: Where was the 

outing? Could the family be fed for under $20?  Could the food be shared amongst 

the household? Was it socially acceptable to take your own snack when meeting 

peers for coffee in the university café?   
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‘I try to avoid it .. most I’ll have is a coffee a day from uni,….otherwise I’ll 

just take nuts or whatever is in the cupboard with me, ,…if they buy lunch 

…I usually just take my tuna or biscuits and stuff. Of course you miss out, 

but - there are times when I was really hungry and I didn’t have it, so I had 

to buy it. That would mean…, ‘Okay, what am I going to about that money 

when I shop on the weekend?’ Ann (FIS) 

The product of these decisions was reported to have a twofold impact: the amount 

of money available for food was reduced, and the participants were at risk of social 

isolation. Maureen’s struggle in maintaining the balance of budget and the social 

aspect of food meant that she had not gone out to eat in a café or restaurant for ten 

years. Some FIS households described times when finances were more 

comfortable; there was a sense of relief and freedom to be able to decide to eat out 

and socialise. When experiencing food insecurity the decision to socialise at 

someone’s house often had a hidden agenda: namely to buffer their food insecurity 

by being provided a meal or a snack.  

In contrast, FS participant’s described food as a medium to socialise over, with a 

greater sense of ‘freedom’ enabling social situations. This in part was reported to 

be influenced by a greater budget available providing flexibility, their life stage and 

the presence of children in the household. Eating out with children was reserved for 

special occasions because of the cost of eating out as a family. Often it was more 

economical and often less stressful to eat at home:  

‘We limit our eating out activities really just to birthdays for the 4 of us….we 

can’t afford it.’ Rowena (FS) 

The development of the role and value of food to enable connection to community 

facilitated multiple benefits beyond food decisions. Some FS and FIS participants 

reported the role of food as a social conjugate, feeling part of a community, 

supporting decisions on where to shop for food:  

 

‘I think the old strip shopping .you’ve had interaction with the community, 

you’ve found out what’s happening with people. That would be a great way 

of changing the way I do all my food shopping… because you have social 

interaction with the community.’ Ava (FS) 
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Participants identified the role of a household food gatekeeper. This person often 

was the key decision maker and bore the load of thinking about and sourcing food 

and preparing it, even if some food roles were shared. While this role carried 

responsibility across all participants, for those FIS it was especially associated with 

stress and pressure pertaining to decisions. For two women experiencing low and 

very low food security, they carried an insurmountable burden of this for the 

household with no support from other household members: 

 

‘I used to be an independent girl .. her own money does what she wants to 

do ... Now my husband is paid fortnightly, so I try and juggle, knowing how 

much is leftover and trying to plan ahead, and what I can and can’t get’ 

Clara (FIS) 

Long term and well-established household roles could be differentiated amongst 

households impacting on the household food role and value: 

 

‘My husband is not one … to take my stress levels on board,  ... So, I do take 

it all on …  being the stay-at-home mum, that's almost my job. I'm not out 

making the money, so I need to make the best choices I can, being - not that 

it's his money, it's the family's money, but he's the one that's making it …. I 

do all the bills. I've been asking for 15 years for him to ask me at least once a 

fortnight where the bills are, and I'm still banging my head against that brick 

wall….  whether I put it on myself or whether it is just there because that's 

the situation. He's not inclined to, so I just do it. I think that's where I can say 

it's really, really shit, because I take it all on. Just me ‘Clara (FIS) 

 

Societal messages around gender and household food preparation roles were 

indirectly referred to by participants. All participants described the importance of the 

life skills of shopping, budgeting and food preparation regardless of gender; 

however, in reality, women were the main food gatekeeper, except for two FS 

participants.  
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Sub-theme 1.2: Other forces that shape household food decisions 

Participants described a range of internal and external factors that shaped food 

decisions. These factors were often complex in nature, varied and perceived to be 

beyond their control. Additional internal household factors influenced food decisions 

for both FS and FIS participants. These included money available for food and 

family food preferences; specifically, special dietary needs, cultural or fussy eating. 

However, the crucial external factor impacting on food decisions beyond a 

household’s control was the cost of food, which influenced shopping location, 

purchasing practices, food choices and brands. This presented challenges, 

especially for FIS participants attempting to maintain nutritional quality and general 

quality of food. 

A hierarchy of key drivers influencing and impacting on food decisions was evident. 

This hierarchy was more pronounced for FIS participants. While these key drivers 

impacted food decisions they also often doubled as triggers for FIS participants and 

will be discussed in Theme 3. Money available for food was a key deciding factor 

that was often linked with other factors for households, including food cost, nutrition, 

and number of people in household. 

Budget available, food costs and where to shop 

The food budget, food costs and choice of shopping location were inextricably linked 

for all households  

Household food budgets varied dependent on household composition and financial 

situation. Food budgets ranged from A$50-$200 or more per week.  An exception 

was one FS respondent, a retired man who described that whilst he and his wife did 

not have a set weekly amount for food, they would not compromise on variety or 

quality. Some FS participants’ budgets may have some flexibility with spending, 

however those households with children especially kept a close watch: 

 

‘You’ve got a budget that you can’t overspend anyway. It’s frustrating, 

because you do spend a lot of money on food. We look at our budget and 

go, ‘Where is all that money going? It’s all on food!’ And it’s all just gone, 

like, there’s nothing there to show for it. ….But that’s just because it is the 

cost of living ‘Ava (FS) 
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For FIS participants money available created a tightrope that when coupled with 

food costs was a key force in food decisions impacting on food choices and brands: 

 

 ‘.Food cost is a big one, because we’re on a really low income. – we’ve 

only got a really limited budget.  Our grocery budget, if I go over $100 for a 

week I freak out. ..it’s hard to have a balance between your values about 

what you want to eat  … That (managing the budget) by necessity is the 

most important factor… Try to plan, because I know that if I do last minute I 

make bad choices. Costly choices. Both in terms of money and dietary.’ Fay 

(FIS) 

Household bills were prioritised and this subsequently impacted on the available 

food budget. Food was a flexible item in the overall household budget and was often 

routinely restricted, even in times of food security: 

 

‘Going back years, it was always, meet my expenses first, and then what 

money I have left over is what I would do the shopping with. I think I've just 

stayed that way.’ Maureen (FIS) 

 

The relationship between budget and food costs impacted on the decision of where 

to shop: supermarkets, smaller speciality shops or warehouse type supermarkets 

This decision was influenced by promotional shopping discount strategies by 

supermarket specials, ‘spend and save deals’, providing rewards if a certain amount 

was spent. 

Nutrition, special diets, quality and quantity of food  

Food quality was an important influence for participants regardless of food security 

status. The quality of food in smaller or independent food traders, such as butcher, 

greengrocer, fish shop was viewed more favourably than at a supermarket. Local 

greengrocers’ stores were described as more trustworthy:  

‘…It's not got all the bright lights on it, and been sprayed with water so it 

looks all pretty. Could've sat on the back of a truck for six months.’ Clara 

(FIS)  
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‘You connect with your food, so something to help people make wiser 

decisions, because they're seeing the food for what it is as opposed to it's 

in the pretty polystyrene bag in the supermarket.’ Fay (FIS) 

Special dietary requirements weighed heavily on food decisions due to their 

additional cost, availability in shops, knowledge required and the time taken to 

consider all these factors. In such situations, households decided to buy food in bulk 

or eat out less, opting to cook at home instead. This point was discussed in more 

detail by FS participants. 

 

The importance of considering nutrition in decision making was mentioned by FIS 

participants; however, if the food budget was limited, specific food groups were 

prioritised over others:  

 

‘We get lots of fruits and vegetables. .. is always where the money goes 

first … I will go for the cheapest option, but I will always buy them. But I try 

to stick to seasonality, which increases the chances of it then being on 

special   they are really important to me. I’ll make the saving elsewhere like 

meat.’ Sophie (FIS) 

One FIS participant described balancing the trade-off between cost, quality and the 

potential waste of food if the quality was inferior: 

‘It’s a dilemma and sacrifice in the budget …. I buy the certain apples that 

may be $2/kg more expensive but if I buy the cheaper ones they may be  

bad through the centre… so they are wasted…’ this was contrasted with ‘ 

…. Some veg (capsicum) is discounted at end of day even if it’s lightly 

bruised  I can use it that night … that might save me…’ Ann (FIS) 

 

Food insecure participants with children reported the importance but dilemma, in 

balancing nutrition, food variety when on a restricted food budget. There was a 

juggle to maintain interest, break away from the monotony of usual meals and 

introduce new foods, while at the same time not wasting food.  
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Time available  

Time available was also considered important in food decisions for all participants, 

especially when the main food gatekeeper worked, studied and/or cared for 

children. Seven of the sixteen participants interviewed were studying part- time or 

full-time. Time required to shop and prepare food required high levels of 

organisation. This impacted on decisions associated with foods purchased for 

convenience (for example, use of pre-prepared vegetables) and where to shop (for 

example, supermarket versus a mix of shops): 

 

‘…working part-time, studying full-time as well, and I’ve got the two kids, 

and I’m out every single night, and Saturday and Sunday for sport. It’s, How 

can I do the best with what I’ve got, but without trying to affect our diet 

….But that’s one of the biggest things that I probably think a lot of people 

have trouble with; is that time factor. … So it might be saving a little bit of 

money, but then it’s costing time, and time is probably more expensive now 

than that..’ Ava (FS) 

 

Cultural food decisions 

Decisions on access and availability of culturally appropriate food was identified as 

an issue especially for participants who were new to Australia. Despite having 

financial resources, participants reported difficulties with physical access to these 

foods. At times, efforts to accommodate this cultural aspect of food decision-making 

added financial pressure and stress to FIS participants because of their 

expectations. Nancy described the cultural expectations of family when hosting 

celebrations including large amounts of food and specific, expensive cultural 

delicacies: 

 

 ‘We provide all the food so we need to plan a month in advance to afford it’ 

Nancy (FIS) 

Food preparation skills and distance to shops 

Participants’ food preparation skills influenced food planning decisions, including 

what and how to cook and where to shop. Geographic location of shops and 

available transport was also important. If participants did not have access to a car 
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and they walked to the shops this determined the amount and type of food 

purchased in terms of heavier food items and fresh food.  

 

Ethical decisions 

Participants described concern about farmers and the role of supermarkets in 

driving prices down for farmers. They reported recognising the ethics of their food 

choices. Some perceived that the prices of fruit and vegetables were too cheap in 

supermarkets. Concerns around fair pricing for food producers and the duopoly of 

Coles and Woolworths (supermarket chains) on pricing and products were reported 

to influence decisions and purchasing patterns. While both FIS and FS participants 

were cognisant of these issues, FS participants had greater capacity to respond. 

For some FIS participants it was often prefaced by ‘if I had more money I would be 

purchasing differently’. 
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6.5.2 Theme 2: Constant interaction of multiple protective assets 

 

 

Figure 6-7 Themes and subthemes identified from in-depth interviews: Theme 2 

 

Participants described an array of skills and strategies that were used to both protect 

and support food security. These skills and strategies - defined here as ‘assets’ - 

were a strength to participants and households; a resource that could be called 

upon at all times or at times of greater need. These assets could be categorised 

into financial, human, social, physical and natural. Assets were common across 

participants but often for FIS participants they were at a greater intensity, well-

developed and varied. Two subthemes were evident incorporating these assets: 1) 

strength in food literacy capabilities and resources and 2) strength in social 

networks’ capabilities and resources. These are defined and explored under each 

subtheme. 
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Sub theme 2.1: Strength in food literacy capabilities and resources 

Food literacy was reported by households as a collection of capabilities and 

resources including: budgeting, food knowledge, growing food, food planning, and 

food preparation. All participants described these skills as invaluable to a household 

and often as a set of life skills. The development of these skills varied over the 

lifespan for both FS and FIS participants. For both participants who had family 

experience of World War 2, the food literacy capabilities and resources honed 

during wartime had a profound impact to this day. Participants described these 

capabilities and resources to broadly include fiscal measures, planning, rationing, 

growing food, and general resourcefulness with food:  

 

‘I think growing up with parents that experienced war and famine. My 

mum….owns a fridge and two freezers. My sister goes, … all she ever does 

is just store food like there’s going to be a famine.’ Kate (FS) 

 

‘I was a kid in the war. You can imagine what it was like then. I have never 

gone hungry. My parents managed. Although they had no money they were 

very careful with food because that was the number one thing in the world 

….Even in the war. After the war when things were very ordinary in 

England, …rationing was still there till 1953, … I can never remember being 

hungry. So food is very important to me. …... We don’t throw things away, 

that’s what it amounts to. Unless it’s actually gone off.’ Eric (FS) 

 

The food literacy strengths will now be discussed according to financial, human, 

natural and personal management assets. 

 

Financial Management Assets 

All participants described an array of financial management assets employed to 

manage food; however, the intensity or amplification of these skills was greater for 

FIS participants. FIS participants had a refined set of budgeting strategies that they 

had developed over time to protect and minimise financial strain, but these were 

often both laborious and time-consuming. Some FS participants reflected upon 
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periods in their life when their budgets were limited and their examples of greater 

intensity of their financial management strategies were consistent with those of FIS 

participants.  

 

FS participants described the important resource of an overall budget for their 

household; but how it was used varied. This is in stark contrast to FIS participants 

where the budget was closely followed and monitored. All participants except for 

one described having a defined amount of money for grocery shopping. FIS 

participants also described the need to ensure that the bills were covered first, 

illustrating the flexibility or elasticity of the food budget:   

 

‘I meet all expenses first then what’s leftover is for food…. Been doing it this 

way for years… I don’t waste money when I shop.’ Maureen (FIS) 

 

‘… depends on robbing Peter to pay Paul with the food budget…….. it (the 

budget) literally does go to the last $10 by end of the week… what level of 

food do we get for the week.’ Clara (FIS) 

 

One FS and one FIS participant specifically reported a crucial element of financial 

management capability as the capacity to save money in a specific bank account: 

 

‘We don’t go over budget… most of the time we don’t… so we are always 

trying to save…. We try… Everything has been about budget in our lives.’ 

Amelia (FS) 

 

Financial management skills were not fixed and continually evolved and adapted 

accordingly. One FIS participant described that despite having a range of strategies 

she required additional support to learn new skills from a financial management 

organisation as she continued to experience financial difficulty. These extra financial 

skills allowed her to save money however she acknowledged that saving is often 

still challenging: 
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‘With the new skills I can get a bit of savings so I can access that saving if I 

need to …..Easter or Christmas coming up I need extra money to make a 

big dinner for the family’…Kim (FIS) 

 

Financial management assets extended to strategies that supported savings across 

the household such as cost of living savings. Some FIS participants described 

employing a range of practical measures to reduce utility bills, including using 

energy efficient light bulbs, turning the heater off an hour before bed, using heating 

and cooling only in certain rooms and energy saving applications on their phones. 

All agreed that they had not gone to the extent of not using heating and cooling at 

all, but rather would restrict its use. 

 

Another financial management resource, used by both FS and FIS participants, was 

promotional shopping discounts such as loyalty schemes which earned points or 

‘bonus’ money to spend. A crucial financial management strategy reported by FIS 

participants was the attention to the cost of food and what was deemed a food 

special. All FIS participants discussed strategies used when purchasing meat to 

reduce the impact on the food budget these included discount pricing stickers, 

dependent on the day and time of day and wholesale butchers’ specials.  

 

Human - Personal Management Assets  

Food preparation capabilities were seen as a life skill, strength and an invaluable 

asset regardless of food security status: 

 

‘Skill is a really important factor, and I think if it was lacking then the 

struggle would be exaggerated unnecessarily.  There would still be really 

affordable, good food out there but I wouldn’t know what to do with it…… so 

skill is also important in the perception of affordability.’ Sara (FS) 

 

While three FS participants identified their need to develop these skills as an adult, 

all participants recognised that this was an important asset to develop through 

childhood and adolescence.  
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Both FS and FIS participants described a range of strategies including planning and 

organisation of food to support saving money and to have staples in the pantry if 

times got tough. This planning process had a number of steps: considering what 

food resources already existed in the household, including the garden, fridge and 

pantry, and it was overlayed by aspects of Theme 1 around food decisions. The 

personal skills and knowledge associated with food planning, shopping and cooking 

were recognised as a crucial, but time consuming, asset by FIS participants. FIS 

participants had a range of recipes on hand that could be used especially when the 

budget was tighter than normal. Sophie (FIS) and Kim (FIS) described these as a 

‘catalogue’ or ‘repertoire’ of meals that could be prepared, especially with pasta and 

rice.  

 

Food knowledge was reported in Theme 1 in the context of food decisions. Food 

knowledge was also described as an asset by all participants. It included food and 

product knowledge, recipe modification and knowledge of how food is grown. This 

resource was reported to help cutting costs on food spending and enabled recipe 

modification to support the budget or what was in the pantry at that time:   

 

‘Look if we can’t afford meat then I add in things like beans/pulses seen as 

an alternative to meat.’ Sophie (FIS)   

 

FIS participants reported investing a large amount of time and energy into shopping 

routines visiting several food outlets from supermarkets, to bulk warehouse 

butchers, fruit and vegetable stores: 

‘I’ve done a lot of comparing, because having a child, it's not ….and 

studying full-time, it’s not easy to be able to spend money on whatever you 

want kind of thing, so I had to look around and shop around.’ Ann (FIS) 

 

Both FS and FIS participants discussed the importance of having and/or being role 

models around food. These role models were often the household food gatekeeper. 

The ability to share food and cooking knowledge was important for all participants, 

especially where children were present: 
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‘Setting them up for the future, teaching them to be resilient. Enabling to 

have a go and if they make a mistake that’s ok.’ Ava (FS) 

 

If there was not a role model in the household, some participants were concerned 

that skills may be lost because skills were not passed on at home or learnt at school: 

 

‘People are not taught to cook these days….don’t know if parents don‘t 

teach… if they don’t know how… maybe they are not taught to shop 

properly.’ Eric (FS) 

 

A role model, family or friend, to share food knowledge on where to shop and source 

culturally appropriate food was described as an important asset by some 

participants when they were newly arrived in Australia.  

 

All participants described the personal capability of resourcefulness with food 

literacy developed as a result of life experience. However, this level of 

resourcefulness seemed to have a different sense of urgency and purpose in FIS 

households. Additionally, personal life experiences were reported to support 

resilience, especially to deal with the relentless struggle of making ends meet:  

 

‘….My mum was a single mum at 17, brought me up by herself. So, I have 

my life lessons, having impacted … I think the way I feel about certain 

things, as if someone who had a completely different upbringing would 

influence how they look and rationalise their finances, their food, their 

choices.’ Clara (FIS) 

 

Natural Management Assets 

Access to resources that enabled the growing of food such as land, yard space, 

community garden or pots was reported as an asset for all participants. Regardless 

of the amount of produce grown, it supplemented food for the household. The 

knowledge and skill of growing food was reported as an asset for both the present 

and the future and potentially prevented food insecurity. Sara (FS) described 
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growing food as the missing link in food security. Additionally, growing allowed for 

an opportunity to access culturally appropriate vegetables and herbs. 

 

Physical Management Asset 

Additional assets reported by all participants to support food security included: 

resources required to physically access food, availability of food in outlets and the 

utilisation of food, storage and cooking facilities  

 

Access to a car was reported by all participants as an asset to obtain food. Not 

having access to a car was reported to limit the amount and type of food purchased. 

Where the public transport system was infrequent (especially on weekends) and not 

reliable, having a car enabled access to foods to meet cultural or special diet needs 

from shops some distance away: 

 

‘If I didn’t have a car most of the places that I go to shop for food would be 

inaccessible completely.’Sara (FS) 

 

The food available in local shops was a protective factor but could also be an 

inhibitor if there was limited variety. Marcie described difficulty accessing foods 

locally for the celebration of certain Vietnamese festivals and this required a 45 

minute drive one way to purchase food. Participants requiring foods for special diets 

described their difficulty in accessing a range of foods locally. Rowena (FS) 

described the difficulty of accessing gluten free foods for her husband when they 

lived in the country. It required detailed planning of meals and managing ingredients 

to ensure that there was enough until the next fortnightly shop in the closest regional 

town one and half hours away. 

 

The capacity to store and cook food was an essential asset, especially for FIS and 

FS participants who were time poor. It allowed for stocking up on staples, bulk 

buying and freezing foods and provided options when things might be tight:  
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 ‘If we are facing a shortage then I would turn to my apocalypse –ready 

stock cupboard … I’ll empty cupboards… use everything… then we don’t 

need stuff… use tinned veggies... it just gives us a buffer... I call it my 

apocalypse cupboard.’ Sophie (FIS) 

 

Subtheme 2.2: Strength in Social Connections Capabilities and Resources  

Aspects of social connection were an asset described by FS and FIS participants.  

 

Social resources and capabilities  

All participants described the valuable asset of connection to community and food 

by using local small shops, family, knowing neighbours, networks of friends, 

volunteering, connection to services and participating in community activities e.g., 

kindergarten, sporting club and local markets. They commented that growing food 

and sharing food with neighbours and other broader community, shopping locally 

and support provided by community organisations ensured consistent food access. 

While these connections varied, some participants reflected that, for many people, 

the idea of connection to community was diminishing. One FIS participant actively 

involved in a community garden described how the garden facilitated participation 

in community swap days which allowed for both sharing of excess produce and 

access to food:   

 

‘….connections are made through food….. that’s what used to happen.‘Fay 

(FIS) 

 

Fay felt that these connections were important and perhaps reflective of how society 

used to be. This was supported by Eric’s description of how he and a neighbour 

would regularly leave excess produce at each other’s door.  

 

Volunteering and or participating in community groups provided the opportunity to 

develop and strengthen connection to the community by building social networks. 

The majority of FS and FIS participants provided at least one example of these 

opportunities and described them as with reciprocal benefits. 
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The role of local shopping as an asset was an avenue for connection to community 

and allowed for development of relationships and local networks, something not 

achieved when shopping at larger supermarkets: 

 

‘You make connections with your butcher, I speak with him. But you miss 

that connection when you go to a supermarket. You could actually go 

through the whole supermarket shopping, go through the express aisle, 

scan it yourself, and not even speak to anybody. It’s like, what are we 

creating in our society? There’s no community there. You’ve just done the 

whole thing by yourself, and you could have been totally isolated. You go 

back to your house, unpack your shopping, and you’ve not spoken to 

anyone all day.’ Ava (FS) 

 

Maintaining the social aspect of food was reported to be important, even if it did add 

a degree of strain to a FIS household. The strength that comes from purchasing 

locally, participating in community initiatives, sharing food, eating with others, 

preparing food or even having a coffee with others was seen as an asset.  

 

A point of difference between FS and FIS participants was the use of informal and 

formal social support structures. For FIS households, connection to local community 

agencies, such as Child and Maternal Health or local community centres, was 

reported as imperative in gaining social support to protect or reduce the impact of 

food insecurity. The informal support provided predominantly by family and/or 

friends was an invaluable asset providing food, social and/or financial support. Often 

grandparents were reported to take their grandchildren out for a meal that allowed 

for the further development of social interactions and reduced the strain of another 

meal provision.  

 

The strategy of eating out in social situations or receiving food from family was not 

limited to FIS household. The key difference being that this was viewed as a 

protective asset by FIS households as it was one less meal to worry about having 

to prepare: 



157 
 

‘It hasn't just been about the food. It's been about meeting other people 

…,so they've made connections through food, almost become a by-product 

of the social interaction..’ Faye (FIS) 

Furthermore, social networks through family and/or government welfare supported 

financial capabilities. Financial support from family members was reported as being 

legitimate or allowable if it was in context of paying for an activity for the children by 

a grandparent. This was reported to free up money for food: 

 

‘… I justify it better. To myself,. …my primary job is providing them food and 

meals that are good. If you miss out on swimming, well, you're going to 

have to miss out on swimming. I see that as my primary goal and aim first, 

So if we have to ask Nanny to help for the secondary, well then, so be it. 

They have a spa and they do kayaking, so I sort of - I play it off and go, 

‘Well, if you want the boys for weekends and you're going to take them to 

the beach, you know what? They're going to have to swim, so you can help 

pay for the swimming fees.’ It's - that's easier to justify rather than me 

paying the swimming and saying, ‘Mum, can I have grocery money?’ That's 

not her responsibility to pay the groceries, that's mine.’  Clara (FIS) 

 

Financial support from the Government - Child Care Rebates, Family Tax Benefits 

and Study Allowance - was reported by both FS and FIS participants as a resource 

that supported the household:  

 

‘I'm thankful he has a good job that pays all right, I get the Government 

children’s benefits. Because of his pay structure, he doesn't pay tax on his 

whole income. So our taxable income is lower, and then we get the 

benefits. I'm thankful for that. I can understand that things might be a 

struggle for people who didn't have as much income. ….. We tend to live on 

the government money that comes in. He pays for all of the other things.’ 

Rowena (FS) 
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However, for some FIS participants this asset was associated with some conflict. 

For one FIS participant, the childcare fee rebate covered 50% of fees for her son’s 

care but created difficulties if fees increased and the rebate level was not adjusted. 

This is further discussed further in Theme 5, The emotional rollercoaster of food 

access and provision. 
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6.5.3 Theme 3:  Food security triggers act alone or are cumulative and may be 

beyond household control 

 

 

Figure 6-8 Themes and subthemes identified from in-depth interviews: Theme 3 

 

Triggers for food insecurity occurred internal or external to the participant’s 

household. Internal triggers included income changes, expected and unexpected 

expenses and household composition changes. External triggers often reflected the 

broader system, economic situation and the food supply. All participants reported 

that these triggers acted alone or in unison, magnifying their effect on each other. 

Triggers, real or potential, were perceived to hover in the background of day-to-day 

life for FIS participants. Triggers impacting on the day-to-day household budget 

and/or total household finances were the points of stress and heightened risk of/or 

food insecurity. Triggers of a financial origin were common to all FIS participants. 

However, participants from FS households, especially those with children, said that 

they were often still walking a budget tightrope.  

 

1: Household 
food decisions 
are complex, 

dynamic& 

multi-factorial

Roles & 
values that 

shape 
household 

food 
decisions

Other forces 
that shape 
household  

food 
decisions

2: Constant 
interaction of 

multiple 
protective 

assets

financial, social, 
physical, human, 

natural

Strength in 
food literacy 
capabilities 
& resources

Strength in 
social 

connection

capabilities 
& resources

3: Food 
insecurity  

triggers act 
alone or are 
cumulative & 

may be beyond 
household 

control

Internal -
triggers 

External   
triggers

4:   Assets 
amplified: 
juggling & 
applying 

management 
strategies as 

required

Households 
transforming 
assets into 

action

Transforming  
& adapting 

support 
assets from 
outside the 
household

5: The  
consequences 

& emotional 
rollercoaster of 
food access & 

provision

Stress ‘n 
strain 

matched
with give ’n 

take

4R’s

Resilience 
Respect

Resourcefulness

Responsibility



160 
 

Subtheme 3.1: Internal triggers 

Financial triggers were reported to manifest in a number of forms from sudden and 

unexpected reduction in household income to unexpected household expenses, 

including cost of living and medical expenses. This impacted on the financial stability 

and wellbeing of households.   

Sudden unemployment, especially for the main income earner, was reported to lead 

to significant strain for the household, especially if there was no savings. The 

uncertainties around how long this situation would last created strain on households 

and their resources, as described in Theme 2:  

 ‘My husband works …he lost his job a few months ago. He's only just 

working but –- we've only got a really limited budget. Our grocery budget, if 

I go over $100 for a week I freak out.’ Fay (FIS) 

The impact of household living expenses, petrol, utility expenses and other 

expenses (e.g., university, kindergarten) fees were expressed as a strain on a 

household budget, albeit variable. If households were already on a financial 

tightrope with limited flexibility, coupled with little or no capacity to save money this 

was reported to result in fiscal constraint. Clara described the stress of the 

cumulative impact of the fluctuation of bills and the dilemmas that this creates for 

her in the role as gatekeeper: 

‘Gas and electricity … I need to be able to budget for it, we do usually go 

over the due date, because we just don't have $800 spare. As much as I'd 

like to say that I … do try and budget for it. But again, you'll have the 

incidentals - where kinder put on a sports program, so they wanted a $10 

input. So it's all the little incidentals that come along with children that you 

can't get around … So it's what the juggle is, what the bill is, how much the 

bill is, and do I do a little part-payment here, because then I know I've got 

$50 more this week for food, so it just takes that pressure off a little bit.’ 

Clara (FIS) 

Further to the cost of living pressures were the unexpected appliance repairs that 

brought stress, particularly if there were not savings in reserve or means to pay.  As 

a consequence, participants re-adjusted their household budget, which often 
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impacted on food. One FIS participant described these events being out of her 

personal control, something that cannot be planned for, but can be catered for to a 

degree, by assets such as planning, ensuring there was food in reserve: 

‘You've got me at a good week, last week our solar panels went, gas hot 

water service went, heater went, and our car. So, this week's a tight week. I 

feel like I don't have much control over but we have an emergency fund. 

Food is the one thing I can control. I can say we're eating veggies this 

week, and that's okay.’  Fay (FIS) 

Life events or change in circumstance was reported to act as a trigger, increasing 

the risk of food insecurity. These changes in circumstances often involved a change 

in household composition, birth of child or family staying for extended or short 

periods, directly resulting in financial implications. Some FIS and FS participants 

described that, having children and the associated temporary or ongoing reduction 

in employment and income, was a trigger to food insecurity. This reduction in 

income was coupled with increased expenses for a household with another to feed 

and clothe.  

Income reductions, increasing expenses and the resulting impacts were reported to 

influence participant’s decisions for the main caregiver to return to employment to 

relieve the financial load: 

‘No longer additional income, bills kept coming plus the mortgage things 

were very tight.’ Ann (FIS) 

‘When my wife stopped working, we nearly went broke. We were down to 

our last dollar.’ Eric (FS) 

The return of adult children into the home, both for the short and long term, stressed 

the normal household budget and resources.  

‘It’s the added cost of living expenses to food and utilities on top of my 

normal expenses.’ Maureen (FIS) 

One FIS participant described the impact of her adolescent brother staying for an 

extended period. Supporting him financially and the reliance on credit was the 

catalyst for financial difficulties: 
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‘I'd come home …we had bottles of Coke in the fridge, in one day, two litres 

would be gone. ….and then that all adds up. Then you think, 'Well, that's 

okay, I'll just pop the next lot of shopping on the credit card,' and the next lot 

of shopping on the credit card, and that has put us back, financially.’ Clara 

(FIS) 

Expenses associated with children including childcare required to enable study and 

participation in the workforce, was also reported as a financial trigger. Child care 

fees were seen as a necessity but a major expense to navigate: 

‘… if I could afford it I would have taken my son off one day. That would 

mean that I would have to miss Uni a day or miss work. Because of course 

$15 (increase) a day. I’m talking about from $80, - they increase it every 

five to six months. ..It’s $5, okay.  Once that’s all right, but then again 

another $5, and now it’s up to $95. Of course you get about $45 to $50 

back (rebate), but that’s $45 a day. Then I’m working too ... there’s times 

I’m sure that parents - mums were working but would benefit from.’ Ann 

(FIS)  

Change of relationship status where financial resources were shared or where the 

partner may have generated the income for the household was also a trigger 

incurring both emotional and financial strain.   

Subtheme 3.2: External triggers 

External triggers were reported by all participants to include food supply in local 

shops and food cost. Participants specifically described the variability or 

unpredictability in the cost of fresh foods and this impacted on their ability to access 

food and preferred quality and variety. Some FIS and FS participants indicated 

being at the mercy of major supermarkets. They reported that supermarkets have a 

greater buying power, often resulting in cheaper food than independent or local 

smaller food suppliers, where the quality may have been greater: 

‘It’s a double-edged sword the large supermarkets have greater bargaining 

power and the expense of the consumer may get a cheaper price but at the 

cost of the primary producer.’ Clara (FIS) 
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Some FIS and FS households often felt that fresh food quality was substandard at 

the supermarket. To overcome this required sourcing foods from several different 

stores which often took time and extra expense, for example, petrol. These were 

luxuries that some participants did not have.  

Regarding the cost and availability of food, five of the eight food secure participants 

interviewed had at least one member of the household who had special dietary 

requirements for diagnosed conditions. All of these participants specifically made 

comment on the cost of these special foods and their availability in stores as a 

potential trigger for food insecurity. 

Some FIS participants, especially those with young children described policy or 

system inequities that impacted on their household financial situations. 

Disenchantment with Government policy responses for middle income earners was 

evident and this in itself was reported as a trigger:  

‘This is one of my grating points… last year $64,000 was his taxable income. I 

get the Family Tax Benefit. ……if we separated, I would get more than I get 

on that, and his wage - I'd get a Health Care Card... because it's the lower 

income.  - being his wage provides for two of us, if you split his wage in half 

we are low income earners. So the difference of him working a job for 

$34,000, I'll go and get a job for $34,000, I get a Health Care Card. He makes 

the money that supports me, yet I can't get a Health Care Card, I’d get - little 

bit off the electricity and gas bill, help with the kindergarten fees which are 

$355 a term. Things like that would go a long way to be able to better provide 

for the boys.’Clara (FIS) 
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6.5.4 Theme 4:  Asset amplification– juggling and applying management 

strategies as required 

 

Figure 6-9 Themes and subthemes identified from in-depth interviews: Theme 4 

 

Whilst the array of assets described in Theme two were ever-present for all 

participants it was not until one or more triggers, outlined in Theme three, occurred 

that the assets were transformed and amplified into strategies to cope when 

required.  For FIS participants there was a distinct difference in the rate and urgency 

of transformation of these assets. Often these management strategies did not occur 

in isolation but in unison or in a staged format. This process of putting these assets 

into action could occur with or without support from the participant’s immediate 

household. Subsequently two subthemes were evident: 1) Households transforming 

assets into action, and/or 2) Transforming and adapting assets with support from 

outside the household. These subthemes will be discussed in the context of the 

asset that is being transformed into a management strategy.  
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Subtheme 4.1: Households transforming assets into action 

Budget management strategies – financial and human management skill assets 

The pooling of financial and human assets across household members was 

reported to support budgeting. Some households shared the load of the household 

finance role amongst household members, often based on knowledge and 

expertise. Participants specifically described their use of different bank accounts for 

discrete purposes, where money could be shifted between accounts when extra 

money was required.  

Saving money was recognised as an important strategy for at least three FIS 

participants. As money was so difficult to save, it meant that there was never a 

reserve or buffer to draw upon when needed. In contrast, most FS participants had 

at least one option as a backup plan if finances were limited, including savings, 

credit cards, and loan redraws when needed. This was a key point of difference 

when compared to FIS participants who did not have these options: 

‘There are times when we have had to redraw on home loan to have more 

money to live off ...  to buy food but sometimes the usual savings account 

may be down so we use Visa– that’s how we manage our money –  then 

pay the card off at the end of the month so we never have to pay interest.’ 

Rowena (FS) 

When things were tight some FIS participants described financial juggling as a 

budget management strategy to determine what money was available for food:   

‘At the start of the week, think, 'Okay, plan for the week is XYZ; right, we 

can get to here; we should have this amount of money left over,' because it 

literally does go to the last $10 by the end of the week. What can we do… 

and I plan, really, to allow a treat or no treat, what level of treat do we get, 

what level of food do we get for the week?’ Clara (FIS) 

Whilst juggling bills, especially cost of living expenses some FIS participants 

described the engagement of their negotiating skills as a management strategy to 

use when dealing with external utilities companies such as energy providers. These 

negotiations included knowing when to be flexible and when to stand your ground 

in order to gain some breathing space for money for food:  
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‘The juggle, what and how much the bill is, can I negotiate payment with the 

company, then I know I've got more for food.’ Kay (FIS) 

When finances were limited, alternative household funding sources for shopping 

were enacted including supermarket reward schemes, such as Fly-Buys that allow 

cash/credit for shopping, by both FS and FIS participants:   

‘We have Fly-Buys, quite often, it will be, 'Do I need to convert my Fly-Buys 

points to Fly-Buy dollars, and can we go to Coles and spend $10 getting 

what we need?' I always leave that as my backup-backup - the backup of 

the backup.’ Clara (FIS) 

Both participants discussed how such strategies often meant spending more on 

food or other household items impacting on food budgets in the short term. 

However, the long-term benefit of credit towards future shopping overweighed this 

short term risk. 

Food planning management strategies in action - human, physical, natural 

management assets 

While food planning was reported as a key strategy for all participants, it was often 

more important for FIS participants. Highly developed planning skills were used to 

accommodate food preferences and other demands that weighed in on food 

decisions to also minimise food waste. One FIS participants described a pragmatic 

view that, while unforeseen financial demands could not be controlled, there was a 

sense of control over managing this by implementing planning assets. 

When money was running very low for two FIS participants, this influenced meal 

planning decisions resorting to takeout noodles or pizza and meal deals as a 

‘cheaper option’ to feed the family but it compromised nutrition values:  

‘It’s bad (money) week and less to spend. ‘I wouldn’t buy certain things. …. 

that’s when noodles or pizza … takeout are a better option Sometimes KFC 

does dollar chips, pizza for five dollars. That’s when the junk food becomes 

more convenient to spend money on than healthy option.’ Ann (FIS) 
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Selecting ‘filler food’, such as bread, pasta and rice were reported as a strategy to 

feed the family. These foods were often cheaper and could extend a meal without 

creating an extra demand on meat or vegetables: 

‘When the kids visit it’s....more about it’s filling them without them making 

demands on the main meal. If they were still hungry they could have more 

bread or make toasties. Just means that the budget doesn’t blow right out.’ 

Maureen (FIS) 

Shopping management strategies - human, financial assets 

Both FS and FIS participants, especially FIS discussed making trade-offs when 

shopping for food and other household items. Trade-offs, that may have been food 

centred and other household budget areas were described by both participants. 

This required acting upon key food knowledge assets: 

‘No expendable items things like biscuits, yoghurt, the core fruit and veg 

and bread and milk would be there though. Cheaper or supermarket brands 

but only things like rice and stuff.’ Sophie (FIS) 

Some participants described trialling a range of preferred shopping outlets, from 

regular supermarkets to large scale shopping warehouses with no consensus on 

what offered the best savings. Calculating product cost by weight was described as 

a strategy to determine if the product was value for money, especially if money for 

food was tighter than normal.  

A number of FS and FIS households discussed shopping at Aldi, a large German 

based discount supermarket chain operating in Australia, as a way to save money 

especially for core items on the shopping list. This supermarket has a limited product 

brand range which was described by participants as useful to restrict temptations: 

‘It simplifies things’. Marcie (FIS). 

Food supermarket catalogue watching, knowing catalogue changeover day and 

driving to a number of places to gather the best deals were reported as strategies 

that were crucial day-to-day but especially when triggers hit. Whilst participants 

reported this as an advantageous strategy of using their assets, they did 

acknowledge the time, energy and petrol consequences. 
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Entertaining at home and eating out management strategies in action - Finance, 

human, physical, social assets 

In order to maintain a social role and food values, FIS participants discussed 

entertaining at home especially if guests brought food to share. Participants needed 

not only to employ both their food knowledge, but additional budget management 

strategies in an attempt to minimise potential impact on the household  

During trigger times FIS households reported eating out and relying on a range of 

assets from budgeting, planning and knowledge that a certain ‘takeaway’ meal 

could feed the family or fill them up and meet their economic needs. FS households 

also reported challenges to eating out, especially as a family. It was often planned 

in advance around a special occasion and in the context of a budgeted amount. 

Subtheme 4.2: Transforming and adapting assets with support from outside 

the household 

In response to triggers, some FIS households required additional resources and 

supports, other than those described in the previous subtheme. Social management 

assets from outside of the household were required, such as seeking increased 

support from family, friends and welfare in the form of financial support, food or other 

household products.  

Physical Support management strategies - to or from others:  social asset  

Despite having an array of supportive social connections across the community, FIS 

participants did not seek formal food relief support from community welfare or 

charitable food sector agencies because they felt that they were not eligible or there 

was someone more deserving. The one FIS participant who had accessed welfare 

services described that this was facilitated through their community links. 

‘One year we got a Christmas support hamper with food and a small 

present for my son and other times occasional relief vouchers.’ Ann (FIS) 

For another FIS participant when things were really bad she would have liked to 

access charitable food assistance programs just for staples to ‘tide the house over’ 

but perceived that, because of their income, they were not eligible to access such 

support. Federal Government welfare policy responses, including the Family Tax 
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Benefit (FTB), Child Care Rebates and study allowance, were welcomed. Three FIS 

participants debated that, when financial triggers hit, they had mixed ability to buffer 

household financial demands. They felt these Government support mechanisms 

were out of touch with the realities of service costs and the experiences of middle-

income earners doing it tough: ‘I’m studying and my $20 study support allowance 

doesn’t cover occasional care for my son’ Clara (FIS) 

Family, namely parents, provided extra support in the form of food and financial 

assistance to provide some relief from financial triggers. This support relied on 

amicable family relationships:  

‘Mum is an excellent backup. Now that we talk again and we're on a good 

relationship. …- she's a grandma... So I ring her and say, ‘Mum, we're 

really, really, really struggling,’ but what I do then is actually ask her to pay 

something for the boys. If things aren't looking good, I leave that and then 

ring Mum.. then she may bring lunch over for the family too on the 

weekend.’ Clara (FIS) 

Sometimes this support came without request: 

‘When my marriage first split up, one of my girlfriends, whenever they'd 

come to visit, would always bring me toilet paper and teabags. Think about 

it, it's $10 you didn't have to spend, so it was a great gesture. The same if 

they were coming for lunch, somebody would say, ‘Oh, I’ll bring the group a 

bun or I'll bring them some fresh bread or something.’ Umm It did make a 

difference.’ Maureen (FIS) 

All FIS participants described reciprocating the support provided to others. This was 

reported as a means to maintaining connection with others or community. For FS 

participants, support from and to family, friends and neighbours was also reported 

but served a different purpose by providing social connections. For example, 

sharing produce or cooked food with neighbours was about being neighbourly rather 

than a management strategy to buffer against food insecurity.  

Access to community strategies to support food access such as school breakfast 

clubs, community gardens, food swaps and farmers markets were discussed by all 

participants, but often with a different objective. FS participants explained that while 
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these activities supported access to food, their primary objective was viewed as an 

outing or enabled social connection. This contrasted FIS participants’ perspective 

where these objectives were reversed.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



171 
 

6.5.5 Theme 5: The consequences & emotional rollercoaster of food access 

and provision 

 

Figure 6-10 Themes and subthemes identified from in-depth interviews: Theme 4 

 

The emotions, especially described by FIS participants, associated with food access 

and provision varied considerably with the highs and lows of food security. For FIS 

participants, the experience was often fraught with emotional lows, including stress, 

strain, frustration, guilt, and the burden of keeping up appearances. The 

consequences of not being able to access food ranged from worry or concern, 

extending to compromises around food choices and amounts of food with potential 

implications for nutritional status. Households with children attempted to protect 

their children from the reality of food insecurity. For participants with a greater 

severity of food insecurity, the consequences were far reaching and ranged from 

concern and stress and in some cases impacted on the amounts of food. In contrast, 

the highs were described as being bound by four key factors - resourcefulness, 

responsibility, resilience and respect for self and others. 
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Sub theme 5.1: Stress and strain matched with give and take 

Stress, strain, frustration and the impact of decisions were often an overwhelming 

emotional kaleidoscope for participants. These emotions were often relentless and 

amplified at various times, especially for the household food gatekeeper when 

triggers were heightened. FS participants reflected on a significant experience in 

the past related to food access and provision that caused a range of emotions.  All 

participants described frustrations at broader factors outside of the household’s 

locus of control which impacted on local food availability. This included the 

availability of culturally appropriate and special dietary foods; as well as 

supermarket food quality and cost:  

 

‘It’s constant… unless there is good planning around our food (where to get 

special product) it may mean compromises on nutritional quality if I need to 

make quick easy options for the meal.’ Ava (FS) 

 

Frustration - food availability, marketing & cost 

Participants in both household types voiced frustration at often not being able to 

access the food they wanted, either due its cost and/or availability. These 

conversations reflected frustration on food quality, especially fruits and vegetables 

in supermarkets and imported fresh produce: 

 

‘Frustrating ...the closest fruit and veg shop is a good distance away so I 

feel like I have no choice but to use the supermarket and buy the produce… 

I’m just not happy with the quality - it doesn’t seem fresh.’ Erica (FS) 

 

Weekly food price variations were a source of frustration, especially for fresh 

produce. This caused FS and FIS participants to plan ahead and be price vigilant 

as well as watching for special offers.    

 

Stress or anxiety associated with money making ends meet 

The relentless stress and anxiety of making ends meet was described by FIS 

participants. This related to the constant juggling of budgets and resources. This 

stress was constant but amplified in periods of greater pressure on households. The 
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level of stress and coping mechanisms varied but the effects and burden were often 

worn by one household member, often the gatekeeper. Coping mechanisms were 

often drawn from the assets unique to the household and its members but often 

were centred on resilience and life experience garnered over the years.  Being 

hypervigilant with respect to making ends meet was exhausting. Some FIS 

participants suggested this hypervigilance had consequences for physical, social 

and emotional health:  

 

‘We can get by, I'll just wear the stress of it.  I think that plays a huge part of 

me physically and emotionally.’ Ann (FIS) 

 

Food insecure participants described their efforts to protect their children from the 

impacts of the triggers for food insecurity: 

 

‘The stakes are higher now because of my boys. It feels really, really shit … 

arguments in my head as juggling bills I don’t share stress with husband … 

It's a stress and a strain, but it is manageable. But look, if there was 

something to happen financially, I think that's when the pot would overfill, 

and I'd throw my hands up and say, 'I can't do this anymore, I don't know 

what to do anymore'. Especially with the boys now. If it's just me - and I 

think I learned that. If it was just me or just him, it's irrelevant. I've got 

through it before. Leaving home at 17 - I can get myself out of it again. But 

it's their welfare that is of the greatest concern to me. … They are my job. I 

know that sounds really horrid, but that's my job.’ Clara (FIS) 

 

While stress was evident for some FS participants, it was not as overwhelming or 

constant as it was for FIS participants. Food secure participants reflected on a 

previous experience associated with the anxiety of financially making ends meet 

and/or running out of food. The impact of these experiences was significant enough 

for the participants to reflect and articulate what it meant for them in today’s world 

and justified why they often felt that they wanted things to look and be different.  
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 ‘The juggle and stress to make ends meet was too much I deferred for a 

year, worked fulltime earnt money then went back the following year and 

completed my degree. I don’t want to go back to that.’ Lucy (FS) 

 

Consequences of not being able to access food wanted – compromise, guilt and 

social implications 

FIS participants described a range of significant consequences in not being able 

to get the food they wanted. 

 Compromise - quality, quantity and nutrition 

The experience of food decisions and provision was bound by a series of 

compromises that were constantly considered. The consequence of these impacted 

on all or one member of the household which invariably included the food 

gatekeeper. This level of compromise was significantly greater or amplified for FIS 

participants. 

FIS participants reported that the quality, including nutritional quality of food was 

often accommodated, and that this challenged their ideals held around food and 

what should be provided for members of the household, especially children. Whilst 

there often was a level of compromise described by FIS households, this was 

heightened at times when there were greater demands on the household and food 

budget. Ann described how, in a financially tough week, she would feed the family 

of three a $5 pizza. While this challenged her nutrition goals for the household she 

described that, practically, she could not feed the family a healthy meal for $5. 

‘I’d buy frozen chips for dinner – take jam and peanut butter sandwiches for 

lunch.’ Maureen (FIS)  

One participant described that, because of the constant nutritional compromise and 

inability to afford supplements, her iron deficiency was not improving and this 

impacted on her wellbeing.  

The quantity of food provided was often compromised but where possible children 

were protected:   



175 
 

‘Sausages, the big pack that you get at Coles [supermarket], think there's 

22 sausages, so I do two packs of seven and one pack of eight. The boy’s 

one will have two.  The other might have one, maybe two. Daddy will have 

three, so there's one left … So I have the one left.  ……My mashed potato, 

there's three potatoes for mash. That provides Daddy with enough he- 

loves mashed potato. Enough for the boys, and if they happen to be 

smaller (potatoes) than they normally - usually are, then I get a reduced 

amount. When I do - I make sure they get everything first and whatever is 

left over, then I get it. If one pack of pasta does - I split it in half, and that's 

the meals. But then that's enough sauce that will do my husband for a 

lunch, so then there's not enough pasta to do his dinner, his lunch, two 

boys' pastas and my pasta, so I'll have less…… if there's one bit of bread 

left then I just have one bit of bread for breakfast. …you have your two 

pieces of toast, I'll have my one. ……I won't short change them.’ Clara 

(FIS) 

 

The consequences of not being able to access food required for special diets 

included both the physical side effects, but also frustration with respect to the time 

taken to source and cook food, especially if already time poor:   

‘It’s a big impact. If I don’t buy the right foods and don’t eat properly, I can 

have pains and not be well at all.. I find that given what the supermarket 

offers, I have to make everything, costs me a lot of time….I’m buying more 

things to make more things. I suppose it’s probably a little bit more cost-

effective, but my time is probably more important, because I don’t have 

enough time.’ Ava (FS) 

 Guilt 

Guilt was an emotion used to describe the inability to provide or meet expectations 

of provision, especially if children were present in the house. All FIS participants 

discussed the importance of protecting children against factors impacting food 

access. A guilty conscience was associated with not being able to meet individual 

expectations of both a mother and food provider role with the resources available: 
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‘It is horrible, the guilt knowing that you have your kids, and that is the 

priority. Knowing that you want to provide for them, but to a certain level, 

and know that you're only getting 80 per cent of the level I want.’ Clara 

(FIS) 

 Social implications 

FIS participants described the pressures, dilemmas, consequences and 

compromise of providing food or bringing food to share with family and friends. 

Participants with children reported the challenge providing food for an activity at 

kindergarten or school was seen as positive, this did create some unease around 

the pressure that this placed on the household to provide extra food, when things 

were already tight. Furthermore, the importance of maintaining the facade that 

everything was ok and that a child will not miss out on food or activities was yet 

another pressure. 

 Frustration at the lack of support for middle income 

‘The Government – not labour or liberal has screwed over the middle 

income earner.’ Clara (FIS) 

Some participants described their frustration at the current government welfare 

support systems. They reported feeling unsupported at a number of levels. These 

included: not being aware of changes to childcare fees, benefit system frauds and 

rorts and the perceived impact of a potential increase to the Goods and Services 

Tax. However some FIS participants recognised that while they feel they are doing 

things tough there were others in greater need of benefits. 

One participant expressed her anxiety at not being able to afford the costs of visiting 

her general practitioner (GP). Children’s health was described as the priority and 

participants explained that they would find money for children’s GP visits and 

medication, but only if they were desperately sick. FS participants reported similar 

concerns, but not at the same intensity as FIS participants. 

Subtheme 5.2: 4R’s - Resilience, Respect, Resourcefulness, Responsibility 

Whilst the experience of the intense pressure of food provision (Sub-theme1) often 

dominated participants’ stories, there were also elements of triumph centred on 
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respect and resilience. These positive elements included respect, reassurance, 

resilience, responsibility and resourcefulness. 

 Respect   

Pride or respect was described by all participants by having capabilities to provide 

food through shopping skills, gardening, food knowledge, cooking food. Stories of 

the nurturing relationship through food, and the subsequent respect that followed, 

was more evident for FS participants:‘ I’m the rock for the family now… having them 

over for a meal helps this…’ Amelia (FS) 

 Reassurance 

Most FIS participants described the level of reassurance and relief that they felt was 

a consequence of their assets, described in Theme 2. This was despite the fact that 

some FIS participants reported limited fall-back positions. At times this reassurance 

was marred by stress, worry, physical and emotional energy that went into putting 

the trigger buffers into action, despite not knowing how long this tough time may 

continue: 

‘Knowing that things are ok – from a financial and food access point of view 

provides comfort and there is room to move and is an enabler to enjoy the 

social aspects of food. It’s a treat for me now.’ Maureen (FIS) 

 Resilience/ responsibility/ resourcefulness 

Resilience, responsibility and resourcefulness supported households, in particular 

gatekeepers, to maintain face and pride to the outside world despite the challenges:  

‘Why should my child miss out … so that there are no external or visible 

signs that we juggle… I don’t want my son to miss out, or have someone 

take pity for him, thinking that he does miss out… he doesn’t. It’s just 

rationed.’Clara (FIS) 

Resilience, resourcefulness and respect were evident at being able to survive the 

tough times. However, with this there was mixed emotions of never wanting to go 

back to times when facing precarious situations such as retrenchment:  
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‘There is a sense of pride ... I did survive you know paying the mortgage 

and living on $20,000. But there's also mixed feelings. You are proud of 

what you've done, but (pause) you're glad you're not back there. I can't 

explain it. … you don't want to ever have to go back into that situation. Do 

you know what I mean? Sometimes at work, when they start retrenching 

people, and you think, ‘I need my wage. I'm the only income earner. I need 

my wage.’ So you're really mindful of the importance that you don't want to 

go back to where you were.’ Maureen (FIS) 

For FIS and FS participants’ resilience grew from tough experiences in childhood 

and adolescence, and these often shaped their current life skills: 

‘I’m a… stronger person because of my childhood – a person with a 

different upbringing may look at things differently. I almost feel that - is it my 

shortcomings that have made this happen? As in the ability to juggle well. 

So therefore it's my responsibility for - therefore I should be the one that 

takes - … gets less.’ Clara (FIS) 

This was supported by some FS participants especially those that were impacted 

by war. Further study was described by both groups of participants as a catalyst 

for a better future for the household financially, enabling a wider range of food for 

the family and helping the family get back on track. 

 

6.6 Summary 

 

This chapter has detailed the findings from the quantitative and qualitative phases. 

The quantitative phase identified both food secure and food insecure low to middle 

income participants for interviews to explore the food security/insecurity 

experiences. Participants’ experiences from the in-depth interviews provided a rich 

and detailed insight into the past and current experiences of food security/ food 

insecurity. 

Chapter 7 will detail the integration of findings from both phases to synthesise key 

findings for this study in the context of the wider literature. 
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Chapter 7:  Exploring food security and food insecurity 

EXPERIENCES in low to middle income Melbourne households. 

Part 2: Discussion 

 

7.1 Introduction  

 

This chapter will integrate and discuss key findings from the mixed methods 

research study in context of relevant literature and using the lens of a supporting 

framework the Sustainable Livelihood Framework.(203) Finally, the chapter will 

conclude with a summary of the key implications of Part 2 of this thesis. 

 

7.2 Summary of the quantitative and qualitative results 

 

The purpose of the mixed methods sequential explanatory study was to explore the 

food security/insecurity EXPERIENCES in low-to-middle income Melbourne 

households. The emphasis of the research was on the qualitative phase to explore 

and contrast the experience of participants who were food secure and insecure. 

While each phase of the research had a distinct purpose, the mixing of the results 

from each phase provided greater insight into the research question.  

 

For the quantitative phase, ‘The Food Security in Melbourne Households Survey’ 

first explored the demographics of and identified participants’ food security status 

using the USDA HFSSM. This phase allowed purposive selection of participants for 

the second, qualitative, phase, and survey responses informed the qualitative line 

of inquiry. Results of the USDA HFSSM identified 36% of all low-to-middle income 

participants (n=42) were experiencing food insecurity. The quantitative data in both 

household types show that food insecurity occurs above very low income, in 

educated people with full time jobs that own homes, challenging the “typical” face 

of food insecurity. The continuum of experience of food insecurity was reflected by 

the responses the USDA HFSSM ranging from worry to alterations in the type and 

amount of food. (Table 6.4). Seven participants who were food insecure reported 

that they cut the size of their meal or skipped a meal. Eight participants who had 
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children reported using a few low cost foods to feed their children if they were 

running out of money to buy food. While the USDA HFSSM survey provided a 

description of the breadth of the issue, the qualitative exploration provided an 

opportunity to hear the voices of both food insecure and food secure participants. 

This allowed for comparison and contrast of the variety of experiences of food 

security in this income group (Table 6.8). 

 

The analysis of the in-depth interviews identified the following five themes across 

participants who were both food secure and food insecure:1) Household food 

decisions are complex, dynamic and multi-factorial; 2) There is constant interaction 

of multiple protective assets; 3) Food insecurity triggers act alone or are cumulative 

and may be beyond household control; 4) Asset amplification–Juggling and 

applying management strategies occur as required; 5) There  are consequences 

and an emotional rollercoaster of food access and provision. These themes 

described the experience of food security/insecurity, factors impacting on and 

strategies to support access to food.  

 

While the findings from each phase served a unique purpose in answering the 

research question, it is the integration of these findings that is crucial to their 

understanding. Importantly the combination of the quantitative and qualitative 

findings highlighted the complexities associated with achieving food security and 

the consequences of food insecurity for low-to-middle income participants 

(Appendix 8).  More specifically it highlighted the resourcefulness, resilience, stress 

and the array of assets or strengths that participants used when facing triggers that 

threatened food security. 

 

  



182 
 

7.3 Integrated mixed methods key findings for low–to–middle income 

Melbourne households  

 

Integration of the findings of this study provided five important findings with regard 

to the EXPERIENCE of food insecurity in low-to-middle income households: 

 

1. The experience of food insecurity varied from episodic to chronic, was 

covert in nature, and was graded in severity.  

2. The complexities of triggers for food insecurity were inclusive of, yet 

beyond, economic origin. 

3. Assets that protect against and/or act as a buffer during periods of food 

insecurity were valuable/appreciated, even if the impact of the assets was 

limited. 

4. The consequences of food insecurity are extensive, and there is constant 

stress related to the threat of food insecurity.  

5. When measuring food insecurity it is important to identify marginal food 

security and the four dimensions of food security. The value of mixed 

methods research in this area cannot be underestimated. 

 

These findings will be discussed within and across food insecure and food secure 

groups and in the context of the literature. This study identified and explored both 

the EXISTENCE and EXPERIENCE of food insecurity in low-to-middle income 

households highlighting an underbelly of experiences that are often hidden yet there 

are consistencies in the experience to what is known of those in lower income 

groups. Furthermore, it highlights that even those participants classified as food 

secure may be at risk of the experience of food insecurity, identifying its precarious 

nature and also that triggers may be beyond a financial origin.  

 

1. The experience of food insecurity varied from episodic to chronic, was 

covert in nature, and was graded in severity.  

Participants’ food insecurity experience varied in both severity and frequency. Some 

participants described this as an episodic experience that may have coincided with 
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major or multiple triggers, such as loss of employment and unexpected expenses 

described in Theme 3 Food insecurity triggers act alone or are cumulative and may 

be beyond household control. Often these episodes may have been cyclical, based 

on the timing of triggers, such as when utility bills, kindergarten fees and university 

education fees were scheduled. However, for at least two participants, there was 

evidence that their food insecurity experiences were chronic. Food access was a 

constant challenge that was influenced by the number and frequency of triggers, as 

well as by the participant’s ability to action their assets. 

 

Additionally, food secure participants described times over their life course where 

they had experienced being ‘at risk of’, or actually being, food insecure. These 

participants described triggers similar to those participants currently experiencing 

food insecurity. These triggers included, but were not limited to, change in 

household income and increased household composition size. These findings are 

consistent with those reported for corresponding income group and lower income 

households internationally and in Australia.(53-55, 57, 78, 204)   

 

Food insecure participants detailed the covert nature of their food insecurity 

experience, depicting in their stories an undercurrent that was not visible to family 

and friends and, where possible, hidden from children. While the findings from the 

qualitative interviews of FIS participants confirmed responses to the USDA HFSSM, 

they indicated the desire to keep the appearance on the surface as normal as 

possible. This supports the experience of food insecurity and the associated shame, 

fear of being labelled and judged.(57, 199, 205) Both Clara and Ann indicated that 

they did not want their children to be judged by others, so they always made sure 

that they had enough food at kindergarten and outings. 

 

The USDA HFSSM classified food security status based on economic access to 

food and contributed to the understanding of the severity and frequency of the 

experience. The USDA HFSSM identified the crucial elements of the experience to 

be situated in: 1) worry about running out of food without money to purchase more; 

2) actually running out of or reduced food with limited money to purchase more; 3) 

perceptions by participants that the food eaten by household members was 

inadequate in quality or quantity; 4) adjustments to normal food use, substituting 
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fewer and cheaper foods than usual; 5) instances of reduced food intake by adults 

in the household and/or consequences of reduced intake such as the physical 

sensation of hunger or loss of weight.(14) Across the food insecure participants, 

four responded to the first child question, with two responding affirmatively to the 

second question in the USDA HFSSM (Appendix 8). These mainly reflected the use 

of low cost foods and lack of balanced meals, and these responses were confirmed 

in the interview. Perturbations to children’s food intake are considered to be the 

greatest level of food insecurity due to the implications and evidence for growth and 

development.(14, 32, 73) In this study perturbations were mainly the reliance on a 

few kinds of low cost foods. The experience of childhood food insecurity has been 

reported across lower income Australian households, ranging from reduced quality 

and/or quality of food.(22, 57, 73, 78)  

 

Supporting the USDA HFSSM responses of FIS participants with the detailed 

accounts of their experiences elucidated the complexity and magnitude of emotions 

that occurred with the stress and adaptations to the experience of food insecurity 

(Appendix 8). Their stories reflected the severity of food insecurity, how it impacted 

on their lives and provides insight into coping mechanisms or factors that challenged 

these mechanisms. These constructs of food insecurity are consistent with those 

reported in lower income groups in the literature.(59, 141, 143, 205, 206) Consistent 

with the literature is the experience of worry, shame, frustration, wanting to things 

to appear normal and, in some cases, modifications to quantity and quality of food. 

 

Concern, anxiety and worry about food are considered to be the first indicator of the 

food insecurity experience.(14) The level of anxiety, stress and strain reflected in 

the survey response was explored in greater depth, to understand the extent and 

impact upon participants and other household members. It was evident for many 

food insecure households that this is a constant experience and one that weighed 

heavily, and often intensified, especially for the main food provider. Additionally, 

despite some FIS respondents’ not indicating responses to specific questions in the 

USDA HFSSM, when mapped with interview responses, it was evident that anxiety, 

stress and adaptations to food were occurring that were not reflected in the survey 

response. This further strengthens the use of mixed methods research methodology 

to examine complex issues, such as food insecurity. 
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Perturbations to food intake were described, impacting on the quantity and 

nutritional quality of food consumed by food insecure participants and some 

household members. This consequence proved in conflict with the values of 

nutritional quality described in Theme 1: Household food decisions are complex, 

dynamic& multi-factorial and is consistent with that reported in the literature by food 

insecure households. (142, 143, 207) The introduction of low-cost meals was 

explored where households often used relatively low-cost meals at home to get by: 

– eggs on toast, tinned tuna, pasta and rice. One food-insecure participant 

described how, by the end of the shopping week, if there was not enough food the 

family would resort to sharing takeaway meal to feed the family. Purchasing cheap 

takeaway food was more economical than home cooking but resulted in 

compromised serve sizes and nutrition.  

 

As part of the food insecurity experience meal sizes were reduced or meals skipped 

as a strategy to make food available to the rest of the household. Invariably these 

strategies were undertaken by the gatekeeper. A good illustration of this is Clara’s 

vivid description where she painstakingly described meal time food rationing for 

herself to ensure her partner and young children did not go without. Both Clara and 

Sophie in their USDA HFSSM responses reported not eating for a whole day due to 

inadequate food resources and this was confirmed in their food insecurity story. 

Interestingly, their food security severity status classification was low and marginal 

food security respectively. This highlights the possibility that such strategies may be 

employed across all severity levels. This is similar to greater severity level 

households who are marginally food secure and are forced to make compromises 

among essential expenses.(59, 91, 208) Furthermore, these may be a reflection of 

the complexity of the experience of food insecurity and of this being household- and 

context-dependent. 

 

The experience of children living in a food-insecure household was also identified 

in the findings. Food insecure participants who were parents described children-

centred protective strategies for two purposes. First, to shelter children from the 

experience of food insecurity, and second to conceal the parent(s) own experience. 

Food insecurity as a managed process and attempting to shield children from any 
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challenging experiences of food insecurity has been consistently reported in the 

international literature.(19, 199, 206, 209-211) A similar strategy across the 

literature and within this study includes alterations to parent food intake, including 

quantity and nutritional quality. In this study two participants across both groups, 

who had experienced adversity and/or food insecurity as a child or adolescent, 

reinforced the importance of protecting their own children from these experiences. 

The relationship between parental adverse childhood experiences, food insecurity 

in adulthood and the impacts on children has been explored.(147, 208) This work 

indicates that, while parents may be attempting to buffer children from food 

insecurity, they still may be exposed to the stress.  

 

Despite two FIS participants, Maureen and Fay, being classified as marginally food 

insecure, their stories revealed a history of more severe forms over their lifetime.  

This highlights the dynamic and precarious nature of food insecurity. Households 

may experience episodic food insecurity, and transition rapidly between severity 

levels. This was corroborated by the stories of food-secure household members 

who recounted previous episodes of food insecurity. This finding supports the 

proposition that low-to-middle income households are not immune to food 

insecurity, and highlights the precarious and temporal nature of this experience and 

the potential to reconsider the classification of marginal food secure as food 

insecure. 

 

2. Complexity of triggers for food insecurity – inclusive of but beyond 

economic origin 

The USDA HFSSM classification of food insecurity is based on the lack of money 

available to purchase food and the interviews confirmed financial factors/stressors 

as being the main food-insecurity trigger. While this finding is supportive of 

association with financial factors described in Part 1 of this thesis and the existing 

literature, it is important to reflect upon this trigger more broadly in the context of 

both financial constraints and assets.(143, 212) The finding provides a rationale for 

examining the financial causes of food insecurity beyond household annual income, 

which is a static, insensitive measure and may not reflect sudden household 

economic changes that can temporarily lead to bouts of food insecurity.(91, 120) Of 
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note is that all low-to-middle income participants’ main income sources were from 

salaries alone, in some cases supplemented with Government assistance payments 

such as the Family Tax Benefit. This is supported by previous findings that those 

who are employed also experience food insecurity.(39, 66, 99, 100) Employment 

status, having multiple part time jobs rather than full time work has been associated 

with an increased risk of food insecurity.(99) Additionally, having more than one 

income earner in a household has been shown to reduce the odds of experiencing 

food insecurity.(100) In this study 12 of the 16 participants interviewed indicated that 

the primary income earner in the household was employed at a full-time or near full-

time level. Furthermore, in seven of these households another member was 

employed full-time, part-time or casually. Participants discussed the need for 

sufficient income or financial resources to meet cost of living expenses. A reported 

source of financial concern for some Australian households is the stagnation of 

wage growth: 1.9% in 2016, the lowest since 2012 when compared to cost of living 

demands.(213, 214) 

 

Most recently (November 2017) the Australian Council of Trade Unions (ACTU) 

commenced campaigning to move away from a minimum wage (A$694.90/week or 

A$18.39/hour) to a Living Wage that is 60% of median income. This has been 

framed to help workers avoid poverty and keep up with rising costs of living. The 

importance of a living wage has been framed to be:  

‘sufficient to ensure that all working people are able to afford rent 

in a suitable dwelling, a healthy diet, a good quality education, 

healthcare, transport, electricity and other energy costs, 

adequate clothing, entertainment and a contingency for 

unexpected expenses.’pg1(215)  

 

An alternative to the approach of a living wage is the Universal Basic Income (UBI), 

the provision of minimum income to people regardless of employment status. 

Although the concept of UBI is not new, around the world it is gaining momentum 

and being trialled in some parts of Canada in response to a number of issues 

including food insecurity.(8, 216, 217) The impact of guaranteed income on food 

insecurity has been examined using Canadian population survey data describing 
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moderate to severe food insecurity rates in unattached, non-widowed individuals 

aged between 55-75 years who are reliant on income assistance. The findings 

suggest that, at age 65 years, aged financial security coupled with the introduction 

of a guaranteed income supplement, halved the probability of food insecurity.(218) 

In June 2017 the Brotherhood of St Laurence, Research and Policy Centre 

published a working paper examining the concept of basic income in an Australian 

context.(219) While this paper does not discuss food insecurity it recognises that 

‘social security in Australia is highly targeted and increasingly conditional. Currently 

little policy attention is given to its adequacy.’pg29 (219) Furthermore, the review 

acknowledged two key points: first, the importance of understanding basic income 

proposals in the context of Australia’s social policies; and second, the impact of UBI 

proposals (enabling or constraining) on equitable access to housing, transport, food, 

education, health care, opportunities for both social and economic participation. 

 

Shocks to income were described by employed participants as a trigger for food 

insecurity through temporary loss of employment, and change in household 

composition. These findings of income shocks are consistent with those reported 

internationally.(39, 92, 102) Exploring shocks to income Chang et al. (2013) 

reported that financial strain and liquidity constraints or limited financial resources 

increased the level of food insecurity at all income levels, indicating that households 

with liquid assets totalling less than 3 months’ income had increased likelihood of 

food insecurity.(120) One participant, Marcie, discussed the impact of their debt and 

how reducing household debt by downsizing housing and number of cars to cope 

was a freeing experience. The ability to save or at least have some finances in 

reserve was described by some food secure and food insecure participants as a 

buffer to unexpected financial demands; however, the amount and how this capacity 

varied was not discussed. In Australia, the association between the inability to save 

and food insecurity has been explored across incomes (119) and in lower income 

households.(37) The associations between other financial indicators and food 

insecurity have not been extensively explored. 

 

Increasing utility costs and paying associated bills was referred to by some food- 

insecure participants. In one case the participant detailed the process of negotiating 

payment with the energy provider.  The relationship between demands of the costs 
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of heating specifically and food insecurity, also known as ‘heat or eat’, has been 

reported internationally.(169, 220) This is becoming an increasing issue of concern 

in Australia with recent reports highlighting the cost of utilities and associated 

financial stress.(171-173) The Victorian Essential Services Commission reported 

customers on standard contracts were faced with average increases of A$360 per 

year for gas and electricity. Furthermore, in the quarter from January to March 2017, 

over 12,700 customers were disconnected for failing to pay their gas or electricity 

bill, with 40% of customers with debts greater than A$1000 entering into payment 

plans. Forty-three percent of those ‘hardship’ customers were on payment plans of 

greater than one year’s duration.(221)  

 

Short- and long-term change in household composition was described as a trigger 

for households impacting on financial and material resources. This was discussed 

by some food secure and food insecure participants who recounted that, when a 

child was born in the household, there was an associated reduction in income, either 

short term or longer term. In fact, an extra person - child or adult - placed significantly 

greater financial demands on the household resources because there was an extra 

mouth to feed or extra material resources that may have been needed. The impact 

of change in household composition was reported internationally.(51, 54, 204, 205)  

 

Cost of food, specifically special dietary foods, was crucial in the management of a 

number of dietary-related conditions and raised by food secure participants only.  

Concerns reflected the cost to maintain such diets and the ability to access a variety 

of these foods.  The cost of gluten-free food has been found to be significantly more 

expensive than gluten-containing foods(222). While this was only reported by food 

secure participants, it does raise concern as a potential precursor for food insecurity 

and how these households may cope.  

 

Further exploration during the interviews indicated that food-insecure participants 

were experiencing food-insecurity triggers beyond those of a financial origin. These 

could be related to the dimensions of food security, such as physical access (lack 

of a car, poor public transportation), time available, location of food outlets and 

inability to access culturally appropriate foods.  Sophie and Maureen highlighted the 

impact of not having a car on food access and this placed them at increased risk of 
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food insecurity. Their stories illustrate the adaptations they made to food access to 

enable them to feed their household. Invariably these adaptations required 

considerable investment of time, energy and a reliance on others for help. Car 

access has been described as an important factor in supporting food security 

particularly in very low income households.(223) 

 

The key differences between food secure and food insecure participants were the 

number and complexity of factors and the cumulative and relentless nature of 

triggers. This placed additional pressures on the household, especially the food 

gatekeeper when making food decisions. 

 

3. Assets that protect against and/or act as a buffer during periods of food 

insecurity were valuable/appreciated even if the impact of the assets was 

limited. 

A key interview finding was the depth and strength of assets possessed by food 

secure and food insecure participants. It has been recognised that food insecure 

households often possess a range of assets and skills that traverse, but are not 

limited to, budgeting, planning and preparation of food. (109, 143, 205, 224) These 

assets provided strength to both capabilities and resources of the household. 

Assets were developed by participants at varying life stages, often with the support 

of a key person such as mother or partner, and in different contexts within and 

across households. However, a key difference between food secure and food 

insecure participants’ was the amplification of these assets and the ability to enact 

them to provide a crucial buffer to the food insecurity experience. The core to these 

assets was supported by the subthemes of food literacy and social connection. 

These will be discussed relating to the study findings and the literature.  

Food Literacy  

Extensive financial, human and natural assets were centred on budgeting, planning, 

food knowledge, shopping knowledge, food preparation skills, knowing how to grow 

food, and modifying recipes. Collectively, these skills and strategies, as described 

by participants, were crafted over different life stages and were also related to the 
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broader food, social, economic cultural environment. These characteristics may be 

considered under the overarching term of food literacy. 

Vidgen and Gallegos (2014, p. 54) defined food literacy as:  

‘the scaffolding that empowers individuals, households, 

communities or nations to protect diet quality through change 

and strengthen dietary resilience over time. It is composed of a 

collection of inter-related knowledge, skills and behaviours 

required to plan, manage, select, prepare and eat food to meet 

needs and determine intake’.(225) 

 

These assets may be compartmentalised further into the four components of food 

literacy, traversing planning and management, selection, preparation and eating of 

food. Based on a scoping review this definition was expanded by Cullen et al. (p. 

143 2015) as follows:  

‘food literacy is the ability of an individual to understand food in 

a way that they develop a positive relationship with it, including 

food skills and practices across the lifespan in order to navigate, 

engage, and participate within a complex food system. It’s the 

ability to make decisions to support the achievement of 

personal health and a sustainable food system considering 

environmental, social, economic, cultural, and political 

components’.(226) 

 

This definition stresses that in order for individuals and communities to be food- 

literate it is paramount to also consider their socio-ecological context.(226) 

Elements from both definitions could be found within the study findings. 

 

As identified by participants, these assets under the food literacy umbrella were not 

something that was static but slid across a continuum of development over the life 

course and was context (individual environment) dependent. This is consistent with 

reports where individuals may have different levels of competence across food 

literacy areas.(227) This was exemplified by some participants having greater 

strengths in food knowledge and cooking when compared to growing food.  
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The food literacy possessed by food insecure participants provided some capacity 

and resilience to reduce the experience of food insecurity. However, this was only 

to a point where these resources were exhausted and/or participants were unable 

to combat the precursor to food insecurity. These specific precursors invariably 

related to the broader environment and structural issues such as rising costs of 

utilities or childcare. 

 

Initiatives that address skills such as budgeting, cooking, and growing of foods in 

community gardens have often been the response to food insecurity at a community 

level, both internationally and nationally. While these may be a buffer to food 

insecurity these initiatives often fail to address the broader systemic determinants 

of food insecurity.(228) However, the benefit of such programs is their impact on 

social connections and interaction also reported in this study.(108, 109, 224, 229) 

 

Social support through networks 

The asset of support through social networks was important to both food-secure 

and food-insecure participants. Social support in the food security literature has 

been described in context as emotional, instrumental (child care, food or material 

items) and informational support (advice and factual information).(85, 230) 

Consistent with the literature reported in this study, social support was described as 

arising from two sources: 1) networks of family and friends, and 2) networks in the 

broader environment, such as community agencies, and government benefits 

systems (e.g., Family Tax Benefit and Child Care Benefits).(204, 230) The role of 

support in relation to food insecurity served as a coping function and/or a source of 

increased income, primarily through government benefit systems. Davis et al. 

(2016) described these as coping and leverage relationships.(230) The stress-

buffering framework suggests that social support may act to reduce the associated 

negative impacts of catalysts to stressors, through either 1) perception that support 

is available; or 2) perception of the ability to cope with the situation faced; or 3) 

solution provision.(231) Participants described how the act of emotional, food or 

material support from friends or family was a valuable buffer in supporting them to 

cope with their experience of food insecurity. 
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The act of reciprocity, including swapping and sharing produce with neighbours, 

friends or fellow community gardeners, was an important social support which 

helped to buffer food insecurity, but also provided connection to community. The act 

of reciprocity and food insecurity has been  qualitatively reported amongst US sub-

population groups with similarities to this study regarding the use of food.(204, 230) 

Of interest is the provision of support from grandparents who may provide a meal 

for grandchildren or the family, or in some cases pay for fees for children, which 

would allow other assets to be put to use in other areas and alleviate the experience 

of some triggers. This may be considered with respect to the role social support 

being described in an emotional and/or instrumental context.  

 

In contrast, while support was considered in a positive light, at times it was 

juxtaposed with negativity, where the reliance on asking some family members for 

money was fraught with hesitancy, shame and guilt. In Clara’s case there were 

boundaries around what she would ask for financial support for, from family.  The 

concept of hesitancy was supported in other work from the US.(230)   

 

In this study some participants were receiving financial support through government 

benefits. Food-insecure participants described this support as a means to 

contributing to their economic status, but also as a means to cope with food 

insecurity. This is consistent with the coping and leverage role of social support 

reported by Davis et al. (2016).(230) Interestingly, it was the FIS participants who 

also commented in more detail about inadequacies of the social security safety net. 

These comments may be considered in the context of the financial demands on 

participants and the concern that the safety net, while important, may be out of step 

with increasing costs of living expenses. Also, for some participants, their current 

household income level was too high and they were ineligible to access social 

supports. The ineligibility of households above the poverty line for some social 

support has been reported in US low income households (53) and rural and urban 

Oregon households.(204) Inability to access sufficient government benefits or food 

and material aid was often contextualised by individual participants as follows: ‘that 

there are always people who are doing it tougher than themselves.’ This belief may 
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be drawn from and built upon the resilience and resourcefulness described by food 

insecure participants.  

 

4. The consequences of food insecurity are extensive, and there is constant 

stress related to the threat of food insecurity 

The stories of food security and food insecurity provided a detailed insight into the 

experiences and consequences of food access and provision beyond that of the 

USDA HFSSM. For food insecure participants specifically, these stories were filled 

with compromise, stress, guilt, and shame but interspersed with ones of 

resourcefulness, resilience and hope. As previously reported where food 

compromises were made, there was a subsequent challenge to uphold the 

household food values and role of food.(59)  

In contrast, food secure participants’ stress was at much lower levels. However, at 

least three participants reflected on the stress they experienced when previously 

food-insecure and the impact of this. Despite their reflecting on a difficult past, these 

descriptions were rich, vivid and detailed as they relived the potential of shame, 

embarrassment and concern due to the stigma of not being able to pay for food or 

feed children. The experience of shame, especially reported by women, when 

associated with a stressful experience of food insecurity, has been previously 

reported.(48, 59, 232, 233) These studies reported stressful experiences that 

included going without food and using food banks. 

While there was commonality in elements of these food insecurity experiences 

across participants, it was evident that the experience was not uniform but rather 

was consistent with the severity level and relative hardship experienced. Canadian 

researchers described the association between increasing food security severity 

status and other forms of material hardship, such as rent and bill difficulties, giving 

up services, pawning items to raise money and limited purchasing of milk, fruit and 

vegetables.(66)  

Further exploration in Australia within this and across income groups of the 

experiences and associated material hardships would support greater 

understanding of potential interventions to reduce food insecurity where food 

provisioning is not a suitable solution. 
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The impact of stress  

Stress was associated at two levels. First, food-insecure participants were 

constantly trying to juggle to make ends meet and make trade-offs in the household. 

Second, there was the stress associated with feelings of guilt, shame and 

embarrassment. Whilst stress was ever present it was heightened by the severity 

of the food insecurity experience. 

McEwan (2012) described stress and its impacts:  

‘stress is a state of mind, involving the brain and body as well as 

their interactions; it differs among individuals and reflects not only 

major life events but also the conflicts and pressures of daily life 

that alter physiological systems to produce a chronic stress 

burden that in turn is a factor in the expression of disease.’ pg 

17180(234) 

 

While stress was reported in the survey and interviews, it was evident that it existed 

beyond these two time points in a 12 month period. The severity of stress fluctuated 

but stress appeared to be always present. Stress was described in the context of 

food insecurity experience, but also with other stressors and trade-offs that may or 

may not be associated with food insecurity such as purchasing medicine for self or 

a family member or paying a utility bill. Evidence suggests that food insecurity at 

any level of severity may be considered a form of toxic stress.(146, 208, 211) Toxic 

stress has been described as: 

‘disrupted brain architecture as a result of stressful experiences, 

affecting other organ systems, leading to a prolonged activation 

of the body’s stress response system’.pg 5(146)  

 

The ongoing impact of forms of stress and food insecurity within low-to-middle 

income groups requires further exploration. Chilton and Rabinowich (2012) 

recommend that stress must be considered in intervention efforts especially in 

households where children are present.(146, 208) The negative health impact of 

stress levels has been reported in marginally food secure households.(19) 

Associations with marginal food security include poor psychosocial health, 

depression and health among children.  
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Additionally, the impacts of continual ‘wear and tear’ of stress on the body, or 

allostatic load of stress related to food insecurity should be considered, especially 

for the food gatekeeper. Allostatic load is a term used to describe all of the long-

standing effects on major organ systems of continuously activated stress responses 

in the body.(235, 236) The long-term impacts of food insecurity and the relationship 

to allostatic load warrant further exploration.  

 

Often counteracting this constant stress was the high degree of resilience present 

in many participants. Resilience is a dynamic concept influenced by life course 

events and has been believed to contain two key elements: adversity and positive 

adaptation.(237, 238) The level of resilience evident in both food secure and food 

insecure participants was shaped through life experiences that were often adverse 

in nature.(239) Resilience was particularly evident with participants who grew up in 

wartime or if a parent experienced war. 

 

5. Food insecurity measurement - the importance of understanding marginal 

food security and the dimensions of food security and the value of mixed 

methods. 

This study modified the food security classification from that of the original USDA 

HFSSM protocol. One or two affirmative responses are classified as food secure 

with a severity of marginally food secure(14), this was modified to a classification of 

food insecure with severity of marginally food secure. The understanding of 

marginal food security is limited. In this study, the classification of these participants 

as food insecure was supported by relevant literature and allowed for exploration of 

their experience.(15, 19, 39) Understanding the marginal food secure experience 

has importance from an epidemiological, public health and public policy 

perspective.(19) The decision to categorise those experiencing marginal food 

security as food insecure was supported by the study findings, particularly their 

stories portrayed with increasing levels of anxiety and stress regarding food 

provision. As suggested previously by Loopstra (2013) those experiencing marginal 

food security may experience poorer health outcomes and increased forms of 

material hardship when compared to food secure individuals.(66) 
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This study implemented the USDA HFSSM to categorise food security status which 

is considered the most reliable and valid food security measurement tool across 

populations. Whilst the USDA HFSSM is based on economic access to food, it does 

not take into consideration other reasons for the existence of food insecurity. A 

recent systematic literature review indicated the absence of multi-item tools that 

assess food security beyond this one dimension.(196) Economic access may be 

the key driver for food insecurity there is a need to also understand other 

determining factors. 

 

The methodology undertaken allowed for inclusion of the voices of those who were 

food secure, classified by the USDA HFSSM. Whilst this group did not respond 

affirmatively to any of the USDA HFSSM questions, their stories indicated that they 

had experienced some degree of food stress and anxiety during their past or current 

life that the tool did not assess. Some participants indicated difficulty accessing food 

due to physical reasons: having moved into a new area with no personal transport 

other than walking, and an inadequate public transport system. Physical access is 

considered to be part of the dimensions of food security.(3) More specifically lack of 

car access has been associated with increased difficulty of accessing food 

outlets.(51, 223)  

 

 

7.4 The Sustainable Livelihood Framework  

 

While no pre-determined framework was established  the Sustainable Livelihood 

Framework was used as a lens and structure to view the results of the quantitative, 

qualitative and integrated findings of this study; providing a perspective on potential 

responses to support food security across households of all incomes.(203) 

Elements of these findings support core components of this theoretical framework. 

Described by the Department for International Development (1999), the SLF guides 

the development of policy  for  economic development to support sustainable 

livelihood outcomes, such as food security, predominantly in developing 

countries.(203)  
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A sustainable livelihood refers to the capabilities or assets required for living by 

individuals, households or communities in order to cope and recover from shocks 

and stresses (both internal and external). These capabilities can be maintained, 

modified or developed.(203, 210, 240)  The framework has been described to  

support the development of activities that are people centred, responsive and 

participatory, dynamic, multilevel, conducted in partnership across sectors (public 

and private) and sustainable.(241) The SLF has been applied to food security 

research across countries of various income levels, including Australia and Canada.  

However there has been limited application in high income countries. In order to 

achieve food and nutrition security in Canada Slater and Yeudall(240)have 

proposed the use of the SLF as a conceptual model to allow for a comprehensive 

examination of factors necessary to reach food  and nutrition security. They further 

propose for the application of the SLF in both research and applied settings at the 

individual, household, community and regional and policy level to assess the range 

of determinants of food and nutrition security and evaluate potential solutions.(240) 

In Australia, the framework has been used with exploration of food insecurity in 

single parents to identify relevant policy responses.(210)  

 

The advantage of SLF as a framework for consideration in a high income country 

context distinct from developing countries is threefold. Firstly, it has a person 

centred approach; individuals/households are acknowledged in context of their own 

situation, their strengths and their assets (Theme 2 Assets) rather than their deficits. 

Secondly, the livelihood outcome (food security) is considered in the context of the 

broader social, political and economic environment structures related to 

vulnerabilities (Theme 3 Triggers) and transforming structures and processes 

(Theme 4 Assets amplified). Thirdly, the framework is not linear but is dynamic and 

interactive. The dynamic nature is reflective of change that may occur over time and 

the complexity of the relationships across different aspects of the framework. 

Furthermore, different entry points across the framework allow identification of 

structures and processes at various points to improve the outcome (food security) 

(Figure7-1). Each element of the SLF will be discussed in the context of the study 

findings and are summarised in Figure 7-1 and Table7-1. 
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Figure 7-1 Adapted Sustainable Livelihood Framework with Part 2 themes applied. Adapted from Law et al. (2011) and Department for 

International Development (1999)  
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Table 7.1 Summary mapping of Sustainable Livelihood Framework (SLF) with Part 2 

findings 

Sustainable Livelihood 

Framework 

Integrated mapping of Study 2 findings - Qualitative themes 

and subthemes and Quantitative results 

Vulnerability Contexts  Theme 3 Triggers 

Shocks  

 

Income fluctuations 

Household cost of living expenses – Bills expected and unexpected 

Relationship breakdown 

Change in household composition  

Social support changes 

Fluctuation food costs 

Availability of food at outlets 

Physical access – transport 

Livelihood Capabilities  Theme 2 Assets and Theme 1 Food Decisions– sub-theme 1.1 

Roles and values that shape food decisions 

FSiMHS characteristic data 

FSiMHS characteristic 

data 

Education, employment/income, car ownership  

Human Extensive array of skills that may be defined by food literacy. 

Personal  Values and meaning of food. 

Financial Budgeting management skills. 

Physical Cooking facilities, transport, growing food in backyard, 

Social Connections with friends, families, neighbours – exchange of produce, 

sharing meals, 

Wider community - local shop keepers. 

Transforming 

structures 

Theme 4 Assets amplified – Sub-theme 4.1 From within the 

households and sub-theme 4.2 From outside the household 

FSiMHS characteristic data 

 Social security - Health Care Card, 

Family/social/community support. 

Education level, car ownership, employment/income  

Livelihood outcome USDA Household Food Security Survey module results.  

Theme 5 The consequences & emotional rollercoaster  

 36% of all low-to-middle income FSiMHS households (n=42) were food 

insecure.  

Households with children: 18% MFS 13% LFS and 5% VLFS Adult only 

households: 8% MFS, 9% LFS and 3% VLFS Experience consequences 

and emotions, frustration, stress, anxiety, compromise re food  nutrition, 

quantity and quality, guilt, resilience, respect, resourcefulness and 

responsibility  
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7.4.1 Vulnerability context 

The vulnerability context includes the broader physical, economic, social and 

political environments that people live in and may positively and/or negatively 

influence the capacity to achieve a sustainable livelihood outcome.(210) The 

vulnerability context may be considered as the shocks and stresses that impact on 

a household and may be influenced by factors internal and/or external to the 

household.(242) Applying the SLF to this study data the vulnerability context was 

reflected in Theme 3 Triggers and corresponding subthemes of internal and external 

triggers for participants that impacted on their food security status. These triggers 

were shown to put the assets of participants and households under stress. 

 

Food insecure participants consistently reported triggers of a financial origin; and 

these often came in the form of income and/or cost of living shocks increasing their 

vulnerability. In a number of cases, these were unexpected, and many participants 

reported that they may not have financial resources to counteract these. Reported 

cost of living expenses related to increased costs of utilities, housing (rent and 

mortgage), petrol and the cost of food. Child Care fees were discussed as a financial 

pressure. The impact of Federal Government policy on Child Care Rebates was out 

of touch with increased fees and subsequently impacted upon the vulnerability of a 

household. Some food-secure households reflected upon a time when they 

experienced these shocks, placing them under the threat/or the experience of food 

insecurity.   

 

Household composition varied across interview participants, with 44% consisting of 

couples with children under 18 years, typically with two children. Change in 

household composition such as the birth of a child, return of an adult child or 

additional extended family was a key trigger. This resulted in a shock to income, 

and financial resources, and often then placed assets under stress. For two 

participants a change of household composition precipitated by a relationship 

breakdown brought with it a number of resulting income and cost of living shocks 

that triggered their experience of food insecurity. However, regardless of food 

security status a number of participants with children described tensions between 

balancing financial and time resources. 
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Triggers other than financial origin were reported by both food-secure and food 

insecure. For some households, these acted alone, or were in addition to financial 

triggers. Food access was impacted upon by time pressures that resulted from 

juggling roles of parenthood, study, work and being the main gatekeeper of food 

management. This resulted in challenges and compromises to meet the values of 

healthy food choices and food preferences. The availability of food in the local food 

supply that met food preferences including quality, special dietary needs and budget 

was described as a potential trigger for households.  There are some consistencies 

from this study with other work that identified triggers in South Australian single 

parents such as cost of food, fuel costs.(210) 

 

7.4.2 Livelihood Capabilities  

Livelihood capabilities of a household are fluid, interactive, interchangeable and are 

core building blocks to supporting households to work towards achieving food 

security.(203, 210) In Figure 7-1 they are represented visually as a pentagon, which 

is flexible allowing for greater emphasis on different capabilities within as required. 

In the context of this study they are referred to as assets discussed in Theme 1 

Household food decisions are complex, dynamic& multi-factorial (Sub-theme 1.1 

Roles & values that shape household food decisions) and Theme 2 Constant 

interaction of multiple protective assets. Law (2011) described these capabilities in 

the context of food security research with single parents in Adelaide, South Australia 

(210): 

1. Human capabilities represent the skills, knowledge, health and ability to work 

that allow someone to pursue and achieve their livelihood objectives. 

2. Personal capabilities from values and self-perception.  

3. Financial capabilities are the financial resources available to a person or 

household. These will include income (salary or social security) and liquid 

assets or savings.   

4. Physical capabilities may include the natural resources, equipment, services 

and infrastructure available to a person or household. This includes access 

to and availability of healthy food. 
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5. Social capabilities include the social and political networks and connections 

with others and community. It may include aspects of trust, reciprocity and 

sharing resources and connections.  

 

These capabilities described by Law (2011) in a developed country context will be 

applied to the related findings of Theme 1, Household food decisions are complex, 

dynamic& multi-factorial Sub Theme 1.1 Values, and Theme 3 Constant interaction 

of multiple protective assets of this study. The findings were found to be distributed 

broadly across all categories.  

 

Human 

The quantitative and qualitative data indicated participants had completed or were 

completing further education. For both food secure and insecure there was a focus 

on highly developed skills and knowledge, food literacy capabilities and resources 

(Sub Theme 2.1). This encapsulated: budgeting, planning, food knowledge, 

shopping knowledge, location of stores in and around the local area, knowing food 

specials, food preparation skills, knowing how to grow food and recipe modification.  

Time available to achieve food related tasks such as acquisition and preparation 

and other demands, child care, study and work was discussed by both groups of 

participants. These findings were consistent with that reported by Law (2011) in 

single parent households. (210)  

 

Personal 

Personal values incorporated those demonstrated in Theme 1 Sub Theme 1.1 

Roles and values that shape households’ food decisions. These values were of high 

importance to both participant groups, where food was a priority, with importance 

placed on nutritional and physical quality of food. Further to this, participants’ 

detailed additional personal values and meanings associated with food in social and 

metaphorical contexts. For example, food represented family and was an important 

conduit that supported, and was associated with, socialisation. 
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Financial 

The quantitative demographic data were used to select participants for the 

qualitative phase indicating that their income was through employment, self-funded 

retirement (superannuation) or studying and working part time. For a number of 

participants (food secure and food insecure), income was supplemented with a 

range of Government Benefits. Only a small number of food secure and food 

insecure participants mentioned their capacity to save. These savings acted as a 

buffer if required to cover additional planned and unplanned expenses. Often it was 

when these financial asset sources were challenged by specific triggers that 

vulnerability to food insecurity increased. However, for all participants who were 

food-insecure, it was the inadequacy of income to support the financial demands 

placed on their household that was the catalyst for episodic and ongoing food 

insecurity with varying severity levels.  

 

Financial assets went beyond direct income but also access to credit. For some 

participants this included credit cards and the asset of owning a property. Clara, in 

particular, reported not having access to such assets and that this created an 

ongoing financial management struggle. 

 

Refined personal budgeting strategies were described by all participants under 1) 

Human assets. 

 

Physical  

Physical assets, including car access, were reported as an enabling factor for food 

access, with all participants using a car as their main form of transport to the 

supermarket and smaller food outlets. However, one food insecure participant 

reported that they also would ride a bike for small shopping trips, and another at 

times would catch public transport. Kitchen equipment, storage space and freezers 

were assets available to all participants and supported food security. Freezers in 

particular were described by some households as being crucial to buying things in 

bulk as a way to save money and store foods especially if finances became tight. A 

number of participants who were food secure and food insecure grew their own food 

in their back yards or, in one case, in a community garden which supported the 

supply of fresh fruits, vegetables and herbs. 
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Social 

Social assets were described to be those within and external to households and 

provided important social connection in the form of social networks. Participants 

described two levels of social assets. First, there were relationships with friends, 

family and neighbours that centred on the exchange of produce and sharing food 

and meals. The sharing of produce related to surplus backyard food production. 

Reciprocity was evident with friends, family and neighbours helping each other, not 

only with food, but also with material aid or supporting friendships. The second 

relationship was with local small shop owners and staff who provided a link to 

community by food provision, in some cases price or payment flexibility. Although 

this finding is similar to that described by Law et.al(210) there was not the same 

degree of personal relationships with supermarket staff. These social networks were 

described in two contexts as preventing food insecurity, but when people were 

experiencing a level of food insecurity it helped to minimise the impact.  

 

7.4.3 Transforming structures and processes  

Transforming structures and processes may occur at a household or broader 

environment (organisations, institutions, policies, social structures, markets and 

laws) and through the capabilities may be able to mediate the impact of the 

vulnerability shock and progress towards the livelihood outcome of food security. 

External environment elements of Theme 4 Asset amplification may be considered 

transforming structures and processes. 

 

Government benefits, particularly the Family Tax Benefit and Child Care Rebates, 

were described as transformational structures, providing additional income to the 

household. In the case of Child Care Rebates, this reduced the expense of child 

care fees and enabled participants to attend work or university, as was the case in 

19% of interviewed participants. There was mixed emotion and conflict regarding 

the transformational status of the Child Care Rebate. One participant experiencing 

food insecurity described the difficulty of paying increasing child care fees when the 

rebates were often not in step with these increases.  
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Completing further study was viewed as a transformational structure that would 

make a difference for the household in the future by the potential for higher income 

with formal qualification. This, in turn, would increase the household livelihood, 

potentially ensuring a better standard of living for the family, especially for children. 

 

Tensions and contradictions were evident with the role of supermarkets as 

transforming structures, with participants conflicted and frustrated that 

supermarkets may in fact impede aspects of food access. As a transforming 

structure, participants described the use of supermarket specials and promotions 

as a strategy to support their food budgets and where possible stock up on foods. 

However, supermarkets were described by some as monopolising product selection 

and not providing fresh produce, particularly fruit and vegetable. Additionally, other 

structures including sporting clubs, schools, kindergartens, community centres and 

community gardens were described as transforming structures that directly or 

indirectly supported access to food.  

 

Social support networks with neighbours, friends and family became 

transformational structures. While these were present at all times, it was when the 

vulnerability contexts (Triggers) were particularly strong and impacting on the 

capabilities (Assets) that social support networks became crucial. This was 

particularly demonstrated by Maureen in her description of friends buying toilet 

paper for her meant she had an extra AU$10 in her budget that week for food. 

 

7.4.4 Livelihood outcome - Food Security 

In this study, the outcome of food security and severity status was established using 

the quantitative data, the affirmative responses from the USDA HFSSM Table 7-1. 

Thirty-six percent of low to middle income participants were food insecure. The 

consequences described in Theme 5 were related to the livelihood outcome of food 

security or food insecurity (Table 7-1)  

At a participant level, the framework could be mapped back from the livelihood 

outcome of food security or food insecurity to identify key and common points. In all 

food insecure examples in this study it was the strength, magnitude and timeliness 

of triggers that strained the capabilities (assets) and despite transforming structures 
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(amplification of assets), often resulted in food insecurity of varying severity and 

temporality. Common to the experience of food insecurity was the inadequacy of 

financial resources to meet the strain of financial demands that resulted in the 

experience of food insecurity.  

 

7.4.5 Summary of the Sustainable Livelihood Framework and this study 

In summary, the SLF was used as a lens to provide a structure for the findings from 

this MMR study to explore food insecurity/security in low-to-middle income 

households (Figure 7-1 and Table 7-1) 

 

An appreciation of the variety and context of vulnerabilities/triggers provides an 

understanding of the food security livelihoods of households and both identification 

and insight into the development of potential approaches.(203) Considering the 

findings of the study in relation to this framework enabled an understanding of the 

impact of vulnerabilities (triggers) upon other areas that subsequently impacted on 

the outcome of food security status. Despite the number and variety of capabilities 

and strengths (assets) possessed by participants, these were challenged to 

withstand the impacts of triggers. However, at times, the transformational 

structures, namely asset amplification, could both strengthen the collective range of 

assets and impact on the trigger. This in turn supported mitigation or reduction of 

the experience of food insecurity. 

 

Assets and capabilities in this study, particularly pertaining to individual knowledge 

and skills related to food literacy, were high and there was an immense sense of 

pride, resilience, respect and responsibility evident in both food secure and food 

insecure groups. The dynamic interaction of all the livelihood  capabilities was 

evident and is consistent with the  reported application of the SLF  in Australia.(210) 

An advantage of using this framework is that it provided a focus on the strengths 

and resources of a household or individual rather than the weaknesses.  

 

In identifying intervention points to improve the food security livelihood outcome, 

potential interventions should focus on reducing the vulnerabilities and 

strengthening the transforming structures, rather than solely focusing on the lack of 
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available capabilities. In practice this may translate to a focus on reducing the shifts 

in vulnerability contexts (triggers) for households related to the financial pressures 

that placed the assets under stress, to a point where their effectiveness was 

challenged and compromised. However, these triggers should be viewed by how 

they are influenced in the broader social, political, economic and physical 

environment beyond that of a household level. For example, the reported 

disconnect between Child Care Rebates and actual cost of child care, highlighting 

a potential area for policy consideration. 

 

While supermarkets could be considered as a transforming structure to support 

access to food, through geographic location and ‘pricing specials’, this was met with 

some reservations  by participants due to the monopoly of the market, pricing 

strategies and the perceived freshness of fresh produce.  However policy at this 

food supply level could be considered at a local, state, and federal government level 

through the approval of and supporting localised fresh produce outlets reducing the 

monopoly and food pricing strategies.(210, 240)  

 

Whilst the SLF was useful lens to view the data it is not without criticism in the 

literature regarding its application and outcomes. In some settings the framework 

has been described as complicated and difficult to use and may not be readily 

applied in a research context.(243) Contrasting this Serrat (241) described the 

framework’s strength and scope through its  people centred approach, facilitating 

the identification of practical priorities for actions but it does not replace other 

participatory or multi sector approaches. An additional critique of the SLF is that it  

may not adequately attend to power imbalances that may occur.(241) As an 

example when applied at a household level it has been stressed that the livelihood 

lens must be applied in conjunction with a gender lens, due to the gender power 

distribution that may occur across households. An additional criticism of the SLF in 

practice is the often limited evidence of evaluation of the changes in the livelihood 

outcome as result of the identified strategy e.g. policy.(243)  

 

Despite this further exploration of applicability of the SLF for food security in high 

income countries may elucidate new intervention points, especially acting on the 
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vulnerability contexts and the transforming structures and processes to address 

food insecurity across income groups. 

 

7.5 Strengths and limitations of the study 

 

7.5.1 Strengths 

Mixed methods approach 

The methodological strength of a mixed methods approach allowed for detailed 

exploration of the experiences of food insecurity and food security within a low-to-

middle income group. The interpretation of the qualitative and quantitative findings 

together strengthened the understanding of these experiences. The methodology 

supported the understanding of the construct and experience of food insecurity in 

this income group, more than a quantitative or qualitative methodology alone. This 

was reinforced by the integration of the data from both phases, supporting the 

validity (quantitative phase) or credibility (qualitative phase) of the findings. 

 

An additional strength was the case selection method for the interviews which 

supported the transferability of the qualitative findings. Selecting participants from 

those that had participated in the quantitative survey allowed for further 

interpretation of the meaning of the findings when supported by the stories of 

participants. Additionally, the focus of the research on the qualitative phase provides 

an important contribution to the literature, particularly in Australia, providing the first 

exploration of the experience of food insecurity within this income group.  

 

 

 

Food security status determined using a validated multi item tool USDA 

HFSSM 

Determination of food security status and severity using the rigorously validated 

USDA HFSSM ensured greater sensitivity in classification of food security status 

when compared to the current Australian single-item tool used in population 

surveys.(37, 49, 244) The purposive sampling across moderate to very high 
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VAMPIRE suburbs and neighbouring suburbs, all of which had a moderate index of 

relative disadvantage and advantage, correctly identified participants within a low-

to-middle income group. 

 

Constant comparison approach  

The constant comparison approach to the analysis - comparing and contrasting 

experiences within and across food secure and food insecure groups - supported 

the interpretation of the findings.(184, 201) This approach allowed for insight into 

the experience across participants from households of varying composition and 

stage of life, including those with children of varying age, couples, adult children 

caring for elderly parents, women living alone and retired couples and how these 

factors impact on food security status. The stories depicted by participants were 

unique in nature and circumstances, but linked by underlying commonalities that 

could be derived from their narrative. Additionally, the constant comparison 

approach supported confirmability of the qualitative data across each participant, 

with the candidate continually immersed in the data. 

 

7.5.2 Limitations 

Sampling 

A potential limitation is the recruitment strategy where the main food provider was 

requested to complete the survey resulting in a higher number of women (88%) 

responding to the FSiMHS. Fifteen women and one male were interviewed 

potentially impacting on the credibility and dependability of the interview data. The 

inclusion of only one male voice provided a narrow view of how men may perceive 

food insecurity.  

 

 

Household income category 

The household income selection category was based on the Australian Bureau of 

Statistics (ABS) income data that identified a range of incomes to meet low-to-

middle income criteria and VPHS income categories used in Part 1. Participants 

may have misreported total household income by not including all income sources. 

Additionally, whilst total income was used it may have been useful also to look at 
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disposable income and equivalise across the household composition as resources 

are not necessarily evenly distributed. However, where income has been discussed 

across the cited literature, total annual income has been used with a small number 

using equivalised income being clearly identified. 

 

7.6 Summary  

 

This study detailed the EXISTENCE and EXPERIENCE of food insecurity for low-

to-middle income households using a mixed methods research design. It has 

highlighted the food insecurity experiences of this income group and is the first in 

Australia to detail this story beyond very low income households. Whilst there have 

been commonalities portrayed in the food insecurity experiences of very low 

income, it has highlighted this experience is invariably hidden and accompanied 

with considerable stress.  

 

Food insecurity exists in low-to-middle income households, who own their house, 

who are educated and who are often supported within their environment. The face 

of food insecurity as those living primarily in poverty is challenged. 

 

The story that emanated from data from low-to-middle income households as 

illustrated in  Figure 7-2, reinforces the existence of food insecurity below the 

surface for those experiencing it, described as an ‘underbelly’ or undercurrent of 

food insecurity. It illustrates the hidden nature of food insecurity and, as the 

consequences of food insecurity increase, so does the level of stress and anxiety.  

Above the surface participants are supported by assets, food literacy and social 

networks. The supports and strengths of hope, resourcefulness and resilience are 

depicted. However, when placed under stress by a number of varying triggers, these 

assets are challenged, often resulting in an increase in the consequences 

experienced below the surface. 

 

The next chapter will summarise of the key findings from Part One and Two to 

describe the EXISTENCE and EXPERIENCE of food insecurity in low-to-middle 

income households, with recommendations for future research.
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Figure 7-2 Summary of the food insecurity underbelly experience for low-to-middle income participants 
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Chapter 8: Summary of the EXISTENCE and EXPERIENCE of food 

insecurity in low-to-middle income Melbourne, Victorian 

households 

 

8.1 Introduction 

 

The previous chapters of this thesis have detailed the findings of the EXISTENCE 

(Part 1) and EXPERIENCE (Part 2) of food insecurity and have discussed these 

findings in the context of existing literature. This final chapter presents how the 

combined findings of the EXISTENCE and EXPERIENCE address the overarching 

research aim and objectives of this thesis and contribute to developing a picture of 

food insecurity in low-to-middle income (defined as A$40,000-$80,000) households 

in Melbourne, Victoria. Finally, implications and recommendations for practice, 

policy and research will be proposed.  

 

8.2 Summary of research need/gap and objectives  

 

Food insecurity has been described as a wicked health problem impacting on the 

lives of adults and children.(12) Conservative estimates indicate that four percent 

or over 900,000 Australians are living in a household that was reported to be food 

insecure.(44) To date much of the focus of the food insecurity research in Australia 

has been on those where the prevalence of food insecurity is higher; that is, for 

those in very low income groups. International evidence suggests that food 

insecurity is not confined to those on a very low income, with some studies 

suggesting food insecurity exists in higher income groups.(53-55) Meanwhile, in 

Australia little is known about the extent of the problem or the experience of food 

insecurity in low-to-middle income households. 
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The objectives of this research were: 

Part 1: EXISTENCE 

 To document the prevalence of food insecurity in low-to-middle income 

Victorian households. 

 To explore potential determinants of food insecurity in low-to-middle 

income Victorian households. 

 To explore the relationship and factors associated between the ‘ability 

and inability to raise A$2000 in an emergency in 2 days’ (indicator of 

financial stress) and food insecurity. 

Part 2: EXPERIENCE 

 To identify low-to-middle Melbourne households who are food secure 

and food insecure (or at risk of food insecurity). 

 To explore and compare the food security and insecurity experiences 

of these households in this income group. Specifically exploring precursors, 

strategies to prevent or address and the implications of the experience of 

food insecurity. 

 

8.3 Summary of the key findings in accordance with PhD aims 

 

8.3.1 Part 1 the EXISTENCE of food insecurity  

The prevalence and frequency of food insecurity  

Analysis of the 2006-2009 Victorian Population Health Survey (VPHS) data 

determined that the prevalence of food insecurity in low to middle income 

respondents ranged between 3.9%-4.8%. This was established by an affirmative 

response to the single-item question in the VPHS ‘In the last 12 months did you run 

out of food and were unable to afford to buy more?’ For those low-to-middle income 

households experiencing food insecurity, between 6%-29% indicated that this 

occurred once a month and 10%-18% indicated this was a weekly or fortnightly 

experience. 
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Potential determinants of food insecurity  

The 2008 VPHS data set was further analysed to explore variables that were 

associated with food insecurity in this income group. The strongest associations in 

the multivariable model with food insecurity included ‘inability to get food wanted 

due to its expense’, support from friends, ‘ability to raise money in an emergency in 

2 days’, housing tenure that was neither renting nor owning own home, gender and 

age. 

Associations between ability to raise money in an emergency and food 

insecurity 

PART 1B EXISTENCE aimed to look more deeply into the association that was 

found between the ‘ability to raise A$2000 in an emergency in 2 days’ and food 

insecurity. This variable was considered as an indicator of financial stress.(245) 

Being a sole parent with children over 18 years and living alone were most strongly 

associated with being ‘unable to raise money in an emergency’ and food insecurity. 

Households composed of a couple and dependent children were also potentially at 

risk (p=0.06). For those who were ‘able to raise money in an emergency’, the 

associations with food insecurity were housing tenure other than renting or owning, 

and inability to get help from friends. A reduced risk of food insecurity was 

associated with increased age and educational attainment equivalent to high school 

level and beyond. There was also a strong association between the ability to raise 

money in an emergency and ‘the ability to get the food wanted due to its expense.’ 

Regardless of respondents’ ability to raise money in an emergency, they reported 

that they were unable to get the food wanted due to its expense. 

8.3.2 Part 2 the EXPERIENCE of food insecurity 

Part 2 built on the confirmation of the EXISTENCE of food insecurity in low-to-middle 

incomes and explored the EXPERIENCE of food insecurity in this income group. A 

sequential explanatory mixed methods design, with a quantitative and qualitative 

phase was implemented.  
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Identify low-to-middle income food secure and food insecure participants  

Classification of food security status and income level was achieved through the 

implementation of the ‘Food security in Melbourne Households Survey’. Of the 134 

respondents 121 provided income data, 35% were classified as low-to-middle 

income, with 36% of these classified as food insecure. An advantage of using the 

USDA HFSSM multi-item tool to classify food security status was the ability to 

assess the severity of food insecurity based on household composition (those with 

children, n=74, and adult only, n=60) and severity of food insecurity. In households 

with children, the severity varied from marginal (18%), low (13%) and very low (5%) 

food severity. In contrast, in adult only households, the distribution of severity was 

eight, nine and three percent respectively. The classification identified 64% of 

participants as food secure, based on the ability to access food due to financial 

resources. 

The experiences of food insecurity and food security 

Eight food insecure and eight food secure participants from the quantitative survey 

were selected for in-depth interviews that explored the experiences of food 

insecurity/security. Five themes were identified from the interview data: (i) 

household food decisions, (ii) assets, (iii) triggers for food insecurity, (iv) 

amplification of assets and (v) the consequences and roller coaster of emotions. 

The five key findings from Part 2 are summarised in Table 8.1: 

Table 8.1 Five key findings from Part 2 EXPERIENCE of food insecurity 

Part 2 EXPERIENCE of food insecurity findings 

1. The food insecurity experience varied from episodic to chronic, was covert in nature 

and graded in severity.  

2. The complexities of triggers for food insecurity were inclusive of, yet beyond, 

economic origin. 

3. Assets that protect against or buffer during periods of food insecurity were valuable, 

even if the impact of the asset was limited. 

4. The consequences of food insecurity were extensive and there was constant stress 

related to the threat of food insecurity. 

5. When measuring food insecurity it is important to identify marginal food security and 

the four dimensions of food security, not just economic access. 
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Whilst the prevalence of food insecurity in low-to-middle income households may 

be at a lower level when compared to those on much lower incomes, there are 

similarities in the severity of the experience within low-to-middle income groups, 

across the food insecurity experience continuum. These experiences ranged from 

stress, concern and worry to perturbations in food quantity and quality, often 

situated with the household food gatekeeper. This was described by the candidate 

as the ‘Underbelly of Food Insecurity’, referring to an undercurrent of food insecurity 

that was hidden and insidious and included a range of consequences. 

 

8.4 Implications of findings  

 

In summary, this research has determined that food insecurity exists in low-to-

middle-income households, but the experience varies in severity, uniformity and 

nature. The true magnitude of the issue is hidden, in part due to the nature of the 

experience and the shame associated with it. To the candidate’s knowledge, this is 

the first time this evidence has been reported within Australia. The research 

undertaken as part of this thesis makes an original contribution to the field of food 

insecurity, both nationally and internationally, by providing additional understanding 

of both the EXISTENCE and EXPERIENCE of this   public health issue beyond 

those on very low incomes. This research provides a novel and  unique view of food 

insecurity in Australia and challenges the perception that it is an experience that 

that is situated only amongst those on very low income in our society.(97)  

The contribution of this thesis to the understanding of food insecurity in low-to-

middle income is summarised in Figure 8-1. The complexity of this 

conceptualisation reflects the nature of food insecurity.  
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Figure 8-1 Summary of findings of and contribution of Exploring the EXISTENCE and EXPERIENCE of food insecurity in low-to-middle income households 

Contribution to the understanding of food insecurity in low-to-middle income households.
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8.5 Recommendations encompassing future research, policy and practice in 

food insecurity in Australia. 

 

The proof of the EXISTENCE and the documentation of the EXPERIENCE of food 

insecurity within those on low-to-middle income have implications for the direction 

of research, policy and practice in food insecurity. Three key recommendations 

established from reflecting upon the literature discussed and findings of this thesis 

will be presented. Underpinning each of these recommendations is the need for an 

increased food security research agenda in Australia, using a range of 

methodologies at a population and subpopulation level across income groups. This 

is crucial to appropriately inform, direct and evaluate policy and practice options that 

address the determinants of food insecurity. Research needs to be focussed not 

only on investigating pathways out of food insecurity and trialling targeted 

interventions that stop people from falling deeper into food insecurity but in 

prevention strategies. 

 

Recommendations: 

 

1. Commitment to annual monitoring using a more sophisticated multi-item 

measure of household food security in Australia. Reporting of the prevalence 

and severity of household food insecurity across income groups at a national 

and state level. 

 

2. A need to adequately measure food insecurity according to its dimensions to 

understand its determinants.  

 

3. The current dominant downstream food based responses in Australia fail to 

address the problem of food insecurity in the long term. Development and 

implementation of policy and practice responses must address the systemic 

issues of food insecurity. 

  



221 
 

8.5.1 Recommendation 1:  

Commitment to annual monitoring using a more sophisticated multi-item 

measure of household food security in Australia. Reporting of the 

prevalence and severity of household food insecurity across income groups 

at a national and state level. 

Monitoring and reporting of the prevalence and severity of households’ food 

insecurity is crucial to: provide a more accurate understanding of the prevalence of 

household food insecurity and who is experiencing it; recommend and guide 

effective policy and other program interventions to address it; and allow for the 

capacity to assess the impact of such policy and program interventions.  

Routine annual monitoring 

Currently in Australia, food insecurity is measured at a population level by the 

Australian Bureau of Statistics in the Australian Health Survey using a single-item 

tool. This is reported at best every three years for the population, at national and 

state level and for Indigenous Australians. However, it is not reported across income 

groups, household types or severity levels. 

The analysis of the Victorian Population Health Survey undertaken in Part 1 

highlighted that food insecurity exists across income groups and that there were 

other determinants of food insecurity than income. This exploration is reliant on the 

annual inclusion of food insecurity measurement in annual population surveys. With 

the perceived low prevalence of food insecurity, the single- item question has been 

excluded from some state and national surveys: for example, the 2015 and 2016 

VPHS. This creates inconsistent data sets from population surveys and an inability 

to monitor the prevalence over time. In the absence of a regular national monitoring 

system, ideally state level population data should be collected consistently with 

similar covariates analysed in Part 1 so that data can be extrapolated across the 

nation. Comparative to the US and Canada, who monitor annually across all states 

and provinces using the USDA HFSSM, the monitoring system in Australia needs 

commitment, investment and improvement.  

The availability of national and state-based data on food insecurity can inform 

further research that supports a more comprehensive understanding of the issue 
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and identify areas for action. Additionally it can also inform evaluation of initiatives 

and policies implemented to address food insecurity  

Use of a multi-item tool that allows for understanding of the severity and 

temporality of food insecurity 

This research provides further evidence that the prevalence of food insecurity may 

be much higher than is identified by the single item tool used to measure food 

insecurity in Australia.(37, 49) The focus of this single item tool is on the extreme 

experience of food insecurity – food insufficiency and running out of food. The use 

of the USDA HFSSM in this research provided a quantitative insight into the stress, 

anxiety and concern that often precedes the changes to quality and quantity of food, 

to the more severe form of food insecurity with multiple indications of disrupted 

eating pattern and reduced food intake. 

Food security in Part 1 and 2 of this thesis was determined at one point in time 

asking for a reflection over the previous 12 months. Through the qualitative 

interviews, food-secure participants reflected on their lives identifying times they 

had difficulty accessing food, describing experiences similar to food insecurity. This 

was also supported by those classified as food insecure, identifying times where 

their experience may have been different from the one that they currently reported. 

This highlights the precarious nature of food insecurity and that household situations 

may change over time. Despite food insecurity experiences being many years prior, 

its impact were still felt, both psychologically and physically on households. 

Understanding the temporality of food insecurity will inform both policy and program 

based interventions. Additionally it is important that the lived experiences be 

determined.   

Categorisation of marginal food secure as food insecure  

The USDA HFSSM allowed for both the classification of food security status and 

categorisation as marginally food secure, low food security and very low food 

insecurity.(68) In the absence of qualitative data relating to the experience of food 

insecurity in this income group this categorisation provided insight into the severity 

of experience. This study classified those with one or two affirmative responses 

(marginal food security) as ‘food insecure’. This was supported by literature 
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suggesting that this experience of marginal food security with anxiety and concern 

was situated and similar in experience to food insecurity rather than food security.(9, 

15, 246) Closer examination of responses to the USDA HFSSM indicated that a 

small number of respondents who were classified as marginally food secure had in 

fact only responded to questions relating to perturbations in food quantity - the more 

severe end of the spectrum rather than those relating to stress. When coupled with 

the qualitative data it was evident that the experience supported the decision by the 

candidate to categorise this group as food insecure. This raises two points that 

requires further examination: first that those who are experiencing marginal food 

security require closer examination to understand this experience and its 

implications for health. Second, based on this and existing evidence, should the 

classification of food insecure include those with one or two affirmative responses 

to the USDA HFSSM? 

8.5.2 Recommendation 2: 

A need to adequately measure food insecurity according to its dimensions 

to understand its determinants. 

Developing an understanding of the array of determinants of food security according 

to its four dimensions - food supply, access, utilisation and stability, and the 

spectrum of food insecurity experiences across the populations and within sub 

population groups, is crucial. This will provide a more accurate understanding of the 

determinants and the gaps in knowledge that have the capacity to better inform 

policy and program interventions. This will also allow assessment of the impact of 

such policy and program interventions on the determinants of food insecurity. 

This research has shown that mixed methods research methodology approaches 

including quantitative and qualitative data is invaluable for developing the picture of 

food insecurity in Australia. Further research that uses mixed methods methodology 

is recommended to allow for a deeper examination of such a complex issue as food 

insecurity. 
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Measure the multiple dimensions of food security  

Limited or constrained financial resources were identified as a key trigger to the 

experience. However, the qualitative findings highlighted additional reasons for food 

insecurity consistent with the dimensions of food security. Some food secure 

participants identified difficulties to food access that may have related to the local 

availability of food, and the time available to source and prepare food. This suggests 

the importance of acknowledging that other factors may be contributing to food 

insecurity experiences. A recent literature review revealed the absence of a tool that 

measures all the dimensions of food insecurity.(247) The preliminary validation and 

piloting of a comprehensive measure of household food insecurity in Australia found 

a significantly higher proportion of food insecurity due to other reasons (and 

including) limited financial access when compared to the USDA HFSSM.(198) While 

financial constraints are important, consideration of a range of determinants across 

the dimensions of food supply, access and utilisation need also to be determined 

so as to inform policy and planning at a national, state and local government area. 

For example, in Victoria, the availability of Healthy Food Basket data at a local level 

and municipal scans of food supply has been used to develop action plans to 

improve access to food across the municipality (local government area).(130) 

Where there is existing data available on the dimensions of food security, there is a 

need to further examine these sources to develop the picture of how they may 

contribute to food insecurity, the dimensions and impact on health or in fact 

evaluation of strategies that aim to address the dimensions.  

Look beyond income level to other financial determinants of food insecurity  

Income is a key determinant of food insecurity. This study has shown that food 

insecurity is experienced beyond those Australians on very low incomes. The 

findings of this research supported findings internationally suggesting that food 

insecurity must be considered beyond household income level alone. Importantly, 

consideration should extend to factors that may constrain income and other financial 

issues. These may include assets and access to credit and the financial constraints 

of households. 
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The analysis undertaken in Part 1B provided an important, but limited, view into the 

associations between food insecurity and the marker of financial stress ‘ability to 

raise A$2000 in two day in an emergency in two days’. In Australia there are a 

number of national data sets that have a comprehensive suite of indicators relating 

to financial stress and other financial indicators; however, currently there is limited 

capacity to link these to current food security data.  

Part 2 of this study emphasised some of the precursors to demands placed on 

household financial resources. Changes in household composition, additional 

unexpected family members drawing on household food supply or the birth of a child 

all placed greater demands on a household’s financial resources. There may be a 

need for consideration of the adequacy of social policy and payments that impact 

on areas that may be associated with food insecurity. At the very least, further 

research examining the impact of the rise in cost of living expenses, such as utilities 

and housing specifically, on food insecurity is required.  This can then inform policy 

and also examine the effectiveness of changes made by energy retailers to pricing 

plans and for those who are unable to make payments. These recommendations 

are supported through the discussion of these findings using the Sustainable 

Livelihood Framework.  

8.5.3 Recommendation 3:  

The current dominant downstream food based responses in Australia fail to 

address the problem of food insecurity in the long term. Development and 

implementation of policy and practice responses must address the systemic 

issues of food insecurity. 

There is a need for research that assesses the impact of approaches that address 

the determinants of food insecurity. 

In Australia, the problem of food insecurity is fuelled by the neo-liberal government 

view of it being the responsibility of individuals. The current responses summarised 

in Chapter 2 has traditionally been dominated by two frames. The first frame is that 

of food charity through the emergency food relief sector. The second is framed by 

the assumption that individuals need to be ‘upskilled’ by participating in programs. 

This response in Australia detracts from the fact that there is already an inadequate 
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policy response by the Australian Government. While this response of food relief 

and programs is needed to alleviate hunger, it may perpetuate the notion of 

individuals’ responsibility for food insecurity.(97) Food insecurity is experienced by 

Australians across income groups at varying severity levels and highlights its 

complex nature. These findings further show that current responses to alleviate food 

insecurity will not be adequate.  

Strategies identified by participants in this study indicated that they possessed a 

refined set of assets that supported food security and/or were a mechanism to deal 

with food insecurity. These included, but were not limited to, extensive food literacy 

and financial management strategies, thus challenging the perception of the need 

for food programs or food relief as a response to food insecurity. The effectiveness 

of food based programs to address an income based problem such as food 

insecurity has limited reach and impact on food insecure households.(248)  

The use of the Sustainable Livelihood Framework as a lens to view the findings of 

Part 2 supports the need to focus, not on inadequacies of households, but areas of 

their strengths, on broader determinants that increase vulnerability to food insecurity 

and existing and potential transforming structures and processes. In order support 

pathways out of and/or prevent food insecurity, research and policy responses need 

to reflect consideration of the primary determinants - income or financial constraint-

based issues. More specifically these may include adequate income, wage growth, 

social security safety net, financial stress and cost of living expenses. In Australia 

robust discussion and further research must occur identifying the impact of 

proposed policy strategies including: the living wage(215), universal basic 

income(217, 219), review of current social safety net(112) and the impact cost of 

living(113) have on food insecurity. Food based policies alone will not be sufficient 

to address the primary determinant of food insecurity. 

Of key importance underlying any approaches is the adoption of a rights-based 

approach to food in Australia, one that shifts from a charitable approach to one of 

rights and entitlement to nutritious food for all Australians. Gallegos et.al. (2017) 

suggested ‘that rights based strategies offer scope for policy analysis and a 

framework for accountability.’p66 (97) The findings of food insecurity in low-to-
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middle income  reinforces the critical importance of such a change in framing the 

issue of food security in Australia. 

 

8.6 Conclusion 

 

Food insecurity, the limited or uncertain availability of individuals’ and households’ 

physical, social and economic access to sufficient, safe and culturally relevant food 

is an underreported, yet salient, issue in Australia. Food insecurity is typically 

associated with those on very low income, but there is a paucity of understanding 

of food insecurity for those on higher income groups. The research undertaken as 

part of this thesis aimed to explore the EXISTENCE and EXPERIENCE of food 

insecurity in low-to-middle income households. This thesis has exposed new 

information on the intractable problem of food insecurity. Evident from this work is 

the fact that food insecurity is showing signs of bracket creep and is no longer an 

issue for low income groups specifically. 

An underbelly of food insecurity was found to exist, hidden but varying in its severity 

and its temporality, in low-to-middle income Victorian households. Triggers into food 

insecurity were predominantly situated in relation to income constraints, which 

included events that impacted on income level for the household and increasing 

costs of living expenses. Additional factors beyond income constraints included 

local food supply, and time available to procure and prepare food.  

This work documents the deep insight into the lived experience of food insecurity. 

Presented as one that was engulfed in guilt, worry and concern particularly on the 

part of the main food gatekeeper. Resilience manifested in an established array of 

personal/household assets (food and financial) to protect the household. These 

findings are novel to the understanding of food insecurity in Australia.  

However, in order to address this complex public health issue now, and in the future, 

there needs be a shift from current food based responses and expectation of 

individual responsibility; towards one that is of shared action by government and 

decision makers that listens to and includes the voices of those experiencing this 

intractable issue. This shared responsibility needs to be shaped in commitment to 
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a regular, more sophisticated measurement and monitoring, that reflects the 

prevalence, severity and understanding of the determinants of food insecurity to 

inform policy and practice responses beyond food across income groups.  
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Appendix 3 Part 2 Explanatory Statement and Consent Form 

 
Explanatory Statement 

 
Melbourne Resident 

 
Title: Food security in Melbourne households 
 
This information sheet is for you to keep. 
 

Dr Claire Palermo 

Chief Investigator 
Department of Nutrition and 
Dietetics 

 
Road, Notting Hill  

  
Ph:  

Sue Kleve 

PhD student researcher 
Department of Nutrition and 
Dietetics 

 
Road, Notting Hill  

  
Ph:  

Stephanie Ashby 

Honours student researcher 
Department of Nutrition and 
Dietetics 

 
Notting Hill  

 
Ph:  

 
You are invited to take part in this study.  Please read this Explanatory Statement in full before 
deciding whether or not to participate in this research. If you would like further information 
regarding any aspect of this project, you are encouraged to contact the researchers via the 
phone numbers or email addresses listed above. 
  
We are working with Dr Zoe Davidson, lecturer and Dr Sue Booth, adjunct lecturer in the 
Department of Nutrition and Dietetics towards an Honours Degree of the Bachelor of Nutrition 
and Dietetics and a Doctor of Philosophy (PhD). This means that we each will be writing a 
thesis about different parts of this study. 
 
The aim of this research is to measure your  households level of food security, this means that 
you can access affordable, healthy, culturally appropriate and safe food at all times without 
relying on emergency food relief. This will be measured by trialling a newly developed 
Australian food security scale and comparing the results to a widely used United States food 
security survey. There may be questions that are the same or similar in the two surveys but 
this is so that we can compare responses from the two surveys. The other part of the study, 
depending on your household meeting certain criteria, is an interview about your experiences 
of food security. 
.   
Why were you chosen for this research? 
You have been approached to participate because you live in one of the suburbs chosen for 
the study. 
Whilst this research may not provide benefits for you directly, it will assist our understanding of 
food security and experiences in households in Melbourne with the view to recommend 
strategies to address this as an issue in the future 
 
What does the research involve?   
The research involves data collection using a range of methods. Background information will 
be collected on a questionnaire and then you will be asked to complete the Household Food 
and Nutrition Security scale questionnaire and the US Food Security Survey. If you agree to 
complete these questionnaires it will be implied that you consent for your data to be collected 
for use in this study. 
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Dependent on further criteria with your permission you will be contacted to participate in an 
interview with Sue Kleve at a mutually arranged time and location to talk in more detail about 
your experiences of food security. This interview will be audio taped and your individual 
signed consent will be obtained prior to your participation. 
 
 
How much time will the research take?   
Completing the background questions and the Household Food and Nutrition Security scale 
questionnaire will take 20 minutes. The interview should not exceed 1 hour and will take place 
during weekdays and at a mutually agreed upon location. 
 
Will there be payment? 
Participants who complete the first part of this study will go in the draw for one of ten $20 
Coles or Woolworths gift cards. 
Payment of a $30 Coles or Woolworths gift card will be provided to participants who complete 
the interview. 
 
It is possible that some participants may find participating in the study as inconvenient as a 
result of either having to fill in background information or completing the Household Food and 
Nutrition Security scale or giving up their time to participate in the interview. Some participants 
may also experience discomfort or feel anxious in providing information on their food security 
experiences.  Should a participant become anxious and uncomfortable during or after the data 
collection they should contact Lifeline on phone 13 11 14. 
 
Being in this study is voluntary and you are under no obligation to consent to participation. If 
you do not want your data to be used in this study you must notify the researchers.  Once you 
have completed this data you cannot withdraw your answers, as responses are anonymous. 
Interviews will be transcribed by a professional transcription service and participant 
information will remain confidential during this process. 
 
Confidentiality of the data will be ensured by assigning codes to each individual participant. 
Data collected will be stored in accordance with Monash University regulations, kept on 
University premises, in the Department of Nutrition and Dietetics in a locked filing cabinet for 5 
years.  A report of the study will be submitted for publication, but individual participants will not 
be identifiable in such a report. You can contact the researcher to obtain a copy of the report. 
 
Please note that all data collected is anonymous.  Please keep in mind that it is sometimes 
impossible to make an absolute guarantee of anonymity but every attempt will be made to 
protect the identity of participants. 
 

Results 

If you would like to be informed of the aggregate research finding, please contact Sue Kleve 
on phone  or email  

 
Should you have any concerns or complaints about the conduct of the project, you are 
welcome to contact the  
Executive Officer, Monash University Human Research Ethics (MUHREC): 
 
Executive Officer 
Monash University Human Research Ethics Committee (MUHREC)  

 
Research Office 
Monash University VIC 3800 
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Consent Form 
 

Title: Food security in Melbourne households 
 
 
Chief Investigator:        

 
Dr Claire Palermo 
Monash University 
Department of Nutrition and Dietetics 

  
  

Ph:  
 
 
I have been asked to take part in the Monash University research project specified above. I 
have read and understood the Explanatory Statement and I hereby consent to participate in this 
project.  I understand that once I completed the interview I cannot withdraw my answers, as 
responses are anonymous.  
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Name of Participant  
 
 
 
Participant Signature                 Date   

 

 

  

I  consent to the following 

 
Yes No 

To be interviewed in more detail about my households food security 
experiences by the student researcher Sue Kleve 

 

  

To the interview to be audiotaped 

 
  



251 
 

Appendix 4  Part 2 Study Flyer 

 
Food security in Melbourne households study 

 
Do you live in one of these suburbs*? 

 Deer Park Werribee 

Sunshine South Morang 

Beaconsfield Essendon 

Roxburgh Park Oakleigh 

Knoxfield Glen Waverley 

Lilydale Nunawading 

Researchers at Monash University are interested in hearing about your experience of 

accessing food and the factors affecting it. 

Food security is about your ability to access nutritious and affordable food. 
 Would you like to go into the draw to  win one of ten $20 Coles or Woolworths 

gift cards 

 Do you have 15 minutes to complete a survey? 

 Are you over 18 years old?  

 Are you the main food shopper or preparer? 

After completing the survey, you will have the opportunity to 

participate in further research on food security, for which you will be reimbursed for your 

time. 

How to participate and go in the draw to win:  

1. By February 28th 2015 go to http://bit.ly/monashfood OR complete a paper 

copy of the survey & return in the reply paid envelope OR scan the barcode with 

your phone  

2. Enter the draw to win one of ten $20 Coles or Woolworths gift cards 

 

*Note if you do not live in one of these suburbs you are still welcome to 

complete the survey. 

For further information, or if you have any questions, please contact: 

 

 

 

 

PhD candidate: Sue Kleve                                             Student investigator: Stephanie Ashby 
Monash University, Dept. of Nutrition & Dietetics             Monash University, Dept of Nutrition & Dietetics 

                Email: scash4@student.monash.edu 
Email: s   
Tel:  

 

 

PhD candidate: Sue Kleve                                                                           Student 
investigator: Stephanie Ashby 
Monash University, Department of Nutrition & Dietetics                      Monash University, 
Department of Nutrition & Dietetics 
Level 1, 264 Ferntree Gully Road, Notting Hill                   Email: 

http://bit.ly/monashfood
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Appendix 5 Part 2 Quantitative Phase ‘Food Security in Melbourne Households Survey’ 

(paper version) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Food security in 

Melbourne households 
Food security is about your ability to 

access, nutritious and affordable food 

 
 
 

Please read the attached explanatory statement before you 
complete this survey 

 

 Provide only one answer for each item, unless otherwise stated. 
 

 Your answers will be treated as strictly PRIVATE and CONFIDENTIAL. 
 

 Once you have completed the survey, please return it in the enclosed reply 
paid envelope (no stamps necessary). 
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Section 1: Suburb I live in 

 
1.1 Please tick:   
 
□  Deer Park 

□  Beaconsfield 

□  Roxburgh Park 

□  Knoxfield 

□  Sunshine 

□  Lilydale 

□  Werribee 

□  South Morang 

□ Essendon 

□  Glen Waverley 

□  Oakleigh 

□  Nunawading 

□   None of the above 

 

 
If you ticked one of the above suburbs please continue the survey 
 
If you answered none of the above please do not continue the survey. Thanks for 
your time 
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Section 2: About you and your household 

 
2.1 ARE YOU: 

 

□ Male    

□Female  

□ Prefer not to say  

 
 

2.2 WHAT IS YOUR AGE GROUP? 

□18-25  

□ 26-35  

□ 36-45   

□ 46-55   

□ 56-65   

□ Over 65 

 
 

2.3 WHAT IS YOUR COUNTRY OF BIRTH? 

□ Australia 

□ Other (please specify) _____________ 

 

2.4 ARE YOU OF ABORIGINAL OR TORRES STRAIT ISLANDER ORIGIN? 

□ No 

□ Yes Aboriginal 

□ Yes Torres Strait Islander 

 

2.5 WHICH ONE OF THE FOLLOWING BEST DESCRIBES YOUR LIVING 

ARRANGEMENTS? 

(Please select one only) 

□ Home owner with a mortgage  

□ Home owner no mortgage  

□ Renting, privately 

□ Renting, public or social housing 

□ Boarding 

□ Other (Please specify)____________ 

 

 

 

2.6 WHICH ONE OF THE FOLLOWING BEST DESCRIBES YOUR CURRENT 

HOUSEHOLD LIVING ARRANGEMENTS?  
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(Please select one only) 

□ Living alone 

□ Living with my parents/family 

□ Living with my spouse/partner      

□ Living with my spouse/partner and children under 18 years  

□ Living with my spouse/partner and children over 18 years 

□ Living with my spouse/partner and children under and over 18 years 

□ Living with my children under 18 years 

□ Living with my children under 18 years 

□ Living with my children under and over 18 years 

□ Living in a share house        

□ Other living arrangements ____________________ 

 

2.7HOW MANY PEOPLE LIVE IN YOUR HOUSEHOLD? 

(Include yourself, partner, children or anyone else living with you) 

_______________________ 

 

2.8 HOW MANY CHILDREN IN YOUR HOUSEHOLD ARE UNDER AGE OF 18 YEARS? 
(please specify)  

_______________________ 

 
2.9 WHAT IS THE HIGHEST LEVEL OF EDUCATION YOU HAVE COMPLETED? 

(Please select one only) 

□ Primary school 

□ Year 7-9 Secondary school  

□ Year 10-11 Secondary school 

□ Year 12 Secondary school 

□ Certificate (Trade or business) 

□ Diploma or TAFE study  

□ Bachelor Degree 

□ Graduate Diploma or Graduate Certificate 

□Postgraduate Degree (Masters or Doctorate) 

□ Other ((Please specify)_________________________ 
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2.10 WHICH ONE OF THE FOLLOWING BEST DESCRIBES YOUR EMPLOYMENT 

SITUATION? 

(Please select one only)   

□Full time paid work   

□Part time paid work 

□Casual paid work 

□Self employed 

□Work without pay in a family or other business 

□Home duties 

□Unemployed looking for work 

□Retired 

 □Permanently unable to work 

 □Carer 

□Volunteering      

□Studying 

□Other (Please specify) _______________________________ 

 
 

We would be grateful if you could provide an estimate of your total household 
income in the last 12 months. 
 
To make this easier we have grouped incomes into categories so that your 
actual income can’t be identified. 
      
2.11 WHAT IS THE TOTAL INCOME FOR YOU HOUSEHOLD BEFORE TAX IN THE 

LAST 12 MONTHS? (i.e. the income of each person in your house combined) 

(Please select one only) 

□ Less than $19,999 

□ $20,000- $39,999 

□ $40,000- $59,999 

□ $60,000- $79,999 

□ $80,000- $99,999 

□ Over$100,000 

□ Prefer not to say 

□ Don’t know 
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2.12 WHICH ONE OF THE FOLLOWING BEST DESCRIBES YOUR MAIN FORM OF 

TRANSPORT? 

(Please select one only) 

□ Car 

□ Walking 

□ Motor bike 

□ Bike 

□ Public transport - tram, bus, train 

□ Other (Please specify)_______________ 

 

2.13 HOW MANY CARS IN YOUR HOUSEHOLD? 
(Please select one only) 

□ 0 

□ 1 

□ 2 

□ 3 

□ 4 or more 

    

 
2.14 WHO IS THE USUAL FOOD PROVIDER – THE MAIN PERSON WHO SHOPS 

AND COOKS IN YOUR HOUSEHOLD? 

(Please select one only) 

□ Self 

□ Parent 

□ Spouse/partner 

□ Children 

□ House mate 

□ Carer 

□ Other_____________________ 
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Section 3: US Household Food Security Survey Module 
 
 
3.1 WHICH OF THESE STATEMENTS BEST DESCRIBES THE FOOD EATEN IN 

YOUR HOUSEHOLD IN THE LAST 12 MONTHS?  

□ Enough of the kinds of food we want to eat  

□ Enough but not always the kinds of food we want  

□ Sometimes not enough to eat  

□ Often not enough to eat  

□ DK or Refused 

 

For the following statements, please indicate whether the statement was 
often true, sometimes true, or never true for (you/your household) in the last 
12 months. 
 
3.2’WE WORRIED WHETHER OUR FOOD WOULD RUN OUT BEFORE WE GOT 
MONEY TO BUY MORE.’ 
□ Often true 

□ Sometimes true 

□ Never true  

 

3.3’THE FOOD THAT WE BOUGHT JUST DIDN’T LAST AND WE DIDN’T HAVE 
MONEY TO GET MORE.’ 
□ Often true  

□ Sometimes true  

□ Never true 

 
3.4’WE COULDN’T AFFORD TO EAT BALANCED MEALS.’  
□ Often true  

□ Sometimes true  

□ Never true 

 

3.5 IN THE LAST 12 MONTHS, DID YOU OR OTHER ADULTS IN THE HOUSEHOLD 
EVER CUT THE SIZE OF YOUR MEALS ORSKIP MEALS BECAUSE THERE WASN’T 
ENOUGH MONEY FOR FOOD? 
□ Yes 

□ No 
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If you answered yes to question 3.5   
 
3.6 HOW OFTEN DID THIS HAPPEN? 
 
□ Almost every month,  

□ Some months but not every month, or 

□ In only 1 or 2 months? 

 
3.7 IN THE LAST 12 MONTHS, DID YOU EVER EAT LESS THAN YOU FELT YOU 
SHOULD BECAUSE THERE WASN’T ENOUGH MONEY FOR FOOD? 
 
□ Yes 

□ No 

 
3.8. IN THE LAST 12 MONTHS, WERE YOU EVER HUNGRY, BUT DIDN’T EAT, 

BECAUSE THERE WASN’T ENOUGH MONEY FORFOOD? 

 
□ Yes 

□ No 

 
3.9 IN THE LAST 12 MONTHS, DID YOU LOSE WEIGHT BECAUSE THERE WASN’T 
ENOUGH MONEY FOR FOOD? 
 
□ Yes 

□ No 

 
3.10 IN THE LAST 12 MONTHS DID YOU OR OTHER ADULTS IN YOUR HOUSEHOLD 

EVER NOT EAT FOR A WHOLE DAY BECAUSE THERE WASN’T ENOUGH MONEY 

FOR FOOD? 

 
□ Yes 

□ No 

 

If you answered no to 3.10 please go to 3.12 

 
3.11. IF YOU ANSWERED YES TO QUESTION 4.10 HOW OFTEN DID THIS HAPPEN? 
 
□ Almost every month 

□ Some months but not every month, 

□ In only 1 or 2 months? 

 
 
3.12 IN YOUR HOUSEHOLD ARE THERE CHILDREN AGED 0-11 
□ Yes 
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□ No 

 

If you answered no to 3.12 please skip to 3.21 

If you answered yes to 3.12  
For the following statements, please indicate whether the statement was 
often true, sometimes true, or never true for (you/your household) in the last 
12 months 
 
3.13 ‘WE RELIED ON ONLY A FEW KINDS OF LOW-COST FOOD TO FEED OUR 

CHILDREN BECAUSE WE WERE RUNNING OUTOF MONEY TO BUY FOOD.’ 

 

□ Often true  

□ Sometimes true  

□ Never true 

 

3.14 ‘WE COULDN’T FEED OUR CHILDREN A BALANCED MEAL, BECAUSE WE 

COULDN’T AFFORD THAT.’  

 
□ Often true  

□ Sometimes true  

□ Never true 

 

3.15 ‘THE CHILDREN WERE NOT EATING ENOUGH BECAUSE WE JUST COULDN’T 

AFFORD ENOUGH FOOD.’ 

 
□ Often true  

□ Sometimes true  

□ Never true 

 

3.16 IN THE LAST 12 MONTHS, DID YOU EVER CUT THE SIZE OF ANY OF THE 

CHILDREN’S MEALS BECAUSE THERE WASN’TENOUGH MONEY FOR FOOD?  

□ Yes 

□ No 

 
3.17  IN THE LAST 12 MONTHS, WERE THE CHILDREN EVER HUNGRY BUT YOU 

JUST COULDN’T AFFORD MORE FOOD? 

□ Yes 

□ No 
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3.18 IN THE LAST 12 MONTHS, DID ANY OF THE CHILDREN EVER SKIP A MEAL 

BECAUSE THERE WASN’T ENOUGH MONEYFOR FOOD? 

□ Yes 

□ No 

 

If you answered no to 3.18 please skip to 3.20 

If you answered yes to 3.18  
 
 
 
3.19 HOW OFTEN DID THIS HAPPEN? 
 
□ Almost every month, 

□ Some months but not every month,  

□ Only 1 or 2 months? 

 

3.20 IN THE LAST 12 MONTHS DID ANY OF THE CHILDREN EVER NOT EAT FOR A 

WHOLE DAY BECAUSE THERE WASN’TENOUGH MONEY FOR FOOD?  

□ Yes 

□ No 

 
 

3.21 PLEASE PROVIDE YOUR DETAILS IF YOU WOULD LIKE TO 

PARTICIPATE IN FURTHER RESEARCH ABOUT FOOD SECURITY? 

IF YOU DO PARTICIPATE, YOU WILL BE REIMBURSED FOR YOUR TIME 

WITH A $30 COLES OR WOOLWORTHS GIFT CARD.  

 

First Name_______________________ 

Surname_________________________ 

Phone___________________________ 

Email____________________________ 

 

3.22 THANK YOU FOR COMPLETING THE SURVEY.  
 
TO GO INTO THE DRAW TO WIN ONE OF TEN $20 COLES OR 

WOOLWORTHS GIFT CARDS, PLEASE ENTER YOUR DETAILS BELOW: 

 
First Name_______________________ 

Surname________________________ 

Phone___________________________ 
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Appendix 6  Part 2 Qualitative Phase Interview Outline 

Interview outline 

 Introductory self   

 

 My background:  

 I have worked as a dietitian for over 20 years, in community based centres. I am 

really interested in hearing the stories people have about accessing food to feed 

themselves and their household.  

 About 2 years ago I decided to go back to Uni and start my PhD to research this in 

more detail and look at things that may make it easier for households to access 

healthy food. 

 I am a Mum to 2 teenage children  

Can you tell me a little bit about yourself? 
 

Consent:  

 Signing of consent form.  

 Taping interview and taking notes – everything confidential, they won’t be 

identified when I write up my thesis ( my report) 

 All information is not identifiable 

  They can stop at any time. If they wish to discontinue or need a break 

 Interview duration  about an hour 

Re intro interview –  

 My research is looking at food security in Melbourne households – this term, ‘ food 

security’  is used to describe the ability to access enough, nutritious affordable and 

appropriate food.  

 There are 2 parts of the research; the first part was the survey you completed 

either online or paper copy and the second part is an interview with a small group 

of people who completed the survey.  The survey answers have helped me to 

form some of my questions today.   

 The main reason for the interview is so I can get a better understanding and more 

detailed information about your experiences accessing food and some of the 

things that affect it. 

  There are no right or wrong answers to these questions; it’s about hearing 

your story and experiences. 
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Interview note sheet 

 
Time of interview (commencement and conclusion): 
 
Date: 
 
Place: 
 
Interviewer: 
 
Interviewee and Id no.: 
 
Description/Sketch  of how interviewee ad interviewer are positioned in relation to 
each other: 
 
 
 
 
 
Introduction outlining components of interview. 
This interview consists of 4 main sections, each with 2-3  questions. I will give you some 
indication of where we are at and how much more is left to complete as we go. We are 
going to start off with some general questions and then we will get more specific. I may 
also ask you to say more about some of your answers. Does that sound OK?’ 

 
Section 1  
These questions are generally related to accessing food for your household and some of 
the food   choices that you might make. 
 
Q 1 Let’s start off by talking about your experience getting food for your household. 
Can you walk me through your usual routine? 
Prompt- 

1. shopping – who, what when, where and why?  
2. getting to the supermarket 
3. daily vs weekly vs fortnightly –frequency 

 
Q2  Can you tell me more about some of the food choices that you might normally 
make for your household ? 
 
Prompt 

1. staple items – what might they consider these to be 
2. snacks 
3. fruit, veg 
4. special occasions 

 
Q 3 Now that I understand a bit more about your household food routine, I’d like to 
ask you about what are some of the decisions behind or things that affect  your 
food access routine 
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Prompt – 

1. Children 

2. Time 

3. Health – special dietary needs 

4. Money. Timing with social security payments/ pay checks  etc 

5. Employment 

6. Life event 

 

 
 

Section 2  Things that impact on food for the household 
This next section of the interview is trying to find out more about the things that impact on 
food for you. 
 
Q 4  In the first question  you mentioned that  xyz (depending on response) 
influenced your ability to access food. So I can get a better understanding can you 
tell me more about  this/these trigger(s)? 
 
Prompt:  

1.  frequency of triggers 
 

E.g. follow up questions:   (depending on response) 
 
       1 Money for other expenses: 

1. You mentioned not enough money as you had bills to pay  can you please 
tell me more about these? 

2.  Can you share with me what you would do if these situations come up?  
3. In what way do these pressures impact on food and food choices within 

and outside the home?  
4. Are there changes in overall spending patterns on food?  

 
 

2   You mentioned food is too expensive  can you please tell me more  what 
you mean about    this? How does this affect your food choices? 

 
3. You mentioned that you don’t have any difficulties accessing food.  I would be 

interested to hear more about  what things you think protect you from 
experiencing  this (Explore assets/ protective factors) 

 
 
 
 
 
Section 3 – Consequences / Knock on effects 
We’re over half way through the interview now. This next section is looking at what tends 
to happen to the family/household when you can’t access sufficient food or the food you 
want. 
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Q5 If there are times when it is hard to access the food you want or enough food 
can you  please share with me with me how this affects  you or your household. 
  
Prompts  

1. outings,  
2. social impacts 
3. family/friend  occasion,  
4. health 

 

Section 4 - Coping  and protective strategies (asset exploration) 

This final section is about how people manage when they don’t have enough food or 

access to they food they want. What I’m getting at here is how people might re-organise 

their routines to get through a difficult time. For example, people might eat less meat, buy 

cheaper food, shop at different places, get support from family and friends. 

Or if FS 

This final section is about   what are some of the things that people  do to make sure that 

they have enough food . For example shop specials, go to markets to get cheaper fruit 

and vegies. 

 

Q 6 Can you describe to me what are some of the things that you do to make sure 

that you and your household has enough food? 

Prompts:  

1.  Support from Family and friends 

2. Modifying what you might buy – home brand, less meat , cheaper meat 

3. Using EFRS 

Q7 If you had a crystal ball what are a couple of things that you think that would 
make accessing food, especially healthy food easier?  

Prompts: 

1. Thinking also in their community 

2.  Better  transport to the shops 

3. Support –family/friends 

4. Skills/training – this could be related specifically to food but may go beyond 

 

 

 

Section 5 Conclusion 

Q8 We’ve covered a lot in our interview, is there anything that you’ve said , that you 

would like to expand on or add to? 
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Q 9 Out of everything you’ve shared today, what 2 points would you like to 

emphasis to me that are really important in terms of food access for your 

household? 

Wrap up : 

What happens now is that this taped interview will be typed up and checked to make sure 
it makes sense and is accurate. If something is unclear in the typed version, can I clarify 
with you via a quick phone call? 

In research like this it is usual to offer the interviewee the chance to also check the typed 

version. Would you like to view and check the typed version?’ ……. If yes, get details 

If I feel I need to check something with you is it ok if I contact you by phone?..... Check 

number. 

Thank you - Give participant voucher
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Appendix 7 Biographical Summary of Food Secure and Food Insecure In-Depth Interview Participants n=16 

‘Sophie’ Food security status: Food insecure, marginal food security 
Age: 36-45 years old 
Living arrangements: Renting in Oakleigh 
Household income: A$40,000-60,000. Salary and study scholarship 
About: ‘Sophie’ is married and is 37 weeks pregnant with their first child. She moved from the UK about 2.5 years ago and her husband 
is originally from the USA. She is completing a PhD full-time in the area of water sustainability. She receives casual paid work through 
the university. They have recently purchased a car in readiness for the arrival of the baby. Prior to this they did not own a car so they 
would walk a 4km round trip to the grocery shops two to three times a week. Sophie is the main food preparer for the household. She 
describes a very different food culture growing up between herself and her husband. 
Significant points: the household has a tight budget that has meant that she cannot necessarily purchase the types of foods that she 
would prefer. A major enabling factor has been the purchasing of a car that means that she no longer has to make number of trips by foot 
to access food. 

‘Maureen’ Food security status: Food insecure, marginal food security 
Age: in her 50s 
Living arrangements: homeowner with a mortgage 
Household income: A$40,000-60,000. Salary 
About: ‘Maureen’ lives by herself. She divorced a number of years ago, has 2 adult children (son, 26 & daughter, 23). Both children 
initially lived with their father until Maureen gained full time employment. Her son continued to live with his Dad while her daughter moved 
back home in her teens.  Currently both children live in Darwin, NT. However the children may return home for periods of time and this 
adds significant financial strain to Maureen.  
She currently works full time in an administration role and she completed her schooling to year 10/11. 
While Maureen has a car she disclosed that she has had her licence suspended and now relies on other forms of transport: walking, 
public transport, and friends.  She prepares food herself. 
Maureen has experienced significant financial hardship over the years where her level of food insecurity was greater. She described that 
currently she is in a more comfortable place financially.  
Significant points: for her when she was first divorced and the financial strain that occurred with this. Maureen described this 
experience in great detail highlighting difficulties and the importance of having support from friends. 

‘Fay’ Food security status: Food insecure, marginal food security 
Age: 36-45 years old 
Living arrangements: homeowner with a mortgage in South Morang  
Household income: A$40,000-60,000. Salary and receipt of the Federal Government Family Tax Benefit 
About: ‘Fay’ lives in with husband and their two children (7 and 9 years). 
‘Fay’ completed year 12 and prior to having children she worked in an administration role for a lawyer. She describes herself as ‘stay-at-
home Mum’ but is actively involved in community: on the local school council, the school canteen committee, president of the local 
community garden and as a scout leader. 
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Through the community garden Fay has been involved in establishing produce swaps.  She stresses the importance of connection to 
community and to food and how the two can mutually support one another, growing some of her food at the community garden 
(individual and communal plot) and at home supplements the household fruit and vegetable intake.  
‘Fay’ is the main food preparer though her husband also does shopping (meat) on weekend at Coles (supermarket) to get the best deals 
and then cooks on Sunday. They are a 1 car household, but she uses a bike as her main form of transport. 
Significant point: When her husband was recently retrenched from work; he has since found employment. This added financial strain 
but she felt that they had some protective factors that supported them through this time. ‘Fay’ articulated the stress of juggling bill shocks, 
unexpected household expenses and the importance of trying to have some money saved for these times. 

‘Marcie’ 
 

Food security status: Food insecure, marginal food security 
Age: 26-35 years old 
Living arrangements: homeowner with a mortgage 
Household income: A$60,000-80,000K. Salary though husband’s employment and Marcie with casual work as a radiation therapist. In 
addition she works once a week at a large Department store as a sales assistant 
About ‘Marcie’ is married with 2 children (4 and 2 years). Marcie was born in Australia but is of Vietnamese background. 
At the time of the survey, Marcie and family were renting, but have now purchased a townhouse in Brunswick. The family moved from 
Toowoomba, QLD (her husband was from there) to Melbourne to be close to her family – especially for her children. Marcie described a 
change of living   since shifting to Melbourne: ‘minimising our lives- we feel freer’. They had a number of properties in QLD that they sold 
including their large house and yard requiring constant maintenance. They were a 3 car household now reduced to 1. As they are now 
living simpler this has had implications of not being on a tight budget.  Marcie’s husband is a financial planner who did the figures when 
they downsized and established the financial benefits for the household. She described how he had made comment’ of those people 
living out in the growth areas in Melbourne where there is poor transport and being reliant on cars, with limited income and mortgage 
may have financial issues especially if fuel and mortgage rates increase.’  Buying in Brunswick, they do not have a yard but they have a 
park down the road that children play in. 
Marcie and has strong cultural (food) ties.  However, she indicates that she can’t cook cultural food like her mother and describes how 
she goes around there to get her ‘real Asian food and vegetables’. Mother grows a variety of herbs and vegetables.  Marcie described 
that she at times feels limited in access to her cultural foods due to availability in the area. 
 Marcie’s oldest child has a number of allergies: these manifest as eczema. Her husband has developed food Intolerances and has 
specific food preferences as a result of his family food culture growing up.  Hence the scope of food choices at home is limited and she 
misses her culturally appropriate foods.  
Significant point While downsizing has been life changing a significant point allowing them to save money,  in Marcie’s life it was the 
birth of children and the shock that this provided in the lack of readiness: ‘I’m trained and have qualifications in x,y,z but not for having 
children and dealing [with] food allergies.’   

‘Clara’ Food security status: Food insecure, low food security severity level  
Age: between 36-45 years 
Living arrangements: renting 
Household income:  A$60,000-80,000.  Her husband is a data cabling technician, income is AU$64,000.’ Clara’ receives family benefits 
and a small student benefit of $20/week from the Federal Government 
About: ‘Clara’ is married with 2 boys, 5 and 3.  



269 
 

She completed school to year 10-11, and is currently completing a 2 year online Certificate 4 in Bookkeeping and Accounting. Prior to 
children she worked as the executive assistant to the managing director of   a company. She described  the shock finishing work both 
from a financial sense but her change in role with progression to motherhood 
Due to strained financial situation they are renting their home through the private rental market. She explained that once the children are 
at school and kinder she plans to go back to work around the boys’ hours to supplement the household income. She hopes to one day 
be able to buy a house, but the priority is to get the family back financially. They are a 2 car household. 
‘Clara’ is community oriented and is a parent representative at kinder. Participating in this voluntary role has allowed her to ‘keep the 
brain ticking’ She has close connections with her elderly neighbours.  
‘Clara’ describes her role and sense of duty regarding home duties and is responsible for all cooking and shopping. She wears the 
responsibility of the load of the financial management. She describes her constant struggle in this role and making thing seemingly ok for 
her household. 
Significant point: ‘Clara’ left home at 17 due to the home environment with mother and partner. She doesn’t know her biological father. 
Her late adolescent years were a struggle but ones that taught her to be street wise and resilient. Clara describes the importance of 
these skills that she draws upon still to this day. 
Another key point is when her half-brother (in his late teens) lived with her and her husband prior to children. This impacted significantly 
on their financial position: as a result they continue to have large credit card debits and do not have back up plans regarding money. 

‘Kim’ Food security status: Food insecure, low food security severity level 
Age: Between 56-65 years 
Living arrangements: homeowner with a mortgage in South Morang 
Household income: A$60,000-80,000. Salary 
About ‘Kim’ lives by herself. She is divorced and has 1 adult married son and granddaughter who is under 12 months. Her son is 
supportive and they have a good relationship. 
Kim has tertiary qualifications and works full time work in local government in administration. She reported her income being between?  
Kim has a car, cooks and shops. She describes how she continually watches her budget and her expenses and that she needs to plan 
ahead for birthdays etc. to manage the financial strain. 
Significant point: For her was post-divorce when she experienced financial issues where she described that she had debt collectors on 
the door and was close to bankruptcy.  She sought help with My Budget, a commercial financial management service, who have worked 
with her since that point and she has significantly reduced the level of debt. 

‘Nancy’ Food security status: Food insecure very low food security severity level 
Age: is a 25 year old woman 
Living arrangements: renting in Knoxfield, then moved to neighbouring Boronia  
Household income: A$40,000-60,000 
About ‘Nancy’ is unable to keep time for face to face interview - given unpredictable casual work hours, agreed to phone interview. –As 
English is second language, Nancy’s sister also listened to interview and helped with any translation that was required. 
Nancy migrated from Iran in 2013 with her younger siblings and her mother. Nancy lives with her family in a unit/town house.  There are 
6 people in the house including her mother and 4 siblings; 3 are under 18.  
‘Nancy’ has a Bachelor of Science majoring in Chemistry that she gained in Iran. When she arrived in Australia she completed an 
employment and learning course. She has completed a Certificate 4 as laboratory technician and is currently completing Certificate 3 in 
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Child Care.  She is completing this additional training to increase her employment opportunities.  Nancy is working part time 3 days/ 
week in Family Day Care to support skills gained through training. Although there are 3 cars in the household she uses public transport. 
She shares the cooking and the shopping with her mother, although her mother is the main food preparer. 
Significant point: for Nancy was the shift to Australia where she described the initial difficulties of not being able to get culturally 
appropriate food but now they have included Westernised foods.  She is now finding it easier to get culturally appropriate foods as she 
knows the shops/foods and has learnt this through family, TV and friends. Additionally, regular family celebrations when held at her 
house have significant financial implications and cultural pressures. In order to prepare for these foods, personal and financial sacrifices 
are made. 

‘Ann’ Food security status: Food insecure, very low food security severity level 
Age: is between 26-35 years of age 
Living arrangements: live in their own home (mortgage) in South Morang. 
Household income: A$60,000-80,000. Salary and some casual employment and Government benefits, Family Tax Benefit and Child 
Care Rebate 
About Phone interview - due to difficulty with work, study and caring for her son 
‘Ann’ lives with her husband and 2 year old son.  She is Fijian, Indian decent born in Fiji, and her husband is Macedonian.  
‘Ann’ is studying nursing (year 2) fulltime at University. She also works 2 shifts a week as a disability support worker.’ Ann’ described how 
her husband works long hours. Her son attends child care 4 days a week to enable her to attend university and she received Federal 
Government child care rebates.  
They have 2 cars in their household enabling access to shops. Ann is responsible for cooking and shopping.  
Significant point: For the household was the birth of their son. This was due to the reduction in income and increase in expenses. The 
demand of study and part time work has meant that Ann is time pressured. 

‘Rowena’ 
 

Food security status: Food secure. 
Age: is between 46-55 year years of age 
Living arrangements: Living in a parish-owned house in Essendon. They  are purchasing a house in Wangaratta (which is rented) and 
have purchased a camper van 
Household income: A$60,000-80,000. Husband’s  salary (Church minister) and some Family Tax Benefit Salary  
About: ‘Rowena’ lives with her husband and 2 teenage children. They moved back to Melbourne 3 years ago after living in Wangaratta 
and other country areas of Victoria. 
Rowena has completed a Diploma level education she describes her employment as house duties but is involved in facilitating groups/ 
activities in the parish, playgroups weekly and recently an Alpha group that involved cooking. She is actively involved in Parish life. 
They are a 2 car household but she will often walk to the local strip shops. She has a small vegetable patch that supplements their 
vegetables at home. Generally is the main food provider for the household. Self and husband eat gluten free due to intolerances and 
family history of coeliac disease.  
Significant point: Described impact of limited access (physical and financial) to special dietary food  

‘Sara’ Food security status: Food secure  
Age: is between 26-35 year old years of age 
Living arrangements: Lives with her partner. They are renting a house through private rental in Lilydale.   
Household income: A$40,000- 60,000. Salary  
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About ‘Sara’ at the time of completing the survey she was living by herself and employed by City of Yarra Ranges working in the area of 
environmental health and planning. Though her work she has an interest in food security.  
‘Sara’ was born in Iraq but left 15 years ago and moved to New Zealand with family then to Australia (Brisbane) to study post graduate 
Environmental Science. 
She now lives with her partner, sharing food preparation and shopping with partner. They have a car which she has described as an 
enabling factor. 
Significant points: Included studying in Brisbane with no money to spare, ‘went on food and rent and bills.’ Additionally the challenge 
when first moved to Lilydale without partner and had no car, essentially unable to physically access preferred cultural foods and foods 
preferences. Her family has been significant in the development of a positive food culture. 

‘Kate’ Food security status: Food secure 
Age: is between 46-55 years of age 
Living arrangements: She lives in South Morang in own house (no mortgage). 
Household income: A$40,000-60,000. Salary and support payment from ex-husband 
About: ‘Kate’ is a divorced single mum of a teenage daughter.  She was born in Italy but has been in Australia for over 30 years.  
Kate completed an education level to year 7-9 and she works 3 days a week in administration at a legal association. Her daughter 
spends time with her father on Sundays. 
Kate has a car that   supports her access to the shops although she says that she has a good public transport system. She is the 
gatekeeper of food for the household.   
Significant points: Kate described the significance of cultural influences and the importance of food. The experience of war time in 
Europe had a significant impact on her parents and then subsequently on the culture of food in her household.  

‘Erica’ Food security status: Food secure  
Age: is between 46-55 years of age 
Living arrangements: She owns her own home outright but is currently living at her parents’ home (Wheelers Hill close to  Knoxfield)  
so she can care for them and do the cooking and shopping. They live in their own home (mortgage) in South Morang. 
Household income: A$60,000-80,000. Through savings and a small carer allowance through the Federal Government. 
About: ‘Erica’ was born in Peru but has lived in Australia for over 30 years. She is an architect (post graduate qualification) but she is 
currently not working (3 months prior to completing survey) as she is the live-in carer for her parents. Her father has multiple myeloma- 
can’t walk, is also blind and deaf. She recently got support to help with general care. Her mother is generally in good health but does 
have dietary restrictions. 
Significant point: For Erica has been her father’s illness and she has ‘put life on hold’ to care for terminally ill father. She may go out on 
the weekend with friends.  Otherwise she dedicates her time to maximise nutrition for father.  
 

‘Lucy’ Food security status: Food insecure very low food security severity level 
Age: is between 18-25 years of age 
Living arrangements: Lives in an apartment in Oakleigh with her partner. They have a mortgage  
Household income: AU$60,000-80,000. Salary  
About ‘Lucy’s’ cultural background is Chinese although this did not feature as a point. Lucy is a new graduate allied health practitioner – 
currently looking for work in this field but in between is working as massage therapist.  Her working hours are long, starting late and often 
until 8pm in the evening. 
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‘Lucy’ and her partner rent out the second bedroom in apartment but it is currently vacant. 
They are a 2 car household. She is responsible for the food preparation although shopping may be shared. 
Significant point: When she was studying and she needed to take a year off and work to save money to reduce the stress that she was 
facing regarding study, paying bills and money for food – did not want the constant stress. 

‘Eric’ Food security status: Food secure. 
Age: is over 65 years of age 
Living arrangements: lives with his wife in their own home (no mortgage). They live in Mt Waverly (near Oakleigh). 
Household income: A$60,000-80,000. From superannuation and investments.  
About: ‘Eric’ was born in England and spent his childhood there. His parents experienced war in England and the associated rationing. 
His life story described a range of jobs over his working life from baker’s assistant, retail, to finally environmental health officer (EHO) 
Has lived and worked in France, Australia and the UK before returning to study in Australia at TAFE and completed EHO training. 
Since retiring ‘Eric’ and wife travel overseas. Had a vineyard but sold as unable to manage upkeep. Loves cars. He loves growing his 
own vegetables where he can. He describes that he is frugal with expenses such as does not need the latest phones/ TV’s etc. However 
shared that he has a love and passion for food and cooking 
Significant point: Growing up post war time and the impact of this experience and how it taught him the importance of food, growing 
food and participating in community to share produce. He also discusses another point when they had children and his wife gave up 
work and the impact that this had on household finances –he described a tightening of the ‘belt’ mentality. 

‘Amelia’ Food security status: Food secure  
Age: is between 26-35 years of age 
Living arrangements: lives with her husband in their own home (mortgage) in South Morang. 
Household income: A$40,000-60,000. Salary and Family Tax Benefit  
About ‘Ameilia’ has 2 small children - 19 months and 3 years. She has been with her partner since her late teens. At 19 they had their 
mortgage and she described themselves as savers. ‘We have always worked hard– so rather than rely on credit we pay cash where we 
can.’ An example of this was when she bought her first car she paid cash.  Their only current debt is the mortgage. Completed school to 
year 10-11. Currently stay at home mum – sees this as being very important due to her upbringing. Her parents were 16 and 18 when 
she was born and they moved around a lot during her childhood. Amelia described her parents as good – ‘we didn’t really miss out on 
material things but we missed stability’. Amelia is the main food preparer, but husband often cooks on the weekend. They have 2 cars in 
the household which supports food access. 
A year and half ago Amelia was diagnosed with Hashimoto's Disease – an auto immune disease of the thyroid. The impact of that has 
been weight gain, lack of energy, and she is currently on cortisol. The last 6 months she has felt better but has manipulated her diet – 
eats gluten free and feels better for it. Discussed in length the impact of this condition on her and the implication for her family. 
Her grandparents (in particular ‘Pop’) were a key figure. Recently passed away in the last month- emotional when talking about his 
influence about providing family ritual, especially with food and family gatherings. Described as her rock when she was growing up.  
Amelia receives support from her mother in law who looks after the children so that she can go and do the grocery shopping. 
Significant points: In ‘Amelia’s’ life has been her childhood and the instability of feeling like she did not have a set home as her family 
moved around a lot,  and the importance of having a figurehead in the  family – this being her Pop , who passed away 2 weeks prior to 
the interview. She described this as a significant event in her and her family’s life. She now felt that she had the important role of being 
the matriarch of the family and a significant role model for the family and to continue with family celebrations. Amelia also described her 
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recent diagnosis of Hashimoto’s disease impacting on how she feels – energy levels and ability to do tasks and the importance of 
modifying her diet. 

‘Ava’ Food security status: Food secure  
Age: is between 36-45 years of age 
Living arrangements: lives with husband in their own home (mortgage) in Lilydale. 
Household income: A$60,000-80,000. Salary(double income) Government benefits ,Family Tax Benefit and Child Care Rebate 
About: ‘Ava’ has 2 children 11 and 13 years old. She described how she didn’t complete year 12 schooling as it was at this time that her 
parents’ marriage broke down.  She has returned to complete Year 12 at TAFE (completed 3 subjects and currently doing her final 
subject maths.).  Her goal is to apply for paramedics at Monash University and then aim to transfer to nursing. 
Whilst completing her VCE Ava works part time 2-3 days per week as a Community Safety Officer at council. 
She does the majority of cooking although she is encouraging the children to contribute to the food preparation. Her husband very 
occasionally does the shopping and may cook. They have 2 cars in their household. 
Ava has irritable bowel syndrome with food (gluten – FODMAPS) intolerances and describes the impact that this has on her purchasing 
food but more significantly eating out or at functions at her children’s sporting clubs. 
Significant point: For Ava has been the diagnosis of her food intolerances. Ava frequently talked about time being a precious resource 
to her as she juggles the roles of studying to achieve her goals: work, motherhood and being the gatekeeper of food for the household.  
The lack of time impacted on her decision making around chopping and cooking. 
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Appendix 8 Part 2 Integration of quantitative and qualitative data for participants experiencing food insecurity 

USDA  HFSSM* question item Food Insecure Participants and severity classification 

 
Sophie 

Marginal Food 
Secure 

Maureen 

Marginal Food 
Secure 

Fay 

Marginal Food 
Secure 

Marcie 

Marginal Food 
Secure 

Clara 

Low Food 
Security 

Kim 

Low Food 
Security 

Nancy 

Very Low 
Food Secure 

Ann 

Very Low 
Food Secure 

Adult specific items Survey response mapped  with related qualitative data 

We worried whether our food would 

run out before we got money to buy 

more. 

No Yes No No Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Reflection from interview  Concern when 

adult children 

stay. 

Worry 

/concerns 

discussed from 

previous 

experience 

when finances 

were very tight. 

  Constant worry 

and stress. 

Defined the 

juggling act of 

paying bills and 

money for food  

Financially in 

a’ better’ 

position there 

was still 

concern of 

having 

enough food. 

Grounded in 

experience 

when things 

were 

financially 

dire – facing 

bankruptcy. 

Worry  evident 

and increased 

at times of 

family 

celebration, 

described as 

the major 

stressor for the 

household  

Constant 

worry about 

balancing 

food and 

budget 

ensuring 

enough food. 

The food that we bought just didn’t 

last and we didn’t have money to 

get more. 

No Yes No No Yes No Yes Yes 
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USDA  HFSSM* question item Food Insecure Participants and severity classification 

 
Sophie 

Marginal Food 
Secure 

Maureen 

Marginal Food 
Secure 

Fay 

Marginal Food 
Secure 

Marcie 

Marginal Food 
Secure 

Clara 

Low Food 
Security 

Kim 

Low Food 
Security 

Nancy 

Very Low 
Food Secure 

Ann 

Very Low 
Food Secure 

Reflection from interview  Increased when 

adult children 

come to stay, 

Meals extended 

with bread. 

Experienced  

previously  

when FIS was 

more severe 

  Often household 

budget there is 

$10 to spare, no 

credit cards as 

backup.  

Fall-back position 

may include 

converting Fly 

Buy points to 

shopping $. 

 Not discussed 

directly in i/v 

but  this may 

have been 

increased at 

times around 

family 

celebrations 

Relied on fall 

backs of 

things in 

cupboard 

tuna etc 

May buy a $5 

pizza to feed 

the family at 

the end of the 

week to get 

by. 

We couldn’t afford to eat balanced 

meals. 
No No Yes No Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Reflection from interview 

 

 

 

  Although strong 

food literacy 

skills, income & 

cost of food 

&living expense 

where the 

limiting factor. 

On occasions 

there was 

 Could only give 

the boys 80% of 

their nutritional 

needs 

Nutrition/ food for 

family was 

important but 

compromise due 

to limited budget 

Tries to eat 

healthy but in 

tight times 

says eats 

pasta and 

rice to fill up 

on. 

Used to have 

jam s/wiches 

for lunch, 

bake biscuits 

 Nancy 

discussed 

generally  in 

context of 

impacts of 

social functions 

Felt 

compromise 

especially at 

times when 

the budget 

was tight and 

cheap 

takeaway 

was 

purchased to 
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USDA  HFSSM* question item Food Insecure Participants and severity classification 

 
Sophie 

Marginal Food 
Secure 

Maureen 

Marginal Food 
Secure 

Fay 

Marginal Food 
Secure 

Marcie 

Marginal Food 
Secure 

Clara 

Low Food 
Security 

Kim 

Low Food 
Security 

Nancy 

Very Low 
Food Secure 

Ann 

Very Low 
Food Secure 

compromise to 

food balance. 

cheap/filling. 

Now budget 

is in more 

control can 

afford to buy 

muesli, more 

fruit, range of 

fillings for 

rolls 

Described 

that  when 

budget tight 

may not be a 

full nutritious 

meal used 

soup and 

bread, eggs  

feed the 

family. 

Try to ensure 

veg, meat 

and dairy for 

husband and 

son. 

In the last 12 months, did you or 

other adults in the household ever 

cut the size of your meals or skip 

meals because there wasn’t 

enough money for food? 

No No No No Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Reflection from interview     Strategy 

undertaken on 

almost a daily 

Despite living 

alone this 

was a coping 

Not specifically 

mentioned in 

the i/v but  may 

Reduce size 

discussed 

skipping 
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USDA  HFSSM* question item Food Insecure Participants and severity classification 

 
Sophie 

Marginal Food 
Secure 

Maureen 

Marginal Food 
Secure 

Fay 

Marginal Food 
Secure 

Marcie 

Marginal Food 
Secure 

Clara 

Low Food 
Security 

Kim 

Low Food 
Security 

Nancy 

Very Low 
Food Secure 

Ann 

Very Low 
Food Secure 

basis – 1 

sausage, crust of 

the bread, small 

amount of potato. 

Everyone was 

feed first then self 

strategy used 

especially in 

great financial 

difficulty. 

be considered 

in context of the 

pressure or and 

outcome of the 

family  

entertaining 

social eating 

opportunities 

related to 

food.  

Frequency response: In the last 12 

months, did you or other adults in 

the household ever cut the size of 

your meals or skip meals because 

there wasn’t enough money for 

food? 

No No No No almost every 

month 

1 or 2 months almost every 

month 

1 or 2 months 

Reflection from interview     Interviews 

reflected more 

frequent 

Confirmed in 

i/v 

Matches 

frequency of 

social 

situations. 

Confirmed in 

i/v 

In the last 12 months, did you ever 

eat less than you felt you should 

because there wasn’t enough 

money for food? 

No No No No Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Reflection from interview     Evidence from 

above question 

confirm this 

Evidence 

from above 

Evidence from 

above question 

confirm this 

Evidence 

from above 



278 
 

USDA  HFSSM* question item Food Insecure Participants and severity classification 

 
Sophie 

Marginal Food 
Secure 

Maureen 

Marginal Food 
Secure 

Fay 

Marginal Food 
Secure 

Marcie 

Marginal Food 
Secure 

Clara 

Low Food 
Security 

Kim 

Low Food 
Security 

Nancy 

Very Low 
Food Secure 

Ann 

Very Low 
Food Secure 

 question 

confirm this 

question 

confirm this 

 In the last 12 months, were you 

ever hungry, but didn’t eat, 

because there wasn’t enough 

money for food? 

No No No No Yes No No No 

Reflection from interview     No mention of 

hunger, eluded to 

her priority as 

being her sons, 

ensuring they 

have enough 

food and there 

was the lower 

self-prioritisation. 

    

In the last 12 months, did you lose 

weight because there wasn’t 

enough money for food? 

No No No No No No No No 

In the last 12 months did you or 

other adults in your household ever 

not eat for a whole day because 

there wasn’t enough money for 

food? 

Yes No No No Yes No No No 
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USDA  HFSSM* question item Food Insecure Participants and severity classification 

 
Sophie 

Marginal Food 
Secure 

Maureen 

Marginal Food 
Secure 

Fay 

Marginal Food 
Secure 

Marcie 

Marginal Food 
Secure 

Clara 

Low Food 
Security 

Kim 

Low Food 
Security 

Nancy 

Very Low 
Food Secure 

Ann 

Very Low 
Food Secure 

Reflection from interview Sophie 

indirectly 

mentioned this. 

This would be 

an extreme 

experience for 

her.  Due to 

planning she 

was more likely 

to make   

something from 

pantry using 

pulses and 

tomatoes 

   This was part of 

Clara’s 

experience of 

ensuring that 

everyone got 

food before she 

did. 

   

Frequency response: In the last 12 

months did you or other adults in 

your household ever not eat for a 

whole day because there wasn’t 

enough money for food? 

No response No No No No response No No No 

Children specific items 
        

We relied on only a few kinds of 

low-cost food to feed our children 

because we were running out of 

money to buy food. 

No No Yes Yes No No Yes Ye 
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USDA  HFSSM* question item Food Insecure Participants and severity classification 

 
Sophie 

Marginal Food 
Secure 

Maureen 

Marginal Food 
Secure 

Fay 

Marginal Food 
Secure 

Marcie 

Marginal Food 
Secure 

Clara 

Low Food 
Security 

Kim 

Low Food 
Security 

Nancy 

Very Low 
Food Secure 

Ann 

Very Low 
Food Secure 

Reflection from interview   This may have 

been in an 

episode when 

finances were 

very tight.  

This was more 

of an issue in 

QLD when had 

greater 

expenses but 

now here in 

Melbourne 

because of 

downsizing   

freed some 

finances 

  This may have 

been a flow on 

effect from the 

family catering 

that Nancy’s 

siblings may 

have been 

affected 

Example of 

pizza/ 

noodles 

takeaway to 

feed the 

family – 

shared 

amongst 3 

‘We couldn’t feed our children a 

balanced meal, because we 

couldn’t afford that 

No No No No No No Yes Yes 

Reflection from interview       Not reflected in 

i/v 

Evidenced of 

what happens 

at the  end of 

the week 

when things 

were running 

low 

‘The children were not eating 

enough because we just couldn’t 

afford enough food.’ 

No No No No No No Yes No 
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USDA  HFSSM* question item Food Insecure Participants and severity classification 

 
Sophie 

Marginal Food 
Secure 

Maureen 

Marginal Food 
Secure 

Fay 

Marginal Food 
Secure 

Marcie 

Marginal Food 
Secure 

Clara 

Low Food 
Security 

Kim 

Low Food 
Security 

Nancy 

Very Low 
Food Secure 

Ann 

Very Low 
Food Secure 

Reflection from interview       Not reflected in 

i/v 

 

 In the last 12 months, did you ever 

cut the size of any of the children’s 

meals because there wasn’t 

enough money for food? 

No No No No No No No No 

In the last 12 months, were the 

children ever hungry but you just 

couldn’t afford more food? 

No No No No No No No No 

In the last 12 months, did any of the 

children ever skip a meal because 

there wasn’t enough money for 

food? 

No No No No No No No No 

In the last 12 months, did any of the 

children ever skip a meal because 

there wasn’t enough money for 

food? 

No No No No No No No No 

 In the last 12 months did any of the 

children ever not eat for a whole 

day because there wasn’t enough 

money for food? 

No No No No No No No No 

 




