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Abstract 

This research examines food poverty definition, measurement, and predictors in Northern 

Ireland (NI), and considers the implications for society, business and the economy of this 

phenomenon, in order to identify opportunities for business and policy response. A sequential 

mixed-methods approach was employed, involving qualitative data collection with 

stakeholders through interviews and roundtables, and quantitative secondary data analysis. 

The lack of an agreed measure of food insecurity in the United Kingdom (UK) acted as a 

catalyst for this study, which aimed to evaluate stakeholder opinions on past, present and 

potential future measurement approaches in NI. This thesis endorses the use of the United 

States Household Food Security Survey Module (US HFSSM), and presents considerations 

based on stakeholder opinion and the literature as to how this module could be revised.  

This study examined stakeholder opinion on the conceptual definition of food poverty, and 

offers recommendations as to elements of the food poverty experience which are important to 

capture in a definition, which can inform UK adoption and endorsement of an existing 

definition, or development of a novel definition.  

Predictors of food insecurity were identified in the literature, by stakeholders, and tested 

statistically. This study therefore contributes to the theoretical literature by confirming, 

disconfirming and extending, where appropriate, predictors identified in the literature, as 

relevant in the NI context. Predictors identified as significant in the NI context in this study 

were as follows: age, number of adults in the household, health status, anxiety / depression, 

employment status, receipt of state benefits, and housing tenure. 

An evident gap in the literature was the lack of applicability of the topic to business, therefore 

this research aimed to examine stakeholders’ opinions as to the implications of food poverty 

for business and the economy, and thereby inform recommendations and opportunities for 



xiii 

 

business and policy response. Stakeholders considered the link between food poverty and 

business to be important, as members of a society living in food poverty will be less productive, 

and therefore less able to contribute meaningfully in the workplace and to the economy. 

Further, health care costs and welfare costs associated with those in food poverty present a 

further cost implication to the economy, therefore investing in addressing food poverty was 

considered important to reduce long term costs. It was agreed that any response should be 

cross-departmental and cross-sectoral for maximum effect. 

A conceptual model was developed which integrates findings from this study relating to 

household risk factors (predictors), individual and macroeconomic implications, and 

opportunities for business and policy response, thereby providing a theoretical contribution and 

addressing gaps in the UK / NI food poverty literature. 
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Chapter One – Introduction 

This thesis examines food poverty in Northern Ireland (NI), evaluating measurement 

approaches, investigating predictors, considering the implications for society, business and the 

economy, and identifying opportunities for business and policy response. This chapter will 

contextualise the study, and discuss gaps in knowledge and rationale for the research. Research 

aim and objectives will then be presented, followed by a brief overview of each chapter 

contained within the thesis. 

 

1.0 Introduction 

Food poverty, defined as a state which refers to the inability to have an adequate and nutritious 

diet due to issues of affordability or accessibility (Dowler, 1998) (and also referred to as ‘food 

insecurity’), has emerged as a social policy and public health concern throughout the last 

decade (Taylor-Robinson et al., 2013; Dowler and Lambie-Mumford, 2015; Furey, 2019). 

Although food insecurity is often considered a developing world problem, an increased 

research focus on identifying food insecurity in developed countries, such as Canada, the 

United States (US) and the United Kingdom (UK), has proved this phenomenon is not 

exclusive to developing nations.   

 

1.1 Background 

To date various indicators have been used to approximate food poverty in both developing and 

developed countries (see Chapter 2, sections 2.3 and 2.4), and while food poverty has been 

measured annually in the US since 1995 (Rafiei et al., 2009) and in Canada since 2004 

(Tarasuk, 2016) using standardised indicators, until the recent announcement that food 

insecurity would begin to be measured across all four regions of the UK from April 2019 
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(Butler, 2019), there had been  no established government-endorsed indicator of food insecurity 

in the UK (Smith et al., 2018; Thompson et al., 2018). Therefore although baseline food 

poverty statistics will be available from April 2021; there is currently no longitudinal 

quantitative standardised data regarding food insecurity across the UK from which to evaluate 

trends, nor is there a government-endorsed definition of food poverty (O’Connor et al., 2016; 

O’Connell et al., 2019). 

 

Currently England, Wales, Scotland and NI include food poverty measurement questions in 

their respective household surveys. However, there is variation in the measures and questions 

which have been selected by each, therefore making it difficult to accurately monitor food 

poverty comparably across time and across locations throughout the UK. Although 

comparative data across regions is not yet available, current findings indicate food poverty is a 

problem in the UK. Recent survey data found that 8% of adults, and 7% of working adults 

across England, Wales and NI are food insecure, having experienced inadequate access to food 

due to a lack of money (Food Foundation, 2017). A further 13% of respondents were found to 

be only marginally food secure, that is although not categorised as food insecure, they 

experienced some indicators of food insecurity, such as worry related to accessing adequate 

food, experiencing having inadequate food, and some experience of being unable to afford 

balanced meals (Food Foundation, 2017). In NI specifically, the most recently published results 

from the Health Survey for Northern Ireland in 2015/16 found that 4% of households reported 

that there had been at least one day when they had not eaten a substantial meal in the last 

fortnight due to a lack of money (Bell and Scarlett, 2016).  

 

Additionally, there has been a marked and well documented increase in food bank provision 

throughout the UK (O’Dowd, 2013; Wells and Caraher, 2014; Jackson, 2015; Lambie-
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Mumford, 2019), which has become the most dominant form of ‘response’ to food poverty 

(Middleton et al., 2018). Recent statistics released by Trussell Trust, the primary emergency 

food distribution organisation in the UK (Smith et al., 2019), state that in 2018 between April 

and September, 658,048 emergency food parcels were distributed – an increase of 13% from 

the same period during the previous year. Although uptake of emergency food parcels at food 

banks can be considered a proxy measure for food poverty (Smith et al., 2019), it has been 

acknowledged in the literature that food bank use is not a reliable metric of food poverty 

(Loopstra and Tarasuk, 2015; Smith et al., 2019), in part because not all households 

experiencing food poverty will avail of food banks (Loopstra and Tarasuk, 2015; Smith et al., 

2019). Illustrating this, research in Canada has found that only an approximate one-fifth of 

those experiencing food poverty access food banks (Loopstra and Tarasuk, 2015). Furthermore, 

food banks do not all collect information about recipients in a systematic manner, and therefore 

relying on food bank data as a metric may underestimate the true level of food poverty (Lambie-

Mumford et al., 2019; O’Connell et al., 2019). Subsequently, although the increase in food 

bank recipients has been increasing, as food poverty has not yet been consistently measured 

throughout the UK it is unclear whether the number of food insecure households has always 

been similar, or whether the problem is indeed escalating. The adoption of a standardised 

measurement approach from April 2019 will therefore help to more accurately assess this 

phenomenon across time (O’Connell et al., 2019; End Hunger, 2019). 

 

1.2 Current issues and controversy regarding the topic 

A rights-based approach to food justice has been articulated successively in the human rights 

literature (The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 1982; World Food Summit, 1996; 

World Summit on Food Security, 2009) and has additionally been discussed by academics 

(Chilton and Rose, 2009; Dowler and O’Connor, 2012; Anderson, 2013; Shannon, 2016), and 
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by the United Nations (UN) Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food (de Shutter, 2009). 

Additionally, in light of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), reducing food insecurity 

is a target for many countries (Maricic et al., 2016). 

 

Although published statistics on food insecurity measurement and the increase in food banks 

indicate a significant problem of food poverty in the UK, discussing food insecurity in 

developed countries can be controversial as there endures an opinion by some that food poverty 

does not truly exist in developed countries, or at least that it does not manifest to the extent that 

it occurs in developing countries (O’Hagan, 2013; Lanchester, 2014). For example, certain 

political party councillors and media commentators have made comments that food banks are 

unnecessary, that they are an insult to starving people around the world, and that donating to 

food banks facilitates recipients spending more money on alcohol, cigarettes and tattoos 

(O’Hagan, 2013; Purdam et al., 2016). Riches (2011) acknowledges the gap between the scale 

and severity of those living in developing market economies who experience severe poverty, 

hunger and starvation, and those defined as food insecure who live in developed market 

economies. However, Riches (2011, p. 769) rationalises the importance of discussing food 

insecurity in ‘developed market economies’ on the same level as that in developing countries, 

as the statistics are cause for concern, with 49 million people in the USA defined as food 

insecure, and 43 million at risk of food insecurity in the EU (Riches, 2011). 

 

Further, there exists controversy as to whether or not food aid (most commonly in the form of 

food banks) is an acceptable response to food poverty. Although the significant contribution of 

food banks in helping those in need is unarguable, it is important to acknowledge that food 

banks are designed to provide only emergency food provision, and cannot solve short- or long-

term food insecurity (Perry et al., 2014; Bazerghi et al., 2016). Certain poverty activists are 
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therefore of the view that in the long term the proliferation of accessible emergency food aid 

can be detrimental to the food poverty campaigning agenda in entrenching the problem and 

preventing government from taking action to address structural contributors (Caplan, 2016; 

Caraher and Furey, 2018). In response to the view that food banks are a ‘Band-Aid’ solution 

and do not aid recipients long term progression out of food poverty, the Department of 

Communities has recently provided funding for a pilot project of five ‘social supermarkets’ in 

Northern Ireland, an initiative which has previously been introduced elsewhere in the UK 

(BBC, 2018; Department for Communities, 2018; Saxena, 2018). Social supermarkets have 

eligibility criteria in only being accessible to certain groups (e.g. those on welfare), and operate 

differently to food banks in using a membership system whereby recipients pay a small fee to 

access the store (e.g. £5 per week to receive £25 credit to spend) (BBC, 2018; Saxena, 2018). 

Further, membership of a social supermarket is premised on the condition that members will 

take up companion services offered, such as budgeting and workplace skills training, and that 

duration of membership is time bound, thereby incentivising recipients to progress to being 

able to provide for themselves independently (Department for Communities, 2018). Although 

food banks and social supermarkets are often serviced by goodwill donations from the public 

and charity donations from businesses, many rely on food redistribution organisations, which 

provide them with surplus food produced by food manufacturers and retailers which has not 

been sold. Food businesses are increasingly using processes of food redistribution as a food 

waste management method (Sert et al., 2018), and to fulfil corporate social responsibility 

agendas (Alexander and Amaje, 2008; Hodgins and Fraser, 2018; Lambie-Mumford, 2019), 

with organisations such as Fareshare facilitating this food redistribution (Alexander and Amaje, 

2008). However, similarly to food banks, food redistribution is not without its conflicts, as 

some view it inappropriate that the failings of the food system (food waste) should be addressed 
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by the failings of the welfare state (poverty) (Dowler, 2002; Royston, 2017; Hodgins and 

Fraser, 2018). 

 

1.3 Research context  

Consumer concerns about food affordability, rising food prices, changes in the welfare system 

and economic uncertainty surrounding the UK’s departure from the EU informed and 

contextualise this research. 

 

Research carried out in Northern Ireland by the Consumer Council in 2013 found that almost 

nine out of ten (87%) consumers worry about the cost of their food shopping (Consumer 

Council, 2013). The most recent Family Spending in the UK Survey has found that the average 

NI household spends almost 8 per cent, or £240, more per year on food and non-alcoholic 

drinks than the UK average (Consumer Council, 2019). Compounding this, disposable income 

in NI is approximately 20%, or £3,700, lower than the UK average (Consumer Council, 2019). 

The cost of food and rising food prices can be particularly problematic for those on low 

incomes, as food is often viewed as a flexible budget item (Dobson et al., 1994; Dowler, 2001), 

and people are therefore likely to prioritise paying their essential bills, and reduce the quality 

or quantity of food eaten, thus finding themselves in food poverty. 

 

Recent changes to the social security system such as welfare reform and the introduction of 

Universal Credit have the potential to result in less disposable income for poor and vulnerable 

families, which may manifest as a driver for food poverty. Northern Ireland has been identified 

as one of the areas in the UK most likely to experience an increase in poverty between 2019 

and 2021 as the welfare system is reformed (Hood and Waters, 2017), due to the higher 
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proportion of people with a disability / illness which prevents them working, and a higher 

proportion of working age people unemployed than that of Great Britain (Advice NI, 2013; 

JRF, 2014). Therefore research with the aim of further understanding the phenomenon of food 

poverty is particularly timely. 

 

Compounding this, economic volatility in the UK following the decision to leave the EU in 

June 2016 resulted in weakening of the pound (Mustoe, 2019), thereby resulting in increasing 

inflation and increased food prices immediately following the referendum (DeLyon et al., 

2017). Continued uncertainty as to the conditions on which the UK will exit the EU create 

further risk around the implications on food prices. Various food retailers have stated potential 

disruption to their supply chains depending on how the UK exits the EU (Kottasova and 

Goillandeau, 2019). Changes in trade relationships between the UK and the EU are likely to 

have an impact on food environments in the UK as the UK has a high reliance on food being 

imported from other countries (Seferedi et al., 2019). A recent government report stated that 

the cost of border checks and tariffs businesses will incur following Brexit are likely to be 

passed on to the consumer resulting in increasing food prices, with food prices expected to rise 

between 1.4% to 5.1% depending on the food group (Parliament, 2018). One recent academic 

study modelled four potential post-Brexit trade scenarios, and found that under all modelled 

scenarios price of fruit and vegetables (the food group under examination in the study) would 

increase (Seferedi et al., 2019). Similarly, a policy report considering the effects of Brexit on 

the UK food and agricultural sectors, with particular focus on the island of Ireland, further 

discussed the risk of increased prices and restricted supplies, particularly of fruit and 

vegetables. This report highlighted low income consumers as particularly vulnerable to price 

increases, and predicted NI consumers to be most impacted by Brexit related price increases 

(McFarlane et al., 2019). The aforementioned government report (Parliament, 2018) further 



8 

 

acknowledged the risk that food inequality (poverty) could increase following Brexit, as a rise 

in food prices is more difficult for low income families as they spend a higher proportion of 

their income on food compared to those on higher incomes (DeLyon et al., 2017; DEFRA, 

2018). 

 

1.4 The Research Problem / Current gaps in the literature 

The food poverty issue has been identified as a growing problem in NI. There has been 

considerable research effort into understanding the existence and experience of food and 

poverty in NI (Furey et al., 2001; Hillyard et al., 2003; Purdy et al., 2007; Gordon et al., 2013; 

Kane and Hume, 2015; Bell and Scarlett, 2015; King et al., 2015). However, much of this work 

has been carried out by regional public health and consumer organisations, and there is a lack 

of academic literature on food poverty in NI. Further, there is a specific lack of theoretical and 

conceptual literature pertaining to food insecurity. 

 

The conception of the idea for this thesis was informed by a research report commissioned by 

the Food Standards Agency (FSA) in NI to understand food in the context of poverty, economic 

disadvantage and social exclusion (King et al., 2015). This research project aimed to identify 

a clearly articulated list of practicable actions to be taken to ameliorate the situation for food-

poor consumers in NI. The subsequent report discussed how an increasing population in NI are 

struggling to afford to buy food, and how situations of poverty or economic hardship often 

constrain people from achieving a diet which is both adequate in amount and in nutritious 

value. The report acknowledged that as there is not yet an authoritative, credible indicator of 

food poverty, it may be some time before time series data can show an improvement or 

deterioration in circumstances. It further concluded that having a credible and widely-

acknowledged way of measuring food poverty would help to highlight the significance of the 



9 

 

issue, and thereby raise its profile, secure attention and harness resources. Measuring food 

poverty would also provide a basis for assessing the success (or otherwise) of initiatives 

seeking to address food poverty. It therefore recommended the development and promotion of 

an effective indicator / measure. 

 

More recently, food poverty has caught the attention of Westminster via an All Party 

Parliamentary Group (APPG) Inquiry into Food Poverty in 2014 Feeding Britain: a strategy to 

zero hunger; and its subsequent 2015 report Feeding Britain: a route to ending hunger as we 

know it in the United Kingdom in 2015/16, and the Fabian Commission on Food and Poverty 

“Hungry for Change” in 2015 (Forsey and Mason, 2015; Tait, 2015). The APPG Inquiry report 

discussed the lack of conceptual clarity regarding what food poverty is (Loopstra et al., 2015), 

and both the APPG Inquiry and the Fabian Commission report recommended that data should 

be collected to assess the number of those in food poverty in the UK. 

 

A later report published following an international food poverty monitoring workshop in City 

University London: ‘Mapping the Way Forward on Food Poverty Monitoring’ (2016) further 

discussed that the UK would benefit from using a standard measure for food poverty, and 

recommended either the United Nations (UN) Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) Food 

Insecurity Experience Scale Survey Module (FIES-SM), or the United States Department of 

Agriculture (USDA) Household Food Security Survey Module (HFSSM) which has been used 

in both the USA and Canada (Sharpe, 2016). Similarly, a policy briefing published by the Food 

Foundation refers to experiential food insecurity data as ‘the missing data’, and presents both 

the FIES-SM and HFSSM as potential measurement instruments which could be used to collect 

this data (Food Foundation, 2016). These measures are further discussed in Chapter 2.  
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In contrast to food poverty, fuel poverty in NI has an identified and widely-used indicator, 

agreed as spending more than 10 per cent of household income on heating the home (DECC, 

2019). Despite fuel poverty having been separated from the overarching poverty nomenclature 

with its own definition and measurement, food poverty is instead often considered within the 

broader category of poverty (e.g. Fabian Commission on Food and Poverty, UK Food and 

Poverty Alliance), and various perspectives exist as to whether it should be singled out as a 

separate cohort or whether it is adequate to imply food poverty within the poverty 

nomenclature. There is also therefore scope to examine whether a similar headline indicator 

would be feasible for food poverty. 

 

Although NI stakeholders have highlighted the need for a consistent food poverty measurement 

approach (King et al., 2015), there is currently no published qualitative literature regarding the 

opinions of stakeholders as to which of the above measures (HFSSM, FIES-SM) is more 

appropriate for NI, or whether a headline indicator similar to the fuel poverty measurement 

would be a useful alternative. 

 

Some qualitative research has been carried out to assess views on food insecurity, 

measurement, and predictors in other contexts. For example Hamelin et al (2010) conducted 

research with stakeholders and those in food insecurity, to examine their perceptions on the 

food insecurity experience, in order to identify what they perceived to be the factors which 

increase vulnerability to food poverty. This research was carried out ten years ago in Canada; 

therefore there remains a gap as to whether the perceived risks identified then are relevant now 

and in the UK / NI. There is also a lack of engagement with stakeholders in NI as to their 

perceptions regarding food poverty definition, measurement and predictors. As some 
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stakeholders have the power to campaign and change policy it is important to engage with them 

in order to provoke change. 

 

Leading academics and public health specialists (Dowler, 2001; Windfhur and Jonsén, 2005; 

Dowler and O’Connor, 2012; Limb, 2014) have called for the structural causes of (food) 

poverty, such as rising cost of living, benefit reforms and unemployment (Cooper et al., 2014; 

Scaife et al., 2015), to be addressed. This can be informed by asserting focus on identifying 

and confirming anecdotal causes / predictors of food poverty in the UK / NI in order to help to 

identify those groups experiencing food poverty and focus policy attention and targeted 

interventions. Certain studies (e.g. Bartfeld and Ahn, 2011; Guo et al., 2015; Anderson et al., 

2016; Carman and Zamarro 2016; Leroux et al., 2018) have addressed predictors of food 

insecurity in the US and the Canadian Artic (other than income). However, the number of 

similar studies in the UK is limited (Loopstra et al., 2019). As well as appearing throughout 

the literature many of the predictors identified in these studies are anecdotally discussed, but 

there has not been a comparable study in NI, and household risk factors identified in these 

studies have therefore not yet been confirmed in a NI context. 

 

Some businesses have got involved in responding to food poverty (e.g. through donations to 

food banks) as part of their CSR strategies or goodwill. There is limited consideration however 

in the literature as to whether food insecurity can impact on business, or how implementing a 

measure and subsequently tackling and reducing the problem could benefit business. Further 

responding to food poverty has apparent cost benefits for the economy, however these have not 

been commonly discussed in the literature. 
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1.5  Rationale for research 

The existing literature is limited as it is largely based in North America (Snell et al., 2018). UK 

policy is currently uninformed due to the lack of data on those experiencing food insecurity 

and of the population-level factors which make people more susceptible to food insecurity 

(Smith et al., 2019). Collecting quantitative data using a standard measure across the UK would 

allow for monitoring of changes over time and across locations, and would aid assessment of 

policy implications and help policy development (Sharpe, 2016). An indicator would help to 

identify those groups experiencing food poverty and would allow for more focused strategies 

and targeted interventions to tackle diet-related health inequalities in society and create public 

health savings into the future. Therefore, it is important that informed decisions are made to 

choose the most appropriate measure. 

 

Living in food insecurity not only impacts on dietary intake, and physical health but can also 

leave people and families socially excluded (O’Connell et al., 2019). Furthermore, those living 

in poverty are unable to contribute to the economy and their effectiveness in work and 

education can be diminished. Measuring food poverty and investigating the demographics of 

those who experience food poverty can help identify vulnerable groups in order that policy 

attention can be focused towards tackling contributors where possible. 

 

1.6 Research aims and objectives 

Therefore the overall aim of this research is to examine food poverty definition, measurement, 

and predictors in NI / the UK, and to consider related implications and opportunities for 

business and policy.  In order to achieve this aim, the following objectives have been identified: 
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RO1: To critically review and investigate the definition of food poverty 

A number of definitions have been identified both by academics and various government 

organisations globally such as the FAO and USDA, however there exists no government 

endorsed definition of food poverty in the UK, and there remains a gap of how relevant current 

food poverty definitions are in the NI context. Study 1A will investigate stakeholders’ 

perceptions of current definitions and discuss potential definitions. 

 

RO2: To critically evaluate past, present, and potential approaches to the measurement 

of food poverty in the UK/NI 

The current approach to FI measurement in the UK and NI has so far in the absence of a 

recommended government-endorsed measurement approach been inconsistent. It is therefore 

an objective of this research to investigate various approaches to measuring food poverty 

globally, in order to inform practice locally in the UK / NI, and to investigate stakeholders’ 

perceptions of past, present and potential measurement approaches (Study 1A). 

 

RO3: To identify and critically evaluate the predictors of food poverty in NI 

Following the recent announcement to measure food poverty in the UK, there has been a call 

by academics to assert focus on investigating the causes of food insecurity (End Hunger, 2019). 

Certain studies (e.g. Guo et al., 2015 and Anderson et al., 2016) have investigated predictors 

of household food insecurity elsewhere in the world (e.g. North America), however there 

remains a gap in the literature regarding predictors of food insecurity in NI households. This 

will therefore be examined in Study 2 (chapter 6). Understanding the predictors of household 

food insecurity is useful to inform policy action with regards to targeting the key contributors.  
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RO4: To identify implications of food poverty and formulate recommendations which 

provide an appropriate response to food poverty in the UK/NI 

This thesis will review the literature to examine various implications of, and global responses 

to, food poverty (Chapter 2). It then will investigate stakeholder perceptions on implications 

for individuals and business, and will examine their views on appropriate response (Study 1), 

in order to evaluate current response and formulate recommendations for future response from 

government and business. 

 

RO5: To develop a conceptual model of food poverty predictors, implications and 

opportunities for response 

There is currently a lack of conceptual literature regarding food poverty in NI / the UK, 

therefore it is intended that the outcome of this thesis will be to produce a conceptual model of 

food poverty predictors, implications and recommendations relevant to the Northern Ireland 

context, with assumed applicability to the UK. 

 

1.7 Overview of research methodology 

A mixed methods approach is deemed most appropriate to address the previously identified 

aim and objectives. Interviews (Study 1A) and roundtable discussions (Study 1B) with 

stakeholders will provide qualitative data regarding their opinions on food poverty definition, 

measurement, predictors, implications and response. These studies will further provide some 

quantitative data regarding consensus of opinion among stakeholders. Quantitative analysis 

will test statistically predictors which were identified in Study 1. Research methods are further 

discussed in chapter four. 
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1.8  Overview of literature gaps and research contributions 

Table 1 provides an overview of the research gaps addressed by each research objective, the 

corresponding research methods employed to address this objective, and the subsequent 

contribution of findings to the literature. Contribution to literature is further discussed in 

chapter 8. 
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Table 1: Overview of literature gaps and research contributions 

Research objective Research gap addressed Research approach  Research contribution 

RO1: To critically review 

and investigate the 

definition of food poverty 

No current government 

endorsed definition of food 

poverty in the UK. 

Stakeholder interviews (Study 1A) 

to examine opinions on food poverty 

definition and conceptualisation, 

and to examine views on an existing 

definition (Radimer et al., 1992). 

(i) Findings relating to how 

stakeholders conceptualise food 

poverty. 

 

(ii) Stakeholders evaluation of the 

applicability of an existing definition 

(Radimer et al., 1992) for use in the 

context of present day NI / UK. 

 

(iii) Recommendations as to how the 

Radimer et al (1992) definition could 

be modified. 

RO2: To critically evaluate 

past, present, and potential 

(i) Limited qualitative 

research with stakeholders 

Stakeholder interviews (Study 1A) 

and roundtables (Study 1B) – to 

(i) NI stakeholder opinions regarding 

food insecurity measurement. 
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approaches to the 

measurement of food 

poverty in the UK/NI 

relating to food insecurity 

measurement in NI. 

 

(ii) Lack of statistical 

comparison of food insecurity 

indicators which have been / 

are currently being used in NI. 

examine stakeholder’s views 

regarding food insecurity 

measurement; their opinions 

regarding the usefulness of past and 

present food insecurity indicators in 

NI (the HFSSM and EU-SILC); and 

their opinions regarding the 

feasibility of a headline indicator 

approach in NI. 

 

Quantitative analysis of a secondary 

dataset (Study 2) to statistically 

compare how the HFSSM and EU-

SILC modules classify the 

prevalence of food insecurity in NI. 

 

(ii) Statistical comparison of how the 

HFSSM and EU-SILC classify food 

insecurity prevalence in a population. 

 

(iii) Recommendation as to the most 

appropriate measure for use in NI / the 

UK. 
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RO3: To identify and 

critically evaluate the 

predictors of food poverty in 

NI 

Gap relating to the predictors 

of food insecurity in a NI / UK 

context. 

Stakeholder interviews (Study 1A) 

and roundtables (Study 1B) to 

identify predictors of food poverty 

in NI. 

 

Quantitative analysis (Study 2) to 

statistically confirm or otherwise 

predictors identified by stakeholders 

in Study 1A and 1B. 

(i) List of predictors of food poverty in 

NI, as identified by stakeholders.  

 

(ii) Predictors ranked in order of 

significance according to stakeholder’s 

opinion. 

 

(iii) Statistically confirmed predictors 

of food poverty in NI. 

RO4: To identify 

implications of food poverty 

and formulate 

recommendations which 

provide an appropriate 

response to food poverty in 

the UK/NI 

Gap regarding the 

implications of food poverty 

on business and the wider 

economy. 

Stakeholder interviews (Study 1A) 

to examine their opinions on the 

implications of food insecurity on 

individuals, business and the 

economy, and appropriate response. 

(i) Identification of how short and long 

term implications of food insecurity on 

individuals can contribute to business 

and the economy.  

 

(ii) Identification of how business and 

policy can respond.  
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RO5: To develop a 

conceptual model of food 

poverty predictors, 

implications and 

opportunities for response 

Lack of conceptual literature 

pertaining to food insecurity. 

Stakeholder interviews (Study 1A) 

and roundtables (Study 1B) to 

inform adaptation of elements of 

existing conceptual models. 

 

Statistical analysis (Study 2) to 

statistically confirm predictors of 

food insecurity. 

A conceptual model detailing 

statistically confirmed food insecurity 

predictors in a NI context, short and 

long term individual implications, 

business and economic implications, 

and areas for business and policy 

response. 
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1.9 Overview of thesis 

The current chapter provides a general introduction to the topic of the thesis with the aim of 

providing the reader with context relating to the thesis content. A brief overview of predictors 

of food poverty, as well as current definition and measurement approaches globally and locally 

(UK and NI) are presented, alongside identified gaps to be addressed and rationale for the 

research, leading to the identification of an overarching research aim and related objectives.  

 

Chapter two presents the contextual literature relating to food poverty. The defining elements 

of food poverty are discussed, followed by consideration of how the term relates to the often 

interchangeable concept of ‘food (in)security’, and how food poverty definition has evolved 

throughout the years. The development of measurement approaches in line with the 

development of definitions of food poverty is then discussed, and a summation of popular food 

poverty measurement approaches is provided, followed by an overview of the literature on 

predictors of food poverty. The relevance of the research is considered, and the ‘right to food’ 

is examined as a premise which guides the research, firstly through a discussion around the 

history and connotations of this term, and secondly through a consideration as to what a literal 

‘right to food’ would mean for governments and society.   

 

Chapter three presents the conceptual literature relating to food poverty and the theoretical 

framework which underpins the research, examining whether the concept of food poverty 

should be considered objectively or subjectively. Various economic theories which attempt to 

explain the causes of food poverty are presented. Lastly, this chapter presents three relevant 

models (two proposed by academics, the third emanating from Food Standards Agency 
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research with stakeholders), which inform the definition of the concept of food poverty in the 

UK (Dowler and Dobson, 1997; Alaimo et al., 2005; King et al., 2015), and a further model 

which identifies characteristics (predictors) which can make households more susceptible to 

food poverty in an American context (Gaines et al., 2013). Study 1 and 2 presented in later 

chapters in this thesis inform adaptation of these models in a NI context. 

 

Chapter four presents the methodological theory which the research approach was centred on. 

The rationale for choosing a mixed-methods approach for this research is discussed, as well as 

rationale for elements of the research design. Alongside this, alternative methods which were 

considered and decided against are evaluated in order to explain why the chosen methods were 

considered to be the best in fitting with the underpinning methodological philosophy as well 

as with the research objectives. 

 

Chapter five presents the qualitative findings from Study 1. Study 1 was conducted to gather 

data in order to achieve RO1, RO2, RO3, RO4 and RO5. Findings are presented in two parts; 

firstly, Study 1A findings from stakeholder interviews, followed by Study 1B findings from 

stakeholder roundtables.  

 

Quantitative findings from Study 2 follow in chapter six. Study 2 involved quantitative analysis 

of NI Health Survey data in order to investigate and confirm household predictors of food 

poverty which have been identified both in the literature (chapter 2) and by stakeholders in 

Study 1. Study 2 thereby addresses RO3. 
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Chapter seven provides a general discussion pertaining to the findings of Study 1 and 2, and 

assumes an analytic approach in comparing the results of these studies alongside prior related 

findings in the literature, and other relevant contextual and conceptual literature. 

 

Lastly, chapter eight presents an overview of findings related to each research objective, and 

discusses the contributions of this research to the existing literature. Practical implications 

emanating from the research are discussed, followed by study limitations, and 

recommendations for future research.  
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Chapter Two – Contextual Literature 

2.0 Introduction 

The following review will begin by identifying the scope and boundaries of the research, and 

examining the theoretical definition of the term ‘food poverty’ and how it has evolved. 

Following this, an overview of the development of food poverty measurement approaches 

corresponding with the development of food poverty definitions as previously discussed will 

be considered. Various methods and measures currently used to measure food poverty globally 

will be examined, in order to inform considerations relating to constructing a novel, or 

reviewing an existing, food poverty measurement approach in NI. Considerations for 

measurement presented in the literature will then be discussed followed by predictors of food 

poverty. The review concludes rationalizing the relevance of the research, considering the 

‘right to food’ precept, and the potential individual, societal and economic / business benefits 

of measuring and addressing food poverty. The following review therefore aims to provide 

current knowledge on the concept of food poverty, current measurement approaches, 

predictors, and implications of food poverty. This summation will subsequently identify gaps 

in the current state of knowledge which rationale the research aim, objectives and research 

approaches for this thesis. 

 

2.1 Identifying the research scope 

Although this research has a NI / UK focus and therefore is primarily concerned with developed 

countries, the literature search has not been limited to exclude measurement approaches in 

developing countries because of the valid learning potential contained within developing 

countries approaches.  This thesis examines food poverty from a social science and business 

perspective, as opposed to for example from a nutritional perspective. Although food poverty 

and poverty are interlinked, this thesis will focus primarily on food poverty as a separate 
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phenomenon in terms of definition, measurement and predictors. Poverty indicators or material 

and social deprivation indicators will therefore not be considered in depth, although the poverty 

nomenclature and the synergy between poverty, food poverty, and fuel poverty, will be further 

commented upon in section 2.2.4. The terms ‘food poverty’ and ‘food insecurity’ will be used 

interchangeably as appropriate and in respect of context. For example, context setting in 

reference to NI / the UK will predominantly rely on the term ‘food poverty’ as it is the common 

NI / UK terminology, whereas the term ‘food insecurity’ will more often be used in discussion 

relating to measurement as it is the common indicator rhetoric. Further discussion regarding 

the interchangeability of these terms in the literature and the progression of terminology will 

be presented in section 2.2.2. Interpretation of the term food security is often considered on a 

global / regional level with respect to issues relating to food production, availability, and 

security (bioterrorism) (Leroy et al., 2015), however these issues are not included within the 

scope of this research, which focuses solely on household food security.  

 

2.2 Concept of food poverty  

In order to review and investigate definitions of food poverty (RO1) it is important first to 

consider the theoretical concept of food poverty. ‘Food poverty’ is a construct that cannot be 

directly measured and therefore it is important to operationalise the concept of food poverty by 

creating a definition and related construct of questions which indirectly ascertain the presence 

or otherwise of food poverty. A variety of definitions proposed by various academics and 

organisations will be presented. Definition of the concept is an important first step to evaluating 

measurement approaches (RO2), and ultimately to assess predictors (RO3) and formulate 

recommendations (RO4, RO5). 
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2.2.1 Defining elements of food security / Complexities of food security 

The discourse surrounding the concept and definition of food insecurity is extensive, 

encompassing various complexities. The Food and Agriculture Organisation define food 

security as existing  

“when all people, at all times, have physical, social and economic access to 

sufficient, safe and nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food 

preferences for an active and healthy life” (FAO, 2006, p.1), 

pointing to the four main pillars of food security as availability, access, utilization and stability 

(FAO, 2006; McKay et al., 2019). Food should be made available in countries through 

adequate production and imports, and in localities by having an adequate diversity of food 

choices available in a neighbourhood. Food should be physically accessible to consumers in 

their locality, and should also be financially accessible (affordable) by being offered at a 

reasonable price (Anderson, 1990). Food supply should be stable, in that consumers should 

have permanent and sustainable access to food, and alongside this, food should also be healthy, 

so should be safe for consumption and of adequate nutritious value (utilization) (Kruzslicika, 

2015). 

 

2.2.2 Shift in discourse regarding food security terminology 

Originally, the term ‘food security’ referred to the national level, regarding whether countries 

had adequate food supply to feed their populations, however perceptions have evolved in that 

food security is increasingly considered at the micro level of communities, households and 

individuals (Dowler et al., 2001). ‘Food security’ (or ‘food insecurity’) is a terminology which 

has not been used as widely in the UK as it has in the US or Canada, and Kneafsey et al (2013) 
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consequently found that most consumers in the UK are unfamiliar with this term and its 

definition, supposing it to refer to safety of food.  

 

In the UK, food insecurity literature most often uses the term ‘food poverty’ (see for example 

Dowler et al., 2001; Lambie-Mumford, 2013; Taylor-Robinson et al., 2013), however the term 

‘food insecurity’ is becoming increasingly familiar in the UK literature (see Purdy et al., 2007; 

Dowler and O’Connor, 2012; Kneafsey et al., 2013), and both terms are now often used 

synonymously (Dowler and O’Connor, 2012; Borsch and Kjaernes, 2016; Thompson et al., 

2018). This shift of discourse in the UK is a likely result of the influence of food security 

nomenclature in the US and Canada, where household food insecurity is routinely measured. 

The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) measures food insecurity annually and 

refers to food insecurity as a state occurring when one has  

“limited or uncertain availability of nutritionally adequate and safe foods or 

limited or uncertain ability to acquire acceptable foods in socially acceptable 

ways” (USDA, 2018a).  

 

Unlike the government-endorsed definitions of food insecurity in the US (USDA, 2016) and 

of fuel poverty in the United Kingdom (UK) (DECC, 2019), food poverty has not received an 

accepted definition from government in the UK (Carney and Maître, 2012), and rather its 

definition has evolved as academic discussion around food poverty has increased.  
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2.2.3 The evolution of food poverty definition 

The term ‘food security’ first appeared in the mid-1970s when the World Food Conference 

(1974) related the concept of food security to food supply, availability and price stability, 

defining the term as  

“availability at all times of adequate world food supplies of basic foodstuffs to 

sustain a steady expansion of food consumption and to offset fluctuations in 

production and prices” (FAO, 2006, p. 1). 

Since the World Food Conference in 1974, several further definitions of food security have 

been proposed and the theoretical concept of food poverty has evolved resulting in a 

‘cornucopia’ of ideas (Maxwell, 1996).  

 

In 1983 the FAO defined food security, and rather than focusing on the issue of availability as 

did the previous 1974 definition offered by the World Food Conference, instead emphasised 

the issue of food access, stating that food security involved 

“ensuring that all people at all times have both physical and economic access 

to the basic food that they need” (FAO, 2006, p. 1). 

 

This emphasis on the access element of food security is complementary to Amartya Sens’ 

conceptual theory that people often become food insecure not due to food being unavailable on 

the market, but rather because of limitations of their ability to access that food which is 

available (Webb et al., 2006). 
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This definition was further developed in 1996, to specify that food should be sufficient, safe 

and nutritious, and specifying that the purpose of accessing food was to be conducive to an 

active healthy life: 

“[food security exists] when all people, at all times, have physical and economic 

access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food 

preferences for an active and healthy life” (FAO, 2006, p.1).  

 

The idea of social acceptability was first introduced by Anderson in 1990, who expanded the 

concept of food security implying both the aforementioned elements of availability and access 

to food, and including that the food should be nutritionally adequate and that consumption of 

food should be socially acceptable:  

“the limited or uncertain availability of nutritionally adequate and safe foods 

or limited or uncertain ability to acquire acceptable food in socially acceptable 

ways” (Anderson, 1990, p.1).  

 

The FAO again expanded its 1996 definition in 2015 to incorporate social acceptability, 

acknowledging its vital role within the concept (O’Connor et al., 2016). The theoretical 

underpinning that food poverty definitions should reference social needs stems from 

Townsend’s (1979) research that both physical and social needs are interlinked. For example, 

foods or beverages served socially to others in one’s home may not be important nutritionally 

but are important for social needs (Hick, 2014; O’Connell et al., 2019). The concept of social 

acceptability therefore moves beyond nutritional considerations to those of justice and equality, 

and emphasises the importance of social inclusion and participation (Furey et al., 1999; 

Lambie-Mumford, 2019). 
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Although the social implications of food poverty are not essential for nutritional wellbeing, the 

ability to eat with others and to provide food for friends and family in one’s home are essential 

and significant aspects of life (Pfeiffer et al., 2015). In a consumer society the food we access 

is linked to our identity, and can be a means of social inclusion and exclusion (O’Connell et 

al., 2019).  

 

In developed countries such as the US, issues of food availability and utilization are not as 

problematic as in developing countries, therefore definition and measurement primarily focus 

on household-level access (Coates et al., 2006). Radimer et al (1990) therefore carried out 

qualitative research with women in New York on household-level experience of food 

insecurity, and found that it is experienced primarily through the four domains of (i) uncertainty 

or worry regarding food; (ii) food of inadequate quantity; (iii) food of inadequate quality; and 

(iv) acquiring food through socially unacceptable means. Radimer et al (1990) therefore 

recommended that these four components should be included in a conceptual definition of food 

insecurity. Later research further confirmed that these four domains form the basis of 

household food insecurity experience (Coates et al., 2006), therefore indicating that definition 

and measurement approaches should be grounded upon these four domains (Coates et al., 

2006). 

 

Radimer et al (1992) compiled the aforementioned four domains to produce the following 

definition that food insecurity is  

“the inability to acquire or consume an adequate quality or sufficient quantity  

food in socially acceptable ways, or the uncertainty that one will be able to do 

so” (Radimer et al., 1992, p.39). 
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Most recently, in 2016, O’Connor et al examined the food security literature to identify the 

dimensions of food security most commonly cited in published definitions to inform 

construction of a new definition. O’Connor et al (2016) identified the following components 

to be cited most frequently: economic access, quality, quantity, duration and the social 

dimension, and consequently proposed the below definition as suitable for both developed and 

developing countries, which states that food poverty is  

“the insufficient economic access to an adequate quantity and quality of food 

to maintain a nutritionally satisfactory and socially acceptable diet” (O’Connor 

et al., 2016, p. 429). 

 

2.2.4 Synergy between food poverty and poverty 

Various perspectives exist when considering how best to conceptualise and define food 

poverty. ‘Fuel poverty’ can be considered a counterpart to food poverty as food and fuel are 

consensually considered to be necessities, however although ‘fuel poverty’ has been 

quantitatively defined (Boardman, 1991) (see chapter 3), food poverty has not been as clearly 

separated from the overarching poverty nomenclature. As presented above, various definitions 

for food poverty have been proposed, highlighting the significance of the issue. However, some 

question the utility of separating food poverty from poverty as this may lead to a response 

focused on providing more food, rather than addressing structural determinants of wider 

poverty (Tarasuk, 2001; Lambie-Mumford, 2019). 
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2.3 Food insecurity measurement approaches 

As  food insecurity definitions have evolved since the 1970s (Maxwell, 1996), so too have the 

indicators used to measure this phenomenon (Ihab et al., 2015) and various measures and 

methods have been used to approximate food insecurity in developing and developed countries 

(Leroy et al., 2015). These are generally separated into three main classifications of measures 

which include both subjective and objective indicators: experience-based indicators, dietary 

diversity measures, and coping strategies (Maxwell et al., 2014; Leroy et al., 2015).  

 

2.3.1 Experiential measures 

Experiential measures seek to capture how food insecurity is experienced in terms of behaviour 

and psychological response (Maxwell et al., 2014), and involve individuals responding to a 

series of questions about their food security status. The evolution of the construction of various 

experiential measures is discussed in section 2.4, and previously introduced experiential 

measures (HFSSM, FIES-SM, EU-SILC) are further discussed in sections 2.4.3; 2.4.5; and 

2.4.6.  

 

2.3.2 Dietary diversity measures 

Dietary diversity and food frequency indicators require participants to recall food intake 

(usually 24 hours prior) as opposed to the longer reference period of twelve months used in 

indicators such as the HFSSM (Leroy et al., 2015). This shorter reference time can leave more 

room for error, and this type of indicator may also be less popular as it takes longer for the 

respondent to complete and is more complex for the research team to code/analyse. 

Additionally, dietary diversity indicators provide a more limited view of the varied dimensions 

of food security, focusing particularly on the food quantity dimension, while the 
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aforementioned experiential measures capture the quantity and quality of food, as well as other 

related anxiety and social acceptability issues (Leroy et al., 2015).  

 

Unlike experiential measures dietary diversity and food frequency indicators consider 

nutritional adequacy through measuring the frequency of consumption of foods and food 

groups (Maxwell et al., 2014). Examples of these indicators include the 24-hour dietary recall 

method (Rosalina et al., 2007; Ayinde et al., 2012), Food Frequency Questionnaire (FFQ) 

(Bawadi et al., 2012; Crawford et al., 2015), and the Household Dietary Diversity Score and 

the Food Consumption Score (Kennedy et al., 2010; Matheson and McIntyre, 2014; Maxwell 

et al., 2014; Leroy et al., 2015). 

 

2.3.3 Consumption behaviour indicators 

Consumption behaviour indicators, such as the Coping Strategies Index (Maxwell et al., 2014; 

Leroy et al., 2015), measure food consumption behaviours, and in particular how food is 

consumed or obtained when it is in limited supply (Maxwell et al., 2014). Coping strategies 

measures are understandably deployed least frequently as they are used exclusively with 

households who have recognised reduced access to food, therefore are only useful in studies 

examining exclusively food insecure populations as opposed to studies examining a general 

population for food insecurity. Furthermore, coping strategies measures show poor validity in 

predicting food access (quality) (Leroy et al., 2015). These measures are most applicable to 

developing countries, or in times of humanitarian crisis (Maxwell et al., 2008), therefore are 

not the most appropriate solution to food poverty measurement in developed countries such as 

the UK / NI.  
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However, in developed countries, various coping strategies used by the food-insecure to 

acquire food when they do not have enough money to buy food have been identified in the 

literature. These include actions of varying extremity such as: purchasing cheaper, less 

nutritious food, purchasing food on credit, delaying food payments, pawning or selling items 

to make money, borrowing food from family or friends, visiting food banks, skipping meals, 

and reducing other household members’ access to food (e.g. locking food cupboards) to ensure 

food will last (Wood et al., 2006; Wood et al., 2009; Holben, 2010; Kaiser and Hermsen, 2015; 

Bazerghi et al., 2016; Lee and Kim, 2018).  

 

2.3.4 Food poverty line 

An alternative approach to measurement involves objectively calculating a food poverty line / 

price index. Calculating a food poverty line is an approach which has been used in developing 

countries when measuring food poverty across a region or country (Rhoe et al., 2008; Wang et 

al., 2009; Skare and Druzeta, 2010; Geniez et al., 2014). This involves calculating the level at 

which calorie intake is sufficient to maintain health and normal energy levels, and is a popular 

method in developing countries where alleviating food poverty is focused on establishing 

adequate daily calorie and nutritional intake (Ayinde et al., 2012). 

 

This objective relative approach to FI measurement of using a food poverty line, has similarities 

to fuel poverty measurement methodology. Fuel poverty may be considered a predecessor to 

food poverty as fuel is another household essential, however, in contrast to food poverty, fuel 

poverty has an identified indicator. Recently, a new measure, referred to as the Low Income 

High Costs indicator, which calculates fuel poverty levels in accordance with national median 

level fuel costs and the official poverty line has been constructed for fuel poverty (Robinson et 

al., 2018). This measure was introduced in England in 2017, but has yet to be adopted in NI 
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which continues to use a former headline indicator measurement (Robinson et al., 2018). This 

headline measure defines fuel poverty as occurring when a household spends more than ten per 

cent of household income on heating the home (DECC, 2019) and is a widely used and 

recognised indicator. Food and fuel are consensually considered to be necessities and therefore 

low income households who struggle financially are likely to ration both energy use and food 

in order to save money (Snell et al., 2018). There is therefore scope to examine if a simple 

headline indicator reflecting food expenditure expressed as a percentage of household income 

is achievable to measure food poverty, similarly to the fuel poverty measure. However there is 

a lack of literature examining the feasibility or usefulness of using a similar approach when 

measuring food poverty, and considering food poverty from a relative perspective such as this 

has been criticised in the literature (Niemietz, 2010). 

 

2.3.5 Further measurement approaches  

Certain approaches exist which aim to measure certain components of the food poverty 

definition, such as calculating the cost of a healthy food basket in a certain area to measure the 

affordability and availability of a healthy diet (Lloyd et al., 2011; Ginn et al., 2016). However, 

this type of measure does not consider the household or individual level, nor does it include 

the other elements of food insecurity in the definition such as anxiety and social acceptability, 

therefore this type of measure is unable to provide an estimate of household food poverty.  

 

2.4 Development of experiential food insecurity measurement modules  

This section will provide an overview of food insecurity measurement modules and how 

measurement tools have been constructed and updated in association with the progression and 

development of food poverty definitions throughout the years (section 2.2.3). The four 

measures introduced in chapter one which have previously been used, are currently being used, 
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or have potential to be used in NI / the UK (HFSSM, FIES-SM, EU-SILC food deprivation 

measures, headline indicator), will be discussed in detail, and their use as presented in the 

literature will be examined. Other measures which preceded those above, or which appear less 

frequently in the literature will be discussed briefly and included in the appendix. 

 

In the late 1960s hunger was identified as an issue in the US, and in 1977, the USDA first 

integrated a question (see table 2) relating to food insecurity in their 1997-1998 Nationwide 

Food Consumption Survey (Keenan et al., 2001; Kennedy, 2002). In 1984 following a report 

commissioned by the then President to examine the prevalence of hunger, researchers and 

government agencies increased their efforts to develop indicators of hunger and food insecurity 

in the US (Kennedy, 2002). 

 

Table 2: USDA food sufficiency question 

Question Responses 

Which of these statements best 

describes the food eaten in your 

household? 

 

 

 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 

 Don’t Know or Refused 

 

 

2.4.1 CCHIP hunger index 

The Community Childhood Hunger Identification Project (CCHIP) was devised in the mid-

1980s with the goal of developing a hunger index appropriate for the socioeconomic conditions 

in the US (Wehler et al., 1992). This index involved a construct of eight questions relating to 

current/ongoing/ever hunger within a larger survey, which allowed respondents to be 

categorised as ‘no hunger’, ‘at risk for hunger’ and ‘hungry’ (Ihab et al., 2015).  
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2.4.2 Radimer / Cornell Hunger and Food Insecurity Instrument 

Following the CCHIP hunger index which focused on children, a further construct developed 

to measure hunger and food insecurity was the Radimer/Cornell Hunger and Food Insecurity 

Instrument. This index categorised questions pertaining to household, women’s and children’s 

food insecurity. The questions incorporate the four elements Radimer’s (1992) definition was 

based upon: food quantity, food quality, food acceptability, and the certainty of accessing food. 

The scale questions are designed on a continuous spectrum of severity, from indicators 

pertaining to anxiety or uncertainty related to being able to access food, followed by reduction 

in quality, reduction in quantity, and finally hunger. This module categorizes households into 

four levels: food secure, household food insecure, adult food insecure and child hunger 

(Kendall et al., 1996; Ihab et al 2015). Identifying households with children experiencing 

hunger as those most severely food insecure is based on the premise that parents will sacrifice 

the quantity of their own food before that of their children’s (Ihab et al., 2015).  

 

Both the CCHIP and Radimer / Cornell instruments showed good consistency in terms of 

producing the same results regarding categorisation of food secure and food insecure 

households, however, the use of these measures have some limitations. Despite attempts to 

validate the Radimer / Cornell instrument among varying socioeconomic groups, it is validated 

for use only in low income households (Ihab et al., 2015). Furthermore the CCHIP focuses on 

only on households with children (Ihab et al., 2015). Therefore, it was important to devise an 

indicator which could be used among all households. 
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2.4.3 Household Food Security Survey Module (HFSSM) 

The HFSSM was devised following recommendations for a standardised approach to defining 

and collecting data to measure the prevalence of food insecurity in the US. The need for and 

feasibility of a measure was outlined in the National Nutrition Monitoring and Related 

Research Act of 1990, and at the subsequent National Conference on Food Security 

Measurement and Research in 1994 (Moshfegh, 1994; Coleman-Jensen, 2015). The previously 

discussed research from the CCHIP and Radimer/Cornell was used to inform the HFSSM 

measure, and many of the module questions were developed from statements participants in 

these projects made regarding their food insecurity experience (Coleman-Jensen, 2015).  

 

Table 3 provides an overview of the module questions, alongside the domain as identified by 

Radimer et al (1990) that each represents, and whether each question presents an objective or 

subjective measure of the food insecurity experience. Consideration regarding objective versus 

subjective measures is discussed in chapter 3, section 3.5. The precise wording and choice of 

response for each module question can be seen in table 3. 

 

 

Table 3: HFSSM question overview 

Module questions Domain represented Objective/Subjective 

1. Worried food would run out Psychological Subjective 

2. Food bought didn’t last, no money to 

buy more 

Inadequate quantity Objective 

3. Couldn’t afford to eat balanced meals Insufficient quality Subjective 

4. Cut size of meals/skip meals 

5. If ‘yes’, how often did this happen? 

 

Inadequate quantity Objective 

6. Eat less than you thought you should Inadequate quantity Subjective 

7. Hungry but didn’t eat Inadequate quantity Objective 

8. Lost weight Inadequate quantity Objective 

9. Not eat for a whole day 

10. If yes, how often did this happen? 

Inadequate quantity Objective 
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11. Relied on a few kinds of low cost 

food for the child/children 

Inadequate quality Objective 

12. Couldn’t feed child/children a 

balanced meal 

Inadequate quantity Subjective 

13. Child/children not eating enough Inadequate quantity Subjective 

14. Cut the size of child/children’s meals Inadequate quantity Objective 

15. Child/children skip meals 

16. If yes, how often did this happen? 

Inadequate quantity Objective 

17. Child/children hungry but couldn’t 

eat 

Inadequate quantity Objective 

18. Child/children not eat for a whole 

day 

Inadequate quantity Objective 

 

The measure consists of eighteen questions (in households with children), or ten questions (in 

households without children) which assess the degree of food security experienced by 

households over the past twelve months (Coleman-Jensen et al., 2015; Anderson et al., 2016). 

The HFSSM module questions focus on four underlying conditions or behaviours related to 

food poverty status: (i) anxiety related to having enough food, (ii) the perception that food 

available is inadequate in either quality or quantity, (iii) reduced food intake in adults, and (v) 

reduced food intake in children (Kennedy, 2002). When the scale was originally constructed, 

analytic software was used to compute a calibration score for each question according to the 

severity of the food insecurity or hunger condition that the question represents. This then 

allowed questions to be grouped and anchored along a continuous scale and in categories which 

indicate varying levels of food security (Coates et al., 2006). Module questions proceed along 

the scale, beginning with questions indicating low severity, and from these, respondents are 

grouped into one of four food insecurity conditions: high food security, marginal food security, 

low food security and very low food security (USDA, 2019), according to the number of 

affirmative responses. However, there exists some controversy regarding the validity of this 

method of measuring food insecurity on a unidimensional scale which categorises four cut-offs 

according to the severity dimension, rather than aiming to capture the multidimensional nature 

of food poverty (Wolfe and Frongillo, 2001).  
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Often, sometimes and yes are considered affirmative (positive) responses (Leroux et al., 2018), 

and for each question respondents have the option to answer that they ‘don’t know / refuse to 

answer’ (USDA, 2012). The module makes use of ‘skip’ patterns (Shropshire et al., 2009), 

therefore if respondents answer particular questions negatively they will then skip a related 

subset of questions (table 4). Consequently, the number of questions asked will depend on the 

severity of the food insecurity experience and whether or not there are children present in the 

household, therefore reducing participant burden (Sharpe, 2016). 

 

Table 4: HFSSM module questions and responses 

Module questions Response choice 

Adult Stage 1 

1. (I/We) worried that food would run out before (I/We) got 

money to buy more (in the last 12 months) 

Often/Sometimes/Never 

 

2. The food that (I/We) bought just didn’t last, and (I/We) didn’t 

have money to get more (in the last 12 months) 

Often/Sometimes/Never 

 

3. (I/We) couldn’t afford to eat balanced meals (in the last 12 

months) 

Often/Sometimes/Never 

 

If affirmative response to Q1-3, continue on to Adult Stage 2; otherwise, if children under 

age 18 are present in the household skip to Child Stage 1; otherwise skip to End of Food 

Security Module. 

 

Adult Stage 2 

4. In the last 12 months, did (you/you or other adults in your 

household) ever cut the size of your meals or skip meals because 

there wasn’t enough money for food?)  

 

5. If ‘yes’, how often did this happen? 

 

Often/Sometimes/Never 

 

 

 

Almost every 

month/Some months 

/Only 1 or 2 months 

6. In the last 12 months, did you ever eat less than you felt you 

should because there wasn’t enough money to buy food? 

Yes/No 

 

7. In the last 12 months, were you ever hungry but didn’t eat 

because there wasn’t enough money for food? 

Yes/No 

 

8. In the last 12 months, did you ever lose weight because you 

didn’t have enough money for food? 

Yes/No 

 

If affirmative response to one or more of Q’s 4-7, continue to Adult Stage 3; otherwise, if 

children under age 18 are present in the household, skip to Child Stage 1; otherwise skip to 

End of Food Security Module. 

 

Adult Stage 3 
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9. 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? 

 

10. If yes, how often did this happen? 

Yes/No 

 

 

 

Almost every 

month/Some months 

/Only 1 or 2 months 

Child Stage 1 

11. (I/We) relied on only a few kinds of low-cost food to feed the 

child(ren) because (I was/we were) running out of money to buy 

food. 

Often/Sometimes/Never 

 

12. (I/We) couldn't feed (my/our) child(ren) a balanced meal, 

because (I/we) couldn't afford it. 

Often/Sometimes/Never 

 

13. The child(ren) were not eating enough because (I/we) 

couldn't afford enough food. 

Often/Sometimes/Never 

 

If affirmative response (i.e. ‘often true’ or ‘sometimes true’) to one or more of Q’s11-13, 

then continue to Child Stage 2; otherwise skip to End of Food Security Module. 

 

Child Stage 2 

14. In the last 12 months, did you or other adults in your 

household ever cut the size of any of the children’s meals 

because there wasn’t enough money for food? 

Yes/No 

 

15. In the last 12 months, did any of the children ever skip meals 

because there wasn’t enough money for food? 

 

16. If yes, how often did this happen? 

Yes/No 

 

 

 

Almost every 

month/Some months 

/Only 1 or 2 months 

17. In the last 12 months, were any of the children ever hungry 

but you couldn’t afford more food? 

Yes/No 

18. In the last 12 months, did (your child/any of the children) 

ever not eat for a whole day because there wasn’t enough money 

for food? 

Yes/No 

 

 

Additionally, a shorter six-item version of the module has been constructed, however it does 

not measure the most severe experiences of child and adult hunger, therefore the 18-item 

module is considered more specific and reliable (Kennedy, 2002).  

 

The HFSSM has been used to monitor US household food security annually since 1995 (Coates 

et al., 2006; Rafiei et al., 2009) and Canadian household food security annually since 2004 

(Tarasuk, 2016). Furthermore, various countries and populations have adapted the HFSSM 
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(Vargas and Penny, 2010). The Brazilian Food Insecurity Scale was adapted from the HFSSM 

through focus group research, and the Latin American and Caribbean Food Security Scale was 

derived from the Brazilian Food Insecurity Scale (Leroy et al., 2015). Furthermore, an adapted 

HFSSM has been trialled in developing countries including Bolivia, the Philippines, Burkino 

Faso (Leroy et al., 2015), and Lebanon (Sahyoun et al., 2014). In 2016, the Food Standards 

Agency ‘Food and You’ survey administered in England, Wales and NI began collecting data 

on food security using the ten-item adult HFSSM. The annual NI Health Survey included 

HFSSM questions from 2012-2016 (Department of Health, 2019). 

 

Marques et al (2014) reviewed various measurement tools used in food insecurity studies, and 

found that the HFSSM and its variants were most commonly used. Although both the US and 

Canada use this measure, the US Department of Agriculture (USDA) and the Health Canada 

classification systems differ. In the US, households are classified as having low food security 

if they answer affirmatively to three or more adult questions, while in Canada, households are 

classified as food insecure if they answer affirmatively to two questions (USDA, 2012; Proof, 

2014). Regarding the children’s questions, both the US and Canada classify children as food 

insecure if they answer affirmatively to two or more questions (Bartfeld and Ahn, 2011; 

Bjorney-Urke et al., 2014). The content of the module questions has remained the same since 

it was first introduced (USDA, 2018b), however the metrics of the classifications of varying 

severity of food insecurity experiences have been revised (table 5). These revisions were made 

following recommendations from an expert panel that reference to hunger should be removed 

in order to make a clear distinction between food insecurity and hunger (Reichenheim et al., 

2016, USDA, 2018b). 
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Table 5: Original and revised HFSSM classifications and their related scores (Reichenheim 

et al., 2016; USDA, 2018b) 

Original classification (1995-2005) Revised classification (2006-present) 

Categorisation Score Categorisation Score 

Food secure 0-2 Food secure 0 

Food insecurity without hunger 3-7 Marginal food security 1-2 

Moderate food insecurity with 

hunger 

8-12 Low food security 3-7 

Severe food insecurity with hunger 13-18 Very low food security 8-18 

 

The HFSSM has been used to base the construction of several other experiential measures 

upon, for example the Household Food Insecurity Access Scale (HFIAS) (Coates et al., 2007) 

and the Food and Agricultural Organisation’s (FAO) Food Insecurity Experience Scale Survey 

Module (FIES-SM). 

 

2.4.4 Household Food Insecurity Access Scale (HFIAS) 

 The HFIAS, is a primarily subjective measure which asks respondents their perceptions 

relating to whether the food they eat is adequate in quality and quantity, and whether they 

experience anxiety or uncertainty relating to having enough food (Coates et al., 2007; Maxwell 

et al., 2008). As well as containing mostly subjective questions, the HFIAS differs from the 

HFSSM in that it uses a shorter reference frame, asking respondents if they have experienced 

the various indicators of food insecurity in the past four weeks, rather than the twelve month 

timeframe of the HFSSM (Coates et al., 2007). Unlike the HFSSM and FIES-SM, the HFIAS 

is not a measure which has been authoritatively suggested for use in the UK (Food Foundation, 

2016), nor has it previously been used in the UK to measure household food insecurity (as have 

the HFSSM and EU-SILC). Therefore, the HFIAS is not considered in further detail in this 

thesis. 
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2.4.5 Food Insecurity Experience Scale Survey Module (FIES-SM) 

The FAO FIES-SM is also based on the HFSSM module (Sharpe, 2016) and likewise relies on 

respondents self-reporting their experience of food insecurity (Ballard et al., 2014). The FIES-

SM consists of eight questions pertaining to adults’ experiences of food insecurity, therefore 

the main difference from the HFSSM is the omission / exclusion of questions pertaining to 

children’s experience (Sharpe, 2016). The questions are based on research showing that 

people have a similar experience when their access to food worsens:  they worry about running 

out of food, change what they eat to make food last, and in the worst situations, eat a single 

meal a day, or nothing at all (Ballard et al., 2013). Respondents are asked to identify whether 

or not they have experienced certain behaviours related to having inadequate money for food 

during the past 12 months. See table 6 below for list of FIES-SM questions and responses 

(Ballard et al., 2014). 

 

Table 6: FIES-SM questions and responses 

Module question Response 

1. You were worried you would run out of food because of a lack of money or 

other resources? 

Yes/No 

2. You were unable to eat healthy and nutritious food because of a lack of money 

or other resources? 

Yes/No 

3. You ate only a few kinds of foods because of a lack of money or other 

resources? 

Yes/No 

4. You had to skip a meal because there was not enough money or other resources 

to get food? 

Yes/No 

5. You ate less than you thought you should because of a lack of money or other 

resources? 

Yes/No 

6. Your household ran out of food because of a lack of money or other resources? Yes/No 

7. You were hungry but did not eat because there was not enough money or other 

resources for food? 

Yes/No 

8. You went without eating for a whole day because of a lack of money or other 

resources? 

Yes/No 
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Affirmative answers are used to classify the severity of respondents’ food insecurity experience 

into three categories: questions one to three relate to ‘mild’ food insecurity (experiencing 

anxiety regarding accessing enough food/inadequate food quality), questions four to six relate 

to ‘moderate’ food insecurity (insufficient food quantity) and questions seven and eight relate 

to ‘severe’ food insecurity (experiencing hunger) (Ballard et al., 2013; Sharpe, 2016). This 

module was constructed in 2013 with the aim of providing a new global standard measure of 

food insecurity that would be comparable across countries and culturally relevant in both 

developed and developing countries (Ballard et al., 2013; FAO, 2019). The FIES-SM has been 

identified as the measure used for progress tracking by the Sustainable Development Goals. 

The FIES-SM construct is based on the three domains relating to food insecurity experience: 

uncertainty/anxiety, food quality, and food quantity (FAO, 2019). Questions are anchored 

along a continuous scale representing severity of food insecurity experience (figure 1).  

 

Figure 1: Food insecurity severity along a continuous scale (Source: FAO, 2019) 

 

The Scottish Health Survey has recently included three questions from the FIES-SM, adding 

these to the 2017 iteration. There is also potential in further iterations of these surveys to add 

the remaining five questions so that the full module is asked (The Scottish Government, 2018). 

As previously discussed, a panel of experts recently endorsed use of the FIES-SM as a potential 

measure for food insecurity in the UK (Sharpe, 2016). Furthermore, as part of its obligations 

under the Sustainable Development Goals, agreed in 2016, the UK must report data on national 
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food insecurity. The indicator endorsed to allow for global comparison is the FIES-SM, 

therefore creating opportunity for the UK to adopt this measure (Sharpe, 2016). 

 

In relation to the four domains of food insecurity identified by Radimer et al (1990) 

(psychological, insufficient quality, insufficient quantity, social), the FIES-SM accounts for 

the psychological and insufficient quality and quantity domains, and considers both subjective 

and objective perceptions (table 7). 

 

Table 7: FIES-SM question overview (Ballard et al., 2013) 

Question FI domain represented Objective/subjective  

1. You were worried you would run out 

of food because of a lack of money or 

other resources? 

Psychological Subjective 

2. You were unable to eat healthy and 

nutritious food because of a lack of 

money or other resources? 

Insufficient quality Subjective 

3. You ate only a few kinds of foods 

because of a lack of money or other 

resources? 

Insufficient quality Objective 

4. You had to skip a meal because there 

was not enough money or other 

resources to get food? 

Insufficient quantity Objective 

5. You ate less than you thought you 

should because of a lack of money or 

other resources? 

Insufficient quantity Subjective 

6. Your household ran out of food 

because of a lack of money or other 

resources? 

Insufficient quantity Objective 

7. You were hungry but did not eat 

because there was not enough money or 

other resources for food? 

Insufficient quantity Objective 

8. You went without eating for a whole 

day because of a lack of money or other 

resources? 

Insufficient quantity Objective 
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2.4.6 EU-SILC food deprivation measures  

The European Union Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC) is a survey 

developed to monitor deprivation and social exclusion across countries in the European Union 

(Alkire et al., 2014; Arora et al., 2015) and carries four questions pertaining to food insecurity 

(see table 8 below), which have been adopted in the NI Health Survey since 2012 (Department 

of Health, 2019). 

 

Table 8: EU-SILC food deprivation questions and responses (Carney and Maitre, 2012: 

NISRA, 2019) 

Module question Responses 

1. Does your household eat meals with meat, chicken, fish 

(or vegetarian equivalent) every second day? (If no, is it 

because the household cannot afford to or is there another 

reason) 

 

• Yes 

• No, because cannot afford 

• No, other reason 

 

 

2. Does your household have a roast joint (or its 

equivalent) once a week? (If no, is it because the household 

cannot afford to or is there another reason) 

 

• Yes 

• No, because cannot afford 

• No, other reason 

 

3. During the last fortnight was there ever a day (i.e. from 

getting up to going to bed) when you did not have a 

substantial meal due to lack of money 

 

• Yes 

• No 

 

4. Does the household have family or friends for a drink or 

a meal once a month? 

 

• Yes 

• No, because cannot afford 

• No, other reason 

 

 

As these four food deprivation measures were constructed as part of a longer twenty item 

survey which included questions on markers of deprivation other than food consumption, these 

four questions have not been validated as a separate construct to measure food insecurity 

(Whelan and Maitre, 2006). Furthermore, unlike the HFSSM and FIES-SM, the EU-SILC food 

deprivation questions have not been validated comparably in terms of categorising respondents 

into varying levels or categories of food insecurity (Whelan and Maitre, 2006). However, the 
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Republic of Ireland (ROI) has adopted a ‘two out of four’ or ‘one out of three’ index for analysis 

when detecting whether a household is food insecure (Carney and Maitre, 2012).  The ‘two out 

of four’ index classifies a household as experiencing food insecurity if they answer 

affirmatively to at least two of the four deprivation items. Data analysis of responses to the four 

deprivation questions across the EU showed that question four which refers to the household 

being unable to invite family/friends to their home for a meal was responded to affirmatively 

by a large proportion, therefore it was decided that using a ‘two out of four’ approach would 

be better than ‘one out of four’, as this question would be likely to dominate the scale (Carney 

and Maitre, 2012). The ‘one out of three’ index excludes question four relating to having 

family/friends over for food/drink, and instead categorises a household as food insecure if they 

answer affirmatively to questions one to three (Carney and Maitre, 2012). Rather than 

analysing the EU-SILC questions in a way similar to their ROI counterparts by following this 

method of categorising or generalising overall food insecurity status from the construct 

responses, the NI Health Survey data is instead reported by stating the results of each question 

separately (Department of Health, 2018). This means that statistics on food security in NI are 

reported for example as follows “4% of NI households cannot afford to eat a meal with meat, 

chicken, fish or equivalent every second day”, as opposed to “4% of NI households are food 

insecure”. 

 

In terms of food insecurity domains represented by the module questions, unlike the HFSSM 

and the FIES-SM, the EU-SILC does include an explicit reference to the social dimension of 

food insecurity. However it does not enquire about the psychological dimension, focusing 

instead on quality and quantity (table 9). 
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Table 9: EU-SILC food deprivation questions overview 

Question Domain 

represented 

Objective/subjective 

1. Does your household eat meals with meat, 

chicken, fish (or vegetarian equivalent) 

every second day? (If no, is it because the 

household cannot afford to or is there 

another reason) 

 

Insufficient quality Objective 

2. Does your household have a roast joint (or 

its equivalent) once a week? (If no, is it 

because the household cannot afford to or is 

there another reason) 

 

Insufficient quality Objective 

3. During the last fortnight was there ever a 

day (i.e. from getting up to going to bed) 

when you did not have a substantial meal 

due to lack of money 

 

Insufficient quantity Subjective 

4. Does the household have family or friends 

for a drink or a meal once a month? 

 

Social  

 

Objective 

 

Since 2012 food security questions have been included in the NI Health Survey, and both EU-

SILC and HFSSM questions have been used. However, use of these questions has been 

inconsistent and there have been variations each year in which questions from the HFSSM are 

chosen (Department of Health, 2019). Furthermore, from 2016 onwards HFSSM questions 

have been removed entirely and EU-SILC questions are instead the sole measure used (table 

10). 
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Table 10: Food insecurity questions included in NI Health Survey iterations 2012/13-2017/18 

(Department of Health, 2019) 

X = INCLUDED 12/13 13/14 14/15 15/16 16/17 17/18 

HFSSM:       

Type of food eaten in the household? X  X X   

Cut size/skip meals because of money? 

- If so, how often? 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

  

Eat less than you thought you should? X X X X   

Ever hungry but didn’t eat because of 

money? 

X X X X   

Lose weight because of money? X X X X   

Not eat for a whole day because of money? 

- If so, how often? 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

  

Cut the size of child’s meals? X X X X   

Child ever skip meals because of money? 

- How often? 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

 

X 

X 

  

Child hungry but couldn’t afford to eat? X X  X   

Child not eat for a whole day? X X  X   

EU-SILC – 4 questions  X X X X X 

 

 

2.5 Considerations for measurement  

This section presents various considerations for measurement which should be considered 

when assessing an existing measurement module, or constructing a new measurement 

approach. These considerations are informed by both international and national literature, but 

focus on issues of particular relevance in developed countries as opposed to developing. 

 

2.5.1 Multifaceted nature of food poverty 

There is a general consensus throughout the literature that due to the complex and multifaceted 

nature of [food] poverty (Wolfe et al., 2003; Bhuiya et al., 2007; Ayinde et al., 2012; Ogundari, 

2017), arriving at a single measurement approach may be difficult as each indicator examines 

different elements of food insecurity. 
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A number of studies have used more than one indicator to approximate FI, with varying results 

of food insecurity prevalence among the same sample (e.g. Butaumocho and Chitiyo, 2017; 

Ogundari, 2017; Kleve et al., 2017b; McKechnie et al., 2018; Moroda et al., 2018). For 

example, McKechnie et al (2018) found that the prevalence of household food insecurity using 

the Australian single-item measure versus the multi-item HFSSM was 19.5% and 24.4% 

respectively. Furthermore this study found that the three versions of the HFSSM (18-item, 10-

item, 6-item), all classified FI prevalence differently (24.4%, 22.8%, and 21.1% respectively). 

The Australian single-item measure has been suggested to be too brief to capture all necessary 

dimensions of FI (Archer et al., 2017), and a multi-item tool that measures all dimensions of 

food insecurity has been recommended to replace it (Archer et al., 2017; Butcher et al., 2018). 

This suggests that the multidimensional nature of food poverty requires a multi-item 

measurement tool which accounts for more than one dimension. However, a rapid approach to 

measuring food insecurity using one or two questions has been identified as being suitable in 

certain settings (further discussed in section 2.5.5). 

 

2.5.2 Aligning measurement approach to a conceptual definition 

The literature provides evidence that different measures classify food insecurity differently, 

and can make different groups more or less likely to be food insecure/secure (Holben, 2010; 

Maxwell et al., 2014; Carman and Zamarro, 2016). It is important therefore that how food 

poverty is defined correlates with how it is measured (O’Connell et al., 2019).  

 

As previously discussed, the HFSSM was designed to examine experiential components of the 

food insecurity experience by asking questions related to key elements of Radimer et al’s 

(1992) definition that food insecurity consists of four elements: insufficient quantity, 

insufficient quality, psychological (worry/uncertainty) and social acceptability. However, in 
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contexts where food security is defined differently and adequacy is the priority (e.g. in 

developing countries) (Ruel, 2002) dietary diversity measures may be more appropriate. 

 

Ashby et al (2016) identified that there remains a gap for a valid and reliable indicator to 

measure the four dimensions of food insecurity at household, individual and community levels. 

Ashby et al (2016) suggest that in the absence of a measure which considers these four 

dimensions, they could instead use other measures / composite measures to complement, for 

example mapping of food retailers to measure the availability aspect. 

 

2.5.3 Measurement frequency and recall time 

Measurement frequency is an important methodological consideration. Experiential measures 

such as the HFSSM and the FIES-SM refer to a baseline of ‘during the past 12 months’, while 

dietary diversity measures instead rely on at the moment measurement, which may not be truly 

representative of usual intake (Leroy et al., 2015). Ip et al’s (2015) study collected quarterly 

data on food security over a period of twenty-four months using the HFSSM modified to 

enquire about conditions in the past three months, rather than the usual twelve-month baseline 

of the original module. This allowed examination of which households were consistently food 

secure and which moved in and out of food security. Examining this state longitudinally can 

provide understanding on its duration and can help inform measures to prevent low food 

security (Ip et al., 2015), and can help understand the drivers of transitional food security. 

However, measuring food poverty longitudinally on a more regular basis than annually is most 

likely unfeasible in the wider population due to the costs associated with survey research as 

well as the increasing difficulties to secure participants (Groves, 2011). 
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2.5.4 Respondent selection 

The literature also considers how best to select which household representative to respond (i.e. 

the household reference person), although it was common practice to select as a respondent the 

head of the household (Bhuiya et al., 2007; Olayemi, 2012) or another adult over the age of 

eighteen who has primary responsibility for food preparation (Kennedy et al., 2010; Sahyoun 

et al., 2014; Guo et al., 2015).  

 

Matheson and McIntyre (2014) discussed the issue of different responses according to 

respondents’ gender. Men and women may report the same information differently; for 

example if women are more sensitive to household needs than men, they may be quicker to 

recognise food shortages. Additionally, men and women may have different information 

available to them about the household food security situation, whether this is due to the woman 

depriving herself of food to sustain her partner (and/or children) (Hamelin et al., 2010; Cooper 

et al., 2014; Ihab et al., 2015; Rosalina et al., 2015), or whether she may simply be more aware 

of the food situation if she has the principal responsibility for preparing meals (Matheson and 

McIntyre, 2014). 

  

Cultural practice in certain countries can influence how food is allocated in the home; for 

example, in countries such as Nepal, culture may influence the disproportionate allocation of 

food towards the male in the household (Geniez et al., 2014).  Rosalina et al (2007) also studied 

household food insecurity in a developing country, and elected to use the mother as the 

household reference person, reasoning that the mother’s food intake was a good indicator for 

food insecurity. This rationale was based on findings that Indonesian women tend to sacrifice 

their food intake to ensure others in the household have enough (Rosalina et al., 2007), 
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therefore if the mother has secure food security status it can be assumed this is consistent 

throughout the household (Rosalina et al., 2007).  

 

These examples provide some illustration as to the importance of taking an informed approach 

towards choice of reference person based on the demographics and needs of the population to 

be sampled. However, it is necessary to acknowledge that just as the diversity between samples 

in the aforementioned literature is wide ranging, so too are the necessary considerations when 

choosing which approach is best for a particular sample.   

 

2.5.5 Format of measurement module 

Measurement tools vary widely in length, and these have been trialled and considered 

throughout the literature, for example the popular six-item short version of the 18-item HFSSM 

(Eicher-Miller et al., 2009; Fram et al., 2011; Bauer et al., 2012; Bawadi et al., 2012). In 

addition to this, researchers and practitioners have used ‘rapid’ measurement approaches, 

generally consisting of brief screeners (one or two questions relating to food insecurity), which 

are used when there are time or monetary constraints, or to reduce participant burden (Bjorney-

Urke et al., 2014; Radandt et al., 2018). Bjorney-Urke et al (2014) investigated the adequacy 

of using rapid assessment to measure food insecurity status among a Canadian Inuit population, 

and found that a one-to-two question module would be feasible for measuring food security in 

this area. Radandt et al (2018) used a two-item screener in a dental practice for a method of 

identifying food insecure families, and found it to be accurate, specific and sensitive. Similarly, 

Hager et al (2010) used questions one and two of the HFSSM as a two-item screen in a 

healthcare setting, and found it to be sensitive and specific to food insecurity, valid among low-
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income families with young children, and useful to rapidly identify food insecurity status and 

as a result to target healthcare services as appropriate. 

 

When adapting measurement scales to make them shorter, it can be tempting to remove 

questions allocated to assess child food insecurity status; as did the FIES-SM when adapting 

from the HFSSM. However, Vargas and Penny (2010) validly argue that children’s food 

insecurity status is particularly important, as it can provide insight into the severity of food 

insecurity experienced in the household. Parents often will go without meals to ensure their 

children have enough (Hamelin et al., 2010; Cooper et al., 2014; Ihab et al., 2015); therefore, 

if children’s questions are answered affirmatively it can indicate households with the most 

extreme circumstances.  

 

2.5.6 Severity scales and cut-off points 

Food insecurity exists at varying levels of the spectrum, and measurement tools account for 

this by classifying respondents according to their situational severity (Gaines et al., 2014; 

Bjorney Urke et al., 2014), i.e. ‘high’ food security (no problems accessing food), ‘marginal’ 

food security (some anxiety over household food availability), ‘low’ food security (reduced 

variety and quality of food) and, in some cases, ‘very low’ food security (disrupted eating 

patterns due to food access issues) (Gaines et al., 2014). As ‘very low’ food security is 

relatively uncommon, it is often normal practice in the food insecurity literature to collapse 

‘low’ and ‘very low’ food security into one category (Gaines et al, 2014). 
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When using a quantitative food insecurity measure, cut-off points can be controversial and 

designating cut-off points for each measure is a matter of analytical judgement (Maxwell et al., 

2014) for reasons of being too reductionist or subjective.  

 

When monitoring food insecurity globally, as do the Sustainable Development Goals, it is 

important that estimates of prevalence rates are comparable across time and across locations 

(Cafiero et al., 2018). To ensure this, it is important that severity thresholds are commonly 

defined on a reference scale and that these thresholds are kept constant throughout the 

monitoring period, and that appropriate statistical procedures are carried out to ensure that 

severity values are equivalent in different scales (Cafiero et al., 2018). 

 

2.5.7 Relevance 

Making sure that a measure is relevant to all groups is important. Wolfe et al (2003) carried 

out a study investigating the appropriateness of the HFSSM for the elderly population, as the 

majority of research informing the HFSSM questions concerned families with children. Wolfe 

et al (2003) found that the anxiety element of food insecurity experience affects the older 

population more. Furthermore, Wolfe et al (2003) discuss how the HFSSM only measures from 

the affordability / financial access perspective, and does not consider how physical access, such 

as mobility and transportation issues, may be a more significant problem for older people. This 

is perhaps a consideration for definition. However, Wolfe et al’s (2013) study examined Latino 

elders, therefore it cannot be deduced that the findings from this study can be applied to the 

general elderly population, as this study sample was not culturally representative.  
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Importantly, measurement tools should be culturally relevant. When measuring food insecurity 

in an Indonesian population, Rosalina et al (2007) used the HFSSM, but altered the question 

“We worried whether our food would run out before we got more”, replacing ‘food’ with ‘rice’, 

a food culturally perceived as an essential, and therefore equated with enabling survival 

(Rosalina et al., 2007). Bhuiya et al (2007) constructed an area-specific poverty measure for 

their study in Bangladesh, with questions relating to practices specific to this region; for 

example asking how often respondents were able to have rice or lentils, considered staple foods 

in this area. Similarly, Bjorney Urke et al (2014) modified slightly the HFSSM to increase its 

acceptability among an Inuit population in Canada. When adapting measurement questions 

linguistically, it is important that translation does not affect how the questions are interpreted 

by prospective respondents. Sahyoun et al (2014) encountered this problem when they 

translated the question “food bought did not last” into Arabic, and it was interpreted by 

participants as referring to food spoilage.  

 

2.5.8 Validity 

Validity is also an important consideration: indicators must be well constructed so that they are 

reliable and accurate (Leroy et al., 2015). Tools validated in one country or among one 

population will not necessarily be validated among others (Ashby et al., 2016). This is 

evidenced by the Radimer/Cornell scale not being validated for populations other than low-

income households (Ihab et al., 2015). Furthermore, it is important to ensure that respondents 

answering affirmatively to food insecurity questions are doing so because of financial 

constraints to an adequate diet rather than purposively excluding food for religious reasons or 

because they are dieting for weight-loss purposes (Gunderson, 2008). Therefore, it is important 

that terminology of questions clearly refers to limiting foods for financial reasons. There is a 

further need to ensure that food security measurement tools are valid and reliable for use among 
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marginalised population groups such as the homeless and refugees (Sahyoun et al., 2014; 

D’Andreamatteo and Slater, 2018). It is important therefore that measures are properly 

validated so that they are reliable and fit for purpose and can therefore accurately inform 

research, theory and policy (Engelhard et al., 2018). 

 

2.6 Causes of food poverty 

The causes and predictors of household food insecurity are much debated and discussed in the 

literature, and although policy interpretations often focus on behavioural and individual factors 

which increase susceptibility to food poverty, structural contributors such as cost of living and 

income remain critically important to analyse (Lambie-Mumford, 2019). Illustrating this, 

Hamelin et al (2010) examined the perceptions of both those in food insecure households and 

stakeholders in order to examine both groups’ perceptions of the food insecurity experience.  

Both groups cited contextual risks, such as the cost of food and unfavourable government 

decisions, to be most prominent in increasing vulnerability to food insecurity, followed by 

structural risks such as employment status and income level, and proximal risks such as 

experiencing a health problem/accident or a marital separation or divorce (Hamelin et al., 2010; 

Carman and Zamarro, 2016).  

 

2.6.1 Income 

Income is a significant predictor of food insecurity (Anderson et al., 2016) and low income, or 

having limited financial resources, is frequently cited in the literature as a primary cause of 

food insecurity (Bartfeld and Dunifon, 2005; Ihab et al., 2015) due to the strong correlation 

between food insecurity and income (Alaimo et al., 2005). However, income by itself is not 
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enough to predict food insecurity as there are other factors which can increase a household’s 

susceptibility to this phenomenon. Coe (2013, p. 332) states that  

 

“food poverty does not simply occur due to a lack of money but also develops as a result 

of a number of other factors, such as a lack of knowledge, skills or equipment to prepare 

healthy foods”. 

 

Anderson et al (2016) carried out a study in the US to examine what predictors other than 

income contributed to very low food insecurity among children, and concluded that their results 

indicated that households with older children, households receiving benefits, and households 

with someone with a physical or mental health difficulty (and potential associated addictions) 

were more likely to move from being just low income families to low income families who 

struggle to provide food for their children. 

 

2.6.2 Health problems 

Physical or mental health problems also increase vulnerability to food insecurity as they can 

limit employment options or ability to work (Bartfeld and Dunifon, 2005; Lent et al., 2009; 

Khan et al., 2011). If households have a low income and low levels of financial literacy they 

are more likely to experience food insecurity as they may lack the education and ability to 

effectively manage their lack of resources (Carman and Zamarro, 2016). Low or insecure 

income creates financial uncertainty and can result in some households being unable to cover 

essential outgoings such as food, therefore increasing susceptibility to food insecurity (Cooper 

et al., 2014). Furthermore, inadequate income can increase reliance on services such as food 

banks and pay day loan companies (Gowans, 2014) the latter which can often result in a cycle 
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of debt (Lee and Kim, 2018) with implications for the affordability of everyday essentials, such 

as food.  

 

2.6.3 Employment status 

Low income is often associated with unemployment, and a household absent of an employed 

adult, or working multiple jobs, or with part-time or varied-time work hours is associated with 

increased household risk of food insecurity (Coleman-Jensen, 2011). However, low income is 

not solely a problem associated with unemployment, and the changing nature of work i.e. the 

rise of insecure work and misuse of ‘zero-hour’ contracts (Gowans, 2014; Lambie-Mumford, 

2019), and thus low or uncertain pay, has led to a notable increase in the ‘working poor’ 

(Rahman, 2015).   

 

On a wider socioeconomic level, successive industrial revolutions have changed the structure 

and demand for jobs with post-industrial employment tending to favour professional and highly 

skilled occupations. Increasing reliance on technology and machines has decreased the demand 

for unqualified workers and manual workers, consequently often resulting in lower wages and 

insecure employment (Barr, 2012; Xu et al., 2018). 

 

The link between insecure working hours and food insecurity has been identified by 

campaigners as an issue the UK Government should examine (Cooper et al., 2014; Thompson 

et al., 2018). Those who are unemployed, or on low wages must rely on the welfare state to 

supplement their income. 
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2.6.4 Welfare recipients 

Northern Ireland has an above average dependence on welfare as income (Caraher and Furey, 

2018), with 21% of NI household’s gross income coming from state support. This makes 

Northern Ireland one of the regions in the UK with the highest percentage of welfare as income, 

second only to the North East of England which has 22% of households with gross income 

coming from state support (Department for Work and Pensions, 2019). 

 

The welfare state is a system designed by the Government that evolved following the 1942 

Beveridge report which outlined a system of social security that should be implemented by the 

government in order to provide a means of insurance to all people in society ‘from cradle to 

grave’. This report formed the basis of the formation of the Welfare State following the Second 

World War, which included the formation of the National Health Service (NHS) and the 

expansion of national insurance. The purpose of the report and the suggested reforms was not 

to increase the wealth of the British people, but rather to effectively redistribute current wealth 

through taxation, so that problems of unemployment, poverty at different life stages, and 

sickness could be addressed (Abel-Smith, 1992; Barr, 2012). 

 

In practice therefore the welfare state provides benefits which are effectively cash transfers 

from the government to individuals in order to improve their economic wellbeing (Barr, 2012; 

Royston, 2017), with the purpose of financially assisting those who are unable to provide for 

themselves, or for whom a market failure has left them unable to provide for themselves 

(Dowler, 2002). However, although designed to help, there are suggestions the benefits system 

has failed or is no longer as relevant (Royston, 2017). Research has shown that food insecurity 

exists in households whose main source of income comes from government assistance or 
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welfare (Tarasuk et al., 2014a; Smith et al., 2018), and one particular study in Canada (Tarasuk 

et al., 2014a), found that 70% of Canadian households who were reliant on welfare were food 

insecure. Furthermore, recent analysis of data from one Trussell Trust (the main UK food bank 

provider) foodbank over the course of two years found that 57% of households visited the food 

bank during this time because of benefit changes or delays (18.1% and 38.9% respectively) 

(Garratt, 2017). This finding appears applicable to the rest of the UK - analysis of Trussell 

Trust data from all foodbanks across the UK also finds the three main reasons people visit food 

banks to be inadequate income (33.11%), benefit delays (20.34%) and benefit changes 

(17.36%), showing the combined main reason people visit food banks to be as a result of benefit 

delays or changes (37.7%) (Trussell Trust, 2019). Therefore it is evident that the welfare state 

has not been as effective in eliminating poverty as originally intended. 

 

Recognition that the welfare system needed reformed led to the construction of the Welfare 

Reform Act of 2012, which outlined a series of changes (both current and incoming) including 

the introduction of Universal Credit and Personal Independence Payments, a benefit cap, 

bedroom tax and incentives to engage in paid employment (UK Parliament, 2012; CPAG, 

2012). 

 

These recent changes to the social security system have the potential to result in less disposable 

income for poor and vulnerable families, and have manifested as a driver for food poverty 

(Garratt, 2017; Thompson et al., 2018). Furthermore, Universal Credit claimants must wait five 

weeks for their first benefit payment, which is potentially problematic for those already 

experiencing poverty (Scottish Government, 2018). Furthermore, for those who do receive 

their benefits reliably and on time, they are not guaranteed to cover all costs; for example 
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increasing rental costs has resulted in a shortfall with housing benefit (Department for Work 

and Pensions, 2017). 

 

Compounding this, the imposition of sanctions on benefit recipients who are not continuing to 

meet the criteria to receive Job Seekers’ Allowance benefits (such as failing to provide 

evidence of looking for work or failure to attend advisor interviews or training schemes) results 

in some having their benefits removed for a number of weeks, depending on the level and 

nature of the sanction imposed (Adler, 2016). These penalties, as well as reforms such as the 

‘bedroom tax’ and changes to council tax benefits which reduce household income have been 

identified as an immediate and severe contributor to poverty (Lambie-Mumford, 2019; Smith 

et al., 2018). 

 

For a scheme originally designed to prevent our most vulnerable citizens falling through the 

cracks, all of this raises important concerns. This removal of support means that those with 

fewer resources and savings available to respond to a crisis are now not able to draw on social 

support from the state (Royston, 2017). 

 

Caraher and Furey (2018) note that the majority of those in food poverty are not those on 

welfare but those in work, therefore welfare reforms on their own are not sufficient to tackle 

all cases of food poverty, particularly for the ‘working poor’ who are ineligible to receive 

welfare benefits. Caraher and Furey (2018) further conclude that it is imperative to address the 

structural causes of food poverty and implement solutions at the upstream level, rather than 

relying on ‘Band-Aid’ solutions such as food banks. 
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2.6.5 Educational attainment 

A further contributing factor to income is level of education. Education is often correlated with 

higher income / lifetime earnings, and if the one responsible for preparing the meals is 

educated, they are more likely to better be able to manage the household budget and have better 

knowledge of nutrition and cooking skills (Ihab et al., 2015). Lower educational attainment 

(Bartfeld and Dunifon, 2005; Iglesias-Rios et al., 2015; Carman and Zamarro, 2016) has been 

found to increase vulnerability to food insecurity. Furthermore, lack of education and skills 

surrounding cooking and nutrition has also been linked with food insecurity susceptibility 

(Hamelin et al., 2010). 

 

2.6.6 Cost of living 

The combination of the increasing cost of living and competing budget priorities combined 

with low or insecure incomes can increase vulnerability to food insecurity (Cooper et al., 2014; 

Dowler and Lambie-Mumford, 2015). A rise in food prices (or other budget items such as fuel, 

rent etc.) is particularly difficult for low income households to cope with as an increase in 

certain budget items will consequently impact the amount of money available to spend on other 

budget items (DEFRA, 2018). Although food prices have decreased from their height following 

the economic crash of 2007, they have not returned to the low price levels they were at prior to 

2007 (DEFRA, 2018). The impending departure of the UK from the European Union, termed 

‘Brexit’, increases the risk of possible increasing food prices (Seferedi et al., 2019). This could 

subsequently increase the susceptibility of some to food insecurity or increase the severity of 

individuals / households existing food insecurity experience. Furthermore, the estimated 

increased risk prices of foods such as fruit and vegetables increasing following Brexit has been 

further linked with possible negative health outcomes, and has been linked to potentially 

increasing the chances of certain health conditions such as cardiovascular disease due to 
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estimated lower intake of nutrients as nutrient rich food such as fruit and vegetables may 

become more expensive (Seferedi et al., 2019). 

 

2.6.7 Household demographics 

The size of a household / the number of dependents has been linked with food insecurity as the 

greater the number of people needing meals, coupled with low income makes it more likely 

food quality or quantity will be reduced (Ihab et al., 2015). Research has found that households 

with children are more likely to be food insecure (Barr, 2012; Carmen, 2016), and in particular 

households with three or more children (Bartfeld and Dunifon, 2005). As well as the obvious 

increased demand on resources children require, parents with children are typically in the 

younger segments of the population, and are therefore perhaps at a relatively low stage of their 

lifetime earnings trajectory (Barr, 2012). Further compounding this, parental leave or reduction 

in working hours associated with pregnancy and childcare often reduces second-earner income, 

and this coupled with the increased demands on income associated with the upbringing of 

children can make vulnerable families more susceptible to food poverty, as the demands on 

their income are high when their income is likely to be lower than at other stages in their 

lifetime (Barr, 2012).  

 

Single parenthood is a further factor linked with food insecurity (Caraher, 2013). Nord (2009) 

found that food insecurity among children was three times higher in households headed by 

single mothers as opposed to households headed by a married couple, and twice as high than 

households headed by single men. The literature provides precedent that parents will go 

without food to ensure children eat (Hamelin et al., 2010) - one study found that 20 per cent of 
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parents regularly go without food to ensure their children do not go hungry (Cooper et al., 

2014).  

 

Age and life stage can also have a bearing on potential food insecurity status. People of a 

younger age have been associated with having a higher level of susceptibility to food insecurity 

(Iglesias-Rios et al., 2015) – perhaps due to likely being at the lower end of their life earning 

trajectory. Those who are retired have been found to be less likely to be food insecure (Carman 

and Zamarro, 2016). Older people may have less costs, perhaps having their mortgage paid off, 

and living free of expenses of children living in the house. Further, those who are retired will 

be in receipt of a state pension, therefore have a guaranteed income amount.  Public and private 

pensions have been shown to significantly curb food insecurity in later life (Leroux et al., 

2018). Research in Canada similarly found that when monitoring a food insecure population 

across their lifespan, food insecurity levels decrease substantially (by almost 50%) once they 

reached pension age as they were now in receipt of a guaranteed income (Emery et al., 2013).  

This research therefore creates an argument around a basic income (Emery et al., 2013). 

However, in contrast to this view that those of a pension age are better financially off and 

therefore less at risk of food insecurity, some studies have found food insecurity to be a concern 

among older age groups (Nord and Kantor, 2006; Vilar-Compte et al., 2017). 

 

Understanding the causes of food insecurity is useful in order to inform and improve policy 

with the ultimate aim of reducing household food insecurity (Ihab et al., 2015). In the absence 

of food poverty measurement data in the UK, policy makers and campaigners may instead seek 

to measure the factors which are known to be contributors to food insecurity (Smith et al., 

2018). 
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2.6.8 Housing tenure 

Home ownership status, i.e. renting rather than owning the home (Bartfeld and Dunifon, 2005), 

or a housing related problem (Khan et al., 2011) is also associated with food insecurity, likely 

as it is an indicator of financial stability and income. 

 

2.6.9 Minority group status 

There are several linkages in the literature towards the association of being from an 

ethnic/racial minority group and food insecurity (Iglesias-Rios et al., 2015; Bartfeld and 

Dunafon, 2015; Balistreri, 2016; Carmen, 2016; Lee et al., 2018). Other subgroups such as 

illegal migrants and homeless populations are also vulnerable having either no recourse to 

public funds, or who may have difficulty accessing the benefits they are entitled to due to the 

lack of a permanent address (Caraher, 2013). These groups may therefore be entirely reliant on 

charity donations by organisations and individuals. Furthermore, it has been suggested that the 

decision to leave the EU could have implications for legal migrants regarding their entitlement 

to welfare (Royston, 2017). 

 

2.7 Relevance of the research  

This section will present considerations as to why food poverty should be measured, 

considering the right to food premise, and various individual, societal and economic / business 

benefits of measuring and addressing food poverty. 

 

2.7.1 The right to food 

A rights-based approach to food justice is enshrined throughout the human rights literature. 

The right to ‘adequate’ food was first recognised in 1948 in Article 25 of the Universal 
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Declaration of Human Rights (1948), and in 1966 in Article 11 of the International Covenant 

on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, the right to be ‘free from hunger’ was affirmed 

(PWESCR, 2015). This right was afforded further specificity at the Rome Declaration on 

World Food Security in 1996, which highlighted that food should not just be adequate, but 

that it should also be safe and nutritious:  

“the right of every individual to have access to safe and nutritious food, 

consistent with the right to adequate food and the fundamental right of 

everyone to be free from hunger” (FAO, 1996, cited by FAO, 2006, p.1).  

 

In 2001, the first Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food defined it as follows: 

“The right to have regular, permanent and unrestricted access, either directly or by 

means of financial purchases, to quantitatively and qualitatively adequate and 

sufficient food corresponding to the cultural traditions of the people to which the 

consumer belongs, and which ensure a physical and mental, individual and collective, 

fulfilling and dignified life free of fear” (Ziegler, 2001, p.2). 

 

Therefore, the human rights literature sets a precedent for a rights-based approach to food 

justice, and in light of the Sustainable Development Goals, reducing food insecurity is a 

target for many countries (Maricic et al., 2016). 

 

In addition, a rights-based approach to food justice has been discussed in the academic 

literature, with a general consensus that considering food poverty within a social justice or 

human rights framework should be emphasised both nationally and internationally in order to 
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prompt Governments to assert focus on addressing the structural causes of food poverty and 

on monitoring food poverty (Chilton and Rose, 2009; Dowler and O’Connor, 2012; Anderson, 

2013; Shannon, 2016). Furthermore, the clear interdependence between the right to food and 

the right to health validate the inclusion of the issue of food poverty within a social justice 

framework (Dowler and O’Connor, 2012).  

 

Considering food as a ‘right’ however can be contentious as it insinuates that government’s 

welfare system has failed and that they are thereby responsible if certain persons in the 

population are unable to realise this ‘right’ to food (Dowler and O’Connor, 2012; Lambie-

Mumford, 2013). Chapter 5 will therefore present stakeholders’ views as to whether the 

Government can be held responsible for people living in food insecurity, or whether they 

attribute food insecurity to other causes. 

 

2.7.2 Individual and societal implications 

The increase in food poverty in the UK has been described as characteristic of a public health 

emergency on a national scale (Taylor-Robinson et al., 2013; Thompson et al., 2018; Furey, 

2019). Food poverty is a serious public health problem, often resulting in compromised diet 

quality (Fram et al., 2015; Kirkpatrick and Tarasuk, 2008a), and consequently poorer nutrient 

intake. Inadequate food consumption and subsequent nutrient deficiencies lead to both 

physiological and psychological changes in individuals, as well as potentially causing stress 

and anxiety/depression as a consequence of being unable to access adequate food (Ramsey et 

al., 2012). Food poverty is associated with reduced physical, cognitive and emotional 

development in children (Ashiabi, 2005; Jyoti et al., 2005; Cook and Frank, 2008; Swindle et 

al., 2012), and with reduced physical and mental health and diet-related chronic diseases in 
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adults (Ramsey et al., 2012; Radandt et al., 2018). Living in food insecurity not only impacts 

on dietary intake and physical health but can also leave people and families socially excluded 

as they may lack the means to participate in societal norms, such as having friends or family to 

their home for a meal, or eating out (O’Connell et al., 2019). 

 

2.7.3 Economic implications 

Poor health ultimately results in more frequent hospitalisations and visits to the doctor (Ramsey 

et al., 2012) thereby increasing costs for the health service. Further, prolonged illness is likely 

to ultimately lower individuals earning potential, and therefore lower their contribution to the 

economy (Ramsey et al., 2012), as well as being potentially costly for employers in terms of 

sick pay and reduced contribution to the organisation (Kruzslicika, 2015).  

 

Further, those living in food insecurity may not be able to participate in the workforce for 

reasons other than poor health, such as being unable to afford childcare or transport to a place 

of work. Therefore, from an economic outlook, food insecure members of the population will 

be less productive as they lack the disposable income to contribute meaningfully to the 

economy.  

 

On a wider economic view it would be advantageous for government to have a longitudinal 

data set measuring food poverty, as consumer spending accounts for approximately 60% of the 

UK’s economic activity (Cadman, 2016), therefore if inequality and poverty are increasing 

annually, consumer spending will be affected, which has a potential bearing on business and 

economic growth. An ability to measure the extent of food poverty and secure government buy-

in for its improvement / eradication by addressing the structural causes of food poverty could, 
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in time, ensure that consumers have more money to spend and businesses could profit from 

increased household food expenditure. 

 

2.7.4 Informing policy making 

Without an established indicator, monitoring of trends over time, comparison across locations, 

and identification of whether the problem is improving or deteriorating is not possible 

(Kennedy et al., 2010; Carney and Maître, 2012; King et al., 2015), and interventions and 

strategies with the purpose of alleviating food poverty may not be effectively implemented. A 

standardised method of measuring food poverty in the UK would help to highlight the 

significance of the issue, and thereby raise its profile, secure attention and harness resources. 

Measuring food poverty would also provide a basis for assessing the success (or otherwise) of 

initiatives seeking to address food poverty (King et al., 2015). Therefore, developing an 

indicator will enable trends to be monitored on an annual basis, and will allow for more focused 

strategies and targeted interventions to tackle diet-related health inequalities in society. 

Measuring food poverty consistently would allow Government to assess the resultant effects 

of social and economic change over time and across locations (Kennedy et al., 2010; O’Connell 

et al., 2019), and determine the contribution of policies and / or interventions implemented to 

mitigate food insecurity (Bhuiya et al., 2007; Kirkpatrick and Tarasuk, 2008b).  

 

The measure chosen will determine which people will be classified as food insecure, and at 

what level of the spectrum. Therefore a standardised measure will provide credible information 

to policy makers and findings will therefore determine the response. Measuring food poverty 

and investigating the demographics of those who experience food poverty can help identify 
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vulnerable groups. This can then inform policy regarding tackling identified contributors to 

food insecurity.  

 

If food poverty can be measured across the province there is potential for it also to be mapped 

geographically, and this could provide a robust evidence base on which to inform targeted 

interventions for under-served areas or siting of social supermarkets and similar. 

 

2.7.5 Opportunities for business involvement 

Although action surrounding food poverty and food banks is primarily associated with policy 

and volunteering, providing quantitative data on the prevalence of food poverty can potentially 

create opportunities for business to get involved. 

 

Businesses could benefit from being involved in the public debate around food poverty as a 

win for their Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) strategy and commitments to public health. 

It would be good to have a business champion informing this debate. Furthermore, this 

involvement could boost their profile and cause others to look favourably on them (Lambie-

Mumford, 2019).  

 

There is potential for food businesses, such as retailers and restaurants, to redistribute surplus 

food (food waste) to food banks as a CSR strategy. Food donations are often used as a surplus 

food management method when a greater quantity of food is produced than is needed, and 

when the food is not marketable for various reasons but still suitable for consumption 

(Alexander and Amaje, 2008; Sert et al., 2018). Currently Fareshare and Food Cloud rely on 
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donations from businesses to redistribute surplus food, and there has been an identified need in 

the UK for more food businesses to get involved in donating (Caraher and Furey, 2017; 

Smithers, 2018). The Government has recently allocated 15 million pounds of funding towards 

tackling food waste from retail and manufacturing, with five million pounds of this being used 

to further facilitate food redistribution (DEFRA and Gove, 2018; DEFRA and Coffey, 2019). 

In addition to benefiting a business’s CSR strategy, redistributing surplus food can be 

financially beneficial as it can reduce operating costs in reducing the amount they have to pay 

for storage and removal of, and landfill charges for, waste food (Vlaholias et al., 2015; Caraher 

and Furey, 2017). Furthermore, certain countries such as France and Spain receive corporate 

tax credits linked to the value of their surplus food donations to food banks (Vlaholias et al., 

2015; Caraher and Furey, 2017). Similar incentives in NI / the UK could further increase 

business engagement with food redistribution (Cowburn, 2016; Parliament, 2017). 

 

Furthermore, businesses getting involved and making donations either in the form of food or 

money to food banks may also be used as a marketing strategy in order to be viewed favourably 

by the public (Vlaholias et al., 2015). Businesses acting as donors can publicise their 

involvement to create attention and profile themselves (Vlaholias et al., 2015). 

 

Giving can also improve public and stakeholder perceptions of a business or corporation – if 

they can afford to give to charity it is assumed they are financially successful, as well as being 

an altruistic organisation (Brammer and Millington, 2005; Vlaholias et al., 2015). Furthermore 

industries which may have a poor reputation can mitigate this by their level of corporate giving 

(Vlaholias et al., 2015).  
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Aside from donating for strategic reasons such as those detailed above, businesses may also 

simply choose to donate excess food due to environmental concerns, or for other altruistic 

reasons such as concern for those in need (Vlaholias et al., 2015). 

 

Although not solving the food poverty crisis, businesses supplying food can help to support aid 

organisations such as food banks. This can also create a domino effect among businesses who 

copy what others are doing, for example, Asda following Tesco in organising a food drive with 

Trussell (Lambie-Mumford, 2019).  

 

There is potential opportunity for Government and retailers to join up to ameliorate food 

poverty, for example government-funded food vouchers for retailers offered to those 

experiencing food poverty who do not have easy access to a food bank. Food bank access and 

availability can be inconsistent (Tarasuk et al., 2014b), therefore there is also potential to 

examine the possibility of Governments administering benefit payments in part as food 

vouchers from retailers. As those experiencing food poverty often consider food as the most 

flexible part of household budget (Dowler, 2001; Ayinde et al., 2012), this strategy would 

therefore encourage families to spend a certain amount of their benefit payment on food, albeit 

it is acknowledged that other components such as physical access may be a problem. Working 

with Government in this way could be beneficial for supermarkets as these vouchers would 

provide a source of guaranteed income, as well as positive publicity for their business.   

 

2.9 Chapter summary 

This chapter provides the contextual background and scope for the research. Various definitions 

of food poverty and measurement approaches were presented, followed by various 
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considerations for measurement. Identified predictors of food insecurity were outlined, 

followed by consideration of the relevance of the research in terms of benefits for society, the 

economy and business. 
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Chapter Three - Conceptual literature 

 

3.0 Chapter Overview 

The preceding chapter outlined the contextual literature regarding food poverty definition, 

measurement, predictors, and current related business and policy action which informed the 

research aim and objectives (see section 3.1). This chapter presents the conceptual and 

theoretical literature underpinning the research aim and objectives.  

 

3.1 Restating the aim and objectives 

The research aim and objectives outlined in chapter one (section 1.6) are restated below. 

Aim: To investigate the concept of food poverty and its measurement in the UK. 

RO1: To critically review and investigate the definition of food poverty. 

RO2: To critically evaluate past, present and potential approaches to the measurement of 

food poverty in the UK / NI. 

RO3: To identify and critically evaluate the predictors of food poverty in NI. 

RO4: To identify implications of food poverty and to formulate recommendations which 

provide an appropriate response to food poverty in the UK / NI. 

RO5: To develop a conceptual model of food poverty predictors, implications and 

opportunities for response. 
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3.2 Need for a conceptual framework 

Before attempting to address each research question it is important to consider the conceptual 

and theoretical framework which underpins the study as this framework will inform the design 

of the research project (Grant and Osanloo, 2014). This chapter will present the conceptual 

framework for this research study which shapes the study data collection methods, analysis and 

interpretation in order to address the research aim and objectives.  

 

3.3 Chapter overview and scope 

In the field of (food) poverty, there is generally a lack of theory-driven research (Brady, 2018), 

and much of the theoretical consideration around poverty in the literature is concerned with 

poverty in developing countries (Davis and Sanchez-Martinez, 2015). The scope of the 

research does not include a detailed examination of theories pertaining to why poverty occurs 

in developing countries, and instead focuses on those most relevant to developed countries. 

This chapter therefore does not purport to provide an extensive review of the theories relating 

to (food) poverty, as it is acknowledged that other prominent theories exist within the literature 

that will not be considered, such as the Malthusian / food availability approach (Burchi and de 

Muro, 2016) or Sen’s entitlement approach (Sen, 1981; Burchi and de Muro, 2016). These two 

theories are primarily considered in developing countries, examine food security at a national 

rather than household level or are used for famine analysis (Burchi and DeMuro, 2016). These 

will therefore not be examined in this research, which will instead focus on the economical 

theoretical perspectives relevant to the existence of food insecurity in developed market 

economies. 
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A brief summation of the concept of food poverty (as discussed in chapter 2, section 2.2) will 

firstly be presented, in order to state the definition upon which this research is based – this will 

be further examined in Study 1A (chapter five). Conceptual approaches to measurement which 

underpin the measurement approaches discussed in chapter two will then be considered, 

followed by an overview of the main economic theoretical perspectives related to food 

insecurity in developed countries. Finally, various conceptual models of food insecurity 

proposed by Dowler and Dobson (1997), Alaimo et al (2005), Gaines et al (2014) and King et 

al (2015) which align with the scope of the research will also be examined.  

 

3.4 Conceptual definition of food insecurity  

Chapter two discussed how there has been a shift in food poverty definition, from an original 

focus on availability, to one of access (both physical and economic), to specifying issues of 

food safety and nutrition, to issues of social acceptability. Chapter two (section 2.2.3) discusses 

how food security definitions, such as the FAO (2006) definition, are generally underpinned 

by a conceptual framework which identifies four main pillars of food security: availability, 

access, utilisation and stability (Archer et al., 2017). 

 

Leroy et al (2015) present a conceptual framework of food security which identifies these four 

main pillars as dimensions of food security (figure 2). This conceptual framework demonstrates 

the multifaceted nature of the concept of food poverty (Leroy et al., 2015), which has been 

discussed extensively in the literature (Ayinde et al., 2012; Maxwell et al., 2014; Healy, 2019), 

and which is an assumed barrier which makes it difficult to create a simple definition and 

measurement approach. In addition to these four dimensions, food security can be considered 

at a range of levels (global, national, regional, community, household, individual), and 
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encompasses various components, e.g. quantity, quality, safety, and cultural acceptability / 

preferences). 

 

 

Figure 2: The complex nature of food security: food security dimensions, levels and 

components (Leroy et al., 2015) 

 

Leroy et al (2015) discuss how the availability and access dimensions include the components 

of quantity, quality, safety and cultural acceptability, while utilization refers to the ability of 

individual’s bodies to absorb and effectively use the nutrients from the food they ingest. The 

stability dimension cross-cuts the previous three dimensions, and refers to food being available, 

accessible and utilizable at all times. Examining issues of utilization and stability are not within 

the scope of this research, therefore the definition of food insecurity which underpins this thesis 

is instead primarily concerned with the dimensions of availability and accessibility as pertain 

to household food insecurity, and thereby adopts a narrower definition of food security than is 

proposed in figure 2. The chosen definition for this research is presented in the following 

section. 
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Radimer et al (1990) constructed a conceptual framework of individual and household hunger 

(table 11) which was derived from primary qualitative research with those experiencing food 

insecurity. Radimer et al’s (1990) research found that household food insecurity experience 

was commonly associated with anxiety or worry related to not being able to acquire food, 

reduced quantity of food, reduced ability to buy appropriate food of suitable quality, and with 

accessing food in ways not perceived to be socially acceptable (i.e. receiving charity 

assistance). Therefore, the resulting framework indicates that a definition pertaining to 

household hunger should include quantity, quality, psychological and social components.  

 

Table 11: Dimensions and components of a conceptual definition of hunger (Radimer et al., 

1990) 

 Dimension 

Component Household Individual 

Quantity Food depletion Insufficient intake 

Quality Unsuitable food Inadequate diet 

Psychological Food anxiety Feeling deprived, lack of choice 

Social Unacceptable means of food 

acquisition 

Disrupted eating pattern 

 

Radimer et al (1992) subsequently compiled a definition of food insecurity based upon 

this conceptualisation of the household food insecurity experience, defining food 

insecurity as 
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“the inability to acquire or consume an adequate quality or sufficient quantity 

of food in socially acceptable ways, or the uncertainty that one will be able to 

do so” (Radimer et al., 1992, p. 39). 

 

This definition was considered most appropriate to underpin this research as it was constructed 

following a process of primary qualitative research with those experiencing food insecurity, 

the purpose of which was to conceptualise the food insecurity experience. Further, this 

definition encapsulates the main domains of food insecurity discussed in the literature, and has 

generally good agreement with other published food insecurity definitions (see chapter two, 

section 2.2.3). 

 

3.5 Objective and subjective approaches to food insecurity measurement 

Social indicators, such as food poverty levels, can be measured using either an objective or 

subjective approach (Townsend, 1979). An objective approach, which dates back to social 

research in the 19th century, focuses on measuring observable factors such as income 

(Veenhoven, 2002). Conversely a subjective approach, which gained prominence in the 1960s 

stemming from survey research, considers perceptions and feelings related to the phenomenon 

such as satisfaction with income (Veenhoven, 2002).  

 

 

The literature notes a shift in perception and measurement of food poverty through objective 

indicators to subjective perceptions (Maxwell, 1996; Webb et al., 2006). Considering poverty 

from an objective viewpoint, having less than an objectively defined, absolute minimum can 

be referred to as ‘absolute’ poverty (Hagenaars and de Vos, 1988, Barr, 2012), while having 
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less than others in society is often termed ‘relative’ poverty (Hagenaars and de Vos, 1988; 

Notten and Neubourg, 2011; Rahman, 2015).  

 

As societies become wealthier, social norms and expectations become more demanding, and 

social participation is therefore more costly (Niemietz, 2010). Although relative measures, 

which consider the poverty line as a fraction of median or mean incomes (Rahman, 2015), have 

been widely accepted in industrialised and developed societies, this generalised process can be 

unreliable as it cannot be assumed that national median income earners should be identified as 

the most prominent reference group and that they thereby should set social standards for others 

in society (Niemietz, 2010; Notten and Neubourg, 2011). Furthermore, uncontrollable market 

factors are likely to be more problematic for those with lower incomes, and this may not be 

accounted for using these indicators (Niemietz, 2010).  

 

The subjective viewpoint that one does not have enough to get along can be classified as either 

absolute or relative, or somewhere in between (Hagenaars and de Vos, 1988). Webb et al (2006) 

discuss how conceptually, subjective or experiential assessments of food insecurity aim to 

capture expressions of how people experience hunger and food insecurity, expressions which 

are often captured using qualitative data collection methods such as interviews or focus groups 

with those experiencing food insecurity (Radimer et al., 1990; Purdy et al., 2007; Crawford et 

al., 2014). Garnering information this way means experience is more likely to be culturally and 

personally relevant and reflective of their actual experience, rather than of others’ perceptions 

of it (Webb et al., 2006). 
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These three aforementioned categorisations of how poverty is defined (objective / absolute, 

relative, subjective) will each result in different estimates of the determinants / predictors of 

poverty, and the extent to which it exists (Hagenaars and de Vos, 1988). As presented in chapter 

two, the food insecurity measurement modules discussed in the remainder of this thesis 

generally combine objective and subjective questions, while the headline indicator approach 

adopts a relative perspective. 

 

As previously discussed, prior to the early 1980s, food availability was considered the primary 

factor influencing food security status, and therefore measurement centered on calculating 

national or global supply of food (Coates et al., 2006). This method of measuring availability 

objectively was termed by Barrett (2002, p. 2117) as the “first generation” approach to food 

insecurity measurement. However, Sens’ work on entitlement theory (Sen, 1981; Webb et al., 

2006; Burchi and de Muro, 2016), as well as the easing global food crisis of the 1970s, shifted 

policy attention towards the access element of food insecurity (Coates et al., 2006), and 

therefore the “second generation” measurement approach focused on objective indicators of 

individual and household level access to food such as income and consumption (Barrett, 2002, 

p. 2117). However, these indicators were felt to be conceptually inadequate and they required 

complex data analysis (Coates et al., 2006). A progression to using direct, subjective “third 

generation” indicators followed (Barrett, 2002, p. 2118). This approach captures households’ 

experiences via responses to both objective and subjective validated survey items, and their 

potential to be calibrated is considered more useful in aiding understanding and quantification 

of the household food insecurity experience, and in particular in filling gaps in knowledge 

around understanding of the ‘access’ dimension (Coates et al., 2006). 
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The food insecurity measurement scales considered in this thesis (United States Department of 

Agriculture Household Food Security Survey Module (HFSSM); European Union-Survey on 

Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC) food deprivation questions and the Food and 

Agricultural Organisation’s Food Insecurity Experience Scale Survey Module (FAO FIES-

SM) contain questions which consider food poverty from a subjective, experiential perspective 

(Webb et al., 2006), as well as questions from an objective perspective. Collaboratively, these 

three measurement modules include the four main domains of uncertainty/worry, insufficient 

quantity, inadequate quality, and social unacceptability as identified by Radimer et al. (1990), 

and confirmed by Coates et al. (2006). However, individually, neither of these three modules 

reference all four of these domains. These three measures were chosen for consideration as 

they were either recommended for use by various stakeholders (HFSSM, FIES) (chapter one, 

section 1.4), or have been previously used, or are currently being used, to examine food 

insecurity in NI (HFSSM; EU-SILC). 

 

There exists potential to use a quantifiable indicator approach such as household income as a 

simplified means of measurement in contrast to the varied range of definitions which currently 

exist (Maxwell, 1996). Therefore, in addition to examining the above experiential indicators, 

the potential to measure food poverty from a purely objective perspective through a headline 

indicator, similarly to how fuel poverty is measured in NI (Liddell et al., 2012) will also be 

considered.  

 

3.6 Theoretical causes of food poverty 

The various theoretical perspectives as to why (food) poverty occurs can largely be compiled 

into three main themes: (i) behavioural / individual, (ii) structural, and (iii) political (Brady, 
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2018; Sameti et al., 2012; Bradshaw, 2006). The following will present the various economic 

theories which contribute to understanding of poverty within these three main themed 

contributors. Due to the complex nature of poverty it is acknowledged that no one theory is 

sufficient in explaining poverty by itself (Davis and Sanchez-Martinez, 2015), however, the 

following theories attempt to explain how individual factors and broader structural factors can 

contribute towards incidence of this phenomenon. 

 

3.6.1 Individual Factors 

Individual or behavioural theories are rooted in the belief that the free market system provides 

opportunity for all and that individuals are therefore responsible for working hard in order to 

provide for themselves (Sameti et al., 2012). Classical economic theory and its subset theories 

(behavioural / decision based theory and the ‘subculture of poverty’ theory) are used to explain 

why food poverty occurs from an individualistic perspective. 

 

3.6.1.1  Classical theory 

Classical economic theory centres on the efficiency of exchange in the marketplace, with the 

belief that productivity is correlated to reward (wages), thereby viewing poverty as a 

consequence of inefficient or poor choices (Davis and Sanchez-Martinez, 2015). This 

theoretical assumption therefore aligns with the societal dialogue that exists whereby people 

assume that those in a state of food poverty are in this condition as a result of their own choices, 

and that they take advantage of the welfare system, preferring to rely on benefits as their 

primary income source rather than working to earn wages (Banerjee et al., 2017). From a 

classical theory viewpoint, state intervention in the form of welfare provision is generally 

viewed to be economically inefficient as it serves to reinforce or cause poverty (Bradshaw, 
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2006; Davis and Sanchez-Martinez, 2015). Policy emanating from this perspective therefore 

aims to increase the productivity of deprived individuals so that they can participate in the 

labour force. It is however acknowledged that certain groups, such as the sick or elderly, cannot 

participate and therefore will need welfare support (Blank, 2003; Barr, 2012). 

 

Within classical theory various approaches exist: for example, behavioural or decision based 

theory refers to the idea of those in deprivation making choices to effectively ‘self-select’ into 

this condition, while the ‘subculture’ of poverty theory refers to the idea that living in a 

deprived state is intergenerational, influenced by genetics or upbringing / environment 

(Bradshaw, 2006; Davis and Sanchez-Martinez, 2015).  

 

3.6.1.2  Behavioural theory 

Behavioural theory refers to mechanisms through which behaviour causes poverty, and precept 

that those in poverty are so because they participate in behaviours which can increase 

susceptibility to poverty, such as unemployment, low education and single motherhood 

(Bertrand et al., 2004; Blank, 2003). Therefore under this theoretical perspective, in order to 

reduce poverty it is important to reduce the numbers of people engaging in these and similar 

‘risk’ inducing behaviours (McLanahan, 2009; Brady, 2018). The theory of individualism 

emphasises the need for hard work to gain access to basic needs such as food and shelter 

(Sameti et al., 2012). This viewpoint therefore holds people accountable for their poverty 

status, assuming it to be linked to deficiencies in individual characteristics such as work ethic 

(Townsend, 1979; Davis and Sanchez-Martinez, 2015). Therefore, policy under this theoretical 

view will centre on implementing measures which create incentives to work such as 

decentralising affordable housing, cutting welfare benefits, increasing wages through tax 
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incentives and training social service staff to provide support to welfare recipients to move 

from welfare to work (Kasarda and Ting, 1996, Blank, 2003; Royston, 2017). This is an 

approach which has been adopted in developed / industrialised countries such as the UK in 

response to concern about people becoming dependent on welfare, or choosing not to work in 

order to gain benefits from welfare (Davis and Sanchez-Martinez, 2015; Banerjee et al., 2017). 

This theoretical approach can however be critiqued from a variety of perspectives. For 

example, individual behaviour can be influenced by structural / political factors such as market 

failures (section 3.6.2.1), reduced demand for certain skills sets or labour types (section 

3.6.3.1), or socio-economic status based division issues (section 3.6.3.2). 

 

3.6.1.3  Subculture of poverty theory 

Oscar Lewis was the primary theorist regarding the concept of the culture of poverty, building 

this theory upon the basis of the poor and the rich having differing belief systems and 

behavioural norms (Sameti et al., 2012). The ‘subculture of poverty’ theory premises that 

behaviours which contribute to poverty are passed down through generations and that people 

with similar behaviours or characteristics group together (Blank, 2003; Ananat, 2011). This 

theory supposes that behaviours which encourage poverty are learned and subsequently passed 

down generationally (Sameti et al., 2012). Further, a culture of poverty whereby people have 

limited economic opportunity can encourage negative behaviours such as welfare dependence 

and crime (Sameti et al., 2012). Under this theoretical perspective, solutions to poverty focus 

on training, social support and intervention at the individual level in order to change 

individuals’ behaviour, rather than focusing on changing structural market mechanisms (Davis 

and Sanchez-Martinez, 2015). Further, poverty alleviation measures such as cash transfers are 

not seen as an effective solution, as it is thought these could incentivise poverty (Blank, 2003; 

Davis and Sanchez-Martinez, 2015).  
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3.6.2  Structural factors 

Structural theories relating to poverty focus on how macro and meso demographic and 

economic factors can influence poverty status (Brady, 2018). Demographic contextual factors 

include factors such as neighbourhood disadvantage, age / gender composition and 

urbanization, while economic contextual factors include economic growth and development, 

changes in markets, industrialisation, and demand for skills (Townsend, 1979; Bradshaw, 

2006; Brady, 2018). From an economic theoretical perspective, the neo-classical theory is one 

of the main labour-market theories which can be used when considering structural causes of 

food poverty (Sameti et al., 2012). 

 

3.6.2.1  Neoclassical theory 

Conversely to classical theory, which emphasises the role of the individual, neoclassical theory 

instead considers the role of the competitive marketplace and failures in the market or economy 

which are beyond individuals’ control as an aggravator of poverty (Blank, 2003; Davis and 

Sanchez-Martinez, 2015). Factors which could be considered as beyond individuals’ control 

are, for example, barriers to education, reduced opportunities for marginalised groups (e.g. 

those of immigrant status) or single parent families, poor health, and advanced age (Barr, 2012; 

Davis and Sanchez-Martinez, 2015). These factors are likely to reduce ability to find work, or 

to join the workforce, and therefore can increase the likelihood of (food) poverty (Reinstadler 

and Ray, 2010). Further, those with poor health who are part of the workforce may have 

reduced contribution or reduced ability to advance to obtain high paid jobs (Barr, 2012) which 

will ultimately lower their income and potentially increase vulnerability to food insecurity. 
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3.6.3  Political factors 

Political factors are theorised to cause or influence poverty on the basis that political 

regulations and laws determine how economic resources are distributed, and governmental 

departments implement policies which can be viewed to contribute to poverty (Brady, 2018). 

Some therefore view poverty to be caused by economic and political discrimination (Bradshaw, 

2006). Two main economic theories which relate to the political factors opinion are Keynesian 

/ neo-liberal and Marxian / radical theory. An overview of both is presented below. 

 

3.6.3.1  Keynesian / neo-liberal theory 

Contrasting the classical theory approach focus on the individual, and the neo-classical theory 

focus on uncontrollable markets, Keynesian / neo-liberal theory recognises the importance of 

government for a stable economy and provision of public goods. This school of thought further 

considers poverty to be an involuntary state (contrasting the classical opinion that it is as a 

result of poor individual choices) that is primarily caused by unemployment (Davis and 

Sanchez-Martinez, 2015). Keynesian theory associates aggregate demand with economic 

decisions by government regarding fiscal and monetary policies (i.e. policies regarding 

spending and tax) (Blinder, 2019). Therefore, it is the Keynesian rationale that if government 

intervenes at the macro-level to tackle unemployment, this can help promote economic growth 

and thus reduce poverty levels (Blank, 2003; Davis and Sanchez-Martinez, 2015). 

 

3.6.3.2  Marxian / radical theory 

Marxian / radical theory differs from Keynesian / neo-liberal theory in that it does not view 

economic growth as sufficient to improve poverty, as it adopts the view that capitalism and 

other social and political factors, such as class division, have the greatest bearing on poverty, 
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and that economic growth may therefore not benefit the poorest (Davis and Sanchez-Martinez, 

2015). This perspective recognises the importance of government’s intervention in, and 

regulation of, markets to minimise poverty, for example implementation of minimum wage 

policies and anti-discriminatory laws to benefit those in the lowest socio-economic classes 

(Davis and Sanchez-Martinez, 2015). 

 

3.7 Previous studies informing the theoretical and conceptual framework 

The following will present findings from previous studies which have researched and 

conceptualised food insecurity and its causes, considering either directly or indirectly the 

individual, structural and political theoretical perspectives of (food) poverty as discussed 

above. 

 

3.7.1 Booth’s study of individual versus structural factors 

Social scientist Charles Booth carried out a study on poverty in London between 1886-1903, 

examining the perception as to whether poverty was caused by people’s own fault i.e. the 

classical theory viewpoint (individualistic causes), or whether poverty was instead caused by 

structural / macroeconomic causes, i.e. the neoclassical theory viewpoint (Spicker, 2007). 

Booth found that of those surveyed (n=1,610), only 18% were classified as being in poverty as 

a result of individual causes such as people not wanting to work or abusing alcohol, 55% were 

in poverty due to causes related to structure of employment and 27% were in poverty because 

of circumstances such as illness and family size. Although more recent research is hereafter 

considered, mention of this study is included as it was one of the seminal studies on poverty 

and provides a contribution towards theoretical debate as to the causes of (food) poverty, in 

evidencing how structural and political factors could cause poverty. The current research 
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therefore examines the premise informed by Booth’s findings that influences other than 

individual factors (i.e. structural and political) contribute to the phenomenon of (food) poverty. 

Subsequent research has aligned with this premise and various academics have examined 

determinants of food poverty in a range of contexts and locations (e.g. Alaimo et al., 2005; 

Carter et al., 2010; Gaines et al., 2014; Ip et al., 2015; Guo et al., 2015).  

 

3.7.2 Dowler and Dobson’s (1997) framework of the determinants of food choice in the 

United Kingdom 

The literature is limited in relation to conceptual frameworks relating to food insecurity in the 

UK. Figure 3 presents a framework originally devised by the Department of Health in 1996, 

and further modified by Dowler and Dobson in 1997, which identifies the determinants of food 

(and nutrition) security in the UK. This model was developed to inform initiatives relating to 

food poverty in industrialised countries, and suggests that individuals’ food choices are 

influenced by a range of factors such as the variety and proximity of food available to them, 

the food which is financially accessible to them and their ability to store it, the information 

available to them about food options, as well as various other influencers such as social / 

cultural norms, motivations, preferences and acceptability (Dowler and Dobson, 1997). 
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Figure 3: Dowler and Dobson's (1997) framework of the determinants of food choice in the United Kingdom
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This model focuses primarily on both the macro-environment, and the household / individual 

level and displays various factors which can ultimately affect the foods that households buy 

and consume. This model displays how various national and local policies feed into issues of 

availability, access and information, and how these factors coupled with food preparation 

practices (abilities and equipment), household characteristics, and consumers’ choice 

preferences ultimately influence those foods which are bought and consumed. Dowler and 

Dobson therefore present a model of household food security, when all of these considerations 

align and consumers have the access and ability to choose the foods they consume. Dowler and 

Dobson’s model is deductive in nature as it considers general policies and their specific effects 

on household food consumption. Conversely, this research aims to contribute to theory by 

creating an inductive model which rather than using policy as a starting point and household 

food security as an ending point, considers household food insecurity as a starting point and 

subsequent implications on business and the economy, and related policy implications. 

 

Dowler and Dobson’s (1997) model does not identify individual characteristics which make 

households more susceptible to food insecurity, nor does it consider how knowledge of these 

characteristics, and how evidence of food insecurity in a population can influence national and 

local policy making. The Dowler and Dobson (1997) model was also created over twenty years 

ago, therefore this research will serve to update considerations in the model, particularly 

regarding policy changes. 

 

3.7.3 Alaimo et al’s (2005) conceptual model of food insecurity  

Various academics have examined determinants of food poverty in a range of contexts and 

locations (e.g. Carter et al., 2010; Ip et al., 2015; Guo et al., 2015). Alaimo et al (2005) 
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proposed a conceptual model of food insecurity components, determinants, outcomes and 

consequences (figure 4) in the USA. This model lists various ‘household risk factors’, however 

this model was constructed over a decade ago, and in an American context. Therefore this 

research will qualitatively and quantitatively test the household risk factors of food insecurity 

as proposed by Alaimo et al (2005), in order to adapt this model for the NI / UK context. 

 

 

Figure 4: Alaimo et al's (2005) conceptual model of food insecurity 
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This model lists both short- and long-term individual consequences of food insecurity. There 

exists a plethora of research regarding consequences of food insecurity for individuals 

(Ashiabi, 2005; Jyoti et al., 2005; Cook and Frank, 2008; Swindle et al., 2012; Ramsey et al., 

2012; Radandt et al., 2018), but there exists a gap in the literature as to the consequences of 

food insecurity for the economy and business (Humphrey et al., 2014). This research will 

therefore seek to address this gap by qualitatively examining stakeholders’ perceptions as to 

the implications for business / the economy of food insecurity. Therefore adaptation of this 

model will consist of qualitatively and quantitatively testing the household risk factors of food 

insecurity, and of qualitatively examining business and economic implications of food 

insecurity. Individual implications will also be examined qualitatively. 

 

3.7.4 Gaines et al’s (2014) model of food insecurity risk factors 

Alaimo et al’s (2005) model was adapted by Gaines et al (2014) in order to produce a 

conceptual model of risk factors for food insecurity for a particular population (students) 

(figure 5). This model was tested using a quantitative survey which identified five factors 

(limited income; increased cost of tuition and housing; increased reliance on credit cards and 

loans; ineligibility for federal food assistance programmes; developing financial and food 

management skills) to be particular risks for students for food insecurity. 
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Figure 5: Gaines et al's (2014) model of student-specific risk factors for food insecurity 

 

3.8.5 King et al’s (2015) conceptual model of food poverty constraints and impacts in 

Northern Ireland  

Most recently the Food Standards Agency in NI (King et al., 2015) proposed a model 

summarising food poverty constraints (causes), constrained choices (lived experience) and 

impacts (figure 6). This model was constructed following a thorough process of research on 

the food poverty experience in Northern Ireland including review of recent, relevant literature, 

stakeholder and expert interviews, and workshops with policy-makers and practitioners. King 

et al (2015) discussed that the following factors: affordability; availability; accessibility; lack 

of skills / awareness / efficacy; equipment and facilities; social exclusion; and marketing 

pressure / socio-cultural norms, culminated in households having constrained choices and 

having to employ various coping strategies. This constraint on food choice therefore resulted 

in a number of negative outcomes, such as on the most basic level, hunger, but also more 

complex consequences such as diet-related diseases and health problems, obesity, affected 

educational attainment, nutritionally inadequate diets and socially inappropriate diets.  
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Figure 6: King et al's (2015) model of food poverty contraints and impacts 

 

This model presents food poverty as a systematic issue, which is the result of a variety of factors 

and relationships which constrain individual’s ability to consume a nutritionally adequate diet, 

rather than attributing it to specific causes (King et al., 2015). 

 

3.8 Theoretical contribution - conceptual framework 

Reviewing both the contextual and conceptual literature identified a gap regarding theory 

driven food poverty research. This chapter identifies conceptual literature underpinning food 

poverty definition, theoretical approaches to measurement, and the three main categories of 

theoretical frameworks underpinning the causes of (food) poverty.  This research therefore 

aimed to address this gap and provide a contribution by testing the definition identified 

(Radimer et al., 1992), examining various theoretical approaches to measurement (objective, 
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relative, subjective), and investigating further the causes of food poverty in relation to 

individual, structural and political theories. 

 

Among the four conceptual models discussed above, certain gaps were identified. Each of the 

four models (Dowler and Dobson, 1997; Alaimo et al., 2005; Gaines et al., 2014; King et al., 

2015) to some extent included factors which could increase vulnerability to food poverty, 

however there remained a gap regarding which of these risk factors are most relevant, and 

which are applicable in NI. Although individual implications are presented (Alaimo et al., 

2005; King et al., 2015), there is no consideration as to the wider macroeconomic implications 

of food poverty. Further, although Dowler and Dobson (1997) list policies which can impact 

upon food poverty, there remained a gap regarding response to food poverty from both policy 

(governmental) and business perspectives. 

 

This research therefore proposed to test certain elements of both the Dowler and Dobson 

(1997), and Alaimo et al (2005) models which are within scope of the research in order to 

address these identified gaps (table 12). The Gaines et al (2014) model was not further 

considered for testing as it considered only risk factors, an element already included in the 

Alaimo et al (2005) model. The King et al (2015) model was not considered further as although 

it emanated from a thorough research process, and is useful to provide context in the region in 

which this thesis is focused upon (NI), it is not a peer-reviewed model, and further it does not 

contain any elements which are not already included in the Dowler and Dobson (1997) and 

Alaimo et al (2005) models. 
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This research proposed to test both qualitatively and quantitatively the ‘household risk factors’ 

section of the Alaimo et al (2005) model. Currently no likewise model for NI exists, therefore 

an outcome of this research will be to inform a conceptual model of food insecurity predictors 

in NI, with transferability to all UK regions. This research also examined qualitatively the 

‘potential short-term outcomes’ and ‘potential long-term outcomes’ sections of the Alaimo et 

al (2005) model. Further, as discussed above, implications of food insecurity are generally 

discussed at the individual level rather than at the business or economy level, therefore this 

research seeks to address this gap by examining potential implications of food insecurity on 

business / potential benefits for business if food poverty was measured and addressed.  

 

Regarding the Dowler and Dobson (2007) model, only the ‘national and local policies’ 

component of the model was explicitly tested, in that stakeholders were asked their view as to 

policies upon which food insecurity could impact. Although the other sections of Dowler and 

Dobson’s (2007) model were of interest, and it was inevitable that some elements of these were 

discussed, greatest attention was afforded to the policy section in order to inform adaptation of 

this section in the resultant proposed conceptual model. 

 

Table 12: Elements of existing models to be tested / adapted 

Conceptual model Model components Model component 

tested / adapted 

Method of testing 

Dowler and Dobson 

(2007)  

National and local 

policies 

Yes - adapted Qualitatively 

Availability No - 

Access No - 
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Information No - 

Choice No - 

Food preparation 

practices 

No - 

Intra-household 

distribution 

No - 

Alaimo et al. (2005) Household risk 

factors 

Yes – tested and 

adapted in the NI 

context 

Qualitatively 

Quantitatively 

Household food 

security status 

No - 

Food acquisition and 

coping strategies 

No - 

Potential short-term 

individual outcomes 

Yes Qualitatively 

Potential long-term 

individual outcomes 

Yes – this section 

was both tested and 

adapted. It was tested 

in that stakeholders 

were asked to 

consider individual 

outcomes, and it was 

adapted in that 

stakeholders were 

also asked to 

consider outcomes 

for business / the 

economy. 

Qualitatively 
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In conclusion therefore this thesis aimed to address gaps in knowledge by conducting 

qualitative and quantitative research in order to inform a conceptual model of food 

insecurity in NI / the UK. Proposed elements for inclusion in this model were as 

follows: household risk factors; implications of food insecurity for individuals; 

implications of food insecurity for business; and opportunities for policy / government 

response. 

 

3.9 Chapter summary 

This chapter presented and rationalized the choice of food poverty definition for this 

research. The conceptual underpinning of the measurement modules discussed in 

chapter two was presented, and rationale provided for the modules which will be further 

examined in this thesis. Economic theories underpinning the causes of household food 

poverty in developed countries were then considered. Conceptual models of food 

insecurity which underpin this research were then analysed, and finally an overview of 

the theoretical framework for testing in this study was presented. The following chapter 

will examine the philosophical underpinnings of this research, and the various methods 

employed to address the research objectives. 
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Chapter Four - Methodology 

4.0 Chapter Overview 

This chapter will present, and provide rationale for, the methodological approach chosen for 

the research including philosophical position, research approach, and the research methods 

chosen for data collection, analysis and interpretation of each phase of the research. 

 

4.1 Philosophical position 

Research philosophy refers to the beliefs and assumptions about the world and development of 

knowledge that all research is based upon (Aliyu et al., 2014; Saunders et al., 2016). At all 

stages of research projects researchers will make various assumptions, including assumptions 

about human knowledge (epistemological assumptions), about the nature of realities 

encountered during the research (ontological assumptions), and various assumptions related to 

one’s own values (axiological assumptions). The combination of these assumptions will all 

influence how one thinks about research, i.e. their research philosophy, and subsequently how 

they design research questions, choose methods for data collection, and interpret results 

(Saunders et al., 2016; Ryan, 2018). 

 

The philosophy of positivism adopts the viewpoint that there is one true reality which is 

observable and can be measured. Positivism therefore takes an objective perspective, relies on 

quantitative methods, and collects data in order to produce generalisations (Saunders et al., 

2016; Ryan, 2018). Conversely, the philosophy of interpretivism adopts the view that human 

beings cannot be observed the same as natural phenomena and assumes a more subjective, 

interpretive approach, relying primarily on qualitative methods to gain meaning from 

participants in order to examine their perception of reality (Saunders et al., 2016). 



102 

 

Alternatively, this research will be centred on a pragmatic research philosophy, a worldview 

which does not commit to one philosophical position, instead combining elements of both the 

aforementioned positivist and interpretivist worldviews by using multiple methods of data 

collection (qualitative and quantitative), and embracing their individual assumptions in order 

to develop the best understanding of a research problem (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). A 

pragmatic approach focuses on the practical implications of the research, and emphasises the 

importance of using research methods which ultimately best address the research problem 

allowing for a more flexible approach to choice of methods (Creswell and Creswell, 2018; 

Chowdbury, 2019).  

 

4.2 Approaches to theory development  

There are three general approaches (deductive, inductive and abductive) to research-driven 

theory development. A deductive approach generally involves research in order to test a theory 

derived from the literature, while an inductive approach conversely involves research to 

explore a phenomenon and build a theory (e.g. a conceptual framework). An abductive 

approach differs in that it involves research to collect data relating to a phenomenon and then 

identifying themes and patterns in the data in order to generate a new or modify an existing 

theory, which is subsequently tested through additional data collection (Saunders et al., 2016). 

An abductive approach therefore effectively combines deductive and inductive approaches 

(Suddaby, 2006; Saunders et al., 2016). This research uses an inductive approach in exploring 

the phenomenon of food poverty and subsequently developing a conceptual framework. 

 



103 

 

4.3 Research approach  

Therefore the author will adopt a ‘mixed methods’ (Creswell and Creswell, 2018), or ‘mixed 

strategy design’ (Robson and McCartan, 2016) approach to data collection, integrating both 

quantitative and qualitative data sources (Creswell and Creswell, 2018).  

 

A mixed methods approach allows different research objectives to be addressed using the most 

useful approach (Robson and McCartan, 2016). Furthermore, the origins of the mixed methods 

approach resided in the acknowledgement that all methods have biases and weaknesses, 

therefore integrating both quantitative and qualitative methods can help counteract these biases 

(Creswell and Creswell, 2018) and offset any weaknesses with using one singular approach, 

and thereby can lead to stronger inferences (Denscombe, 2008; Robson and McCartan, 2016).  

 

Using a mixed methods approach allows for triangulation of findings, promoting intra-study 

corroboration (Vargas and Penny, 2010; Creswell and Clark, 2011), and thereby increasing the 

validity and credibility of findings (Robson and McCartan, 2016). This approach can therefore 

provide a more complete picture of the research topic, and help to develop analysis 

(Denscombe, 2014; Robson and McCartan, 2016).  

 

4.4 Research design 

An exploratory, sequential, mixed methods approach (Creswell and Creswell, 2018) will be 

employed (figure 7) in that the author will first conduct qualitative research with stakeholders, 

and use the analysis of this research to inform quantitative analysis of secondary data. The 

qualitative phase will therefore be used to develop hypotheses for follow-up quantitative 

research (Robson and McCartan, 2016). 
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Figure 7: The exploratory sequential design (Creswell and Clark, 2011, p.69) 

 

The research design was organised into three phases (Study 1A, Study 1B and Study 2) (figure 

8). 

  

 

Figure 8: Overview of research design 

 

Study one involved data collection from relevant stakeholders. The first stage of study one 

(Study 1A) involved qualitative interviews with individual stakeholders to address RO1, RO2, 

RO3, RO4 and RO5 (identified in chapter one, section 1.6). The second stage of study one 

(Study 1B) involved a round table event where Study 1A results were disseminated and 

discussed among stakeholders to decide their level of agreement, or otherwise, with the results 
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from Study 1A. Data collection from this phase was both quantitative (addressing RO1, RO2 

and RO4) and qualitative (addressing RO3 and RO5). 

 

Study two involved quantitative analysis of existing survey data (NI Health Survey 2014/15) 

to address RO3, and thereby confirm, or otherwise, the data collected in study one (1A and 1B) 

which pertained to RO3. Study two findings thereby addressed RO5 in confirming predictors 

(RO3) for inclusion in the developed conceptual model (chapter 7, section 7.6). 

 

When deciding on a mixed methods strategy, it is important to consider the level of interaction 

between the qualitative and quantitative strands (Creswell and Clark, 2011). Interaction 

between both strands can either be independent, where the research questions, data collection 

and data analysis of both strands are kept separate until the final interpretation, or alternatively 

both strands can be interactive throughout and be considered together prior to the final 

interpretation (Green, 2007). 

 

For the purposes of this research, an interactive approach between both the qualitative and 

quantitative strands was adopted throughout as the design and approach of each successive 

stage of the research was dependent on the results from the previous phase. The analysis of 

each phase was however conducted individually, before a discussion and formation of overall 

conclusions based on all three phrases. For this study the qualitative phase (Study 1) was the 

priority strand (Creswell and Clark, 2011), as it is the one which addressed all five research 

objectives, and which required the most thorough processes of data collection and analysis. Of 

second priority was the quantitative phase (Study 2) as it aimed to confirm statistically the 
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predictors identified in study one; however it addresses only RO3 and RO5 so is of lesser 

importance in the study.  

 

4.5 Research methods 

Research methods employed and data analysis procedures used are hereafter presented 

according to their respective study: Study 1A (section 4.6), Study 1B (section 4.7) and Study 

2 (section 4.8). 

 

4.6 Study 1A: Stakeholder perspectives - interviews 

A qualitative approach involving interviews with stakeholders was decided to be the most 

appropriate first phase in the research to gather their perspectives on current food poverty 

definition and measurement with the aim of informing the research direction. 

 

4.6.1 Interview topic guide 

Following consideration of the research objectives, current literature, and the intended 

outcomes for this phase of data collection, a semi-structured interview topic guide was 

compiled including the main themes for discussion (figure 8) as well as specific questions and 

prompts (appendix 1). Semi-structured interviews are commonly used in mixed methods 

studies, and work best when the person conducting data collection is closely involved with the 

study; therefore a semi-structured approach was ideal for this particular research project where 

the researcher is also the interviewer (Robson and McCartan, 2016). 

Interview topic guides should be designed around main questions or topics, and include follow-

up questions and probing questions as appropriate. The main questions are used to attain overall 
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perceptions and ideas about the topic, while follow-up questions provide additional depth 

(Rubin and Rubin, 2005). As well as using predetermined probes, supplementary questions or 

comments can be used throughout the interview as appropriate when further clarification is 

needed, to prompt the interviewee to continue talking undirected, to prompt them to elaborate 

on a particular point, or simply to acknowledge to the interviewee that you are paying attention 

to what they are saying (Rubin and Rubin, 2005). 

 

Prior to constructing the interview topic guide, the researcher had thoroughly read both the 

related academic and grey literature (e.g. media publications, government reports), and met 

with two stakeholders (a non-governmental organisation representative and a public health 

representative) to discuss some of the issues around the topic, which helped to form the 

interview topic guide themes and questions. 

 

When constructing the interview topic guide the aim was to begin with more general questions 

before progressing to more focused questions (Rubin and Rubin, 2005). When constructing 

questions it was important to remain neutral and to avoid using any preliminary statements or 

comments which would disclose the researcher’s own opinion, and to avoid using questions 

that may get a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer (Rubin and Rubin, 2005).  

 

Figure 9 provides an overview of the main themes covered. Table 13 provides further detail, 

outlining key questions covered and rationale for each.  



108 

 

 

Figure 9: Interview guide themes 

 

The interview topic guide (appendix 1) was designed in such a way that the researcher was able 

to adapt subsequent questions based on the answer to the previous question rather than asking 

set questions regardless of answers given. A responsive interviewing model (Rubin and Rubin, 

2005) was followed so that a conversational style of interview was maintained. The researcher 

adapted the approach as necessary according to the experience and attitude of interviewees. 

When conducting an interview with a more reserved respondent, interviews tended to be more 

structured in moving through the interview themes and prompt questions consecutively, while 

for those interviews where respondents were comfortable talking at length about the topic it 

was important for the interviewee to pay attention in order to make sure all topics were covered 

and that the interview had a natural flow.  

 

It was important for the interviewer to listen to understand the meaning of what was being said, 

as well as what was not being said, and to be able to ask relevant follow up questions to clarify 

 
Awareness of food poverty in NI 

 
Perceptions of food poverty – Radimer et al. (1992) definition 

 
Causes of food poverty – Alaimo et al. (2005) model 

 
Measurement of food poverty – considerations for measurement, 

feasibility of headline indicator and comparison of existing 

measures (US HFSSM & EU-SILC) 

 

Tackling food poverty - Government responsibility / interventions 

 

Business / economic implications 
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the interviewees’ thoughts on a particular topic (Rubin and Rubin, 2005). One way of doing 

this was to repeat comments made by interviewees and using these to frame a subsequent 

question, or to ask for elaboration. This enabled seamless transition between questions and 

topics and provided evidence for the interviewee that the interviewer was listening to what they 

were saying, as well as offering the respondents an opportunity to confirm or further discuss 

an earlier point if it had been misinterpreted. 

 

The interviewer also made a conscious effort to be self-aware during interviews and to self-

reflect in between interviews by listening to transcripts to make sure that they were not 

influencing how interviewees answered, or biasing their responses with their own assumptions 

(Rubin and Rubin, 2005). The interviewer adopted the practice of transcribing interviews 

immediately following the interview, and this further allowed self-reflection and modification 

in approach or questions asked where necessary. For example, when asking participants if food 

poverty could occur above the poverty line responses from initial respondents indicated they 

may not fully understand the question and this question was subsequently removed from the 

topic guide, as it was felt it was not producing useful feedback as not enough context 

information was given, and it was not entirely relevant to the interview research objectives.
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Table 13: Overview of main questions within the interview topic guide: themes, purpose and rationale 

Question Purpose Rationale 

Awareness of food poverty in Northern Ireland 

Do you think that we have a problem in this country of 

people not having enough to eat? [Prompt - could you 

please explain why?] 

 

How severe do you think this problem is? 

 

What challenges do you foresee people encountering 

who do not have enough food to eat or who are worried 

about where their next meal may come from? 

 

To find out stakeholders’ perspectives on the food 

situation in NI. 

 

 

 

 

To find out more about the participants’ experience 

working with those in food poverty, if relevant. 

 

To inform development of conceptual model (RO5) - 

individual outcomes of food insecurity (Alaimo et al., 

2005) 

 

The UK media frequently documents the increase in the 

food bank phenomenon (Wells and Caraher, 2014), and 

the author therefore was curious to explore whether 

participants felt this was in response to increased need, 

or whether the problem of food poverty had always been 

as serious and it was only now that it was gaining more 

awareness and media attention. As many of those who 

had been tentatively considered as prospective 

participants had long-term experience it was felt it would 

be insightful to get answers to this question from their 

perspective. 

 

 

Perceptions of food poverty 

Are you aware of the term ‘food poverty’/’food 

insecurity’? 

- Is it a term you would be familiar 

with/encounter in your line of work? 

- What does this term mean to you? 

 

[Show Radimer et al., 1992 definition] 

- Do you think this definition is accurate?  

- Do you think that there is anything missing or 

any way it could be improved? 

 

To find out participants’ perspectives of food poverty by 

asking them what the term ‘food poverty’ means to them 

and what, in their opinion, a definition should include. 

 

 

 

These questions were asked to determine respondents’ 

opinions on how relevant or accurate the Radimer et al 

(1992) definition is, particularly in comparison with how 

they formerly defined food poverty.  

Le et al (2015) asked a similar question (“What are the 

first things you think of when you hear the term “food 

access” or “food security?”) during community focus 

groups to gauge awareness in their study on food 

insecurity. 

 

The definition shown (Radimer et al., 1992) is cited 

commonly in the academic literature. 

Causes of food poverty 

In your opinion what are the factors that contribute to an 

individual becoming food insecure/food poor? 

 

 

 

 

 

To find out stakeholder opinions of food poverty causes 

unprompted, based on their own personal experience or 

beliefs, prior to showing them a model with causes and 

asking for their opinion. 

 

To inform development of a conceptual model (RO5) 

regarding predictors, i.e. examining the ‘household risk 

A study in the literature on food insecurity encouraged a 

similar discussion during their focus groups by asking 

“What do you perceive as the issues/barriers that people 

in the community have to accessing nutritious affordable 

food? What would be the Top 3?” (Le et al., 2015), 

rationalising their choice of question as being useful to 



111 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Participants were shown a model compiled by Alaimo et 

al (2005) [Cue card 2] which listed causes / predictors of 

food poverty and asked their opinion on whether or not 

these same causes are applicable to NI specifically, or to 

the UK more generally, and whether or not they think 

there is anything missing. 

 

factors’ section of the Alaimo et al (2005) model, and the 

elements of the Dowler and Dobson (2007) model 

pertaining to contributors to food insecurity.  

 

 

 

As this model was put together in an American context, 

their opinions were sought as to how relevant it is to NI 

specifically or to the UK generally, and whether they felt 

there was anything that wasn’t applicable or if there was 

anything missing from the model. Respondents’ input 

could then inform an adaptation of Alaimo et al’s model 

for the UK / NI context. 

 

“generate good discussion about access concerns and 

thoughts.” (Le et al., 2015, p.17). 

 

 

 

 

Model chosen (Alaimo et al., 2005) was put together in 

the USA, which is another highly developed country, so 

it was assumed it could be comparable.  

Measuring food poverty 

- Is the term fuel poverty one you are aware of? 

- Is it a term you would be familiar 

with/encounter in your line of work? 

-  

 

A household is said to be in fuel poverty if they spend 

over 10% of their income on fuel. Do you think a similar 

headline indicator would adequately measure household 

food poverty? 

 

 

 

Do you think that there is merit in food poverty having a 

nationally agreed definition and measurement or do you 

think it is adequate to continue to consider food poverty 

as an element of poverty more generally? 

 

What are the advantages/disadvantages of this approach? 

 

 

 

 

To find out participants’ thoughts on whether a headline 

indicator would be a feasible measure for food poverty. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Participants were asked for their views on whether or not 

food poverty measurement in the UK/NI was needed, 

and following this, were asked for their opinions on how 

they thought food poverty should be measured, or what 

for them a good food poverty measure would look like, 

i.e. should it be a headline quantifiable indicator, or was 

it important to include experiential questions, should it 

include a severity scale, etc. 

 

 

 

Unlike food poverty, fuel poverty has received its own 

definition and measurement, in that if a household 

spends more than 10% of their income on fuel they are 

said to be in fuel poverty (Liddell et al., 2012).  

 

This question was inspired by Liddell et al. (2012) who 

discuss headline indicator methodology of measuring 

fuel poverty. 

 

 

 

 

This question was inspired by Liddell et al. (2012) who 

discuss nationally agreed definition of fuel poverty. It 

was also informed by an unpublished PhD thesis 

questionnaire (O’Connor, 2016) 
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Do you think that food poverty should be measured 

consistently over time in Northern Ireland and the UK? 

Why or why not?*/ Do you think there is merit in 

measuring food poverty? / What do you think is the merit 

in measuring food poverty if any? 

 

Can you think of any examples of when or where food 

poverty has been measured successfully? If not, no 

problem. 

 

If we were to measure food poverty in Northern Ireland 

or the UK, what factors can be measured or what factors 

should be considered when putting together a measure? 

- Do you think that a food poverty measure 

should include a severity scale (eg) slight / 

moderate / severe?* 

 

 

What are your opinions on these two measures?  

- How do you think they compare? Is one 

superior to the other? If yes, why? If no, why 

not? 

- Which one do you think would measure food 

poverty more accurately?  

- Is there anything you think these measures are 

missing?  

- Do you think these measures would be easily 

understood and answered by consumers or can 

you see any potential problems with them? 

 

What do you think the advantages would be of 

measuring food poverty? 

 

What do you think the barriers would be to measuring 

food poverty? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To examine stakeholders views on existing / potential 

measurement approaches (RO2) and to inform 

recommendations for measurement (RO4). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Participants were shown two existing food poverty 

measures (USDA HSFFM and the EU-SILC food 

deprivation measures) and asked to evaluate how 

appropriate each measure is, and whether or not they 

thought one would be superior to the other in terms of 

encapsulating food poverty/being easy to understand and 

complete. 

 

This question was informed by an unpublished PhD 

thesis questionnaire (O’Connor, 2016) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Existing measures e.g. US/Canadian HFSSM, FIES-SM 

use a severity scale, while others e.g. EU-SILC do not. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Both measures have previously been used in the NI 

Health Survey. 

Government responsibility 



113 

 

- How do you think food poverty can be tackled 

or how can change be made?  

- Are interventions the answer? 

- Is a measure necessary?  

- Would putting interventions in place be more 

useful than putting in place a measure? 

- If we can measure food poverty, how could this 

inform policy and practice? 

- If we believe our citizens are in food poverty 

are there any specific policies a food poverty 

measure could inform? 

- Do you think an income threshold should be a 

fixed amount for all individuals?  

 

Finally the author then asked for participants’ opinions 

on how change could be made and whether they thought 

a policy change was necessary/whether it was necessary 

for a government-endorsed definition and measure to be 

constructed and implemented, or whether decision 

makers should instead focus money spend on 

interventions? 

 

To inform adaptation of the ‘national and local policies’ 

section of the Dowler and Dobson (2007) model. 

 

To examine opinions regarding the role of income in 

contributing towards food poverty (RO3) and inform 

recommendations for response (RO4). 

These questions were inspired by Le et al.’s (2015) 

related question (“What do you think, as a community, 

can realistically happen to overcome these issues in the 

immediate, medium and long term?”) during community 

focus groups in their study on food insecurity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Certain studies have discussed the merits of a fixed 

income threshold (Emery et al., 2013; Tait, 2015; 

Biegert, 2017). 

Business implications 

How do you think levels of food poverty can impact on 

business? 

Can you see any business implications of, or benefits to, 

arriving at a food poverty measure? 

 

To find out participants’ opinions on how changing 

levels of food poverty affect business, or how 

implementing a food poverty measure could be useful 

(or otherwise) for business.  

 

Both the implications of food insecurity on business 

(Hamann et al., 2011), and the opportunities for 

businesses to respond to food insecurity (Vhaholias et 

al., 2015) have been discussed in the literature. 

However, consideration of food poverty from a business 

perspective is limited, therefore this research aimed to 

address this gap. 
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4.6.2 Participant selection 

Before selecting a sample of participants to invite to interview it was important to consider 

whose perspectives would be most useful and appropriate in light of the interview topic guide 

and focus of the research. As it was important to get a variety of perspectives, a range of 

stakeholders (e.g. policy makers, political representatives, practitioners, campaigners, 

consumer sub-group representatives, community workers, academics) were invited to 

interview. Stakeholder relevance was determined by criteria that they either work in, or have 

an interest in the area of food poverty, or work closely with or on behalf of consumer groups, 

some of whom may experience food poverty. Some of the participants were previously known 

to the research team, and some had agreed to an interview prior to being sent an email with 

further information. Others were unknown to the research team but were contacted in order to 

increase the variety of groups represented in the sample. 

 

4.6.3 Participant recruitment 

Selected participants were contacted via email to explain the purpose of the research and what 

their participation would involve. A total of 30 suitable participants were contacted and 19 of 

these correspondences progressed to interview. Participants were contacted on an ongoing 

basis between October 2017-May 2018 and interviews continued until it was believed an 

appropriate number of groups had been represented and data saturation had been reached. 

 

4.6.4 Informed consent 

Procedures for securing consent followed a four-step process recommended by Boynton 

(2017). Firstly, participants were made aware of what the study involves – this was achieved 

both in the email of invitation and by using a participant information sheet (appendix 2) which 
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was attached to each email of invitation and was also brought along for reference to each 

interview. Secondly, participants were allowed adequate time to consider their participation. 

Emails sent allowed participants time to consider and respond, as well as to ask any further 

questions they may have before consenting to participate. Thirdly, participants were provided 

with a consent form (appendix 3). This was also attached to the email and brought to the 

interviews, and was to be signed and dated by both the participant and the researcher on the 

date of the interview prior to the interview being completed. Boynton (2017) recommends 

checking and double checking consent. By replying to arrange a date for interview participants 

indicated their initial consent. This was checked again at the beginning of the interview when 

the research was again briefly explained as well as protocols for recording, and consent was 

checked orally, before participants were then asked to sign and date the consent sheet. 

Participants were also made clear that they could withdraw consent at any time and the 

protocols for doing so. 

 

4.6.5 Ethics 

Ethical permission was sought and granted from Ulster University Research Ethics Committee. 

All participants (aged 18-65) gave their informed consent to participate in the interviews. 

Anonymity of the participants was assured throughout by ensuring that no interviewee was 

identifiable from their answers.  

 

All participants read and signed a participant consent form (as detailed above) which detailed 

how their data (interview transcript) would be used and stored.  
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4.6.6 Pilot interview 

The interview topic guide was piloted with a research assistant to check understanding of the 

questions, and to check the time needed to complete the interview. This piloting process 

informed modifications of the order in which the questions were organised within the topic 

guide to improve the flow of conversation between topics.   

 

4.6.7 Interview format 

Interviews were arranged for a date, time and location convenient to participants, and lasted 

approximately 30-60 minutes. Interviews were carried out over a period of six months. All 

interviews were audio-recorded, apart from one when the participant declined to be recorded, 

and detailed field notes were instead taken. 

 

4.6.8 Sample  

A diverse sample of stakeholders (n=19) from a range of public and private sector organisations 

were interviewed. Eight of these were male, and eleven were female, with an age range of 

approximately 28-60 years of age. Table 14 provides further details as to the type of 

organisations participants represented, their role within these organisations, and a participant 

number for identification purposes later in the thesis.  

 

 

 

 



117 

 

Table 14: Interview participants 

Participant number Type of organisation / Perspective Role in organisation 

Participant 1 Environmental Health Director 

Participant 2 Consumer representative (Non-Governmental Organisation) Policy, Advocacy and Campaigns Officer 

Participant 3 Community worker Coordinator of community project 

Participant 4 Consumer representative (Independent Public Sector) Commissioner 

Participant 5 Consumer representative (Non-Governmental Organisation) Policy Manager 

Participant 6 Campaigning organisation  Head of Policy and Public Affairs 

Participant 7 Public Health (Governmental) Policy development manager 

Participant 8 Social Policy (Governmental) Policy and innovation 

Participant 9 Higher education institution / Political party Academic / Councillor 

Participant 10 Community / campaigning organisation Co-ordinator 

Participant 11 Local council Poverty strategy co-ordinator 

Participant 12 Advice Centre Manager 

Participant 13 Food redistribution organisation Manager 

Participant 14 Political party MLA 



118 

 

Participant 15 Local council  Health and well-being officer / Chair of food poverty forum 

Participant 16 Higher education institution Academic 

Participant 17 Food bank  Director 

Participant 18 Consumer organisation (Non-departmental public body) Head of consumer empowerment 

Participant 19 Political party Councillor 
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4.6.9 Data analysis 

When conducting qualitative analysis it is imperative to use a rigorous method in order to 

assure the trustworthiness and therefore the applicability of the findings (Nowell et al., 2017). 

Braun and Clarke (2006) recommend a six-stage process to qualitative data analysis (figure 10) 

and this was used to define the overarching themes emanating from stakeholder interviews. 

 

Figure 10: Braun and Clarke's (2006) six-stage qualitative data analysis process 

 

The first stage in data analysis was therefore to familiarise oneself with the data by transcribing 

all interviews, cleaning the data, and then reading and re-reading transcripts before beginning 

the analysis process in order to achieve data immersion (Nowell et al., 2017). At this stage 

transcripts were uploaded to the qualitative analysis software NVivo 12. 

 

Transcripts were read and re-read (in hard copy) and first level coded (i.e. key words / themes 

were noted in the margin) (Saldana, 2015). Transcripts were re-read and second level coded to 

deduct meaning from key words and themes in order to ascertain what respondents were 

 
(1) Familiarising yourself with the data 

(2) Generating initial codes 

(3) Searching for themes 

(4) Reviewing themes 

(5) Defining and naming themes 

(6) Producing the report 
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actually saying about the topic (Miles et al., 2013; Saldana, 2015). A codebook was developed 

containing predetermined codes related to the interview topic guide and research objectives 

(e.g. ‘food poverty’, ‘poverty’, ‘measurement’, ‘causes’, ‘government’). Transcripts were then 

coded on NVivo 12 according to both predetermined and emerging codes. A total of 80 codes 

(and 17 sub codes) were identified and recorded on NVivo. 

 

Transcripts were re-read and summary sheets made for each, to allow further immersion in the 

data. Codes were then examined to find common themes, and from this four main preliminary 

themes were identified. At this point transcripts were again re-read and an overview of three to 

five themes or main points emerging from the interview were noted. The ‘themes’ of each 

individual transcript were then compiled and considered in order to group common themes for 

the entire dataset. The purpose of this was to check if the preliminary themes emanating from 

the identified codes were similar to the themes coming from the transcripts. This confirmed 

that the themes emanating from the codes were the same themes / main points from each 

interview.  

 

During initial examination of codes and identification of themes, a certain number of codes 

were excluded on the basis of not aligning with any of the identified themes, as they were either 

largely irrelevant to the study or represented a very small proportion of the data. At this stage 

however, the content attached to each original code was re-read to check that they aligned with 

their allocated theme, and to ensure that none of the excluded codes contained relevant data. 

At this point any irrelevant codes were removed from further analysis. Codes were then 

grouped into subthemes, with a total of two subthemes identified within each theme. 
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4.7 Study 1B: Stakeholder perspectives – roundtable event 

The purpose of study 1B was to present an overview of the results of study 1A back to some 

of the stakeholders who had participated in interviews, as well as to others who had not been 

previously involved in the research, in order to allow stakeholders to have an opportunity to 

see others’ views, to discuss with others working in a similar area, and then to confirm or 

amend their views in light of others’ opinions. 

 

4.7.1 Nominal Group Technique  

In order to achieve this objective, the nominal group technique (NGT) was decided to be the 

most appropriate method. NGT is a structured process which enables rapid collection of both 

qualitative and quantitative data from a group of individuals who have insight or expertise into 

a particular area or topic (Gallagher et al., 1993; McMillan et al., 2016; Foth et al., 2017). NGT 

enables idea generation and problem solving among a group and allows ideas to be generated, 

discussed and ranked by the group (Gallagher et al., 1993; McMillan et al., 2016). This process 

is highly controlled, allowing for discussion among the group during the later stages of the 

process (Gallagher et al., 1993). 

 

This method was chosen as unlike the Delphi technique, participants have the opportunity to 

meet in person and generate ideas together to reach consensus, rather than stating solely their 

own opinions (Gallagher et al., 1993; Okoli and Pawlowski, 2004; McMillan et al., 2016). 

Furthermore, unlike focus groups, the nominal group technique allows participants the 

opportunity to discuss ideas independent of a researcher, therefore potentially reducing bias. 

However, it must be acknowledged that unlike the Delphi method, which afford participants 

anonymity from each other (Okoli and Pawlowski, 2004; Hoekstra, 2017), the nominal group 
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technique does not, therefore the chance of bias is not completely eliminated as social 

desirability bias theory dictates that stakeholders may not be entirely truthful about their 

opinion if they feel it is not shared by the group (Grimm, 2010; Jann et al., 2019).  

 

4.7.2 Allocating groups 

When the goal is to reach consensus among stakeholders in this type of research, it is useful to 

define separate groups according to their similarities to allow for consensus to be reached more 

easily (Okoli and Pawlowski, 2004). Therefore, stakeholder attendees were split into four 

groups related to their job role, as it was assumed those working in similar areas were more 

likely to have similar views. This allowed for analysis of difference of opinion among different 

stakeholder groups (Hoekstra, 2017). Stakeholder groups were as follows: (i) public health 

representatives, (ii) NGOs / community workers, (iii) council representatives / government 

representatives, and (v) academics / those involved in educating consumers.  

 

4.7.3 Preparing the topic for discussion 

When preparing for a session where the NGT is to be used, it is important that the sample has 

expertise in the area to be discussed and that a question or topic for discussion has been 

prepared beforehand. This may require additional interviews or meetings beforehand to scope 

participants’ thoughts on the topic or question and make sure appropriate questions are being 

asked (Gallagher et al., 1993). This was achieved through prior analysis of stakeholder 

interviews (Study 1A), which were examined and the key findings used to shape the questions 

which respondents would complete individually, and the questions they would answer as a 

group. This was useful to lend further strength to the findings of the interviews and to confirm, 
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or otherwise, certain findings, and to increase the sample size and representativeness of 

participants in this stage, to increase variety of responses and views. 

 

4.7.4 Stages 

NGT is highly adaptable (McMillan et al., 2016) and different variations on the method, such 

as number of stages, have been used (Foth et al., 2016; McMillan et al., 2016).  The NGT 

process typically incorporates the key components of silent generation of ideas, sharing and 

discussing ideas, and voting on ideas to reach consensus, however studies will vary in the 

number of stages they use to address each of these (McMillan et al., 2016). The NGT stages to 

be used in this study were informed by Gallagher et al’s (1993) ten-stage NGT process (table 

15), which incorporated the main components common to NGT studies in the literature 

(McMillan et al., 2016).  

 

Table 15: Gallagher et al's (1993) 10-stage NGT process and the adapted 7-stage NGT 

process used in this study 

Gallagher et al (1993, p.79)  

10-stage NGT process 

Adapted 

7-stage NGT process 

1. Introduction 1. Introduction  

2. Silent generation of ideas in writing 2. Individually completed questionnaire of 

agreement with statements related to findings 

3. Listing of ideas on a flip chart 3. Silent individual idea generation and 

ranking of predictors 

4. Discussion of ideas on a flipchart 4. Group discussion and ranking of 

predictors 
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5. Ranking to select the ‘top-ten’ ideas 5. Break 

6. Voting on ‘top-ten’ ideas 6. Compilation of each group’s ‘top 5’ to 

produce a workshop top 5 ranking of 

predictors 

7. Break 7. Workshop (study 1B) ranked predictors 

presented alongside interview (study 1A) 

ranked predictors 

8. Discussion of vote 

9. Re-ranking and rating revised ‘top-ten’ 

items 

10. Conclusion of nominal group 

 

Stage One 

Firstly, the topic was introduced via a PowerPoint presentation which presented the context 

and rationale for the study, as well as findings from the previous stakeholder interviews 

regarding their opinions on food poverty definition, measurement, implications and response. 

 

Stage Two 

Respondents were provided with a brief questionnaire (appendix 4) and asked to individually 

indicate their level of agreement (or otherwise) with a list of seven statements related to the 

interview findings, and to provide any further comments they may have on the topics discussed. 

The purpose of this exercise was to provide triangulation of findings in order to reach stronger 

conclusions as to stakeholder opinions on these topics. 
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Stage Three 

As the primary focus of the NGT was to confirm and rank the predictors identified by 

stakeholders in the interview, and in the literature, this was the main focus of the group activity. 

Therefore, stakeholders were next asked to individually and silently generate their ideas as to 

what they felt the main predictors of household food insecurity are, then to rank their top five, 

with five being the greatest contributor.  

 

Stage Four 

Following this, each group was then asked to discuss members’ opinions on predictors and to 

compile a group list of the top five agreed predictors and associated rankings. 

 

Stage Five / Six 

During the break, each group’s top five predictors were collated by the facilitator to produce a 

workshop top five. This was done by adding the scores that groups had allocated to common 

predictors, with those predictors with the highest rankings being identified as the most 

significant predictors. The predictors with the five highest scores were therefore ranked in order 

to produce a workshop ‘top five’. 

 

Stage Seven 

The resultant workshop ‘top five’, was then presented back to the group and shown alongside 

the interview top five to allow for comparison and discussion. It was, however, made clear to 

participants that the ranked ‘top five’ from the interviews (Study 1A) was not directly 



126 

 

comparable to the ranking produced in the NGT exercise (Study 1B), as interview participants 

had not been asked to rank predictors in order of importance. Instead, the interview (Study 1A) 

predictors were ranked according to frequency count of how many times each was cited, using 

a quasi-statistical approach (Robson, 2002). 

 

4.7.5 Sample 

A total of 36 people stakeholders were included in the NGT data collection, from a wide range 

of government organisations, charities / non-governmental organisations, and academic 

institutions (table 16). Group one (public health / policy makers) contained ten representatives 

from organisations such as the Department for Health, SafeFood and the Public Health Agency. 

Group two (non-governmental organisations / community workers) contained ten 

representatives from organisations such as the Belfast Food Network, Fareshare, Trussel Trust 

and Vineyard Compassion. Group three (Council / local government) contained nine 

representatives from organisations such as Causeway Coast and Glens Borough Council, 

Belfast City Council and local political parties. Group four (academics / nutritionists) contained 

seven representatives from organisations such as Queens University Belfast, City University 

of London, Ulster University Nutrition Innovation Centre for Food and Health, Ulster 

University School of Geography and Environmental Sciences, and Ulster University Business 

School.  

 

Of the thirty-six participants in the stakeholder roundtables (Study 1B), seven of these had 

previously participated in stakeholder interviews (Study 1A) (table 16). As the stakeholder 

roundtable participants represented an opportunistic sample from a food poverty stakeholder 

event, no attempt was made to only include in the roundtable those who had not participated in 

interviews. Those who had previously participated in Study 1A were not excluded from 
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participating in Study 1B as there was not considered to be any undue bias for those 

participating in both studies. Although it is acknowledged those who participated in Study 1A 

had some prior time to consider the topics discussed during the roundtable, all Study 1B 

participants were familiarised with the purpose and findings of Study 1A interviews prior to 

the roundtable data collection, therefore it is assumed there were no significant differences in 

knowledge resulting from prior participation in Study 1A. Further, a significant amount of time 

(9-14 months) had elapsed between the participation of stakeholders in Study 1A and Study 

1B. As the Study 1B sample was drawn from delegates at a food poverty event, those with first-

hand experience of food poverty were not themselves included in the stakeholder group. 

However, speaking to a range of stakeholder groups, many of which work directly with those 

experiencing food poverty allowed useful penetration of a variety of consumer subgroups. 

 

Table 16: Study 1B participants 

Participant 

and [Group 

Number] 

Organisation Participated in Study 1A 

(Yes / No) 

1 [1] Public health Yes (Participant 7) 

2 [1] Public health No 

3 [1] Public health No 

4 [1] Environmental health Yes (Participant 1) 

5 [1] Public health No 

6 [1] Public health No 

7 [1] Public health No 

8 [1] Public health No 

9 [1] Public health No 
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10 [1] Public health No 

11 [2] Community campaigning organisation  Yes (Participant 10) 

12 [2]  Food aid organisation No 

13 [2] Food redistribution organisation  Yes (Participant 13) 

14 [2] Food aid organisation No 

15 [2] Food redistribution organisation No 

16 [2] Community organisation No 

17 [2] Community campaigner No 

18 [2] Consumer representative Yes (Participant 2) 

19 [2] Consumer representative No 

20 [2] Consumer representative No 

21 [3] Local council Yes (Participant 11) 

22 [3] Local council No 

23 [3] Community organisation No 

24 [3] Political councillor No 

25 [3] Social Policy Yes (Participant 8) 

26 [3] Social Policy No 

27 [3] Community organisation No 

28 [3] Consumer advice No 

29 [3] Community worker No 

30 [4] Academic  No 

31 [4] Academic  No 

32 [4] Nutritionist No 

33 [4] Education No 
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34 [4] Education No 

35 [4] Academic  Yes (Participant 16) 

36 [4] Academic  No 

 

 

4.7.6 Data analysis 

Questionnaire data from the NGT was input into SPSS to allow for analysis and production of 

quantitative findings. Descriptive statistics were used in order to ascertain numbers of those 

who agreed with certain statements. The data was labelled and input in such a way that 

responses could be split according to the four different groups to compare views across 

different groups.  

 

4.8 Study 2: Secondary data analysis  

Study two used secondary data from the Northern Ireland Health Survey 2014/15 to investigate 

the relationship between food security status and various predictor variables. The purpose of 

this study was to examine statistically, and confirm or otherwise the predictors identified in 

study one (A and B) by stakeholders and in the literature. 

 

4.8.1 Secondary data source 

 The NI Health Survey is a government survey commissioned annually by the Department of 

Health. It has the purpose of collecting information from households on a wide range of health 

issues, as a means of monitoring the progress of Government health targets, and to inform 

planning of health services. The survey selects randomly 6,420 addresses across Northern 
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Ireland each year and aims to interview 3, 900 adults (aged 16 and over) residing at the selected 

addresses (NISRA, 2019).  

 

4.8.2 Defining predictors and variables for analysis 

Predictors identified in the literature and by stakeholders as contributors to household food 

insecurity were examined against the characteristics of households that the NI Health Survey 

(2014/15) deemed to be food insecure using both the HFSSM and EU-SILC measurement 

questions. 

 

The NI Health Survey has carried the HFSSM questions from 2012/13 – 2015/16, and EU-

SILC questions from 2013/14 – 2017/18. However, use of the HFSSM over the four survey 

iterations has been inconsistent as different combinations of questions have been carried each 

year (chapter two, section 2.4.6, table 10). The most recent dataset available (from the UK Data 

Service, as of June 2019) was the 2014/15 survey.  

 

Both the 2013/14 and 2014/15 datasets carried the same HFSSM and EU-SILC questions, 

therefore initially the potential to combine both datasets to create a larger sample was 

considered. However, upon examination of the dataset it was realised that there was some 

variation in the variables of interest that would not have allowed for a comparative analysis or 

merging of both datasets (e.g. certain variables were not comparable in how they were collected 

and different responses and coding processes for variables were used). It was decided to 

proceed using one dataset (2014/15), as it was most recent, and the sample size of 4,207 was 

deemed large enough for statistically significant results. 
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Prior to analysing the data, the predictors identified in the literature, in the Alaimo et al. (2005) 

conceptual model and by stakeholders (study 1A and study 1B) were compiled (table 17).  

 

Table 17: Household predictors of food poverty as identified in the literature reviewed, in 

Alaimo et al.'s (2005) conceptual model, and by stakeholders 

IDENTIFIED HOUSEHOLD 

PREDICTORS 

Literature Alaimo et 

al. (2005) 

Stakeholders 

– Study 1A 

Stakeholders 

– Study 1B 

Income x x x x 

Employment status x x x x 

Education and skills x x  x 

Health status / disability  x x x x 

Anxiety / depression x  x  

Marital status (single, separated) x  x  

Household composition (e.g. 

number of children, single 

parent) 

x  x x 

Ethnic minority group x  x  

Age (younger, pension age) x x x  

Gender   x  

Tenure – (rent rather than own, 

homeless) 

x x x x 

Cooking skills / capabilities  x x  

Health insurance  x   

Uncertain work contracts x  x  

Change in circumstances   x  

Budgeting issues   x  

No access to a car    x  

Domestic abuse  x x  
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Equipment 

availability/ownership 

  x  

Welfare x  x x 

Lack of access to support 

services / lack of social support 

 x  x 

Illegal migrants x    

Addiction / substance abuse x  x  

Carer    x  

Environment (availability of, 

and access to, affordable, 

nutritious foods) 

 x x x 

 

 

Variables available for analysis on the NI Health Survey were then examined and those which 

were identified as predictors in the literature or in qualitative data collection were identified as 

those to be included in analysis. Inevitably it was not possible to assess all predictors identified 

in the qualitative data collection and in the literature (such as cooking skills), as not all 

identified predictors were variables asked of the respondents in the survey. The variables 

available for analysis equivalent to the identified household predictors are highlighted in table 

18.  
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Table 18: NI Health Survey variables available for analysis 

IDENTIFIED 

HOUSEHOLD 

PREDICTORS 

Equivalent 

variable 

available for 

analysis in NI 

Health Survey 

2014/15 

NI Health Survey 2014/15 

corresponding question 

Variable name 

Income No -  

Employment 

status 

Yes International Labour 

Organisation (ILO) employment 

status: 

1 = ILO employed 

2 = ILO unemployed 

3 = ILO inactive 

 

Economic Activity 

1 = Economically active 

2 = Economically inactive 

ILO 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ECONACT 

Education and 

skills 

Yes I would like to ask you about 

your educational qualifications. 

Which qualifications do (you 

think) you have? 

1 = Degree level or higher 

2 = Higher education 

3 = A GCE Level 

4 = GCSE A-C or equivalent 

5 = GCSE D-G or equivalent 

6 = No qualifications 

HIGHQUAL 

 

Health status / 

disability  

Yes How is your health in general, 

would you say it was: 

1 = Very Good 

2 = Good 

GENHEAL5 
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3 = Fair 

4 = Bad 

5 = Very Bad 

Anxiety / 

depression 

Yes Anxiety/ Depression: 

1 = I am not anxious or 

depressed 

2 = I am moderately anxious or 

depressed 

3 = I am extremely anxious or 

depressed 

MOBE 

Marital status 

(single, 

separated) 

Yes Marital status: 

1 = Single, that is never married 

2 = Married and living with 

husband\wife 

3 = A civil partner in a legally-

recognised Civil Partnership 

4 = Married and separated from 

husband\wife 

5 = Divorced 

6 = Widowed 

7 = In a legally-recognised Civil 

Partnership and separated from 

his/her civil partner 

8 = Formerly a civil partner, the 

Civil Partnership now legally 

dissolved 

9 = A surviving civil partner: 

his/her partner having since died 

MARSTT 

Household 

composition 

(e.g. number of 

children, single 

parent) 

Yes (i) How many adults are there in 

your household, that is, people 

aged 16 or over whose main 

residence this is and who are 

catered for by the same person 

NUMADULTS 
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as yourself or share living 

accommodation with you? 

 

(ii) How many children are there 

in your household, that is, 

people aged under 16 whose 

main residence this is and who 

are catered for by the same 

person as yourself or share 

living accommodation with you? 

 

 

 

NUMCHILDREN 

Ethnic minority 

group 

No -  

Age (younger, 

pension age) 

Yes Age group of respondent 

1 = 16-24, 2 = 25-34, 3 = 35-44, 

4 = 45-54, 5 = 55-64, 6 = 65-74, 

7 = 75+ 

AGEGROUP 

Gender Yes Gender 

1 = Male, 2 = Female 

SEX 

Tenure – (rent 

rather than own, 

homeless) 

Yes Do you (or your household) own 

or rent this accomodation? 

1 = Own it outright 

2 = Buying it with the help of a 

mortgage or loan 

3 = Pay part rent and part 

mortgage (co-ownership) 

4 = Renting from Housing 

Executive 

5 = Rented from housing 

association 

6 = Rented privately 

7 = Live here rent free 

8 = Squatting 

TEN1 



136 

 

Cooking skills / 

capabilities 

No -  

Health insurance No -  

Uncertain work 

contracts 

No -  

Change in 

circumstances 

No -  

Budgeting issues No -  

No access to a 

car  

Yes Is there a car or van normally 

available for use by you or any 

member of your household? 

1 = Yes, 2 = No 

CAR 

Domestic abuse No -  

Equipment 

availability/own

ership 

No -  

Welfare Yes Are you at present currently 

receiving any state benefits? 

1 = Yes, 2 = No 

BENEFITS 

Lack of access to 

support services 

/ lack of social 

support 

No -  

Illegal migrants No -  

Addiction / 

substance abuse 

No -  

Change in 

circumstances 

No -  

Carer   Caring responsibility in a non-

professional capacity for 

sick/disabled/elderly person(s) 

either living or not living in the 

household  

CARERSB 
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1 = Yes, 2 = No 

Environment 

(availability of, 

and access to, 

affordable, 

nutritious foods) 

Yes Household location 

1 = Urban, 2 = Rural 

URBAN/RURAL 

 

4.8.3 Cleaning of the data 

A certain number of these variables were recoded to produce new alternate variables for 

analysis. One variable was computed from a string variable to a nominal variable to facilitate 

analysis. Three other variables were recoded to combine comparable responses, as appropriate, 

following consideration of the literature and in order to produce bigger response categories for 

analysis to increase statistical power (Pallant, 2016). See table 19 for old and new variable 

names, responses and summary justification for recoding. 

 

All cases containing missing variable data were excluded from analysis (n=1,976), leaving a 

remaining total sample of 2,231 cases for analysis. This method of removing all cases with any 

missing variable data has been used in the literature by Leroux et al (2018) who also used an 

existing national level data set and carried out secondary analysis to examine household 

predictors of food insecurity. Although deleting all cases containing missing variable data 

removed a significant percentage of the dataset (47%), it was a necessary step, as although it 

would have been possible to run descriptive and Pearson’s chi-square analysis procedures 

including cases with missing data, the later logistic regression analysis procedure in SPSS by 

default uses a process of listwise deletion, so that cases with any missing variable data are not 

included in the procedure / subsequent model (Allison, 2001; Tranmer and Elliot, 2008; 

Meeyai, 2016) . Coding missing responses e.g. allocating them an arbitrary value of ‘-99’, 
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would have allowed identification of missing data in descriptive and chi-square analyses, 

however coding missing responses in this manner would have biased the logistic regression 

results as SPSS would have read the missing data responses as a separate category for analysis, 

rather than as a category to be excluded (Meeyai, 2016).  
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Table 19: Recoded variable categories and justification 

Variable Original variable name and response 

categories 

Recoded variable name and 

response categories 

Justification 

Marital 

Status 

MARSTT 

1 = single 

2 = married/registered same-sex 

relationship 

3 = separated, but still legally married 

4 = divorced 

5 = widowed 

6 = formerly in a same sex civil 

partnership which is now legally dissolved 

7 = surviving partner from a same-sex 

civil partnership 

MARSTTRECODED 

1 = single 

2 = married/registered same-sex 

relationship  

3 = divorced/ separated/widowed 

Marital separation was identified as a 

predictor of food insecurity. Responses 3, 4, 

5, 6, and 7 of MARSTT referred to various 

forms of separation, however the literature 

and stakeholders discussed separation as a 

predictor generally rather than in these 

specific categories. Therefore these five 

responses were combined to produce one 

response variable with more power for 

analysis. 

Tenure TEN1 

1 = Own it outright  

2 = Buying it with the help of a mortgage 

or loan 

3 = Pay part rent and part mortgage (co-

ownership) 

4 = Renting from Housing Executive 

TEN1RECODED 

1 = Own it outright / live here rent free 

2 = Mortgage / co-ownership 

3 = Rent 

4 = Squatting 

Renting a home rather than owning it was 

identified as a predictor of food insecurity in 

the literature. Responses 4, 5, 6 pertained to 

renting via different means, these were 

combined to produce a single response 

referring to renting. TEN1 response ‘live here 

rent-free’ was assumed equivalent to ‘own it 
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5 = Rented from housing association 

6 = Rented privately 

7 = Live here rent free 

8 = Squatting 

outright’ as both responses do not require 

household budget to be spent on rent / 

mortgage therefore these were combined. 

TEN1 responses regarding paying off 

borrowed money (in the form of a mortgage / 

co-ownership) were considered similar and 

therefore combined to produce a stronger 

response variable for analysis. 

Number of 

adults in the 

household 

NUMADULTS 

Continuous variable (1-7) 

NUMADULTSRECODED 

1 = 2 adults 

2 = 1 adult 

3+ = 3-7 adults 

 

NUMADULTS was a continuous variable 

with the number of adults in the household 

entered numerically. Number of adults in the 

household ranged from 1-7 in the dataset. 

NUMADULTS was recoded to combine the 

households with 3-7 adults into one variable 

after examining variable frequencies, as the 

frequencies in each separate group were too 

low to run statistical tests without biasing the 

analysis (de Vaus, 2002). Households with 

two adults were coded as the first group in the 

category in order to facilitate this group being 
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used as the reference group in logistic 

analysis.  

Number of 

children in 

the 

household 

NUMCHILDREN 

Continuous variable (0-5) 

CHILDRECODED 

0 = 0 children 

1 = 1 child 

2 = 2 children 

3+ = 3-5 children 

NUMCHILDREN was a continuous variable 

with the number of children in the household 

entered numerically. Number of children in 

the household ranged from 0-5 in the dataset. 

NUMCHILDREN was recoded to combine 

the households with 3-5 children into one 

variable after examining variable 

frequencies, as the frequencies in each 

separate group were too low to run statistical 

tests without biasing the analysis (de Vaus, 

2002). Further, similar studies used this 

approach to categorisation of this variable 

(e.g. Bartfeld and Ahn, 2011; Napier et al., 

2018). 

Age AGEGROUP 

1 = 16-24 

2 = 25-34 

3 = 35-44 

4 = 45-54 

AGERECODED 

1 = 45-54 

2 = 16-24 

3 = 25-34 

4 = 35-44 

AGEGROUP was recoded to reorganise the 

variable so that the 45-54 age group was first 

so it could be identified as the reference 

group for logistic regression. It was chosen as 

reference group as it was the group with the 
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5 = 55-64 

6 = 65-74 

5 = 55-64 

6 = 65-74 

 

highest frequency of cases, i.e. the majority 

of respondents were in this age group, and it 

was an appropriate reference to examine 

whether the youngest and oldest age groups 

were more susceptible to food poverty, as 

suggested in the literature. Loopstra et al 

(2019) carried out a similar study and also 

used this age group as the reference group. 

Household 

location 

URBANRURAL 

String variable 

URBANRURALRECODED 

1 = rural 

2 = urban 

Household location was originally entered in 

the dataset as a string variable, i.e. entered as 

text rather than coded as a number. This 

variable was therefore recoded into a nominal 

variable to facilitate analysis.  
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4.8.4 Defining food insecurity status 

The first stage prior to beginning analysis was to identify those who were classified as being 

food insecure according to the EU-SILC and HFSSM measures. To do this it was first decided 

how food insecurity would be classified according to each measure.  

 

4.8.4.1 Classification of HFSSM 

As discussed in chapter two, section 2.4.3, the US and Canada classify food security status 

differently using the HFSSM. Table 20 shows how household food security is classified in the 

US and Canada using the HFSSM. 
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Table 20: Food security status classification in the US and Canada using the HFSSM, adapted from USDA (2012) and Proof (2014) 

 

 

Status 

 

 

Interpretation 

Number of affirmative responses 

US Classification Canadian classification 

Households 

without a child 

(10-item HFSSM) 

Households with 

one or more 

children (18-item 

HFSSM) 

Households 

without a child 

(10-item HFSSM) 

Households with one or 

more children (18-item 

HFSSM) 

High food 

security 

No report of income-related problems 

of food access. 

0 0 0 0 

Marginal 

food 

security 

Some indication of worry or an income-

related barrier to adequate, secure food 

access. 

1-2 1-2 1 1 

Low food 

security 

Compromise in quality and/or quantity 

of food consumed by adults and/or 

children due to a lack of money for 

food. 

3-5 3-7 2-5 2-9 
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Very low 

food 

security 

Disrupted eating patterns and reduced 

food intake among adults and/or 

children 

6-10 8-18 6-10 10-18 
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As previously discussed, the NI Health Survey does not carry the full 18-item HFSSM. The 

2014/15 survey iteration carries nine of the HFSSM questions. Table 21 shows all eighteen 

questions in the USDA HFSSM, highlighted in bold font are those questions which appeared 

in the 2014/15 iterations of the NI Health Survey. As previously discussed in chapter two, this 

module is designed on a continuous scale according to degree of food insecurity, and questions 

are separated according to degrees of severity. Therefore, when the full module is used, those 

who answer at least one of questions one to three (adult stage one) affirmatively automatically 

proceed to answer questions four to eight (adult stage two), and those who answer at least one 

of these questions affirmatively will proceed to adult stage three. All respondents are screened 

to check if they have children in their household and only those with children will answer child 

stage 1 questions, with those answering affirmatively to one or more questions in this stage 

progressing to also answer child stage 2 questions.  

 

Table 21: HFSSM questions, and those available for analysis in the NI Health Survey 

2014/15 

1 (I/We) worried that food would run out before (I/We) got money to 

buy more 

 

Adult Stage 1 

2 The food that (I/We) bought just didn’t last, and (I/We) didn’t have 

money to get more. 

3 (I/We) couldn’t afford to eat balanced meals 

4 

 

 

 

 

5 

In the last 12 months, did (you/you or other adults in your 

household) ever cut the size of your meals or skip meals because 

there wasn’t enough money for food?)  

 

 

If ‘yes’, how often did this happen? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Adult Stage 2 6 In the last 12 months, did you ever eat less than you felt you 

should because there wasn’t enough money to buy food? 
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7 In the last 12 months, were you ever hungry but didn’t eat 

because there wasn’t enough money for food? 

8 In the last 12 months, did you ever lose weight because you didn’t 

have enough money for food? 

9 

 

 

 

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? 

 

If yes, how often did this happen? 

 

 

Adult Stage 3 

11 (I/We) relied on only a few kinds of low-cost food to feed the 

child(ren) because (I was/we were) running out of money to buy 

food. 

 

 

 

Child Stage 1 12 (I/We) couldn't feed (my/our) child(ren) a balanced meal, because 

(I/we) couldn't afford it. 

13 The child(ren) were not eating enough because (I/we) couldn't afford 

enough food. 

14 In the last 12 months, did you or other adults in your household 

ever cut the size of any of the children’s meals because there 

wasn’t enough money for food? 

 

 

 

 

 

Child Stage 2 

15 

 

 

 

16 

In the last 12 months, did any of the children ever skip meals 

because there wasn’t enough money for food? 

 

 

If yes, how often did this happen? 

17 In the last 12 months, were any of the children ever hungry but you 

couldn’t afford more food? 

18 In the last 12 months, did (your child/any of the children) ever not 

eat for a whole day because there wasn’t enough money for food? 

 

As the full 18-item or 10-item HFSSM was not used in the NI Health Survey, it was not possible 

to categorise respondents into severity of food insecurity. It was decided by the research team 

that if respondents answered at least one of the HFSSM questions affirmatively they should be 
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categorised as food insecure. The US and Canadian HFSSM scoring methodology (table 18) 

defines those who answer one question as being marginally food insecure (USDA, 2012; 

PROOF, 2014). Further, the literature provides precedent of defining study respondents as food 

insecure if they select only one response indicating food insecurity (Kleve et al., 2017). 

Australia uses a single-item question to measure food insecurity in their national health survey 

(Archer et al., 2017; McKechnie et al., 2018), and this single-item question has been used in 

studies examining food insecurity and predictors (Martin et al., 2019; Jarvela-Reijonen et al., 

2019; Harris et al., 2019a). Although respondents answering one or more HFSSM questions 

affirmatively will hereafter be referred to as ‘food insecure’ it is acknowledged that this is not 

a definitive, validated categorisation, but rather indicates that they are manifesting at least one 

food insecurity symptom, and that they are classified as at least ‘marginally food insecure’ 

according to Canadian and American classifications (USDA, 2012; Proof, 2014). This analysis 

therefore makes no differentiation between the level of severity of the food insecurity 

experience due to dataset limitations. 

 

4.8.4.2  HFSSM analysis 

Out of the nine available questions, five were selected for analysis (Q4, Q6, Q7, Q8, Q9). The 

two questions pertaining to children’s food insecurity experience were excluded, as were two 

questions which acted as follow up questions to Q4 and Q9. These four variables were excluded 

to eliminate problems of bias when constructing a binary variable representing food security 

status which would have resulted from missing data from households who did not have children 

or who did not answer affirmatively to Q4 and / or Q9. Table 22 shows the 18-item HFSSM 

questions available for analysis in the NI Health Survey, and the questions of those available 

that were chosen for analysis are in bold font. 
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Table 22: HFSSM questions available for analysis in the NI Health Survey and those chosen 

for analysis, adopted from table 19 

4 

 

 

 

5 

In the last 12 months, did (you/you or other adults in your 

household) ever cut the size of your meals or skip meals because 

there wasn’t enough money for food?)  

 

If ‘yes’, how often did this happen? 

 

 

 

 

 

Adult Stage 2 6 In the last 12 months, did you ever eat less than you felt you 

should because there wasn’t enough money to buy food? 

7 In the last 12 months, were you ever hungry but didn’t eat 

because there wasn’t enough money for food? 

8 In the last 12 months, did you ever lose weight because you didn’t 

have enough money for food? 

9 

 

 

 

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? 

 

If yes, how often did this happen? 

 

 

Adult Stage 3 

14 In the last 12 months, did you or other adults in your household ever 

cut the size of any of the children’s meals because there wasn’t 

enough money for food? 

 

 

 

Child Stage 2 15 

 

 

16 

In the last 12 months, did any of the children ever skip meals because 

there wasn’t enough money for food? 

 

If yes, how often did this happen? 

 

Survey respondents either answered ‘Yes’ (1) or ‘No’ (2) to each question, with the affirmative 

answer indicating food insecurity. In order to create a binary variable representing food 

insecurity status according to the HFSSM, each of the five variables were recoded so that 

affirmative answers were coded as ‘1’, and negative answers were coded as ‘0’. An HFSSM 

‘total score’ variable was computed which added together the five recoded variables. This 
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produced a total score for each case (respondent) of 0-5, indicating the number of questions 

answered affirmatively. This variable was then recoded to produce a final binary variable 

indicating overall food insecurity status, with those who answered none of the questions 

affirmatively being coded ‘0’ (food secure), and those who answered 1-5 of the questions 

affirmatively being coded ‘1’ (food insecure). This process was carried out to enable 

subsequent binary logistic regression.  

 

4.8.4.3  Classification of EU-SILC 

All four EU-SILC food deprivation questions (table 23) were included in the survey.  

Table 23: EU-SILC food deprivation questions and responses from NI Health Survey 2014/15 

Module question Responses 

1. Does your household eat meals with meat, chicken, fish 

(or vegetarian equivalent) every second day? (If no, is it 

because the household cannot afford to or is there another 

reason) 

 

• Yes 

• No, because cannot afford 

• No, other reason 

 

 

2. Does your household have a roast joint (or its 

equivalent) once a week? (If no, is it because the household 

cannot afford to or is there another reason) 

 

• Yes 

• No, because cannot afford 

• No, other reason 

 

3. During the last fortnight was there ever a day (i.e. from 

getting up to going to bed) when you did not have a 

substantial meal due to lack of money 

 

• Yes 

• No 

 

4. Does the household have family or friends for a drink or 

a meal once a month? 

 

• Yes 

• No, because cannot afford 

• No, other reason 

 

 



151 

 

These four questions are taken from a longer survey module (the EU-Survey for Income and 

Living Conditions) which examines various areas of potential household deprivation in 

addition to food. Therefore these four questions are not validated by themselves as a stand-

alone module with varying levels of severity as is the HFSSM (Whelan and Maitre, 2006). 

Instead, when categorising respondents as FS or FI according to the EU-SILC deprivation 

questions, one can either use a ‘two out of four’ approach, or a ‘one out of three’ approach, 

which excludes question four (Carney and Maitre, 2012). In Republic of Ireland analysis of 

food insecurity using the EU-SILC food deprivation questions, the ‘one in three’ approach was 

used (Carney and Maitre, 2012). This method of excluding question four was justified as the 

data found that Q4 dominated the scale with a significantly greater number of affirmative 

responses for Q4 as opposed to questions 1-3. 

 

For this study, it was decided that a ‘one in four’ approach would be used, in that one 

affirmative response to either of the four items categorised respondents as food insecure. This 

decision was made following consideration of the descriptive statistics relating to EU-SILC 

responses in this study, which found that question four did not dominate the scale, as it had a 

similar number of responses to question three, and 5.6% of respondents answered one question 

affirmatively, but question four was answered by 4.4% of respondents, confirming that not all 

of those who answered only one of the four questions affirmatively answered question four. 

This decision was also informed by the aforementioned research from Healy (2019), and was 

decided a useful method to allow for consistency of approach and comparisons with the 

previously discussed study HFSSM classification. Additionally, using a ‘two in four’ approach 

would have resulted in too small a sample size to produce significant results during logistic 

regression. As per the above HFSSM classification disclaimer, although respondents answering 

one or more EU-SILC questions affirmatively will hereafter be referred to as ‘food insecure’, 
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it is acknowledged that this is not a definitive, validated categorisation, but rather indicates that 

they are manifesting at least one food insecurity symptom. 

 

4.8.4.4  EU-SILC analysis 

Similarly to the aforementioned process for the HFSSM, EU-SILC questions were recoded 

prior to analysis. As the responses to question three are coded in reverse to the others, i.e. 

answering ‘1’ to question three indicates food insecurity, while answering ‘1’ to questions one, 

two and four indicates food security, this variable was reverse recoded into a new variable.  

Questions one, two and four were then recoded into new variables which incorporated the 

response ‘no other reason’ with ‘yes’ (i.e. to incorporate both responses which indicated the 

respondent is food secure). Variables were then computed and combined to create a new 

variable with a total score based on the combination of scores for Q1, Q2, Q3, and Q4 [EUSILC 

4qs].  

 

Variables were again recoded to categorise each separate case (respondent) as being either food 

insecure or food secure, and thereby produce a binary variable for analysis. Those who 

answered none of the four EU-SILC questions affirmatively were scored ‘0’ indicating food 

security, and those who answered one or more question affirmatively, i.e. those with scores 1-

4, were recoded to a score of ‘1’, indicating food insecure status. 
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4.8.5 Data analysis  

 

4.8.5.1  Overview of methods 

The purpose of this study was to examine the strength of association and significance level 

between identified predictors and household food insecurity status. Frequencies were used for 

descriptive analysis, Pearson’s Chi-Square test was used to check associations and binary 

logistic regressions were used to derive the predictive models (Antwi et al., 2017).  

 

 

4.8.5.2  Rationale for approach 

Data analysis approach was informed by examining the approach taken by similar studies. For 

example, Radandt et al’s (2018) and Guo et al’s (2015) respective studies examining food 

insecurity predictors also had a large sample size and used Pearson’s chi-square test of 

association. Several papers with a similar focus to this study used a multivariate logistic 

regression as they examined the relationship of predictors to various severity levels of FI (e.g. 

Guo et al., 2015; Loopstra et al., 2019). Others used a binary logistic regression (e.g. Ngema 

et al., 2018; Abdullah et al., 2019). As this study used a binary variable for analysis, a bivariate, 

rather than multivariate logistic regression was appropriate.  Studies in other fields, such as 

medicine and the built environment, have likewise endorsed or used the approach of checking 

associations between predictor variables and the dependent variable using preliminary 

univariate statistical analysis such as a chi-square test, followed by a logistic regression (Peng 

and So, 2002; Stoltzfus, 2011; Wilcox et al., 2016; Chen and Zhang, 2016; Antwi et al., 2017; 

Jussila et al., 2019; Gross et al., 2019).  
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4.8.5.3  Checking assumptions 

The ability of the Pearson’s Chi-Square test to properly examine associations, and of logistic 

regression to efficiently assess the contributions of the predictor variables to the dependent 

variable depends not only on selecting appropriate predictor variables, but also on ensuring 

assumptions for these tests are satisfied (Stoltzfus, 2011; Rana and Singhal, 2015). Therefore 

before the methods for analysis were confirmed it was checked that the assumptions for the 

Pearson’s Chi-Square and for binary logistic regression using all categorical independent 

variables were met.  

 

4.8.5.3.1 Pearson’s chi-square test assumptions 

Assumptions for this test relate to (i) the data being collected at random rather than a 

convenience sample; (ii) the data in the cells being recorded as frequencies as opposed to 

percentages; (iii) categories within variables being mutually exclusive, i.e. each respondent 

was only recorded in one category per variable; (v) independence of study groups; (vi) 

sufficient sample size (at least 20); and (vii) no cells with expected count of less than five 

(McHugh, 2013; Rana and Singhal, 2015). Both the dataset itself, as well as the survey 

methodology (NISRA, 2019) were examined to confirm these assumptions were satisfied. 

 

4.8.5.3.2 Logistic regression assumptions 

Assumptions for this test include (i) that the dependent variable is binary in nature, (ii) 

independence of errors, (iii) absence of multicollinearity, (v) no outliers in the data, and (vi) an 

adequate number of observations per variable (Stoltzfus, 2011; Pallant, 2016). 
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Binary dependent variable 

As discussed above, the dependent variable had previously been recoded to ensure it was binary 

in nature, thus appropriate for this analysis (Ranganathan et al., 2017). 

 

Independence of errors 

The assumption of independence of errors dictates that there should be no duplicate responses 

in the dataset (Stoltzfus, 2011). The survey methodology (NISRA, 2019) states responses to be 

independent of each other and not duplicated, thereby meeting this assumption. 

 

Absence of multicollinearity  

An important assumption for logistic regression is the absence of multicollinearity (a high 

correlation between predictor variables) (Midi et al., 2010; Stoltzfus, 2011; Starkweather and 

Moske, 2011). Multicollinearity (or collinearity) is a problem because if two variables are 

highly correlated, the values of one can be predicted by the other, and this will therefore impact 

upon the regression coefficients and confidence intervals associated with these variables, and 

subsequently on how they are interpreted (Midi et al., 2010; Johnston et al., 2018). To check 

this assumption a linear regression was run on the independent variables and the correlation 

coefficient table was examined to detect any presence of multicollinearity between variables 

(Midi et al., 2010). Collinearity was diagnosed using the Variance Inflation Factors (VIF) test 

(Miles and Shevlin, 2001; Midi et al., 2010; Thompson et al., 2017). VIF test estimates how 

much the variance is inflated, and although there is no firm consensus as to the most appropriate 

cut off point for VIF values (Thompson et al., 2017), generally values above ten are considered 

to indicate multicollinearity, and this is a common cut off point recommended by statisticians 
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and used in the literature (Lee et al., 2016; Ngema et al., 2018; Johnston et al., 2018). VIF 

values detected multicollinearity between the Economic Activity and the ILO Employment 

variable (values of 73 and 135, respectively), therefore the Economic Activity variable was 

removed from further analysis, and the ILO Employment variable remained as employment 

status was a more commonly used terminology in the literature and by stakeholders. The VIF 

test was then run again without the Economic Activity variable and no multicollinearity was 

detected. VIF values of lower than three are considered a conservative estimate of VIF values 

(Thompson et al., 2017; Johnston et al., 2018), which was the case for all values. Tolerance is 

a related measure of multicollinearity, and smaller values indicate increased likeliness of 

multicollinearity (Thompson et al., 2017). Tolerance values were checked and all met the 

recommended criteria of being greater than 0.20 (Midi et al., 2010; Chen et al., 2018). 

 

No outliers 

There should not be any strongly influential outliers as these would bias predicted outcomes 

and the overall model (Stoltzfus, 2011; Pallant, 2016). Residual plots were checked and no 

influential outliers were detected.  

 

Adequate number of observations per variable 

A general rule regarding number of observations per variable is that for every independent 

variable, there should be no less than ten outcomes for each binary category (e.g. food secure / 

food insecure) (Stoltzfus, 2011). There were 185 categorised as food insecure using the EU-

SILC, and 146 categorised as food insecure using the HFSSM. This would therefore allow for 

a maximum of 19 and 15 predictor variables respectively, to satisfy this assumption. Eleven 

predictor variables were used in this study, therefore, sample size was large enough to ensure 
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that there was an adequate number of observations for the number of variables included to 

avoid problems of an overfit model.  

 

4.8.5.4  Descriptive analysis 

Initial descriptive analyses were run on the EU-SILC and HFFSM variables to ascertain: 

(i) the frequency of responses to each module question, 

(ii) the ‘total score’ frequencies of each module, and  

(ii) the frequency of cases / respondents categorised as food insecure according to each module. 

 

4.8.5.5  Pearson’s Chi-square test of association 

Pearson’s chi-square tests were used to assess the association between food security status and 

the predictors identified in the literature and by stakeholders. Pearson’s chi-square test is 

applied to categorical data in order to assess if any observed difference between variables is 

statistically significant or due to chance (McHugh, 2013; Rana and Singhal, 2015), and has 

been used in the literature as a first step method of checking associations between predictor 

variables and the dependent variable before further analysis in a logistic regression model 

(Chen and Zhang, 2016; Antwi et al., 2017; Jussila et al., 2019; Gross et al., 2019). This test 

therefore identified the significance or otherwise of any observed differences between the 

characteristics of those who were food secure and those who were food insecure. A significance 

level of p ≤ 0.25 was chosen for this test, as a more relaxed Type 1 error rate is recommended 

when determining variables to include in a logistic regression model in order to avoid 

eliminating potentially important variables (Stoltzfus, 2011; Sperandei, 2013; Antwi et al., 
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2017). Predictors which were not statistically significant were eliminated and not included in 

the proceeding logistic regression. 

 

4.8.5.6  Binary logistic regression 

Binary logistic regression was carried out to assess significant associations between food 

security status and the predictors previously identified (Ranganathan et al., 2017). A logistic 

regression rather than a linear regression was used, as a logistic regression is the appropriate 

method for analysis of categorical data such as that in this study, while a linear regression is 

used for continuous data, so was therefore not the appropriate method for this study (Tranmer 

and Elliot, 2008; Bucur et al., 2017). Logistic regression is used to produce an ‘odds ratio’ of 

a single explanatory variable’s (predictor’s) effect on the dependent variable in the presence of 

more than one explanatory variable (Sperandei, 2013), thus creating a framework of a 

household’s odds of being food insecure (or otherwise) according to the predictor variables 

(Ngema et al., 2018). Although the terms ‘odds’ and ‘probability’ are often used 

interchangeably, odds values are not the same as probabilities, as odds values are not restricted 

to 0-1, as probability values are (Peng and So, 2002; Tranmer and Elliot, 2008; Sperandei, 

2012). Therefore the proceeding results (chapter six) will use the term ‘odds’, as is commonly 

used in the literature when discussing the results of logistic regression studies (Sperandei, 2012; 

Williams, 2016; Ranganathan et al., 2017). Prior to running the analysis, a reference variable 

for each categorical variable was chosen. This reference variable was either the first or last 

categorical response in the variable, and was usually the response of null state (e.g. ‘no 

children’, ‘not in receipt of benefits’), or the response negatively associated with food 

insecurity in the literature (e.g. own home, good health), to assess how change in variable 

response affected the dependent variable.  As previously detailed in table 19 (section 4.8.3), 

certain variables (number of adults in the household, age group), were recoded prior to analysis 
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to facilitate a certain category in the variable being used as the reference group, in accordance 

with similar studies in the literature. 

 

4.8.5.7  Interpreting model output 

Results were considered in terms of overall model fit, as well as considering individual variable 

results. Various inferential tests and descriptive measures were considered when assessing 

model fit (classification table, likelihood ratio test, Nagelkerke R square, Hosmer and 

Lemeshow chi-square test, odds ratios).  

 

Classification table 

Whether a case is classified into one or the other binary outcome categories is predicted using 

estimated probabilities and pre-determined cut-off points (Stoltzfus, 2011). The classification 

table shows the difference in observed and predicted model values, with better model fit being 

characterised by a smaller difference between observed and predicted model values (Pallant, 

2016). This table displays the percentage of correctly predicted outcomes using the model 

(Peng and So, 2002), and therefore can be used to evaluate the ability of the model to 

distinguish between groups (Stoltzfus, 2011). 

 

Likelihood ratio test 

The likelihood ratio test shows whether the model provides a significant improvement to the 

null model (Peng and So, 2002), i.e. whether the inclusion of explanatory variables contributes 

significantly to model fit. A p-value less than 0.05 shows that the Block 1 model is a significant 

improvement to the Block 0 (null) model.  
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Nagelkerke R square 

The Nagelkerke R Square value assesses the variation in the dependent variable and assesses 

the proportion of the variance explained by the regression model. It is therefore used to measure 

the success of predicting the dependent variable using the independent variable (Nagelkerke, 

1991). A low Nagelkerke R square value suggests that the model may not be a good fit (Ngema 

et al., 2018).  

 

Hosmer and Lemeshow chi-square test 

Better model fit is characterised by a p-value greater than 0.05 resulting from the Hosmer and 

Lemeshow chi-square test. This test assumes that the model is an adequate fit for the data, 

therefore this null hypothesis is only rejected if p < 0.05 (Ngema et al., 2018). 

 

Odds ratios 

Individual variable results Exp (β) (odds ratio), Exp (β) confidence intervals, and significance 

values were presented. Odds ratios (ORs) and their significance were examined to determine 

the effect of the independent variables on the outcome variable. When using multiple 

independent variables in a binary logistic regression, the subsequent OR values represent the 

odds or likeliness of a change in the binary variable related to the independent variable after 

controlling for the effects of all other independent variables in the model (Stoltzfus, 2011). An 

OR value of one would indicate that the odds remain unchanged, an OR value greater than one 

indicates greater odds, and an OR value of less than one represents a decrease in the odds. 

Therefore if, for example, one variable had a significant OR value of 1.5, this would mean that 

for those with this variable characteristic, the odds of being food insecure increase 1.5 times, 
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or by 50% (Stoltzfus, 2011). The confidence level for Exp (β) values (OR values) was set at 

95%, therefore there is only a probability of 0.05 or less (p ≤ 0.05) that the value for the OR 

lies outside of the calculated range. Odds ratio values with a significance level of ≤ 0.05 were 

therefore considered significant. This significance level has been used in comparable studies 

(e.g. Hunt et al., 2019). 

 

4.8.5.8  Chapter summary 

This chapter presented and provided rationale for the chosen methods for analysis. A mixed 

methods approach was used for data collection underpinned by a pragmatic research 

philosophy. Data collection methods used an exploratory sequential design which consisted of 

three stages, each informing the next. Stage 1A consisted of nineteen interviews with 

stakeholders, while Stage 1B involved a series of roundtables with stakeholders in order to gain 

consensus about topics discussed in Stage 1A. Stage two involved quantitative data analysis of 

an existing dataset in order to examine statistically findings from Stage one. The findings from 

data collection will be presented in the proceeding chapter. 
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Chapter Five – Study One Findings 

5.0 Chapter overview 

Prior chapters have outlined rationale for the research, theoretical underpinnings, and the 

methodology undertaken to address the research objectives. As discussed in the previous 

chapter, the research employed a mixed methods approach, and was organised sequentially in 

that Study 1A findings informed Study 1B research questions, and collaborative findings from 

Study 1A and 1B informed Study 2.  This chapter will present findings from Study 1, and the 

following chapter (chapter six) will present findings from Study 2.  Qualitative findings from 

stakeholder interviews (Study 1A) will firstly be presented, followed by quantitative and 

qualitative findings from stakeholder roundtables (Study 1B).  

 

5.1 STUDY 1A – STAKEHOLDER INTERVIEWS 

Study 1A explored the perceptions from a range of stakeholders (n = 19) from various 

Government and non-government agencies. A full explanation of the interview protocol and 

methods is outlined in chapter four, section 4.6. Below an overview of themes and sub-themes 

emanating from the data is provided, followed by presentation of results grouped within these 

themes. 

 

5.2 Identified themes and sub-themes 

Following inductive thematic analysis four overarching themes, with associated subthemes 

were forthcoming from the data (table 24). These themes centred principally on how external 

and individual factors influence the prevalence of food poverty, the ensuing repercussions for 

civic and business society, requirements to promote cognisance of the existence and lived 

experience of food poverty, and a call to action to ameliorate its prevalence.   
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Table 24: Identified themes and sub-themes 

Theme 1: Contributors to 

vulnerability 

1.1. Micro-level economic and individual level contributors 

1.2. Macro-level economic contributors 

Theme 2: Socioeconomic 

consequences of food 

poverty 

2.1. Health and societal implications 

2.2. Economic and business implications 

Theme 3: Need to raise 

awareness and provide 

evidence 

3.1. Defining food poverty 

3.2. Measuring food poverty 

Theme 4: Need for urgent, 

appropriate response 

4.1. Insufficiency of current response 

4.2. Recommendations for response 

 

Findings corresponding to each theme will be considered in turn, with theme one overview and 

findings presented in section 5.3, theme two overview and findings presented in section 5.5, 

theme three overview and findings presented in section 5.6 and theme four overview and 

findings presented in section 5.7. Each section begins by providing an overview of the theme 

and presenting its associated subthemes and codes, before presenting the results of thematic 

analysis of stakeholder interviews pertaining to the theme. 

 

5.3 Theme 1: Contributors to vulnerability  

This theme discusses both micro and macro level factors which contribute to certain groups’ 

and individuals’ increased vulnerability to food poverty. Complementary and supplementary 

influencers ranged from familial circumstances and life stages to the structural issues of 
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employment status and housing. Codes grouped according to the subthemes are presented in 

table 25. 

 

Table 25: Theme 1 subthemes and corresponding codes 

Subthemes Associated codes / sub codes 

1.1. Micro-level 

economic and 

individual level 

contributors 

Ability 

Accessibility 

Addiction 

Bereaved 

Budgeting 

Capabilities 

Causes 

Change in circumstances 

Children 

Convenience meals 

Debt 

Disability 

Education 

Elderly 

Equipment 

Food as flexible budget item 

Alaimo et al (2005) model 

Holiday hunger (children) 

Homeless 

Income  

Isolation 

Mental health 

Physical health 

Seasonal need 

Single parent 

Skills  

Social support  

Storage 

1.2. Macro-level 

economic contributors 

Affordability/food prices 

Availability 

Brexit 

Causes 

Changing society 

Childcare 

Cost of living 

Employment 

Equality/inequality 

Food as flexible budget item 

Food situation in NI 

Food situation in UK 

Alaimo et al (2005) model 

Generational issues 

Government 

Housing 

Income 

Policy  

Poverty 

State benefits 

Working poor 
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Various micro and macro level contributors to vulnerability to food poverty were discussed, 

and these are presented below within corresponding subthemes and sections. 

 

5.3.1 Micro-level economic and individual level contributors 

Although low income was widely agreed as one of the biggest / the biggest contributor to food 

poverty, it was acknowledged that there are certain individual or household level factors that 

exist which can increase susceptibility to food poverty. All stakeholders (n=19) highlighted a 

number of groups who are particularly vulnerable to the risk of becoming food insecure such 

as those with addictions, certain age groups, single parents, the homeless, and those with health 

conditions. These groups were identified as vulnerable as it was assumed they may have 

difficulties affording an adequate diet due to related constraints on their income, or inability to 

work, resulting in less money to cover the cost of living essentials such as food. 

 

5.3.1.1  Household demographics 

Household size / the number of children or dependents in a household was considered as 

potentially increasing vulnerability due to increased pressures on the household budget. The 

majority of stakeholders (n=16) mentioned children and discussed the added financial strain 

they can bring to households. As well as increased demand on essential living costs such as 

food and clothes, those with children are often necessitated, or feel obliged, to pay certain 

expenses, for example school uniform / equipment costs, or costs related to social outings such 

as children’s birthday parties, or activities to keep children entertained during the holidays:  

“Household size and number of children [have an impact on household budget], 

because actually another thing that was recently highlighted was the cost of school 
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uniforms and children going back to school and how that puts a whole new spin on 

things too.” (Participant 11, Local Council) 

 

Particular life stages were cited as potentially making people more susceptible to food poverty, 

for example some discussed how the elderly may struggle living solely on a pension income. 

Single parents, particularly women, were a further group considered as potentially more likely 

to become food insecure: 

“I think you might find that that a lot of older people, particularly because pensions 

are being squeezed and so on, I think you might find gender, single parents, particularly 

women, so I think gender and age could actually be added in there as potential 

predictors.” (Participant 8, Social Policy) 

 

Two interviewees discussed pensions as insufficient. One consumer representative speaking 

on the behalf of older people discussed how income was a significant problem for older people 

and that pensioner poverty affects almost a fifth of older people: 

“… Income is a big issue for older people, and pensioner poverty in NI is around 20%; 

so when you think about it, 20% of pensioners living in poverty is a lot. You have over 

300,000 pensioners, so you’re talking maybe 60,000 people who are living in poverty 

so obviously that’s general poverty but obviously food poverty comes into that equation 

as well … Income certainly remains a big issue; there’s no doubt about that amongst 

many older people.” (Participant 4, Consumer representative) 
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However, conversely, an interviewee working in a community advice role commented that in 

comparison to other groups who receive money from the government, the elderly are the best 

off, having the least shortfall between the amount of benefit (or pension) received and the 

income required to meet the Minimum Income Standard (MIS). This interviewee provided 

evidence of this by showing a table detailing the benefit entitlements of various groups 

alongside the MIS from a Briefing Paper regarding poverty and deprivation in their area of 

work (see table 24 included below for reference).  

 

Table 26: Shortfall between benefits and income required to meet MIS, April 2017 

(reproduced from Russell and McKay, 2018, p.16) 

 Single, 

working age 

Couple, 

pensioner 

Couple, two 

children 

Lone parent, 

one child 

MIS (excl. rent, council tax 

and childcare) 

£193.73 £253.98 £453.74 £293.22 

Benefits ** 69.51 247.09 266.43 147.14 

Difference (negative no. 

shows shortfall) 

-£124.30 -6.89 -187.31 -146.08 

Benefit income as % of 

MIS 

36% 97% 59% 50% 

** Benefits include Pension Credit, Child Benefit, Child Tax Credits, Income Support and 

Winter Fuel Allowance. For single, working-age people, the shortfall between Housing Benefit 

and actual rent has been subtracted from out-of-work benefits. 
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Food poverty occurring among the elderly was discussed by some stakeholders as a problem 

which may not result solely from inadequate financial access to food, but rather that physical 

access problems, lack of skills, or mental health problems could hinder the elderly from 

acquiring adequate food, despite perhaps having the financial means to do so.  

 

One interviewee working in the community discussed the vulnerability of older people who 

may have recently been bereaved of the person responsible for food shopping and preparation, 

for example, an elderly man who has lost his wife and who lacks the skills or the motivation to 

prepare meals for one: 

“There would have been a few people that I would have been concerned about because 

maybe they had been recently bereaved and they hadn’t a clue how to cook because 

maybe their wife had done it their whole lives.” (Participant 15, Local Council) 

 

Older people were also considered to be particularly vulnerable as they may be living alone 

and can be socially isolated: 

“Well, I think one of the things that we see a lot is the social isolation of people; so the 

waiting lists that I referred to - we’re getting a lot more groups that want to run 

luncheon clubs for senior citizens”. (Participant 17, Food bank) 

 

5.3.1.2  Poor health 

Poor physical and mental health was associated with food poverty by the majority of 

stakeholders (n=15) and it was viewed as both a potential contributor to, and consequence of, 

food poverty, however it was not seen as a prominent cause of food poverty: 
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“… [we] definitely [have] came across health issues, there’s no doubt sickness and 

people being off sick have an impact on food poverty, it wouldn’t be as high as some of 

the others to be honest.” (Participant 17, Food bank) 

 

Stakeholders (n=5) discussed various reasons how poor health could contribute to food 

poverty. They considered that those with a physical health problem or disability may find it 

more difficult to physically access food, or that those with mental health problems may lack 

the motivation to acquire food. Alternatively, if someone is unable to work due to a physical 

or mental health condition, they may have constrained financial access to food if they are reliant 

on benefits, have problems claiming benefits, or if welfare reforms reduce the amount of money 

they are entitled to. 

 

It was also discussed by one stakeholder how caring responsibilities in a non-professional 

capacity (i.e. caring for a friend or family member with poor health or a disability) can leave 

the carer vulnerable to food poverty if they have to give up their employment or reduce their 

hours in employment. The food bank practitioner interviewed provided an example of a 

likewise situation where a woman who had been in full-time employment had left her job to 

care for her widowed father who had become ill, and due to the time lapse in being able to 

access benefits, she had to rely on the food bank to feed herself and her father. 

 

5.3.1.3  Addiction 

Approximately a third of stakeholders (n=6) cited addiction as a potential contributor to food 

poverty. Those with addictions can struggle for reasons of prioritising money for their addiction 
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(e.g. drugs, gambling, tobacco or alcohol), and considering financing it as being as important 

as other priority living costs such as paying rent: 

“The person might smoke 40 cigarettes a day and that’s £20 a day, that’s £140 a week, 

but because they’re addicted to that they see that much more as a priority than food… 

so the [lack of] financial resources may not be because they don’t have a good income, 

it may be because their priorities for that income, that food isn’t a number one or a 

number two priority for them.” (Participant 15, Local Council) 

 

The majority of stakeholders (n=5) who discussed addiction were those whose work remit 

involved working in the community with those experiencing food poverty, for example in an 

advice agency role. Therefore they spoke from the perspective of having worked with those 

with addictions who view this expense as an essential household budget item. 

 

5.3.1.4  Access 

Aside from food affordability issues there are various other reasons which may inhibit access 

to acquiring sufficient food. Four diverse stakeholders from academic, political, policy and 

consumer organisations discussed lack of access to a car as potentially making it more difficult 

for people to access food: 

“…because stores are more likely edge of town in Northern Ireland”. (Participant 16, 

Academic) 

and how this lack of access could mean people may have to rely on convenience stores where 

prices were likely to be higher and availability of foods to be reduced.  
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For example, the elderly or those with disabilities can be more susceptible to being food 

insecure mainly for reasons of their condition inhibiting their ability to access or to prepare 

food. People can also be vulnerable to being food insecure if they are unable to acquire or 

prepare food due to issues of lack of access to equipment:  

“It might be that it stands to reason often people in low income households don’t have 

access to a car, they have to get their shopping whatever’s locally, which is often a 

convenience store, a lot of frozen food, and that’s the easiest way for them to balance 

their tight budgets in terms of transportation, and also getting the food that they need. 

Do they have a cooker, these surveys don’t tell you that, or is it just a microwave, you 

know it’s a much bigger issue.”  (Participant 9, Academic / Political Councillor) 

 

5.3.1.5  Food knowledge and cooking skills 

Lacking ability or knowledge to buy and prepare meals will also make someone more 

vulnerable to food insecurity, this may be due to disability, age or lack of education:  

“It’s the ability to take it [food] back to your house and cook it; a lot of skills have been 

lost, maybe haven’t been handed down from one generation to the next. They maybe 

don’t have the cooking facilities depending on where they live; they don’t have the 

ability to make from the raw materials into a suitable food that people are going to eat; 

so its income, it’s the ability to cook food, its maybe their education, what is, what are 

healthy foods.” (Participant 7, Health Policy) 

 

Budgeting issues and lack of knowledge and skills can cause some to turn to quick fix meals 

such as takeaways or ready meals rather than buying raw ingredients, cooking from scratch and 

potentially saving money: 



172 

 

“I think there is a misconception that healthy food is expensive. There’s a lot of 

research saying it’s not.” (Participant 7, Health Policy) 

 

“…Often people just don’t have the income and they’re looking for quick fixes. So if 

you’re hungry or skipping meals the quick fix solution is to get a Chinese or a chip 

because you think a chip is only going to cost me 3 or 4 pounds, but if you actually 

[bought ingredients] it could do you a few more days, but your natural instinct is to...” 

(Participant 13, Food redistribution organisation) 

 

“You’ve got people with budgetary issues who’ll think, well I’ve got a tenner here, I’ll 

buy a Chinese rather than buying food for the week.” (Participant 19, Political 

councillor) 

 

Further, people may not have sufficient financial planning or budgeting skills to maximise the 

income that they do have: 

“A lot of people are very bad at financial budgeting and planning, [and that] of course, 

is a part of the issue.” (Participant 9, Academic / Political Councillor) 

 

Therefore, as food is often seen as a flexible budget item, those who have budgeting issues may 

struggle to plan their budget so that they have adequate money left over for food when they 

pay other essential expenses. 
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5.3.1.6  Social support 

Lack of social support can also make people more vulnerable if they have issues accessing or 

preparing food independently: 

“…If you aren’t physically mobile, even if you have the money that does reduce your 

ability … If you don’t have family, social support is a factor if you’re not physically 

mobile. So if you don’t have family nearby and you’re not physically able then you are 

restricted”. (Participant 4, Consumer representative) 

 

5.3.1.7  Change in circumstances 

Change in circumstances was cited as increasing susceptibility to food poverty. Examples were 

provided from a food bank representative of people they had come into contact with whom 

were once secure financially but had found themselves reliant on emergency food provision 

because of sudden caring responsibilities for an ill relative, certain legal payments, or delay in 

wages being paid at the end of the month: 

“Four nurses were referred to us because when they went to get their pay the system 

had crashed and they couldn’t get their pay … We had a young fella went out on a quad 

bike, it was his next door neighbour’s quad bike. Got stopped by police down road, no 

helmet no insurance, wasn’t his. He goes to court, fined nearly £700, mum and dad 

have to pick up the tab. They can’t really afford it. They pay the fine, leaves the family 

with no money. So, you can see how random things can happen; it’s not always what 

you would expect.” (Participant 17, Food bank) 
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“…and maybe that’s where food insecurity comes from: if the car breaks or the fridge 

breaks; so something unexpected happens and there is no wriggle room within the 

family budget to handle it.” (Participant 3, Community worker) 

 

“There’s another report … they said that half of all children live in households that 

can’t afford £500 in the case of an emergency, say something like the cooker breaking, 

they wouldn’t have the money and that was four years ago. So that illustrates the way 

people are living in debt, leasing cars, payday loans and so on; so there’s a huge 

increase in private debt.” (Participant 5, Consumer representative) 

 

5.3.1.8  Lack of savings / debt 

Other vulnerable groups or circumstances mentioned included those in debt and those who lack 

savings as consequent constraints on income make it more difficult to cope with unexpected 

circumstances: 

“No one saves. People are literally living month to month, and then when something 

does change… So that’s why I think this whole issue is the vulnerability, because it 

could be your washing machine breaking down, that could send you into the absolute 

depths.” (Participant 19, Political Councillor) 

 

Further, a change in circumstances or sudden need to pay an unexpected bill can dramatically 

increase a person’s or household’s vulnerability, and may result in them turning to unreputable 

sources to borrow money, thereby potentially exacerbating their money problems: 
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“… Your bank won’t give [money], credit union won’t give [money] and you’ve 

exhausted all avenues, where are you going to go? Loan sharks? … They deliberately 

target people as well… But it’s a thousand per cent interest on it, and then suddenly 

you loaned £150 quid and suddenly you owe £3,000 … Where are you going to get that 

from? People are so fragile and so vulnerable.” (Participant 19, Political Councillor) 

 

5.3.2 Macro-level economic contributors 

In addition to the various individual and household level factors which can increase 

vulnerability to food poverty, there were several macro-economic contributors discussed by 

stakeholders such as the changing nature of work, increased cost of living, and various 

systematic and government-related issues. 

 

5.3.2.1  Income and the changing nature of work 

Insufficient income was largely agreed to be the main contributor to a person becoming food 

insecure, with fourteen stakeholders referring to income as a contributor: 

“Income has to be one of the big things if not the biggest.” (Participant 18, Consumer 

organisation) 

 

Some discussed how low income was an issue as incomes are not rising in line with inflation 

and other household costs; while for others discussion on insufficient income focused on the 

changing nature of work, and the rising cost of living as increasing vulnerability. 

“It used to be, in the past when you talked about poverty, income poverty, it was about 

people on benefits; now more than half of children in poverty are living in families 
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where someone is in work; so, because wages haven’t gone up and kept up with 

inflation if you like, this is a real problem. You know, the zero hours culture, the gig 

economy, people self-employed because they have lost their jobs, wages are too low, so 

people in the public sector have all been cut all the salaries as well as in the private 

sector, and this sector [third sector].” (Participant 5, Consumer representative) 

 

“We have had an explosion in precarious work, zero hour contracts and so on. So we 

have in-job poverty… It’s not just about having a job: do you have a secure job as 

opposed to one where you could be in one week and the next week they don’t need you 

and so on, so you can’t plan.” (Participant 9, Academic / Political Councillor) 

 

The majority of respondents (n=14) referred to the ‘working poor’, a state when those who are 

employed on either a full time, part time or casual basis are still struggling with inadequate 

income to cover their living costs: 

“Yes; the working poor. There is definitely that terminology out there: families who 

maybe have one person working a full time and another a part time job, but it’s not 

sufficient to cover the basic cost of living.” (Participant 3, Community worker) 

 

Evidencing this, a food bank practitioner commented that it is not uncommon for their clients 

to be in employment:  

“We would say that most people we deal with are actually low paid as opposed to on 

benefits.” (Participant 17, Food bank) 
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One food bank practitioner from a small village discussed how the lack of local industry may 

be a contributor to the number attending the food bank: 

“If you think [name of village] there are no big employers. A lot of people leave [name 

of village] to work in Belfast. No big industry in [name of village], people on generally 

low paid jobs.” (Participant 17, Food bank) 

 

When discussing the phenomenon of the working poor, two stakeholders from local 

government and political perspectives considered how certain people may rationalise that they 

are better off depending on benefits than working as their income from employment is lower 

than, or only marginally more than, they would receive from benefits, and therefore being 

employed does not necessarily protect them from vulnerability to food poverty: 

“So, there’s that whole thing about whether the person is better off financially working 

or being in receipt of social security agency benefits.” (Participant 15, Local council) 

 

“… If you look at child tax credits, if you look at couples who are married, actually 

sometimes you’re economically worse off by a) being married and providing a stable 

environment; and b) working.” (Participant 14, Political representative - MLA) 

 

5.3.2.2  Cost of living 

Many participants discussed the cost of living as a major contributing factor to food insecurity.  

“I think it’s the cost of living has gone up and it’s not reflected in people’s wages.” 

(Participant 13, Food redistribution organisation) 
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The nature of food being a ‘flexible budget item’ was cited as problematic as people 

consequently prioritise essential non-negotiable bills such as mortgage / rent, utilities, 

childcare, and then use whatever is left over for food, which is often inadequate: 

“There’s only certain things that people can cut back on and one of them is food. I 

mean, you have to pay your landline, your rent; if you have a car you have to put petrol 

or diesel in it. There’s certain things you have to do and that’s why the whole ‘heat or 

eat’ debate comes up.” (Participant 4, Consumer representative) 

 

The price of childcare was discussed as a living expense which could be particularly 

burdensome for families, but for some it was felt an unavoidable cost to allow mothers to return 

to work so that they could continue to progress in employment once their child(ren) begin 

school. The price of childcare was cited as “the equivalent of another rent” (Participant 5, 

Consumer representative) and some discussed how the price of childcare may prohibit parents 

from participating in the workforce: 

“Childcare costs, my hobby horse! Childcare costs actually render it irrational to go 

to work for a lot of males and females; you literally take your pay packet and hand it 

over to the childminder…” (Participant 14, Political representative – MLA) 

 

Further to this, findings from a recent report were discussed which found that some parents in 

employment were skipping meals in order to pay childcare: 

“Employers for Childcare just brought out a report two days ago. In it, they surveyed 

400 parents. Parents were sometimes saying they were skipping meals to pay childcare 

because it’s more than their mortgage, its 40% of their income. Who would have 
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thought that? You would never assume that a parent who’s paying childcare because 

they’re in work is actually depriving themselves of food in order to have the ability to 

pay bills.” (Participant 14, Political representative – MLA) 

 

A stakeholder suggested that childcare should be a public service similar to free schooling: 

“Schooling is a public service. Why is early years not a public service? And that’s the 

only way, if its statutory, that’s the only way those people are protected.” (Participant 

5, Consumer representative) 

 

Housing costs and the uncertainty surrounding security of tenure can affect a household’s 

vulnerability to food poverty. A political representative commented that in their experience 

working in the community 

“[Poverty] manifests itself in a number of ways but, for us, the biggest way is in 

housing. So people who are in overcrowded housing or inadequate housing or are on 

the social housing waiting list and have been waiting for several years because we have 

a huge shortage and they can’t afford their own home so they can’t afford the rent in 

the private rental sector. And they’re also petrified by the lack of security in private 

renting because their landlord can ask them to go at four weeks’ notice, so they’re 

trapped.” (Participant 14, Political representative – MLA) 

 

A consumer representative further commented on how lack of secure tenure can contribute to 

household’s vulnerability to [food] poverty: 
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“Housing, and all the rest of it, is eating up a huge amount of people’s income paying 

even for inadequate housing, and then being precarious, being thrown out, not having 

security of tenure.” (Participant 5, Consumer representative) 

 

5.3.2.3  Food prices 

Over one-fifth of stakeholders expressed concerns about Brexit with regards to food costs and 

the potential negative impact this could have on households’ vulnerability to food poverty or 

severity of food poverty. 

“… and Brexit is probably going to have a massive impact on [food prices] as well, 

initially anyway. To my knowledge, or to the way that I would think, that it would 

definitely be that this all has to link back to the actual price of food and whether it’s 

then that the government measure is that X, Y and Z is kept at a certain price or that 

families on low incomes get subsidies based on that. That would probably be, that’s the 

way that I would…” (Participant 11, Local council) 

 

5.3.2.4  Systematic issues 

Although there was a general consensus (n=13) that it was primarily lack of income/money 

which makes people vulnerable to food poverty, it was also acknowledged that there are deep-

rooted issues that need resolved. Although the importance of a basic income which covers 

outgoings was discussed, the point was also made that the issue is more complex and is rooted 

in systematic issues: 

“This isn’t an easy fix in my opinion. It’s not just a matter of supplying a bit more 

money to people so they can buy food; that’s not going to fix the problem. It’s a systemic 

thing: not just to address food poverty but also to address the challenges we are 
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addressing into the future and particularly now coming out of the European Union, we 

need a sustainable food system.” (Participant 1, Environmental Health) 

 

5.3.2.5  Government 

Approximately a third of those interviewed (n=7) spoke negatively about current government 

activity with regards to food poverty, for example that they are not interested in the problem, 

or that there is a need to ‘embarrass’ them into action: 

“They’re not listening really, they’re really not listening. There’s a lot of hard evidence 

goes into the government and they do not listen at the moment. I dream of a change of 

government.” (Participant 12, Community Advice) 

 

These views were shared by a diverse range of stakeholders, including those working in 

politics, those working for consumer organisations, and those working in the community. 

Some blamed government policies for increasing vulnerability to food poverty: 

“I am absolutely convinced that the root causes of [food poverty] are changes in the 

economic and welfare system as a result of austerity.” (Participant 9, Academic / 

Political Councillor) 

 

“We’ve had more food banks opening up here under this D2 conservative government 

than we ever had before, and yet we’re told the economy is starting to pick up. Well, 

in-work food poverty is increasing, so we need to deal with those bigger macro issues.” 

(Participant 9, Academic / Political Councillor) 



182 

 

5.3.2.6  Problems with the welfare system 

The majority of those interviewed (n=17) regarded benefits as insufficient. Some interviewees, 

particularly those working within the community, discussed how problems with the benefits 

system, such as payments being stopped or delayed for various reasons, can leave people more 

vulnerable to food poverty as they are left without their primary source of income: 

“We had a person who came to us last year and he hadn’t eaten in three days, because 

his benefit had been stopped and he was on no income for three weeks. And he hadn’t 

eaten in three days and he was suicidal and somebody had brought him here to us; so 

we got him a fast payment that day. So, we have those situations where people’s benefits 

are stopped. Another case that we had that was quite extreme was a woman with her 

two children, and she had a claim in for benefit and it just - I don’t know what happened 

it - they hadn’t paid out, and when I contacted them that day we got a payment that day 

for them, but they just hadn’t processed it.” (Participant 5, Consumer representative) 

 

Certain interviewees spoke about how although certain measures, such as pension credit to top 

up pensions, are available to help people, the procedure required to access these benefits (e.g. 

online applications) can be too difficult for some to navigate, or they are unaware of what they 

are entitled to, so they go without.  

 

One participant felt that benefit income was insufficient based on findings from a report that 

benefit income is not in line with the minimum income standard: 

“For a single working age person … benefit income is 36% of the minimum income 

standard. And for a couple with two children, they only get 59%, and a lone parent with 

one child gets 50% of what they should get.” (Participant 5, Consumer representative) 
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Several stakeholders (n=6) discussed current and impending changes related to Welfare 

Reform such as the introduction of Universal Credit and Personal Independence Payments as 

problematic: 

“We’ve got the whole thing with changes [to] the welfare system, Universal Credit and 

the stuff you hear about people who are in a difficult position because their benefits 

have been delayed or cut, or there’s changes being made and there’s all sorts of 

pressures. So I think, if you listen to the news, the overall impression you would get is 

that [food poverty] is becoming worse, and from what I’ve seen at least it would suggest 

[food poverty is] getting worse.” (Participant 2, Consumer representative) 

 

“There are huge issues around the wait of six weeks in order to actually get your first 

payment from Universal Credit, so that is a huge political and economic issue around 

Universal Credit. Less to do with Universal Credit but still to do with social security 

benefits: the idea of sanctions. The fact that we can be penalised in a huge way for non-

attendance or some other issue.” (Participant 16, Academic) 

 

Some stakeholders working in the community cited first-hand observation of the negative 

impacts of welfare reform: 

“… In the last month we’ve definitely seen an increase in people coming to us because 

of Universal Credit because, the way that system works, there is a period of time when 

they move to Universal Credit that they will get absolutely no benefit whatsoever. Now 

that can vary between, from my understanding of it, 8-12 weeks...” (Participant 17, 

Food bank) 
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“… A couple of years ago when I first came on council I gave out two vouchers within 

the first six months, and as a councillor I’ve now given out six this month, and this 

constituency office has given out four this month … So I’m correlating that with the 

welfare changes that are being brought in in this area.” (Participant 19, Political 

Councillor) 

 

However, it was generally discussed that the full ramifications of welfare reform have not yet 

been realised as it has not yet been fully implemented in Northern Ireland; however there were 

clear concerns of potential problems it will cause for vulnerable households: 

“… Our big thing also at the moment is welfare reform. Research has shown although 

it hasn’t really hit home here 100%, people waiting for their benefits that can impact 

their diet and they would be even more likely to need emergency food provision as well 

[in that waiting period].” (Participant 13, Food redistribution organisation) 

 

Compounding concerns regarding welfare reform, the UK’s impending exit from the European 

Union was considered to add further uncertainty to the economic environment: 

“Oh yes, absolutely yes, [food poverty] is definitely on the increase. How you define 

that it is more difficult, but I think more research has to be done and I think it has to be 

done continually because the effects of welfare reform haven’t really been truly realised 

yet. So the likes of changes in benefit reform and how Brexit will affect food poverty 

and the food industry system, food prices, there’s a lot of uncertainty now and I think 

there has to be some real work done on the implications of these changes.” Participant 

13, Food redistribution organisation) 
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Conversely to the majority opinion which viewed welfare reform negatively, one interviewee 

viewed welfare reform as being potentially useful to improve people’s financial situation: 

“I think welfare reform probably in general will make it so that people who are working 

will be financially better off, but at this stage we are definitely seeing the working poor 

being those most at need.” (Participant 15, Local Council) 

 

5.3.2.7  Societal inequality 

Some stakeholders (n=4) spoke about societal inequality as a contributor to food poverty: 

“My own view, and I think the academic research bears it out, that the more unequal a 

society gets that causes poverty including fuel as well as food poverty.” (Participant 9, 

Academic / Political Councillor) 

 

Some considered other countries with more equalised societies and linked this to subsequently 

lower rates of poverty: 

“It’s so important to have an equal society because, if you look at the outcomes, say 

somewhere like Finland when they go to school the outcomes between the low income 

and the richer peers is the narrowest in the world because they all go to the local school. 

Their salaries are much more equal, free education right from the beginning right 

through to higher.” (Participant 5, Consumer representative) 

 

Certain stakeholders discussed differences in equality within the same town or area: 
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“Everyone has got this perception of [name of town], and it is, when we all collectively 

come together and wages are looked at what we have, yes it is quite well off, but we 

have [certain area in the town] which is one of the most deprived areas in the UK.” 

(Participant 19, Political Councillor) 

 

“Even in an area that’s misperceived [name of area] … that it’s where all the rich 

people live, it certainly isn’t; it’s a very divided community in terms of class.” 

(Participant 9, Academic / Political Councillor) 

 

“Yeah sure they have inequalities between this part of the [named] road and the upper 

[named] road. In this area, about 70% of kids are getting free school meals whereas up 

in [named area] its 4%. And there’s differences in life expectancy etc. down to where 

you’re born. There’s pockets in [name of city] that are really bad and this is one of 

them.” (Participant 12, Community Advice) 

 

Some therefore felt that there were problems with how wealth is distributed: 

“Our society is incredibly rich, the problem is it’s maldistributed. So for me, as an 

academic and a politician, I go back to the issue that the real drivers of fuel and food 

poverty is inequality, coupled then with austerity policies in society, and of course it 

doesn’t help that particularly over the last 18 months we have no government in terms 

of being able to develop a strategy, a targeted approach to try and address the root 

causes.” (Participant 9, Academic / Political Councillor) 
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5.3.2.8  Changing society 

Two interviewees discussed how changing society in terms of the social breakdown of families 

and dispersion of the family unit is a factor which could contribute to people being vulnerable, 

and why they are now relying on sources such as food banks rather than family and friends to 

help in time of need. 

“I was reading a really great article I think it had been issued by the All Party 

Parliamentary Group on food, on hunger, and some of their reports really indicated 

that the reason why food poverty was such an issue now was because of the social 

breakdown of families. That years ago, even if you couldn’t afford food, you had the 

support around you. So you might have been going over to your parents or you might 

have been going to your friends for Sunday dinner, you might have been going a few 

places, but because people are so socially isolated now, if you are in that problem it is 

very difficult to get out of it yourself. You are relying on outside agencies to give you 

hampers and stuff because you might not have your parents down the road.”  

(Participant 15, Local government) 

 

Corresponding with this, a food bank practitioner discussed how clients in vulnerable situations 

in the past would have had to rely on friends or family to help them out, but now that food 

banks are more widespread they may come to them instead: 

“Now what would those people have done in the past? They would probably have went 

to neighbours, friends, family and got help; but because we’re here and they’re more 

aware of us, they knew they could come to us for help.” (Participant 17, Food bank) 
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5.4 Count analysis of predictors 

In Study 1A, participants discussed both micro and macro risk factors / perceived contributors 

to food poverty. These were analysed using a process of count analysis in order to provide a 

list of the most frequently cited contributors for comparison with the most prominently 

identified contributors during stakeholder roundtables in Study 1B. Results are presented in 

table 27.  

 

Table 27: Count analysis of predictors cited by stakeholders during interviews 

Ranking Predictor Score 

1 Income 14 

2 Cooking skills 9 

3 Education 7 

4 Welfare system/changes* 6 

5 Un/underemployment 6 

6 Inequality 6 

7 Access 5 

*citations of benefits (3); welfare system (1); universal credit (1); welfare reform (1) were 

combined  
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5.5 Theme 2: Socioeconomic consequences of food poverty 

This theme provides an overview of the implications to individuals, society and the economy 

of members of a society living in food poverty, the circumstances of which may manifest as 

acute or chronic. Codes grouped according to the subthemes are presented in table 28. 

Table 28: Theme 2 subthemes and corresponding codes 

Subthemes Associated codes / sub codes 

2.1. Health and 

societal implications 

 

Balanced diet 

Children 

Coping strategies 

Equality/inequality 

Food and choice 

Food and health 

Holiday hunger  

Housing 

Implications 

Income 

Mental health 

Physical health 

Risk 

Social acceptability 

Stigma 

2.2. Economic and 

business implications 

Business 

Children 

Economy 

Education 

Food retailers 

Implications 

Mental health 

NHS 

Physical health 

 

Stakeholders discussed various social and economic consequences of individuals, and a society 

in food poverty. 

 

5.5.1 Health and societal implications 

Health was a dominant theme discussed throughout (n=15) as both a contributor to, and 

consequence of, food poverty. Both physical and mental health were discussed, in addition to 

the social exclusion which may result from being food poor.  



190 

 

5.5.1.1  Insufficient nutrition and related health problems 

Over half (n=11) of stakeholders discussed the perception that healthy foods tend to be more 

expensive, or that unhealthy foods are often more filling and therefore more cost effective, 

making it more difficult for those on low incomes / those who are food insecure to afford a 

healthy diet, which can subsequently lead to health problems: 

“Yes this is a bug bear of mine if I go into a shop and I’m hungry the worst things for 

me are the cheapest. It actually is much more expensive to eat healthily, so that’s why 

it’s like a cycle and then you wonder why people in highly deprived areas have diabetes, 

obesity, the physical strain then they have arthritis.” (Participant 14, Political 

representative - MLA) 

Four stakeholders considered the link between food poverty and obesity, and one of these, from 

a health policy background, considered the links between obesity and subsequent long term 

health problems such as cancers and heart disease. 

 

5.5.1.2  Mental health 

Of those stakeholders who discussed health, the majority (n=12) referred to mental health. Poor 

mental health was discussed as an implication of living in food poverty: 

“We developed a piece of work with FSA and SafeFood and it was looking at the 

minimum essential food basket and what came out of that was not just that insufficient 

food is bad physically but that it can be bad mentally. If you feel like you can’t invite 

your friend round for a cup of coffee and a biscuit or if you’re packing your child off to 

school with a packed lunch that is going to embarrass them and causes bullying, all 

sort of elements, psychological elements behind it.” (Participant 18, Consumer 

representative) 
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Further, anxiety related disorders due to inadequate food can be passed down from parents to 

children if children are aware of the household’s limited resources: 

“And that anxiety is passed down from parents to children, if you’re around that 

environment all the time when you’re wondering if your kids hungry and you don’t 

know what they’re going to get and they’re getting food that’s not great…” (Participant 

14, Political representative - MLA) 

 

5.5.1.3  Reduced dietary choices 

Certain interviewees commented how reduced income diminishes choice as there is a risk 

associated with buying food products that may not be eaten. For example, parents will be 

potentially less likely to buy new foods if they cannot guarantee they or their children will like 

them: 

“To me, there were some blatantly obvious things that were preventing people in these 

types of communities and situations from eating things that were better for them… Will 

the kids eat it because I can’t afford; that’s one of the things that struck me personally 

was I can afford to try things that I’ve never tried before and if I don’t like it it’s no 

loss; they can’t.” (Participant 1, Environmental Health) 

 

“[Finances] can reduce people’s choices in what they buy and choices to eat healthy.” 

(Participant 4, Consumer representative) 
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The risk associated with buying foods that may not be liked and eaten was discussed with 

regards to healthy foods. For example, one stakeholder discussed how he buys healthy snacks 

such as fruit each week for his children’s lunches, but realises these items to be probably the 

biggest ‘waste of money’ in the weekly shop in the sense that although the children pick these 

snacks in the shop, they often don’t actually eat them. Those who are struggling financially 

cannot afford to make choices like this as they need to ensure all food bought will be eaten, 

therefore they may instead buy cheaper, more filling foods, rather than allowing children to 

experiment with tasting different healthy snacks such as various fruits: 

“There were some blatantly obvious things that were preventing people in these types 

of communities and situations from eating things that were better for them … will the 

kids eat it because I can’t afford, that’s one of the things that struck me personally was 

that I can afford to try things that I’ve never tried before and if I don’t like it it’s no 

loss, they can’t” (Participant 1, Environmental Health) 

 

This element of reduced choice and related risk can therefore not only have physical health 

consequences if it prevents people from making healthy food choices, but further it can also 

have negative social aspects if people feel like they cannot make the same food choices as 

others, for example if parents are unable to afford to let their children try foods their peers eat. 

 

5.5.1.4  Social exclusion 

Several participants spoke about the social aspects of experiencing food poverty. For example, 

when considering elements of a food poverty measure, it was felt by some that including 

reference to acquiring food in ‘socially acceptable ways’ was a useful addition: 
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“Socially acceptable ways is good too because that takes into consideration, you know, 

people enjoy going out for dinner or even having people over and being able to afford 

to do that, because I think that’s obviously important. That food is such a social thing, 

it brings everybody together, even bringing people in for a cup of tea … and being able 

to even go to other events like weddings.” (Participant 11, Local council) 

 

The social aspect of food poverty was primarily discussed in relation to children, in that parents 

often want to provide certain items or experiences for children so that they are not seen as being 

any different from their peers: 

“Poverty is bigger than just food … you don’t have the freedom of choice so even when 

you think of not having money to do things with your children like not being able to get 

on the bus and take them down to [local entertainment centre] or the Omniplex.” 

(Participant 3, Community worker) 

 

The pressure that low income parents may feel to ensure their children’s social needs are met 

and that they themselves are seen as adequately providing for their children was described by 

one stakeholder as a ‘trigger’ of food poverty: 

“One of the issues is when you’ve children and you’re sending children to school you 

want to make sure the child looks okay… and that can trigger food poverty because 

they are wanting to be seen to be no different on the outside” (Participant 17, Food 

bank) 
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The resultant stigma from not fitting in with peers was linked with potential consequent mental 

health issues: 

“…There’s the social stigma that will play on mental health issues as well in terms of 

can I afford to give my child enough food to eat that they can feel like they are 

equivalents to their peers in terms of packed lunches, and having snacks or having 

friends around for a meal or a drink.” (Participant 16, Academic) 

 

It was also discussed how it can be difficult for those in society living in poverty to break out 

of the cycle of intergenerational poverty, and from related consequences such as mental health 

problems, aggression and stigmatisation: 

“The cycle goes on … If you’ve depressed parents, anxious parents, aggressive parents 

who are in prison or, you’ve no chance or very little chance, unless you meet a teacher 

who takes you along or you’re mixed socially with more supported children who have 

different attitudes to learning and life; but if you’re at the bottom it affects how your 

brain actually works.” (Participant 5, Consumer representative) 

 

The consequences of members of a society living in poverty were not only considered at an 

individual consequence level but also considered to have wider societal implications:  

 “This is a big macro level argument” (Participant 5, Consumer representative) 

 

5.5.2 Economic and business implications 

Various economic and business implications were identified, such as the increased cost burden 

members of a society living in food poverty contribute, as well as the potential loss to the 
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economy through reduced contribution by those in food poverty. Further, the moral 

implications for business to get involved were discussed. 

 

5.5.2.1  Increased cost pressures on the health service 

Of those stakeholders who discussed health, approximately one-fifth (n=4) considered the 

economic costs of members of a population experiencing food poverty in terms of related 

healthcare costs on the health service: 

“If somebody isn’t getting a good diet what’s going to happen is they’re going to get 

sick, or they’re going to get sick more quickly, and then the cost of that falls on the 

health service...” (Participant 4, Consumer representative) 

 

Stakeholders considered it important to take a long term view when considering the costs of 

food poverty i.e. although various responses such as interventions or implementing a 

longitudinal measurement approach would require investment, responding to food poverty now 

could ultimately save costs later: 

“… What is the cost to the NHS? … what are the health implications? Well it is around 

an NHS cost somewhere down the line, so being able to even just make logical 

reasonable predictions about that and start to quantify that…” (Participant 1, 

Environmental Health) 

 

“I think when you’re looking at cost of intervention you have to look years down the 

line and see well what really is the cost to society as well as individuals by not 

addressing it. You know, what does that do to our health service? Talk to teachers in 
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schools about lack of concentration amongst pupils because they’re not nutritionally 

well fed; all sorts of things.” (Participant 18, Consumer representative) 

 

5.5.2.2  Reduced contribution to the workforce  

The implications of members of a society in food poverty was considered in terms of reduced 

contribution to the workforce, either through these people not participating in the workforce, 

or having a reduced ability to contribute: 

“If someone is hungry then their productivity could be damaged. There could be more 

absenteeism because they get sicker, and you’ve heard of the term ‘presenteeism’ where 

you basically go into work but you’re not at 100%, so you’re less than 100%; so the 

productivity is less than what the employer would expect.” (Participant 7, Health 

Policy) 

 

“What makes businesses thrive? Employees. And you want the biggest pool of 

employees to pull from. There’s an awful lot of talent and ability and intelligence in 

areas that are called super outputs because of deprivation. Those people can’t get 

anywhere close to being able to fulfil their potentials as human beings, and we all lose 

out, all of us no matter what profession you’re in or what you’re doing in life because 

there’s a whole cohort of people who could be making wonderful massive contributions 

and they’re not getting the chance because of poverty.” (Participant 14, Political 

representative - MLA) 
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5.5.2.3  Educational attainment 

It was considered by some (n=6) that children from food insecure households who attend 

school hungry can have reduced concentration levels and therefore hindered learning. This can 

consequently lower their educational attainment and potentially reduce their future contribution 

to society via the workforce: 

“If you’re sitting in a classroom and you’re five or six, and you’re hungry and someone 

is trying to teach you long division, you’re not going to be best able to concentrate; so 

it will affect you.” (Participant 2, Consumer representative) 

 

Some respondents (n = 4) cited knowledge of children attending school without having eaten, 

and how, consequently, those in positions of authority, such as teachers, may feel a burden of 

responsibility to provide for them: 

“You’ve people at school as well and there’s a lot of hidden poverty there. A lot of my 

friends are teachers and I’ve heard stories: they would have children coming to school 

who are malnourished and fainting and unable to concentrate, and then it transpires 

later it’s because they’re not eating.” (Participant 13 - Food redistribution organisation) 

 

You hear teachers reporting that there’s an increasing number of children presenting 

with, they can’t work because they’re in poverty, food poverty, they’re having to give 

them food themselves.” (Participant 5, Consumer representative) 

 

Further, four stakeholders mentioned ‘holiday hunger’, a terminology used to describe the 

situation of families with children who are in receipt of free school meals and struggle to 
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provide enough money during the holidays for extra meals that they don’t need to provide 

during term time. 

 

It was also considered (n=3) how children living in food poverty and potential subsequent 

reduced educational attainment could have negative impacts on their future contribution to the 

workforce and economy: 

“[A] holiday hunger survey … indicated that children … [who were] fed healthy [and] 

regularly [over summer], maintained their level of education, those children who were 

surviving on poor diets when they came back, it took them a number of weeks to regain 

their education [attainment] because they hadn’t been nourished. So if we escalate that 

on further up life… then you are potentially getting graduates maybe with a lesser 

educational [attainment].  [Businesses are] reliant on the ability and the skills of 

[people], so in that aspect then yes absolutely [food poverty can impact on business]”. 

(Participant 15, Local Council) 

 

5.5.2.4  Reduced contribution to business and the economy 

Some stakeholders (n=5) considered how households or individuals who are experiencing food 

poverty will have limited disposable income, and therefore their contribution to business and 

subsequently to the economy will be reduced: 

“If we can’t afford food, if we don’t buy it, or we don’t buy it in the same quantities, 

that’s going to impact the revenue stream, the profitability of our private sector 

business.” (Participant 16, Academic) 
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“It is a business issue … If I am starting up a business, what do I want? I want as many 

people who are affluent enough to be able to purchase my product … It’s a tenuous link 

but [if people are] running around hand to mouth wondering where they’re going to be 

able to get the next twenty quid to be able to buy food, those people are not going to 

buy my products or my service.” (Participant 14, Political representative - MLA) 

 

The long-term implications of reduced contribution to business and the economy were 

considered:  

“If you look at it in the long term, if people don’t have enough money to buy anything 

then if nobody buys anything companies will go bust. So individual companies might 

benefit from lower than a minimum wage in the short term, but in the long term your 

economy will collapse.” (Participant 5, Consumer representative) 

 

Those on limited incomes were considered more likely to shop in cheaper corporate stores 

rather than supporting the local economy by buying local produce: 

“… You’ve got people shopping in supermarkets like Iceland or B&M for their food 

and not affording local stuff, so what impact does food poverty have on the local agri-

business?” (Participant 5, Consumer representative) 

 

In addition, the growing consumer trend towards shopping at discounters and desire for value 

products was discussed as creating competition among retailers to lower prices and therefore 

reduce their profit margins: 
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“It does [have implications] if you think what drives the stores, what drives one big 

supermarket to try and undercut another big supermarket? So there’s … that is a big 

lever. And we know that consumers are shopping around more because money is tighter 

and food bills are a worry, and if the situation with food poverty were to increase then 

I imagine that that is even more of a lever really … [and retailers would have to] try to 

copy the discounters’ model.” (Participant 18, Consumer organisation) 

 

Further, it was mentioned that certain food poverty interventions such as social supermarkets 

may not be viewed favourably by industry and could have potential ramifications for retailers 

sited nearby: 

“We had met with social supermarkets. They were saying that … they had to be very 

careful in how they were publicised so that they weren’t displacing local businesses.” 

(Participant 11, Local council) 

 

Therefore, enabling people economically would have presumably long benefits for both the 

local and wider economies: 

“… Ultimately that puts more money in our consumers’ pockets, and we all have to eat, 

so that will help the local economy spread the wealth across food retailers in terms of 

consumers procuring food, businesses having to exist to supply it.” (Participant 16, 

Academic) 
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5.5.2.5  Moral implications for business 

Stakeholders discussed how businesses motivation to respond to societal problems such as food 

poverty was often strategic in order to create a positive impression of their organisation. 

However, one stakeholder from a political perspective considered that this should not be the 

primary reason, and that businesses should be motivated to invest in society as a moral 

responsibility: 

“We shouldn’t just accept the narrative that businesses should just look out for 

themselves and their profit margins. Why should we not have a society where business 

people have social consciences like the rest of us? And we are invested in our society: 

we invest financially, and emotionally and all of that. We invest in our community and 

in those around us.” (Participant 14, Political representative - MLA) 

 

It was considered (n=2) that businesses also have a duty of care to their employees and that 

supplying food donations to those in need via food banks or other organisations or incentives 

such as Fareshare may be counterproductive if their own employees are some of those 

partaking of food charity due to low wages / insecure work contracts: 

“This is not a true example but just in theory: you’ve got people working in 

[supermarket], who may be in poverty, they may be living in poverty because the 

household finance isn’t enough. And [supermarket] donates food to the food bank round 

the corner, and [supermarket]staff go to the food bank to get [food]. Where is the 

disconnect? Where is the problem there? The problem is the income is not enough, but 

that’s the job they have because there’s no other work around. They’re finding it hard, 

something else has changed and they’re going to the food bank, but the food is coming 
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from the place that they work in, so where is the disconnect there?” (Participant 19, 

Political Councillor) 

 

5.6 Theme 3: Need to raise awareness and provide evidence 

This theme considers actions for making change to improve the food poverty situation in NI/the 

UK. Potential actions range between awareness raising and education to arriving at a fit for 

purpose measurement tool that indicates responsibly the prevalence of food poverty and how/if 

this changes over time. Codes grouped according to the subthemes are presented in table 29. 

Table 29: Theme 3 subthemes and corresponding codes 

Subtheme Associated codes / sub codes 

3.1. Defining food 

poverty 

Awareness 

Barriers 

Campaigning 

Definition 

Education 

Knowledge and 

understanding 

Media attention 

3.2. Measuring 

food poverty 

Adequacy 

Barriers 

Balanced diet 

EU-SILC 

Experiential 

Headline indicator 

Healthy food basket 

indicator 

HFSSM 

Food quality 

Food safety 

Fuel poverty 

Measurement 

Poverty line 

Poverty nomenclature 

Radimer definition 

Severity scale 

Social acceptability 
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Several respondents noted that there is a lack of knowledge and understanding around the issue 

of food poverty. There was a consensus that the profile of food poverty needs to be raised, and 

that raising the profile of food poverty, for example by highlighting the extent of the issue 

through reporting its prevalence in the media, could serve to get government attention in order 

to harness resources and command change. Discussion around increasing knowledge and 

awareness of food poverty centred on the need for an agreed definition and measurement 

approach. 

 

5.6.1 Defining food poverty 

Discussion on food poverty definition centred on four main themes: the need to define food 

poverty to aid understanding; consideration as to whether food poverty should be defined 

separately from the overarching poverty nomenclature; stakeholders’ perceptions as to what a 

food poverty definition should include; and opinions on an existing food poverty definition. 

 

5.6.1.1  Defining to understand 

Some stakeholders perceived there to be a greater awareness around fuel poverty, as unlike 

food poverty it has been afforded a standardised definition and approach. Several participants 

commented (n = 10) that in the absence of a food poverty definition, it is more difficult to raise 

food poverty as an issue, and to get attention from the media or government for change: 

“If you can’t define it then it’s easier for other people to argue against it.”  (Participant 

2, Consumer representative) 
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Therefore a definition and measure would provide the vocabulary needed to talk about food 

poverty in a more focused way to aid understanding: 

“Having a definition and a measure… give[s] people the vocabulary they need to then 

talk about it in a very focused way.” (Participant 18, Consumer organisation) 

 

5.6.1.2  Inclusion or exclusion of food poverty from the poverty nomenclature 

Respondents’ views were mixed on whether food poverty should be separated from the 

overarching poverty nomenclature, or whether it is adequate to continue to include it within 

the general poverty bracket. Some (n=12) felt that the problem of food poverty was big enough 

to merit being separated, and that separating food poverty from the poverty nomenclature 

would allow for more specific consideration as to how this aspect of poverty can be addressed. 

However, others (n=4) were adamant that food poverty is just one part of a larger systemic 

problem of poverty generally, and that it should be tackled as a whole, as it is difficult to 

separate them. One Community worker / campaigner made the point that no matter how many 

labels you put on it, whether child [poverty], fuel [poverty], or food [poverty], “it’s all the 

same, it’s all symptomatic of systematic poverty.” 

 

Overall, the majority (n= 12) agreed that food poverty should have a separate definition and 

measurement mechanism. A stakeholder from a social policy perspective (participant 8) who 

did not necessarily agree food poverty should be defined and measured as a separate entity to 

poverty, conceded that “because we’re so far down the road now talking about fuel poverty”, 

food poverty should also perhaps be afforded a separate measure in order to gain the same 

policy attention and action. It was said by one Environmental Health participant that the reason 
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fuel poverty is “streets ahead” in terms of having policy attention and resources allocated to 

tackling the issue is because it has been singularly defined.  

 

5.6.1.3  Elements of a definition 

When asked to consider their perception of how food poverty should be defined, financial and 

physical access to food were the two elements most commonly cited as important. It was 

acknowledged that physical access encompasses more than just proximity to food retailers, but 

also considers those who are impaired bodily from being able to physically access food, for 

example due to reduced mobility or disability. 

 

Several stakeholders (n=12) discussed that a definition should primarily reference food poverty 

as an affordability/income issue, however the importance of skills and knowledge to enable 

people to use their money to budget effectively and adequately feed themselves was also 

emphasised.  

 

One interviewee felt that definition and measurement should be linked for maximum 

effectiveness: 

“If these are the characteristics or elements that make up food poverty, presumably the 

point of looking at this is to look at what are the drivers and how do we influence 

them?” (Participant 6, Campaigning organisation) 

 

There was consensus that having an agreed definition and measurement approach could enable 

a more strategic approach to solving the problem/helping those in need, because although there 
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are projects/interventions in place, it is difficult to assess their impact without an agreed 

definition and measure. Furthermore, it is more difficult to react appropriately without a 

definition: 

“If we don’t understand what we’re dealing with then how do we react appropriately 

to it?” (Participant 19, Political Councillor) 

 

It was also acknowledged that ignorance is a problem: 

“I think people don’t really think it exists…. unless you’re experiencing it or you work 

[in it].” (Participant 12, Community Advice) 

 

When discussing how food poverty should be defined there was consensus that the breadth of 

the issue is a barrier and that due to the broad scope of food poverty it can be difficult to 

quantify.  

 

5.6.1.4  Stakeholder perceptions of existing food poverty definition 

Participants were shown the below definition by Radimer et al. (1992, p. 39) and asked their 

views on how it aligns with their definition / perception of food poverty: 

“[Food poverty is] the inability to acquire or consume an adequate quality or sufficient 

quantity of food in socially acceptable ways, or the uncertainty that one will be able to do so.”         
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Although the consensus on this definition was generally positive, stakeholders had various 

interpretations of and queries regarding some of the terminology. It was felt that the definition 

lacked accuracy regarding quantification of food poverty: 

“This is a general good start it gets in the right direction but it lacks that quantification 

which we absolutely need to really get a handle on this.” (Participant 9, Academic / 

Political Councillor) 

 

It was felt that being able to quantify the extent of food poverty would be particularly useful 

for campaigning and gaining subsequent policy attention for change. 

 

One participant questioned how the term ‘adequate quality’ is defined:  

“The first thing that comes to mind is what constitutes adequate?” (Participant 6, 

Campaigning organisation), 

therefore indicating that some disparity may exist around defining the adequacy of food, as 

what is adequate or sufficient to one person may not be to another.  

 

Interviewee comments regarding the Radimer et al (1992) definition indicated an evident need 

for clarity regarding terminology used, for example one participant questioned if the term 

‘quality’ refers to adequate quality nutritionally, or adequate quality from a retailer perspective 

i.e. consideration of issues such as safety and production standards.  
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Data collection highlighted the importance of terminology being easily understood and relevant 

as some participants were unsure as to what the term ‘socially acceptable ways’ referred to.  

Additionally; 

“What’s socially acceptable for one person might be completely different for others.” 

(Participant 19, Political Councillor) 

 

One community advice centre worker used the following example of a discussion with a group 

of health care professionals to explain why the ‘socially acceptable’ phrase is a relevant 

inclusion in the Radimer et al (2012) definition: 

“I was saying to them: do people talk about financial problems? And most of them said 

‘no’. And then this nurse was saying ‘well they will say no but whenever you get to the 

bit where you ask people about their appetite and then you discover they’re not eating 

in socially acceptable ways, they’re living on sandwiches.’” (Participant 12, 

Community Advice) 

 

5.6.2 Measuring food poverty 

Discussion regarding food poverty measurement centred on various considerations for 

measurement, stakeholders’ opinions on existing measures the EU-SILC food deprivation 

questions and the HFSSM, and the feasibility of a headline indicator measurement approach. 

 

5.6.2.1  Considerations for measurement 

There was a consensus (n=18) that although constructing a reliable useful measure would be 

difficult as the nature of food poverty is so complex, “useful to have, difficult to get there” 
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(Participant 4, Consumer representative), it is important that a measure is constructed, as 

measurement is needed to know the extent and to provide leverage for campaigning:  

“It’s very easy: whilst it remains largely unquantified and vague the politicians don’t 

have to do anything about it.” (Participant 1, Environmental Health) 

 

There was a consensus that if a measure was able to show the extent of the problem the 

government would be obligated to take action,   

“Until there is a figure that can be held up and campaigned on, it is going to be very 

difficult to crack” (Participant 1, Environmental Health) 

 

The example was cited of another issue, air quality, which lacked government attention until it 

was defined and measured, and then subsequently became a high priority on the public health 

agenda. 

 

When discussing what a useful measure should include, it was agreed a severity scale would 

be useful if it could help distinguish between the levels of those affected, and could distinguish 

whether people are in a temporary situation or whether they have been consistently in a food 

poor situation for a long time.  

 

Most participants (n = 15) appreciated the merits of a simple headline indicator, particularly its 

presumed usefulness in getting policy makers’ attention for change: 
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“There needs to be a quantity, a percentage put on it to understand… The way that 

public policy is formulated, you have to have measurements … There has to be 

indicators, targets, in order for a resource to be allocated to it.” (Participant 14, 

Political representative - MLA) 

 

                     

However, although it was agreed that a headline indicator would be useful for simplicity and 

to attract policymakers’ attention, over half (58%) of stakeholders did not think a headline 

indicator would be sufficient by itself: 

“I have an issue with the focus completely on quantitative figures. It’s the qualitative 

experience; it needs backed up with that. So that’s why, for me, a completely 

quantitative measure of poverty doesn’t really do it for me. You would need more in the 

background. The experience for me is the focus.” (Participant 19, Political Councillor) 

 

It was felt an experiential indicator would provide a greater richness of information, and that 

this could be lost by focusing only on the financial elements.  It was stated that an indicator 

should be quite “broad”, and that it should not focus solely on finance but also on access and 

how food poverty is experienced.  

 

One academic stated their view that a measure would need to be government endorsed but 

independently collected and analysed to ensure that figures were not in any way misconstrued 

to minimise the problem in order to exempt the government from taking action. An example 

of why this may be an important consideration was provided by another participant, who 
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discussed knowledge of how the government moved away from measuring income to 

measuring lifestyle when monitoring child poverty as they presumably were aware they were 

going to be unable to meet the prior specified targets: 

“…The child poverty legislation … They took away the income target but still they’re 

talking about the right to an adequate education and so on. They moved away from 

talking about child poverty in the sense of talking about income poverty because they 

knew they weren’t going to meet the targets. So the NI Executive decided to keep the 

measurement of child poverty, but also to produce a strategy every four years and an 

annual report every year, and that’s outcomes-based.” (Participant 5, Consumer 

representative) 

 

Some stakeholders (n=2) discussed how being able to measure food poverty and subsequently 

identify communities most at risk would be useful and that evidence as to where food poverty 

occurs would aid targeting of interventions. One participant discussed how current mapping of 

deprivation indicators (e.g. the Northern Ireland Research and Statistics Agency’s (NISRA) 

Multiple Deprivation Measure) could be misleading, as when a particular area is considered as 

a whole it may appear not to have a problem with deprivation, however when examined more 

closely and focused on particular streets, or smaller areas, areas of deprivation can be 

identified: 

“It was the NISRA statistics that were released recently, and you looked in and they 

were all different colour-coded blues of deprivation, and where I live in [name of area] 

which is traditionally seen as one of the wealthiest places in this area, and the area that 

I live in was the darkest blue. So the darker the blue the more deprivation, and my 

street, you zoomed in on the street and it was nearly black, and you zoomed out and 
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[name of area] was this light [colour] so you would say ‘oh it’s fine there’, until you 

zoom in.” (Participant 19, Political Councillor) 

 

When discussing whether implementing a measure is important, one stakeholder made the 

point that some organisations and academics are already producing useful information 

highlighting the problem, for example the Trussell Trust; however they feel it is being ignored: 

“You always need data to back up things but for me it would be good if I felt the 

government was listening.” (Participant 12, Community advice) 

 

Therefore, there needs to be an appetite for a measure, and it was felt that for this to happen 

people need to be provoked to realise the extent of the issue: 

“People need to get angry, but they can only get angry when they realise the scale of 

this.” (Participant 9, Academic / Political representative) 

 

“There needs to be something sexy about it so that it is that headline grabbing kind of 

thing that evokes terror, disgust, anger, but in a good way. We need people to get angry 

about this.” (Participant 10, Community campaigner) 

 

Deciding upon the most useful measure will require prior consideration of how the measure 

and resultant data will be used, and by whom: 

“It can’t be for lobbying because we have no one to lobby particularly. If it’s 

specifically for the health board, how do you make sure that it’s completely independent 
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and it’s going to be used properly? If it’s for the general public to raise public 

awareness, then you need to change the language entirely.” (Participant 10, 

Community campaigner) 

 

Some participants working in the community, with those in food poverty, suggested that a 

useful indicator would be to assess whether the person has enough food for a set period of time. 

This approach was suggested by a food bank practitioner with the rationale that food parcels 

are intended to last for two or three days. A second participant working in the community 

suggested a similar metric as it would allow practitioners to conduct an immediate assessment 

when visiting a home of whether it was at risk of, or experiencing, food poverty.  

 

When discussing measurement components, financial and physical access were cited as two 

important aspects. Reference to nutritional adequacy of diet was also considered important by 

some (n=4), while others (n=2) were of the opinion that a question referencing nutritional 

adequacy or balanced meals was not fully relevant: 

“I’m not convinced about the healthy eating included in it because the richest person 

might eat McDonalds every day because that’s what they like” (Participant 8, Social 

Policy) 

 

Having experiential questions as a component of a measurement item was thought to be very 

important by those who worked with consumers in an advice role, political representatives, and 

academics: 
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“I do think, to get a proper grasp, it needs to be experiential. They need to be asked a 

series of qualitative questions to get a better understanding. I think that would be a 

must.” (Participant 14, Political representative - MLA) 

 

It was said that it would be useful to ask people what they felt would help their situation, or 

what sort of a measure / which measurement questions would reveal their experience of food 

poverty best, rather than assuming we know: 

“Yes, it’s that most radical thing of just asking people, you know? You’re in joblessness, 

you’re on low income, you’re in food or fuel poverty, what do you think the solution is? 

… We’re missing a trick in assuming that the state, or charities, or political parties 

absolutely know the solution. They may actually be making interventions which are 

counterproductive to some people in food poverty. So it is about having the courtesy of 

empowering …” (Participant 9, Academic / Political Councillor) 

 

“I think we need to ask people what makes their life better, rather than assuming its 

cooking classes, rather than assuming its allotment clubs, rather than assuming its 

budgeting tips, I think we have to ask people what makes life better for them.” 

(Participant 16, Academic) 

 

Experiential questions were thought to be useful as they can provide both quantitative and 

qualitative data: 

“I think if you do both: you need to talk about the numbers as well and the lived 

experience.” (Participant 5, Consumer representative) 
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It was considered that concentrating solely on financial food spend may produce a “cold 

figure” (Participant 19, Political Councillor) and that useful information could be lost. For 

example, a person could have the money to eat but may be choosing not to eat if they are 

funding an addiction, such as alcohol, instead. Justifying this, an example was provided by one 

stakeholder of someone with whom they were in contact who has an alcohol addiction and 

consequently may not eat in days because he instead spends his money funding the addiction: 

“[He] likes a wee drink every now and again, and he wouldn’t have eaten in maybe 

three or four days; he’d spend his money on booze. So, if you’re measuring how much 

you spend on food alone, well if you’re not spending anything on food really … I do 

love looking at the statistics and figures for everything and statistics and figures make 

all policy. You know you’re not going to get any policy on something where you haven’t 

got the data to back it up. But for me, you need to have the experience of people behind 

it for anything meaningful to happen after. Just as I said there, a percentage figure or 

a number doesn’t reflect the experiences of everybody involved.” (Participant 19, 

Political Councillor) 

 

This example therefore provides rationale as to why a headline indicator asking how much 

someone spends on food may not be entirely accurate as this type of measure could classify 

someone to be food poor who would perhaps not be had they not spent their money on an 

addiction or other expenditure.  

 

It was felt by two participants that a question referencing hunger would be a useful indicator 

to include in a measure: 
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“If someone is going hungry one or two days a week, I think that is a [big indicator].” 

(Participant 2, Consumer representative) 

 

The importance of measurement questions specifying adult food intake was considered 

important as parents may prioritise child food intake leaving themselves food insecure: 

“You hear this in terms of parents saying they go without to make sure that their kids 

are alright. So that parent, you could say, could be in food poverty although the child 

may not be. But that’s them deciding that they’re prioritising the child.” (Participant 2, 

Consumer representative) 

 

Measurement was considered useful not only to inform policy, but also as a potential tool to 

track the effect of policy changes, for example measuring food poverty before and after 

implementation of welfare reform changes such as  Universal Credit: 

“I think it is important definitely to be measuring it now and then measure it after UC 

and PIP come in, just to see” (Participant 19, Political Councillor) 

 

Following general discussion on measurement, participants considered existing measurement 

modules: the EU-SILC and HFSSM. 

 

5.6.2.2  Opinions on the EU-SILC food deprivation measures 

Several participants (n=9) felt that the EU-SILC measures needed updating as they considered 

certain questions as no longer culturally relevant: 
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“It just maybe needs a bit of a 2017 reality check on it.” (Participant 18, Consumer 

organisation) 

 

Question two, “does your household have a roast joint once a week”, was discussed to be 

particularly dated as stakeholders felt this was something that was no longer happening. This 

may be because of change in lifestyle, such as the rise of one person and dual person 

households, as well as general changes in diets, as large multi-national retailers and 

globalisation have allowed for a greater range of food options to be available: 

“I think there’s probably less people having a roast dinner on Sunday than there was 

20 years ago because there’s just different things and different lifestyles, more different 

options [of food].” (Participant 4, Consumer representative) 

 

Additionally, some felt the emphasis on meat in Question one, “Does your household have a 

roast joint (or its equivalent) once a week?” is inconsistent with health guidelines regarding 

reducing meat consumption. Further, it was thought the emphasis on meat is also unsustainable 

when considering the resources needed to produce meat: 

“… because people are probably eating far too much meat and are certainly eating 

three or four times as much meat as they were fifty years ago, and at a certain level 

that’s not healthy.” (Participant 6, Campaigning organisation) 

 

“People should be able to eat meals with meat, fish, chicken, vegetarian equivalent? 

Well actually [that is] nonsense because if we are going to have a sustainable food 
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system we need to eat meat once a week and fish maybe twice, and the rest vegetarian.” 

(Participant 1, Environmental Health) 

 

There was also the opinion that questions regarding consumption of these specific foods or 

food groups is of no benefit as it is paramount to simply asking a question regarding income / 

food spend: 

“Does your household have a joint? All you’re really saying is ‘that’s an expensive 

thing, how often do you have it?’ So you might as well say ‘how much do you spend on 

food a week?’” (Participant 6, Campaigning organisation) 

 

Similarly, there was the view that these questions are more concerned with quality rather than 

quantity of foods consumed. 

 

One participant considered the equipment that would be required to cook the foods specified 

in question one and two, commenting that some of those in food poverty may not even have a 

cooker in which to cook the roast: 

“If you don’t have a cooker to cook your roast joint in… I’ve heard of people heating 

food on the radiator because they have no cooker.” (Participant 5, Consumer 

representative) 

 

Other participants who worked with those in food poverty made similar comments regarding 

equipment. One commented that in their experience people sometimes didn’t have the 
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equipment necessary to cook food (e.g. pots and pans), while others even if they have the 

necessary equipment and are given food (e.g. from food banks), they may not have electricity 

or oil to fuel their cooker or microwave to cook it. 

 

Some also felt that similarly to question two, question four “Does the household have family 

or friends for a drink or a meal once a month?” may also be outdated. This may be because  it 

is perhaps more common now to eat out, as well as increasing globalisation (e.g. moving away 

for work) resulting in people living apart from family and friends and therefore being less likely 

to socialise inside the home. 

 

Some felt these measures focused more on quality rather than quantity of food intake, and 

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (Maslow, 1943) was referred to because, for those who are food 

insecure, their primary concern is to meet their immediate need for sustenance,. Therefore, the 

quantity of food available for them to eat would be of primary importance, whereas quality 

would be regarded more as a higher order, aspirational need rather than a priority. 

 

Some participants were of the opinion that question three, “During the last fortnight was there 

ever a day (i.e. from getting up to going to bed) when you did not have a substantial meal due 

to lack of money”, was the EU-SILC question most likely to make an impact and capture the 

attention of the public, the media and policy makers. This is because it was considered more 

hard-hitting than the others: 
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“Whilst I get why these questions are there [EU-SILC questions 1, 2 and 4] there is 

only one of these [EU-SILC Q3] which would make any traction.” (Participant 1, 

Environmental Health) 

 

“… I think if you took those out in a straw poll to the man or woman on the street… 

Hypothetically speaking, if you put figures around this like 25,000 households in 

Northern Ireland are not able to have meat every [day] ... [and asked them] what do 

you think? they would probably think ‘ok, that’s a bit unfortunate but so what?’ 30,000 

aren’t able to have roast, what do you think of that? 25,000 aren’t able to have friends 

and family, well that one there is maybe a wee bit more hard hitting, but that one 25,000 

at least once in fortnight go without food is the one that would grab their attention more 

than any others, and politically it is just the same.” (Participant 1, Environmental 

Health) 

 

When stakeholders were asked to consider if there was anything they thought the EU-SILC 

module of questions is lacking, some participants suggested that a reference to cooking skills, 

and / or a reference to whether or not meals were cooked from scratch would be a useful 

addition. The point was made by some that meals with meat, chicken and fish (as per question 

one) are available at McDonalds, or they could be ready meals; therefore just because 

consumers are eating from this food group does not necessarily mean they are acquiring food 

from healthy sources. It was also noted that as there was a mention of meat in questions one 

and two, it was surprising there was no likewise mention of fruit and vegetables. In terms of 

questions which would be a potentially useful addition, it was thought that a more explicit 

mention of, or question about skipping meals would be useful as it is a sure indicator people 



221 

 

are in food poverty.  Additionally, one suggested the inclusion of a question addressing the 

anxiety related to the uncertainty of not knowing where your next meal will come from: 

“There could be something there about anxiety …. So do you ever worry about 

providing for your family or whatever, and something about mental health” (Participant 

13, Food redistribution organisation) 

 

 

There was also consideration that the questions may not be specific enough to ascertain whether 

the food eaten was nutritious or not: 

“See that every second day: that could be pre-heated meals which doesn’t have the 

same nutritional value.” (Participant 13, Food redistribution organisation) 

 

Although the comment was made that it needed to be a quantifiable indicator to get attention, 

others were however adamant that the social inclusion aspect was important: 

“What I especially love is the fourth question, which other stakeholders might well 

downplay, because I think the social exclusion issue shouldn’t be underestimated.” 

(Participant 16, Academic) 

 

Although the brevity of the module was considered positive by some: “this one is short and to 

the point” (Participant 8, Social Policy), others considered the measures too brief to capture 

the food poverty experience accurately: “I don’t think four measures are enough” (Participant 

19, Political Councillor). 
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5.6.2.3  Opinions on the HFSSM 

The feedback on the HFSSM was mostly positive (N=15): “very comprehensive” [Participant 

7, Health Policy]; “very relevant” (Participant 17, Food bank); and “they’re fairly simple 

questions; when you first said to me I thought, well, four questions would be better than 

eighteen but those questions are quite … I can see you would get more out of those.” 

(Participant 4, Consumer representative). 

 

However, some felt that the module is too long or that it is repetitive: 

“I think there seems to be a lot of duplication. You really, really have to examine the 

questions to see how is that different from the last.  I would say it would probably be 

quite complicated for them to answer, but then you say it’s led by the interviewer” 

(Participant 18, Consumer organisation) 

 

There were some mixed opinions among stakeholders: one stakeholder (Participant 10, 

Community campaigner) was of the opinion that “surely this one [question eight] would just 

answer it all” [Q8 - In the last 12 months did you ever lose weight because you didn’t have 

enough money for food?], while another stated: 

“I don’t know whether number 8 works really… Whereas, once upon a time, food 

poverty led to [weight loss], it’s now more likely to lead to obesity.” (Participant 18, 

Consumer organisation) 
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Some participants mentioned the likeliness of ambiguity around what certain terms such as ‘a 

balanced diet’ would mean to different people, therefore reinforcing the need for clarity around 

terminology to aid understanding: 

“I would love to ask the people in here ‘describe a balanced meal to me’. What they 

would describe to me might be different than what I would describe to them.” 

(Participant 17, Food bank) 

 

“I suppose the thing that jumps out at me is assuming people know what’s meant by a 

balanced meal, and that’s open to a lot of interpretation.” (Participant 6, Campaigning 

organisation)  

 

One stakeholder working in the community remarked surprise that there was no explicit 

mention of or question on, health considering the link between being food insecure and having 

health problems. 

 

Overall, views on the HFSSM were generally more positive than those on the EU-SILC 

measures. Of those stakeholders who cited a preference for one or the other measure (n=11), 

the majority (n=8) preferred the HFSSM to the EU-SILC: 

“Well, I mean I’m only half way through it, but it’s already a lot better than the first 

one from the point of view of giving a much more tangible measure of how somebody’s 

income relates to what  food they’re able to buy.” (Participant 6, Campaigning 

organisation)  
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“[The HFSSM] will illicit more information from a person and actually asks, you know, 

do you worry that food will run out? That’s a big indicator that you’re in food poverty. 

That’s not addressed in this [EU-SILC].” (Participant 14, Political representative - 

MLA) 

 

As well as considering the HFSSM to be a superior measure in terms of how it addresses 

various dimensions of food poverty experience that stakeholders perceived as important, it was 

also felt that respondents would prefer the format and content of the HFSSM to the EU-SILC: 

“I definitely think the way that [the way] this one [HFSSM] is worded would be more 

appealing for someone to fill in. It’s definitely easier to understand.” (Participant 15, 

Local council) 

 

“I think people would respond to that better.” (Participant 14, Political representative 

- MLA) 

 

Other feedback considered that the HFSSM questions were starker and much harder hitting 

than the EU-SILC so they would be more likely to get media and policy attention:  

“Well I haven’t read them all, but the first thing that strikes me right away is these 

[HFSSM] are much starker, harder hitting questions if they were in the public domain.” 

(Participant 1, Environmental Health) 
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However, some thought the twelve month recall time of the HFSSM may be more difficult to 

recall in comparison with the current and ongoing recall period of the EU-SILC: 

“Those [EU-SILC] are probably easier to answer… Do you have a roast joint once a 

week? You could probably say yes or no, whereas these [HFSSM] are probably more, 

in the last 12 months, probably quite a long [reference period] ... although if you’re 

living in that situation it probably is daily.” (Participant 11, Local council) 

 

Opinions were varied as to which module was easier to answer. One person who worked in the 

community with participants who were vulnerable to food insecurity felt the way the EU-SILC 

questions were worded was more difficult to interpret than the HFSSM questions and that this 

may be off-putting for some: 

“I’m not sure what information you would really gain from that. Even if I was to go 

round with these to some of our clients or constituents within our Borough, even the 

way those are written [EU-SILC] is much more high faluting than these American ones, 

and even that could be a barrier. The way that they’re written could put people off and 

put people on the negative.” (Participant 15, Local council) 

 

5.6.2.4  Feasibility of a headline indicator 

Prior to discussing the feasibility of a headline indicator for food poverty, the example of fuel 

poverty was discussed to ascertain whether participants were aware of the existing fuel poverty 

measure and to discuss how a similar headline indicator could be used for food poverty. 
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Although it was acknowledged that due to the multifaceted nature of food poverty it would be 

difficult to reduce the concept to a headline indicator, there was a general opinion (n=13) 

among stakeholders that a headline indicator would be useful: 

“There needs to be a quantity, a percentage put on it to understand.” (Participant 14, 

Political representative - MLA) 

 

“Government really needs a headline figure to be able to initially begin to address and 

identify those communities that are most at risk.” (Participant 9, Academic / Political 

Councillor) 

 

It was thought by some that a headline indicator would be particularly useful to simplify setting 

of targets, and that a resultant simplified figure as to the prevalence of food poverty would help 

to get policy makers’ attention and catalyse change to improve the situation of those in poverty: 

 

“The reason why fuel poverty is streets ahead is because they’ve defined it. It’s very 

easy: whilst it remains largely unquantified and vague, the politicians don’t have to do 

anything about it… Until it’s quantified; until there is a figure that can be held up and 

campaigned upon it is going to be, in my view, very difficult to crack.” (Participant 1, 

Environmental Health)  

 

“I think that, unfortunately, the way that public policy is formulated you have to have 

measurements and you have to have … you know, there has to be indicators, targets, in 

order for a resource to be allocated to it. … With the complexities, you’re never going 
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to capture it in its entirety; but at least you have something you can touch and point to, 

and government can be embarrassed into doing something about it.” (Participant 14, 

Political representative - MLA) 

 

“Government need [a measure] they can be held to account over rather than something 

vague.” (Participant 9, Academic / Political Councillor) 

 

Although several stakeholders (n=13) shared the view that a headline indicator would useful, 

particularly in terms of simplicity when communicating statistics about the prevalence of food 

poverty to the public and government, more than half (n=11) of stakeholders did not think a 

headline indicator would be sufficient by itself and that experiential questions are needed.  

 

5.7 Theme 4: Need for urgent, appropriate response 

This theme calls for actors to respond in a suitable and adequate manner that assures a fitting 

and sustainable end solution to the severity and existence of food poverty. Potential responses 

range from addressing the structural issues that worsen food poverty, facilitating a mature 

media debate, and a supportive and adequate safety net to protect our most vulnerable citizens.  

Codes grouped according to the subthemes are presented in table 30. 

Table 30: Theme 4 subthemes and corresponding codes 

Subtheme Associated codes 

4.1. Insufficiency 

of current 

response 

Breakfast Clubs 

Business 

Cook It programme 

Fareshare 

Government 

Interventions 

Policy 

Response to food poverty 
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Fareshare Go 

Food banks 

Food retailers 

Food waste 

Social Supermarkets 

State benefits 

Support services 

4.2. 

Recommendations 

for response 

Budgeting 

Business 

Campaigning 

Education 

Food chain 

Government 

Income 

Fixed amount 

Knowledge and 

understanding 

Interventions 

Media attention 

Policy 

Response to food poverty 

Right to food 

Skills 

Social support 

Social supermarkets 

State benefits 

Support services 

Sustainable food system 

 

Stakeholders discussed their perceptions as to the inadequacy of current food poverty response, 

and provided their opinions as to how government and other bodies should respond. 

 

5.7.1 Insufficiency of current response 

Respondents discussed that the current response to food poverty is insufficient, evidenced by 

the growing numbers of those needing to attend food banks, both as reported in the media, and 

as viewed first hand by some of those working in the community: 

“In my councillor role I would come across people in food poverty when they would 

come in to ask for food bank vouchers… I’ve only been working [here] for the last five 

months, but in the last five months there has been a notable increase in the amount of 

people coming just to this office, or phoning in about getting vouchers.” (Participant 

19, Political Councillor) 
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Food banks were discussed by some as the only current ‘response’ to food poverty, but that 

they are an insufficient long-term response as they deal only with short-term effects rather than 

the structural causes: 

“I would not criticise the food banks, they are meeting the immediate needs of the 

people, but they’re only dealing with the effects in the short term; they’re not dealing 

with the causes.” (Participant 9, Academic / Political Councillor) 

 

Others went further in sharing the view that food banks were, in one sense, part of the problem 

because if food banks didn’t exist the government would be forced to act: 

“If all the food banks closed tomorrow, people would literally go hungry and starve 

and government would have to do something about it. But we are pouring balm over 

this wound and we’re just keeping it festering by letting all of this continue on.” 

(Participant 14, Political representative - MLA) 

 

“Well I think the government, at the moment, are basically treating the increase in food 

banks as, kind of, like a second layer to the benefit system.” (Participant 19, Political 

Councillor) 

 

Although food banks are becoming more widespread one stakeholder considered the possibility 

that the published numbers of those accessing emergency food supplies may not even be 

representative of the true extent of the issue: 
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“We did another piece of research which was at the start of the welfare reform process. 

… We carried out 300 surveys across social security offices across the city and the most 

worrying thing that came out of that was that out of all the people who are being 

sanctioned and having their money stopped, only 13% were reaching food banks or 

other support services. So what we’re seeing is a tiny proportion of what’s a much, 

much bigger issue.” (Participant 10, Community campaigner) 

 

The role of the public in responding was considered: 

“People have to vote for that, they have to demand this of political parties. Where do 

we see the rallies outside city hall to end food poverty? We have protests about flags, 

protests about … Where are the protests around food poverty?” (Participant 9, 

Academic / Political Councillor) 

 

However, it was acknowledged that the public will only be prompted to respond when they 

realise the extent of the issue: 

“People need to get angry, but they can only get angry when they realise the scale of 

this.” (Participant 9, Academic / Political Councillor) 

 

5.7.2 Recommendations for response 

Identified recommendations for response centred on the need for regular monitoring of food 

poverty, and various responses which should be implemented at both policy making and 

community levels. 
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5.7.2.1  Monitoring food poverty 

A number of participants (n=13) expressed that a clearly defined measure and targets that could 

be monitored and government could be held to account over were important: 

“Government, clearly they’ll want to have something that can be held to account over. 

You know, the reality is that governments often want to have measures they determine 

that are vague. And you can look at government documents: ‘government can be 

minded to’, ‘we have an aspiration to reduce’. No; we [need them to say] we have a 

target now to reduce that by x amount.” (Participant 9, Academic / Political Councillor) 

 

One participant who works in local government discussed how an agreed indicator would be 

useful to facilitate comparable monitoring of food poverty across regions: 

“I absolutely think there needs to be an indicator so each region or each council area 

[or] the experts could do research on a regional basis instead of, maybe, pockets of 

councils doing their own bit.” (Participant 15, Local council) 

 

It was thought that in order for government to implement an effective, strategic response, an 

agreed definition and measure is important to inform policy making and evaluation of the 

effectiveness of implemented measures: 

“I think it does need a strategic approach. … We have been piloting projects on food 

poverty for two or three years and while we’re now gaining momentum… I think it does 

need a more strategic [approach]. I don’t think you’ll get that until there’s an agreed 

definition and measure, and it’s recognised as a problem.” (Participant 11, Local 

council) 
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Monitoring food poverty was discussed to be important so that the impact of interventions 

could be tracked and assessed: 

“We can put all the interventions of the day in so you never know how effective they 

are… So eventually government funding is going to run out because they’re not going 

to see necessarily… You could be making great inroads but because there’s no baseline 

or no way of measuring that, it will be a hot topic for five years, then it will fall off the 

edge of the earth.” (Participant 15, Local council) 

 

5.7.2.2  Government 

The potential usefulness of a UK food poverty strategy or food poverty-specific policy was 

mentioned by three participants: 

“I definitely think if there was an indicator that would be so useful; and then a strategy 

then following that to try and tackle food poverty would be amazing.” (Participant 15, 

Local council) 

 

“[Response] has to be at a higher government level, the same way of homelessness in 

terms of a statutory duty on behalf of the State to ensure that there’s a roof over citizens’ 

heads. The same should be done with food, so the State has to come in and have a 

policy.” (Participant 9, Academic / Political Councillor) 

 

“It’s no good just having a policy and aspiration; you need an implementation plan to 

monitor government progress.” (Participant 9, Academic / Political Councillor) 
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5.7.2.3  Right to food 

Approximately one-quarter of participants (n=5) mentioned the ‘right to food’ and the potential 

obligations that government would have if a right to food was enforced in the legislature:  

“Underneath [the Human Rights Commission] frameworks there’s an obligation on 

government, and government departments are the duty bearers. So if children, or 

anybody, is suffering from poverty which is a violation of rights, socioeconomic rights, 

they have redress and they should be able to go to government and say you’re not 

meeting, you’re violating my rights by not having access to an appropriate standard of 

living which would include having enough to eat.” (Participant 5, Consumer 

representative) 

 

“If we had a right to food that would be a big, big change.” (Participant 19, Political 

Councillor) 

 

“[Food banks have] been responding in a sense of charity whereas my political view is 

it’s an issue of justice. Justice is not the same as charity. Charity is something you can 

or can’t do: you do it out of the goodness of your heart, your own particular value 

system. Justice is what people are owed so we need a Human Rights-based, there should 

be a Right to Food … That Human Rights approach automatically gets you into a more 

political, sometimes oppositional, calling out the government on its palpable failure in 

terms of dealing with this issue. And it should be a shame on our society. We are a rich 

society and yet we have people who are going to bed hungry, or going to bed cold.” 

(Participant 9, Academic / Political Councillor) 
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5.7.2.4  Addressing structural issues 

It was considered important to identify and address the structural issues for long term change: 

“You can only do so much. You can maximise somebody’s benefits but they’re so low 

it’s not going to be the complete solution. People still may be pretty food insecure.” 

(Participant 12, Community advice) 

 

One stakeholder from a political perspective felt that wages need to be addressed by 

government and rationalised this view with Trussell Trust data showing that most people from 

their constituency area applying for emergency food packs were working people: 

“Fix the benefit system or fix the living wage system or whatever. What is the issue 

here? It’s low income, because the most people that they see in the food banks and that 

we see coming in are people with a job. So it’s the working people. So why is that? Why 

are they working and they are needing an emergency food situation because their 

circumstances have changed and the wages that they’ve got in, the income that they’ve 

got in is not enough? So that needs to be fixed.” (Participant 19, Political Councillor) 

 

It was considered important however not to devalue food, and that reducing food prices could 

be detrimental for food producers and other businesses along the agri-food supply chain.  

“If the government response to this is to try to make food cheaper, that’s a road to 

nowhere, that’s a race to the bottom, and [there are] implications of that in other ways.” 

(Participant 1, Environmental Health) 

 

Instead, it is important to address the underlying causes of the issue: 
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“If you addressed the other stuff, what sort of food to buy, what to do with it, knowing 

the kids will eat it, and you give people the wherewithal, and being able to acquire it, 

somewhere you can walk to. If you have addressed all that there is still probably 

something down here at the really sharp end about people having enough money to still 

be able to do that. So I think, in the short term, we need to look at some sort of welfare 

support specifically targeted at food poverty, things like food vouchers. There is 

psychosocial stuff around that too; it’s a very sensitive thing giving people out money.” 

(Participant 1, Environmental Health) 

 

5.7.2.5  Interventions 

In the absence of a government strategy or agreed action concerning food poverty, it was 

recognised that there is a limited amount that those working on the ground can to do to try and 

improve the situation of those in, or vulnerable to, food poverty, other than practical 

interventions: 

“We can’t march on food retailers and say we demand that you lower your cost. We 

can’t march to Stormont and say we demand that you increase benefits. The only thing 

we really can do is practical interventions.” (Participant 18, Consumer organisation) 

 

Stakeholders discussed various examples of community level interventions such as breakfast 

clubs (n=3), the cook it programme (n=3), and social supermarkets (n=8), but recognised that 

the extent to which interventions such as these are implemented is dependent upon the amount 

of funding available. 
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However, the cost of investing in responding to food poverty was pitted by one policy maker 

against the long-term costs of children going hungry and consequently underachieving: 

“Scotland, I think, are running a pilot to provide food to children 365 days of the year, 

so that comes with … there’s a cost there. But put it against children who go hungry or 

who don’t achieve in school because of lack of concentration because they’re hungry.” 

(Participant 7, Health Policy) 

 

It was discussed that one current response to food poverty, social supermarkets, can potentially 

have a negative effect on local retailers, and it is perhaps not economically efficient for 

government to cut benefits, but then also fund interventions such as social supermarkets for 

those who don’t have enough money. 

“This has came off the back of benefit cuts or reforms … We are meeting different 

departments and trying to sell this idea, but it’s an awkward thing for government to 

get involved with because if you take it from the benefits point of view the government 

is responsible for the level of benefits. So on one hand it’s cutting benefits, but then on 

the other hand it’s having to introduce a programme to help people have enough to eat 

… We have spoken to some very senior people and the first thing they ask is basically 

are we funding a shop? So people do have a problem with it. It’s very early days and 

everything is going quite well but if a local business was to go to their MLA and say 

[this department] is funding this and I’ve lost £2,000 a week because people aren’t 

using my shop anymore…” (Participant 8, Social Policy) 
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“We had met with social supermarkets. They were saying that, even with social 

supermarkets, they had to be very careful in how they were publicised so that they 

weren’t displacing local businesses.” (Participant 11, Local council) 

 

5.7.2.6  Support services  

Some discussed a lack of knowledge surrounding support services for those who are 

experiencing food poverty, and an associated need to increase knowledge and access to these 

services: 

“… They don’t know where they are. That’s what came through that other piece of 

research we did: they didn’t know where the food banks or advice services were. They 

weren’t tapped into the community networks and things… And there’s not enough 

information in the doctors’ surgeries to get information to people either.” (Participant 

10, Community campaigner) 

 

“The government can help by making support services maybe better quality, maybe 

more available, maybe cheaper as well.” (Participant 2, Consumer representative) 

 

One stakeholder discussed how when offering support to those in need sensitivity is required: 

“[We] encourage people to go along [to our events], but even at that we need to be 

careful how we market that. We can’t market those as poverty events. It’s all very much 

come and learn how to save money on cooking for three. [The organisers] have to be 

very conscious about [how it is advertised]. We need people to come who can’t afford, 

that are really going to benefit from it. But in doing that itself, potentially that is a 
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barrier that people then won’t want to be seen at the event. So, even with those types of 

things you have to be very, very careful. But yeah, social support would be a massive 

one.” (Participant 15, Local council) 

 

5.7.2.7  Creating agency for those in food poverty 

Some stakeholders commented on the need to enable those in food poverty to “lobby on their 

own behalf” (Participant 9, Academic / Political Councillor). It was also suggested that it would 

be useful to collect and use the opinions of those experiencing food poverty in decision-making, 

for example asking them about their lived experience of food poverty in order to inform 

definition and measurement approach, and asking them what they perceive the solution to be, 

or what interventions may help their situation. 

 

5.7.2.8  Knowledge and skills 

Many considered that simply giving people more money by increasing their benefits was not 

sufficient and that rather improving skills and education was a needed long term response to 

food poverty: 

“Give people more money and they can then make healthy choices, but they aren’t 

going to make healthy choices if they’re not educated.” (Participant 5, Consumer 

representative) 

 

“Those old fashioned cooking skills aren’t taught anymore.” (Participant 5, Consumer 

representative) 
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“There does need to be support for people so if people are interested in learning how 

to cook they can sign up to a class to learn the skills.” (Participant 4, Consumer 

representative) 

 

It was generally felt that there is a need to improve skills in order to improve working prospects 

and therefore income, which would ultimately improve the economy: 

“Yes that’s what I was talking about: education, underachievement and the importance 

of early intervention, improving the skills outcomes of children who traditionally 

underachieve. Otherwise your economy collapses again and skills are an important 

measure of productivity and economic health. They talk about FDI, corporation tax and 

all that, but skills are the most important.” (Participant 5, Consumer representative) 

 

However, it was acknowledged that even if increased education is provided, it does not 

guarantee it will effect change: 

“You need to be ready to learn about things, you need to be in a space where you know 

it’s important and you care.” (Participant 5, Consumer representative) 

 

5.7.2.9  Opportunities for business to get involved 

Although it was acknowledged that several businesses, such as the large multinational retailers, 

currently are active in responding to the food poverty cause as part of their Corporate Social 

Responsibility strategy and strategies to reduce waste, stakeholders discussed how they could 

continue to help in this, and that more retailers could get involved in providing food to 

organisations such as Fareshare and food banks: 
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“The large multinationals, they already do quite a bit to be fair to them on corporate 

responsibility, but I think it might drive that even further… If for example, we were able 

to get to the stage where not only were you able to quantify food poverty in Northern 

Ireland, but you were able to separate that out into counties, or even better council 

areas, so then you might see some of your larger bigger businesses in that area making 

a direct response to that somehow … There’s a lot more supermarkets can do.” 

(Participant 1, Environmental Health) 

 

“Businesses could generate quite a lot of positive goodwill, free advertising and a story 

and so on. If Tesco [says] we’re going to get rid of our waste, we’re going to make an 

agreement with either the health service locally or a food bank … So, as part of their 

CSR strategy, you could see there is an advantage to it. And you could say that there is 

a responsibility of businesses as big actors particularly in the UK, where 90% of our 

food system is now controlled by four.” (Participant 9, Academic / Political Councillor) 

 

 

5.7.2.10 Barriers to change 

Although there was a strong consensus that change needed to happen, when discussing how 

meaningful change could be made, the most common perceived barrier was the cost involved. 

When discussing barriers to measurement the most common cited barriers were the cost of 

constructing and implementing a measure and getting government attention. One stated that 

they felt the greatest barrier to constructing a definition / measure would be to get agreement 

among academics and policy makers. It was further commented that measuring food poverty 
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in and of itself may not be very useful unless there were resources allocated to actually 

implement effective change: 

“Where would that information go, and who is going to do anything with it?” 

(Participant 10, Community campaigner) 

 

Conversely, however, there was a general consensus that it was important to consider the long 

term view when considering cost, i.e. what the long term cost to society and individuals would 

be of not addressing it. Perceived long term costs discussed included the cost to the NHS of 

people with physical and mental health issues resultant from living in food poverty, the cost to 

society of reduced educational attainment, and the implications of a less efficient workforce on 

business. 

 

 

5.7.2.11 Need for collaboration 

Three stakeholders, two of which were speaking from a policy maker perspective, emphasised 

that in order for meaningful change to happen, it is important that there is cross-departmental 

collaboration in government, as well as cross-sector collaboration between government, 

industry, and those working in the community. 

“I think it depends on a cross-sector cooperation.  I think the industry will support 

those who are in food poverty if they are encouraged to do so by local government and 

also by Westminster. And also if there is funding being put into for example for what 

we’re involved in - redistribution to make that easier for industry to support charitable 

organisations. But that’s just one part of the puzzle; it’s also maybe to address the 
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sustainable agenda.  I think it has to be all sectors doing that.” (Participant 13, Food 

redistribution organisation) 

 

However, it was acknowledged that, for a joined-up approach to happen, it needs to be 

implemented by government: 

“The key issue being one of maldistribution of resources, and governments not taking 

this as a priority in terms of this joined-up approach, which only the government can 

really do.” (Participant 9, Academic / Political Councillor) 

 

5.8 Summary of Study 1A findings 

In summation, various individual, structural and political factors were identified by 

stakeholders as contributors to food poverty, informed for some anecdotally and for others by 

first-hand experience (e.g. working in the community and seeing common contributors among 

those experiencing food poverty). Stakeholders identified various implications of food poverty, 

both at an individual level, such as hunger and social exclusion, and at a wider societal and 

economic level, such as reduced contribution to the workforce and increased cost on the health 

service. In order to address this issue, stakeholders recommended a top down approach 

involving government implementation of a definition and measurement approach in order to 

assess the extent of the problem, to aid monitoring and inform associated policy making. 

Current response to food poverty was considered insufficient by stakeholders, as charity food 

provision (food banks) appear to be the most common form of aid for those in need, as opposed 

to government implemented solutions. Stakeholders therefore recommended that government 

assert focus on the issue in collaboration with those across sectors and departments to facilitate 

the most effective response. Stakeholders acknowledged the useful role of many businesses, in 
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particular retailers, in getting involved in food donations and partnering with organisations 

such as Fareshare as a food waste management method and as a win for their CSR strategies, 

and recommended that the number of businesses getting involved in such like activities and 

partnerships would continue to increase. 

 

5.9 STUDY 1B – STAKEHOLDER ROUNDTABLES 

 

5.10 Survey design 

Key findings were extracted from the above qualitative findings in order to inform Study 1B. 

A statement corresponding to each key finding was developed (table 31), and these were 

compiled in a survey (appendix 4) in which stakeholders indicated their level of 

agreement/disagreement with each (appendix 4).  

 

Table 31: Development of Study 1B survey 

Study 1A Key Finding Corresponding Study 1B question 

The majority (n=12) agreed that food poverty 

should have a separate definition and 

measurement to poverty. 

1. ‘Food poverty’ merits a separate definition 

and measurement to ‘poverty’.     

2. ‘Food poverty should be routinely 

measured with a government-endorsed 

measure.’ 

Over half (n=11) did not think a headline 

indicator would be sufficient. 

3. ‘Calculating food spend as a proportion of 

household income to produce a similar 

‘headline indicator’ would be useful.’ 
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 4. ‘Experiential questions are an essential 

component of a food poverty measurement 

approach.’ 

The majority (n=17) thought current welfare 

provision was insufficient. 

5. ‘Current government welfare provision is 

sufficient.’ 

Several participants discussed the benefits 

they perceived food poverty measurement to 

have on business. 

6. ‘Regularly measuring food poverty in the 

UK would have benefits for business.’ 

Over 1/5 (n=4) discussed the potential 

benefits to the NHS of measuring food 

poverty 

7. ‘Regularly measuring food poverty in the 

UK would have benefits for the NHS.’ 

 

5.11 Study 1B overview 

Study 1B results are organised into two parts (figure 11). Part one details survey results: both 

question responses, as well as additional comments from stakeholders. Part two presents the 

stakeholders’ ranking of predictors, as well as future actions identified by stakeholders. 
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Figure 11: Components of Study 1B results 

 

 

5.12 Part One: Survey Findings 

Section 5.12.1 provides the findings from survey responses, presenting the level of agreement 

with each of the statements outlined above in table 31. Further comments provided by 

stakeholders are then presented (section 5.12.2). 

 

5.12.1 Question responses 

Thirty-one participants completed and returned questionnaires. These data were analysed to 

ascertain what percentage of respondents agreed to some extent (strongly agree, agree, slightly 

agree), or disagreed to some extent (strongly disagree, disagree, slightly disagree), with each 

question. The graph displays responses stratified according to group / area of work, however 

as the overall sample size is relatively small (n = 31), responses are primarily considered as a 

whole rather than frequencies within groups. 

The following states each survey question along with corresponding descriptive data of 

stakeholders’ level of agreement with each question. Some questions were unanswered by 
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certain stakeholders; therefore the number and percentages of participants who answered each 

question are also stated. 

 

1. Food poverty merits a separate definition and measurement to poverty 

Thirty participants (97%) answered this question and of those who answered, the majority 

(97%, n = 29) agreed to some extent that food poverty merits a separate definition and 

measurement to poverty (figure 12). Government / consumer organisations and academics were 

in stronger agreement with this statement than the other groups. 

 

Figure 12: Graph showing stakeholder responses to question one 

 

2. Food poverty should be routinely measured with a government-endorsed measure 

All respondents (n=31) answered this question, and the majority (97%, n = 30) indicated that 

they agreed to some extent that food poverty should be routinely measured (figure 13). Local 

government / council representatives, consumer group representatives and NGOs / community 

workers were particularly in favour of a measure. 

1
4

2
1 1

3
4

3 5

1

5

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

16

18

Strongly

Disagree

Disagree Slightly

Disagree

Slightly Agree Agree Strongly

Agree

Food poverty merits a separate definition and 

measurement to poverty

Public health / policymakers NGOs / community workers

Government / consumer organisations Academics



247 

 

 

Figure 13: Graph showing stakeholder responses to question two 

 

3. Calculating food spend as a proportion of household income to produce a similar 

‘headline indicator’ would be useful 

All respondents answered this question, and results were varied across level of agreement as to 

whether or not a headline indicator would be a useful form of measurement. The majority 

(77.5%, n = 24) agreed to some extent that a headline indicator would be useful, while almost 

twenty-three per cent (n = 7) strongly disagreed / disagreed with its perceived usefulness (figure 

14). Opinions across groups were varied across the scale. 
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Figure 14: Graph showing stakeholder responses to question three 

 

4. Experiential questions are an essential component of a food poverty measurement 

approach 

Ninety-seven per cent (n = 30) of participants responded to this question. Of these the majority 

(93.5%, n = 29) agreed to some extent that experiential questions are an essential component 

of a food poverty measurement approach, while 3.2% (n=1) slightly disagreed that experiential 
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Figure 15: Graph showing stakeholder responses to question four 

 

5. Current government welfare provision is sufficient 

Ninety per cent (n = 28) of respondents answered this question. There was some polarisation 

in responses, however the majority (61.4%, n = 19) disagreed to some extent that current 

government welfare provision is sufficient (figure 16). Representatives from local government 

/ consumer organisations had the strongest views regarding the insufficiency of welfare 

provision. 
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Figure 16: Graph showing stakeholder responses to question five 

 

6. Regularly measuring food poverty in the UK would have benefits for business 

All stakeholders (n = 31) responded to this question, with the majority (83.9%, n = 27) agreeing 

to some extent that regularly measuring food poverty in the UK would have benefits for 

business (figure 17).  

 

Figure 17: Graph showing stakeholder responses to question six 
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7. Regularly measuring food poverty in the UK would have benefits for the NHS 

All stakeholders responded to this question and all agreed to some extent that regularly 

measuring food poverty in the UK would have benefits for the NHS (figure 18), with strength 

of agreement reasonably balanced among the groups. 

 

Figure 18: Graph showing stakeholder responses to question seven 

 

It is however recognised that sample size (n=31 completed questionnaires) is relatively small 

therefore these results do not assume to be statistically significant or necessarily representative 
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Need for a joined-up approach to tackle the issue of food poverty 

Similarly to comments made by stakeholders in Stage 1A (section 5.7.2.11), participants in 

Stage 1B discussed the importance of a collaborative approach between organisations in order 

to efficiently tackle the problem of food poverty:  

“A cohesive approach is necessary in any serious attempt to alleviate food poverty. 

Full raft of agencies and communities need to channel energies together to attack this 

problem rather than lots of different groups (health and education) doing their own 

thing.” [Health Improvement perspective] 

 

Need to raise awareness of the benefits of measuring food poverty 

Stakeholder comments indicated recognition of the various benefits that a food poverty 

measure and resultant data could have: 

“This research is excellent and affects so many areas of society – the economy and 

health, mental health, environment.” [Education perspective] 

 

“As a nutritionist this area is (surprisingly) new to me. Potential to benefit NHS if multi-

disciplinary approach is taken to reduce food poverty figure – or assess nutrient density 

of foods offered by food banks/social supermarkets and potential to have a knock-on 

health effect in reducing likelihood of disease state and need for NHS.” [Nutrition]  
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“Qualitative data might help to spread knowledge on the human experiences of food 

poverty and help to counter the stigma surrounding those in poverty.” [Public health 

perspective] 

 

However, some stakeholder comments indicated opinion that unless a strong case was made as 

to the cost benefits of measuring and addressing food poverty, it would be difficult to gain 

attention and action from those in decision making roles (e.g. policymakers), or from 

businesses who could get involved as part of their CSR strategy: 

[Agreed with Q6 that measuring food poverty would have benefits for business] “but I 

don’t think business care. Would have to make a strong case about worker wellbeing 

and the impact on productivity.” [Public health / policymaker perspective] 

 

“To demonstrate benefits for HSC (Health and Social Care) in NI, health economics 

evidence should be developed on current cost of food poverty to HSC.” [Public health 

perspective] 

 

[Agreed with Q7 regarding measuring food poverty having benefits for the NHS] “but 

as above would have to make a strong case on that impact e.g. decrease malnutrition 

admissions.” [Public health / policymaker perspective] 
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Need for an appropriate food poverty measure 

Prior to completing the survey, stakeholders had been shown select existing measures of food 

poverty (EU-SILC, FIES, HFSSM) during knowledge exchange presentations at the workshop, 

and some commented their opinions as to the unsuitability of these measures: 

“I would suggest that the majority of attendees today would agree that the three 

measures discussed are not fit for purpose and we need a new definition that 

incorporates the most relevant questions from EU-SILC, FIES and HFSSM.” [Food 

redistribution charity]  

 

“Hopefully future NISRA/FSA surveys in NI will use HFSSM rather than EU-SILC – 

focus on meat/roasts seems increasing less relevant.” [Campaigner / retired policy 

maker] 

 

Importance of monitoring and follow up 

One stakeholder from local government commented on the importance of using a measure 

effectively to monitor outcomes and assess whether or not the prevalence of food poverty in an 

area is decreasing. Another stakeholder from a public health perspective agreed with question 

seven that measuring food poverty in the UK would have benefits for the NHS] “if follow up 

interventions/support are put in place.”  
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5.13 Part Two: Roundtable 

This section examines stakeholder’s opinions as to the predictors of food poverty in NI, and as 

to future actions which would be appropriate to improve the situation of these vulnerable 

members of society. Income was largely agreed to be the greatest predictor of food poverty, 

and various future actions were suggested for relevant organisations to pursue. 

 

5.13.1 Ranking of predictors 

After silent generation and ranking of ‘top five’ predictors by each respondent, each group 

discussed and decided on a ranking of top five predictors for the group (table 30). Each 

predictor was scored with the ‘top’ predictor being given a score of five. Stakeholders across 

all groups were in agreement that low disposable income was the greatest predictor of food 

poverty. Predictors identified were largely in agreement with those previously identified by 

stakeholders in Study 1A. Several of the predictors identified (e.g. income, unemployment, 

education) were also predictors consistently identified as significant throughout the literature.  

 

Table 32: Ranked predictors identified by each group 

Public health / 

policy makers 

NGO’s / 

Community 

workers 

Council / 

government  

Academics / 

consumer 

education 

(5) Low income 

(4) Unemployment 

(3) Education/ 

(5) Low disposable 

income 

(4) Welfare 

(5) Low disposable 

income and lack of 

consistent income 

(5) Employment / 

income 
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knowledge/skills 

(2) Access and 

environment 

(1) Composition of 

the household / 

Change in 

circumstances – 

health, employment / 

Rising costs – 

energy, food, in 

general (including 

lack of appropriate 

rise in income) 

 

(3) Physical and 

mental health 

(2) Household 

(1) Homelessness / 

food knowledge and 

skills 

 

(4) Household size / 

number of 

dependents 

(3) Educational 

attainment 

(2) Poor health and 

disability 

(1) Being in receipt 

of benefit 

 

(4) Lack of support 

services other than 

food banks 

(3) Access to food 

(2) Cost of food 

(1) Type of food 

 

 

Scores for each predictor as ranked by each group were then added to produce an overall forum 

‘top five’ predictors (table 31). Income was the predictor with the highest score, having been 

agreed by each group as the most prominent predictor. The remaining predictors had similar 

scores as their prevalence was not as widely agreed upon by all stakeholders. The predictors 

‘Physical / mental health problems / disability’, ‘welfare’, and ‘access’ were identified as three 

separate categories of predictors by stakeholders, however they each received the same overall 

total score, therefore are presented equally ranked in the table. 
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Table 33: Forum top five predictors ranked and scored 

Ranking Predictor(s) Total Score 

1 Low income 20 

2 Household size 7 

3 Education/knowledge 6 

4 Physical / mental health     

problems / disability 

Welfare 

Access 

5 

5 Unemployment  4 

 

 

5.13.2 Future actions identified 

Each group of stakeholders was asked to identify future actions relevant to the forum and 

roundtable content, an overview of certain proposed actions and considerations for action is 

provided below. 

 

Collaborative evidence-based action  

Stakeholders identified a need for collaborate action that exploits best practice of what is 

known to work well. It was stated that more cohesion is needed between the organisations 

working in this area in an effort to prevent duplicating of work. It was further considered 
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important to continue the conversations between relevant organisations with the aim of 

achieving practical solutions. 

 

Regional Food Poverty Forum that considers the voice of the lived experience  

Stakeholders suggested that a third sector regional food forum be set up to consider long term 

solutions to food poverty and to advocate on behalf of those who are affected.  

 

Lobbying of central governments for measurement  

Lobbying of government to implement regular (annual) food poverty measurement in the UK 

was thought important. However in order for annual measurement to be implemented, 

stakeholders considered the need for funding and a means of gathering this data within an 

existing survey with suitable methodology is needed.  

 

Pursuing structural and practical solutions  

Lobbying for, and pursuing structural solutions, such as addressing the living wage, was 

considered important, and stakeholders also considered the potential usefulness of lobbying 

regional government for local action. It was emphasised that action against food poverty should 

be evidence based. Stakeholders suggested that in order to address the issue practically, 

interventions could be implemented in communities. Stakeholders felt that as a lot of the 

needed response is out of the control of the majority, organisations should instead concentrate 

on practical action on the ground that works. 
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Agreement on a common food poverty vocabulary 

Some stakeholders felt that the concept of food poverty was not widely understood and that 

there was therefore a need to agree a brief and understandable definition as to what the concept 

of food poverty is referring to in a NI/UK context. 

 

Action around surplus food 

Stakeholders were in agreement for wider lobbying of key stakeholders and of the food industry 

to reduce surplus food and to ensure that surplus / waste food is redistributed where possible. 

 

5.14 Summary of Study 1B findings 

In conclusion, Part One (Survey) of Study 1B examined stakeholders opinions to a range of 

views expressed by a separate group of stakeholders in Study 1A. Overall, results showed that 

stakeholders were in agreement that food poverty should be routinely measured, and considered 

that this would be beneficial to business and the economy in the long term. Part Two 

(Roundtable) found that stakeholders largely agreed that income was the greatest predictor of 

household food poverty, a finding consistent with Study 1A and the literature. Further, 

stakeholders were in agreement as to the need for a collaborative response to food poverty, and 

as to the role of central government in implementing structural solutions, and supporting 

practical interventions. 

 

5.15 Chapter summary 

This chapter has presented the qualitative and quantitative findings from Study 1A (interviews) 

and Study 1B (stakeholder roundtables). Both stages of Study 1 identified various causes 
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(household risk factors) of food poverty. These will now be examined quantitatively in the 

following chapter. 
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Chapter Six – Study Two Findings 

6.0 Chapter overview 

This chapter presents the findings from secondary analysis of the NI Health Survey 2014/15.  

This analysis involved data from 2231 households across Northern Ireland (see chapter four, 

section 4.8.1). Descriptive analysis results provide an overview of the frequencies of responses 

to the EU-SILC and HFSSM questions, the total scores for the EU-SILC and HFSSM recoded 

variables, and the proportion of the survey respondents categorised as food secure / insecure 

according to both the EU-SILC and HFSSM questions. Results of Pearson’s chi square tests 

and binary logistic regressions which analyse the relationship between predictors and food 

security status according to the EU-SILC and HFSSM measurement approaches are also 

presented.  

 

6.1  EU-SILC descriptive analysis – frequencies 

1.6% (n=35) of respondents indicated that their household cannot afford to eat meals with meat, 

chicken, fish (or vegetarian equivalent) at least every other day (figure 19). 2.8% (n=62) of 

respondents indicated that their household could not afford to have a roast joint or equivalent 

once a week. Four per cent of respondents (n=89), stated that during the previous fortnight they 

had gone an entire day without having a substantial meal due to lack of money, and a similar 

proportion (4.4%, n=98) of respondents stated that they could not afford to have family or 

friends round for a drink or meal once a month. 
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Figure 19: Percentage of the sample who answered each EU-SILC question affirmatively 

 

6.2  HFSSM descriptive analysis – frequencies 

5.4% (n=120) of households had at least one adult who cut the size of their meals or skipped 

meals because of lack of money for food (figure 20). Five per cent (n=111) of respondents ate 

less than they felt they should because of lack of money for food. 3.1% (n=69) of respondents 

were hungry but didn’t eat because they couldn’t afford enough food. 1.6% (n=36) of 

respondents lost weight because they didn’t have enough money for food. 1.2% (n=26) of 

households had at least one adult who didn’t eat for a whole day because of a lack of money 

for food. 
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Figure 20: Percentage of the sample who answered each HFSSM question affirmatively 

 

6.3 Total score frequencies  

As explained in chapter 4 sections 4.8.4.2 and 4.4.8.4.4, number of affirmative responses to 

module questions were added together in order to produce a ‘total score’ frequency indicating 

the number of questions affirmatively answered by each respondent.  

 

6.3.1 EU-SILC total score frequencies  

The majority of respondents (n =2046, 91.7%) indicated that they were food secure, answering 

none of the EU-SILC questions affirmatively to indicate they were food insecure. Of the 

remaining 8.3% (n=185) of respondents, who answered affirmatively to at least one EU-SILC 

food deprivation question, 5.6% (n=125) answered affirmatively to one question, 1.5% (n=34) 

answered affirmatively to two questions, 0.6% (n=13) answered affirmatively to three 

questions, and the same number of participants (0.6%, n=13) answered affirmatively to four 

questions. Response frequencies and equivalent percentages of each EU-SILC total score are 

displayed in table 34. Although findings indicate that of those who were identified as food 
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insecure (classified by answering at least one question affirmatively), the majority appeared to 

have a less severe experience, answering just one question, as the EU-SILC food deprivation 

questions are not categorised according to severity level this conclusion cannot be made 

authoritatively. 

 

Table 34: EU-SILC total score frequencies 

EU-SILC 

Total Score 

Frequency Percentage 

0 2046 91.7 

1 125 5.6 

2 34 1.5 

3 13 0.6 

4 13 0.6 

 

6.3.2 HFSSM total score frequencies  

The majority of respondents (93.5%, n=2085) indicated that they were food secure, answering 

none of the HFSSM questions affirmatively to indicate they were food insecure. The number 

of respondents who answered only one question affirmatively (2.1%, n=46) was almost a third 

less than the number of respondents who answered only one of the EU-SILC questions 

affirmatively. A similar number of respondents answered two or three questions affirmatively 

(1.6%, n=35 and 1.4%, n=31 respectively). The number of respondents who answered four or 

five questions was the same (0.8%, n=17). Response frequencies and equivalent percentages 

of each HFSSM total score are displayed in table 35.  
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Table 35: HFSSM total score frequencies 

HFSSM 

Total Score 

Frequency Percentage 

0 2085 93.5 

1 46 2.1 

2 35 1.6 

3 31 1.4 

4 17 0.8 

5 17 0.8 

 

6.4 Total categorised as food insecure according to each module 

As discussed in chapter four (section 4.8.4), for the purposes of analysis, those who answered 

affirmatively to at least one question from the HFSSM / EU-SILC were categorised as food 

insecure. In total, 8.3% (n=185) of respondents were considered food insecure according to the 

EU-SILC, answering one or more questions affirmatively. A lower proportion of respondents, 

(6.5%, n=146) were considered food insecure according to the HFSSM, answering one or more 

questions affirmatively. 

 

6.5 Chi-squared results of predictors of household food insecurity 

Table 36 presents descriptive analysis of responses to each predictor and their corresponding 

chi-square value. 
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6.5.1 EU-SILC 

According to the EU-SILC questions 91.7% (n=2046) of the sample were food secure, while 

8.3% (n=185) were food insecure.  

 

The majority of households who were food insecure were comprised of single adult 

households. The number of adults in the household was significantly associated with food 

insecurity status (χ² = 37.660 (2), p = 0.000). The percentage of food insecure households 

according to number of children was comparable. The number of children in the household was 

however not found to be significantly associated with food insecurity status in this sample (χ² 

= .533 (3), p = 0.912).  

 

The demographics of food insecure households according to marital status were such that twice 

as many of those who were food insecure were divorced / separated rather than married (10.6% 

of divorced / separated respondents were food insecure, while 5.3% of married respondents 

were food insecure), and more than twice as many of those who were food insecure were single 

rather than married (12.6% of single respondents were food insecure, 5.3% of married 

respondents were food insecure). Marital status was significantly associated with food 

insecurity (χ² = 29.071 (5), p = 0.000).  

 

Those experiencing food insecurity had varying education levels, although the majority had 

either no qualifications or were educated to only GCSE level. These findings were significant 

(χ² = 29.071 (5), p = 0.000).  
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There were no notably evident differences among the food insecure households according to 

age group, apart from the youngest group (16-24 year olds), who had approximately twice the 

percentage of food insecure respondents versus food secure respondents (16% food insecure 

versus 84% food secure) than the other groups. For example those in the 35-34 year old age 

group had 9.4% food insecure respondents and 90.6% food secure respondents, and those in 

the 45-54 year old age group had 7% food insecure respondents and 93% food secure. These 

findings were significant at the p < 0.25 level (χ² = 10.27 (5), p = 0.068).  

 

There were no evidently significant differences between gender and food security status, 8.6% 

of males, and 8.1% of females, were food insecure. Further, results from Pearson’s chi-square 

test found there to be no statistically significant association between gender and food security 

status (χ² = 0.11 (1), p = .739).  

 

Regarding health status, greater proportions of those with poorer health were categorised as 

food insecure in comparison with those with better health. Almost a fifth of those who self-

identified as having ‘bad’ and ‘very bad’ health were food insecure (19.6% and 18.3% 

respectively), while smaller proportions of those who self-identified as having ‘very good’ or 

‘good’ health were categorised as food insecure (4.2% and 8.4% respectively). Health status 

was found to be significantly associated with food security status (χ² = 52.93 (4), p = 0.000).  

 

Almost twice as many of those who were moderately anxious / depressed were food insecure 

(10.4%), compared with the percentage of those who were not anxious / depressed and who 

were food insecure (5.9%). Almost five times as many of those who were severely anxious / 

depressed were food insecure (27.8%), compared with the percentage of those who were not 
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anxious / depressed and who were food insecure (5.9%). These associations were significant 

(χ² = 87.16 (2), p = 0.000).  

 

There was not a significantly apparent difference between the percentage of those who were 

food insecure and had a caring responsibility (8.6%), and those who were food insecure and 

did not have a caring responsibility (8.2%). Results further showed this variable was not 

significantly associated with food security status (χ² = 0.04 (1), p = 0.837).  

 

Regarding employment status, over twice as many who were inactive in the workforce were 

food insecure (11.8%), compared with the number of those who were employed and food 

insecure (5.3%). Employment status and food security status were significantly associated (χ² 

= 60.48 (2), p = 0.000). A similar proportion of those who owned their home outright / lived 

there rent free, and those who had a mortgage were food insecure (4.6% and 4.8% respectively), 

while 16.1% of renters were food insecure.  

 

Approximately four times as many households who rented were food insecure (16.1%) 

compared with those who owned their home outright (4.6%) or held a mortgage (4.8%). Tenure 

and food security status was found to be significantly associated (χ² = 81.44 (2), p = 0.000). 

 

Of those who had access to a car for use, 6.1% were food insecure, while 16.6% of those who 

did not have access to a car were food insecure. Car ownership was significantly associated 

with food security status (χ² = 52.54 (1), p = 0.000).  
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The percentage of those who were food insecure and receiving state benefits was approximately 

four times that of the percentage of those who were food insecure and not receiving state 

benefits (11.8% and 3.7% respectively), and this finding was significant (χ² = 47.03 (1), p = 

0.000).  

 

Regarding household location and food insecurity, a relatively similar proportion of rural and 

urban households were food insecure (7.2% and 8.9% respectively). Household location and 

food security were significantly associated at the p ≤ 0.25 level (χ² = 1.79 (1), p = 0.181).  

  

6.5.2 HFSSM  

According to the HFSSM questions 93.5% (n=2085) of the sample were food secure, while 

6.5% (n=146) were categorised as food insecure. 

Regarding number of adults in the household and food security status, the most prominent 

household type identified as food insecure were single adult households (χ² = 74.970 (2), p = 

0.000). Descriptive frequencies showed that although the proportion of food insecure 

households according to number of children in the household was not largely different, there 

were some differences between categories, in that greater percentages of households with two 

or ‘3+’ children were food insecure compared with the percentage of food insecure households 

with no children or one child. Similarly to the EU-SILC categorisations, number of children in 

the household and food security status was not found to be significantly associated at the p < 

0.25 level (χ² = 3.276 (3), p = 0.351).  
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Under the EU-SILC categorisation, a greater proportion of those who were single were food 

insecure, followed by those who were separated / divorced / widowed, while the group with 

the smallest proportion of food insecure respondents were those who were married. Under the 

HFSSM however, a slightly greater percentage of who were separated / divorced / widowed 

were food insecure (11.1%), compared with those who were single (10.4%), followed by those 

who were married (3.1%). Marital status and food security status were significantly associated 

(χ² = 52.60 (2), p = 0.000).  

 

Under the HFSSM, smaller proportions of those with no qualifications or educated to only 

GCSE level were food insecure, when compared with the EU-SILC. Education status and food 

security status were significantly associated (χ² = 18.967 (5), p = 0.002).  

 

Regarding age, the youngest age group (16-24 years old) had the greatest percentage of food 

insecure participants (18.5%) in comparison with the other age categories, while the oldest age 

group (65-74 years old) had the smallest percentage of food insecure participants (2%). Age 

and food security status were significantly associated (χ² = 29.77 (5), p = 0.000).  

 

Similarly to the HFSSM categorisations, the proportions of males who were food insecure and 

females who were food insecure were similar (6.4% and 6.6% respectively), and gender was 

not significantly associated with food insecurity status at the p < 0.25 level (χ² = 0.03 (1), p = 

0.854).  
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Approximately one-fifth of those who had ‘bad’ health were food insecure (20.9%), while 

almost a quarter (23.3%) of those with ‘very bad’ health were food insecure. The proportions 

of those with ‘very good’, ‘good’ and ‘fair’ health who were food insecure were much smaller 

(2.1%, 5.5%, and 9.3% respectively). Heath status and food insecurity status were significantly 

associated (χ² = 110.53 (4), p = 0.000).  

 

Regarding anxiety / depression and food insecurity, over one-third (31.9%) of those who were 

‘extremely anxious / depressed’ were food insecure, 9.2% of those who were ‘moderately 

anxious / depressed’ were food insecure, and 3.4% of those who were not anxious / depressed 

were food insecure. Anxiety / depression and food insecurity were significantly associated (χ² 

= 183.28 (2), p = 0.000).  

 

A slightly greater proportion of those who had caring responsibilities were categorised as food 

insecure (7.1%) compared with the proportion of food insecure respondents who did not have 

caring responsibilities (6.4%), however this association was not significant at the p < 0.25 level 

(χ² = 0.24 (1), p = 0.622).  

 

Almost a third of those who were unemployed (28.3%) were food insecure, while 9.3% of 

those who were economically inactive were food insecure, and 4% of those who were 

employed were food insecure. Employment status and food insecurity status was found to be 

significantly associated (χ² = 71.81 (2), p = 0.000).  
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Fifteen per cent of those who rented were food insecure, and much smaller proportions of those 

who owned their home outright / lived rent free, and those who had a mortgage were food 

insecure (1.8% and 3.5% respectively). These associations between tenure and food insecurity 

were significant (χ² = 119.82 (2), p = 0.000).  

 

The proportion of those who did not have a car who were food insecure (15.3%) was almost 

four times as many as those who did have a car and were food insecure (4.3%). These 

associations were significant (χ² = 72.33 (1), p = 0.000).  

 

The proportion of respondents who were in receipt of state benefits and food insecure was 

approximately five times (10%) that of the proportion of those who were not on benefits and 

were food insecure 92.1%). Being in receipt of state benefits was significantly associated with 

food insecurity (χ² = 56.06 (1), p = 0.000).  

 

A slightly greater proportion of urban respondents were food insecure (7.2%) compared with 

rural respondents (5.2%). Household location and food insecurity status was significantly 

associated at the p < 0.25 level (χ² = 3.21 (1), p = 0.073). 
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Table 36: Household food insecurity by household sociodemographic characteristics and Pearson's chi-square associations 

 Total (%) EU-SILC HFSSM 

Food secure 

(%) 

Food 

insecure 

(%) 

Chi-square 

Value 

(degrees of 

freedom) 

Significance 

level 

Food secure 

(%) 

Food 

insecure 

(%) 

Chi-square 

Value 

(degrees of 

freedom) 

Significance 

level 

No. of adults in household 

1 

2 

3+ 

 

2231 (100) 

668 (100) 

1131 (100) 

432 (100) 

2046 (91.7) 

576 (86.2) 

1064 (94.1) 

406 (94) 

185 (8.3) 

92 (13.8) 

67 (5.9) 

26 (6) 

37.660 (2) .000**** 2085 (93.5) 

578 (86.5) 

1092 (96.6) 

415 (96.1) 

146 (6.5) 

90 (13.5) 

39 (3.4) 

17 (3.9) 

74.970 (2) .000**** 

No. of children in 

household 

0 

1 

2 

3+ 

 

2231 (100) 

1441 (100) 

322 (100) 

319 (100) 

149 (100) 

 

2046 (91.7) 

1324 (91.9) 

293 (91) 

291 (91.2) 

138 (92.6) 

 

185 (8.3) 

117 (8.1) 

29 (9) 

28 (8.8) 

11 (7.4) 

 

.533 (3) 

 

.912 

 

2085 (93.5) 

1352 (93.8) 

304 (94.4) 

292 (91.5) 

137 (91.9) 

 

146 (6.5) 

89 (6.2) 

18 (5.6) 

27 (8.5) 

12 (8.1) 

 

3.276 (3) 

 

.351 

Marital status 

Single 

2231 (100) 

636 (100) 

2046 (91.7) 

556 (87.4) 

185 (8.3) 

80 (12.6) 

32.42 (2) .000 **** 2085 (93.5) 

570 (89.6) 

146 (6.5) 

66 (10.4) 

52.60 (2) .000 **** 
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Married/registered same-sex 

relationship 

Divorced/separated/widowed 

1209 (100) 

 

386 (100) 

1145 (94.7) 

 

345 (89.4) 

64 (5.3) 

 

41 (10.6) 

1172 (96.9) 

 

343 (88.9) 

37 (3.1) 

 

43 (11.1) 

Education 

Degree level or higher 

Higher Education 

A GCE Level 

GCSE A-C or equivalent 

GCSE D-G or equivalent 

No qualifications 

2231 (100) 

534 (100) 

272 (100) 

366 (100) 

454 (100) 

151 (100) 

454 (100) 

2046 (91.7) 

510 (95.5) 

253 (93) 

344 (94) 

409 (90.1) 

135 (89.4) 

395 (87) 

185 (8.3) 

24 (4.5) 

19 (7) 

22 (6) 

45 (9.9) 

16 (10.6) 

59 (13) 

29.071 (5) .000 **** 2085 (93.5) 

517 (96.8) 

254 (93.4) 

340 (92.9) 

420 (92.5) 

144 (95.4) 

410 (90.3) 

146 (6.5) 

17 (3.2) 

18 (6.6) 

26 (7.1) 

34 (7.5) 

7 (4.6) 

44 (9.7) 

18.967 (5) .002 *** 

Age 

16-24 

25-34 

35-44 

45-54 

55-64 

65-74 

2231 (100) 

81 (100) 

405 (100) 

497 (100) 

528 (100) 

467 (100) 

253 (100) 

2046 (91.7) 

68 (84) 

367 (90.6) 

451 (90.7) 

491 (93) 

435 (93.1) 

234 (92.5) 

185 (8.3) 

13 (16) 

38 (9.4) 

46 (9.3) 

37 (7) 

32 (6.9) 

19 (7.5) 

10.27 (5) .068* 2085 (93.5) 

66 (81.5) 

378 (93.3) 

459 (92.4) 

492 (93.2) 

442 (94.6) 

248 (98) 

146 (6.5) 

15 (18.5) 

27 (6.7) 

38 (7.6) 

36 (6.8) 

25 (5.4) 

5 (2) 

29.77 (5) .000 **** 

Gender 

Male 

2231 (100) 

795 (100) 

2046 (91.7) 

727 (91.4) 

185 (8.3) 

68 (8.6) 

0.11 (1) .739 2085 (93.5) 

744 (93.6) 

146 (6.5) 

51 (6.4) 

0.03 (1) .854 
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Female 1436 (100) 1319 (91.9) 117 (8.1) 1341 (93.4) 95 (6.6) 

Health Status 

Very good 

Good 

Fair 

Bad 

Very bad 

2231 (100) 

768 (100) 

850 (100) 

400 (100) 

153 (100) 

60 (100) 

2046 (91.7) 

736 (95.8) 

779 (91.6) 

359 (89.8) 

123 (80.4) 

49 (81.7) 

185 (8.3) 

32 (4.2) 

71 (8.4) 

41 (10.3) 

30 (19.6) 

11 (18.3) 

52.93 (4) .000 **** 2085 (93.5) 

752 (97.9) 

803 (94.5) 

363 (90.8) 

121 (79.1) 

46 (76.7) 

146 (6.5) 

16 (2.1) 

47 (5.5) 

37 (9.3) 

32 (20.9) 

14 (23.3) 

110.53 (4) .000 **** 

 

Anxiety/depression 

Not anxious / depressed 

Moderately anxious / 

depressed 

Extremely anxious / 

depressed 

2231 (100) 

1587 (100) 

500 (100) 

 

144 (100) 

2046 (91.7) 

1494 (94.1) 

448 (89.6) 

 

104 (72.2) 

185 (8.3) 

93 (5.9) 

52 (10.4) 

 

40 (27.8) 

87.16 (2) .000 **** 2085 (93.5) 

1533 (96.6) 

454 (90.8) 

 

98 (68.1) 

146 (6.5) 

54 (3.4) 

46 (9.2) 

 

46 (31.9) 

183.28 (2) .000 **** 

Carer responsibility 

Yes 

No 

2231 (100) 

350 (100) 

1881 (100) 

2046 (91.7) 

320 (91.4) 

1726 (91.8) 

185 (8.3) 

30 (8.6) 

155 (8.2) 

0.04 (1) .837 2085 (93.5) 

325 (92.9) 

1760 (93.6) 

146 (6.5) 

25 (7.1) 

121 (6.4) 

0.24 (1) .622 

Employment Status 

Employed 

Unemployed 

2231 (100) 

1367 (100) 

60 (100) 

2046 (91.7) 

1294 (94.7) 

43 (71.7) 

185 (8.3) 

73 (5.3) 

17 (28.3) 

60.48 (2) .000 **** 2085 (93.5) 

1313 (96) 

43 (71.7) 

146 (6.5) 

54 (4) 

17 (28.3) 

71.81 (2) .000 **** 
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Inactive 804 (100) 709 (88.2) 95 (11.8) 729 (90.7) 75 (9.3) 

Tenure 

Own / live rent free 

Mortgage / co-ownership 

Rent 

2231 (100) 

737 (100) 

790 (100) 

704 (100) 

 

2046 (91.7) 

703 (95.4) 

752 (95.2) 

591 (83.9) 

185 (8.3) 

34 (4.6) 

38 (4.8) 

113 (16.1) 

81.44 (2) .000 **** 2085 (93.5) 

724 (98.2) 

762 (96.5) 

599 (85.1) 

146 (6.5) 

13 (1.8) 

28 (3.5) 

105 (14.9) 

119.82 (2) .000 **** 

Car / van available  

Yes 

No 

2231 (100) 

1774 (100) 

457 (100) 

2046 (91.7) 

1665 (93.9) 

381 (83.4) 

185 (8.3) 

109 (6.1) 

76 (16.6) 

52.54 (1) .000 **** 2085 (93.5) 

1698 (95.7) 

387 (84.7) 

146 (6.5) 

76 (4.3) 

70 (15.3) 

72.33 (1) .000 **** 

In receipt of state benefits 

Yes 

No 

2231 (100) 

1263 (100) 

968 (100)  

2046 (91.7) 

1114 (88.2) 

932 (96.3) 

185 (8.3) 

149 (11.8) 

36 (3.7) 

47.03 (1) .000 **** 2085 (93.5) 

1137 (90) 

948 (97.9) 

146 (6.5) 

126 (10) 

20 (2.1) 

56.06 (1) .000 **** 

Household location 

Rural 

Urban 

2231 (100) 

763 (100) 

1468 (100) 

2046 (91.7) 

708 (92.8) 

1338 (91.1) 

185 (8.3) 

55 (7.2) 

130 (8.9) 

1.79 (1) .181* 2085 (93.5) 

723 (94.8) 

1362 (92.8) 

146 (6.5) 

40 (5.2) 

106 (7.2) 

3.21 (1) .073* 

* = p≤0.25; ** = p≤0.05; *** = p≤0.01, **** = p≤0.001 
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In summary, regarding the EU-SILC, two variables were significant at the p ≤ 0.25 level 

(household location, age), and nine variables were significant at the p ≤ 0.001 level (number of 

adults, marital status, education, health status, anxiety/depression, employment status, tenure, 

car/van available, in receipt of state benefits). Three variables (number of children in the 

household, gender, carer responsibility) were not significantly associated with food security 

status at the p ≤ 0.25 level.  

 

Regarding the HFSSM, one variable (household location) was significant at the p ≤ 0.25 level. 

One variable (education) were significant at the p ≤ 0.01 level. Nine variables (number of 

adults, marital status, age, health status, anxiety/depression, employment status, tenure, car/van 

available, in receipt of state benefits) were significant at the p ≤ 0.001 level. Corresponding 

with the EU-SILC findings, three variables (gender, number of children and carer 

responsibility) were not significantly associated with food security status at the p ≤ 0.25 level.  

 

The variables pertaining to number of children in the household, gender and carer responsibility 

were therefore eliminated from further data analysis, leaving eleven variables remaining to 

progress to regression analysis. Figure 21 provides a schematic overview of the previously 

discussed process which was used to confirm variables for logistic regression analysis. 
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Figure 21: Verification process of the variables for inclusion in regression analysis 

 

6.6 Regression analysis 

Separate logistic regression analyses were conducted with eleven predictor variables (figure 

21) as the independent variables, and the EU-SILC and HFSSM final variables as the dependent 

variable. Odds ratio (OR) values are presented, along with confidence intervals (CI), and 

significance levels (p-values). Categories within variables are referred to as ‘variable levels’ 

(e.g. ‘25-34’ is a variable level of the ‘age’ variable). 

 

 

 

 

  

Initial variables identified for analysis (15) 

Age, Anxiety/depression, Benefits, Car, Carer, Economic 

activity, Employment status, Gender, Health, Highest 

qualification, Location, Marital status, No. of adults, No. 

of children, Tenure 

Variables proceeding for Pearson’s Chi-square 

analysis (14) 

Age, Anxiety/depression, Benefits, Car, Carer, 

Employment status, Gender, Health, Highest 

qualification, Location, Marital status, No. of adults, No. 

of children, Tenure 

Excluded variable (1): 

Economic activity 

Multicollinearity detected 

Variables proceeding for logistic regression (11) 

Age, Anxiety/depression, Benefits, Car, Employment 

status, Health, Highest qualification, Location, Marital 

status, No. of adults, Tenure 

Excluded variables (3): 

Carer, Gender, No. of 

children 

Not significant at the p ≤ 

0.25 level 
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6.6.1 EU-SILC model  

 

6.6.1.1  Model fit statistics 

The EU-SILC model containing all predictors was a significant improvement to the null model 

(χ² = 164.228 (27), p = 0.000), indicating that the model was able to distinguish between those 

who were food insecure and those who were not food insecure. The model explained 16.3% 

(Nagelkerke R squared) of the variation in the dependent variable (food security status), and 

the overall prediction value of the model was high, as it correctly classified 91.7% of cases. 

Further, the result of the Hosmer and Lemeshow chi-square test was significant at the p > 0.05 

level (χ² = 3.731, (8), p = 0.881), indicating good model fit. 

 

6.6.1.2  Overview of variable significance 

Six variables (seven variable levels) that were tested in the EU-SILC binary logistic regression 

model were found to be significant in predicting household food security status (table 37). Five 

of these variable levels were significant at the 5% level (renting; no car available; unemployed; 

good health; bad health), and two were significant at the 0.01% level (extremely anxious / 

depressed, in receipt of state benefits).  

Table 37: Results of binary logistic regression using EU-SILC food deprivation questions 
 

Sig. Exp(B) 95% C.I. for EXP(B)    
Lower Upper 

Number of adults in household 
    

2 (reference) 
    

1 0.215 1.35 0.84 2.17 

3+ 0.581 1.15 0.7 1.891 

Marital Status 
    

Married (reference) 
    

Single 0.804 1.07 0.627 1.825 

Divorced / Separated / Widowed 0.739 0.908 0.515 1.602 

Highest Qualification 
    

Degree level or higher (reference) 
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Higher education 0.226 1.49 0.781 2.842 

A GCE Level 0.834 0.936 0.503 1.741 

GCSE A-C or equivalent 0.174 1.465 0.844 2.543 

GCSE D-G or equivalent 0.106 1.788 0.884 3.615 

No qualifications 0.208 1.444 0.815 2.559 

Age 
    

45-54 (reference) 
    

16-24 0.163 1.772 0.793 3.956 

25-34 0.535 1.193 0.682 2.088 

35-44 0.227 1.37 0.822 2.285 

55-64 0.979 1.007 0.585 1.734 

65-74 0.97 1.013 0.512 2.004 

Tenure 
    

Own outright / live rent free 

(reference) 

    

Mortgage / co-ownership 0.808 1.07 0.621 1.842 

Rent 0.022* 1.832 1.09 3.077 

Car / van available  
    

Yes (reference) 
    

No  0.044* 1.499 1.011 2.221 

Employment Status 
    

Employed (reference) 
    

Unemployed 0.016* 2.336 1.168 4.672 

Inactive 0.786 0.94 0.603 1.466 

Receipt of state benefits 
    

No (reference)  
    

Yes 0.001*** 2.111 1.339 3.329 

Anxiety / Depression 
    

Not anxious or depressed (reference) 
    

Moderately anxious or depressed 0.199 1.297 0.872 1.929 

Extremely anxious or depressed 0*** 2.649 1.564 4.486 

General Health 
    

Very Good (reference) 
    

Good 0.023* 1.689 1.075 2.653 

Fair 0.237 1.396 0.803 2.425 

Bad 0.041* 2.026 1.031 3.981 

Very bad 0.318 1.561 0.652 3.742 

Location 
    

Urban (reference) 
    

Rural  0.702 1.073 0.749 1.536 

* p<0.05; ** = p<0.01, *** = p<0.001 
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6.6.1.3  Odds ratio results of significant variables in the EU-SILC model 

Regarding tenure, those who were renting had a greater odds of being food insecure than those 

who own their home outright / live there for free (OR = 1.832, CI = 1.09 - 3.077, p = 0.022), 

therefore in this model, those who rented were 83.2% more likely to be food insecure. Those 

who did not have access to a car / van were approximately 50% more likely to be food insecure 

compared to those who did have access to a car / van (OR = 1.499, CI = 1.011 - 2.221, p = 

0.044). Those who were unemployed had significantly greater odds of being food insecure, 

compared with those who were unemployed (OR = 2.336, CI = 1.168 - 4.672, p = 0.016). This 

odds ratio value indicates that in this model those who were unemployed were almost one and 

a half times as likely to be food insecure than those who were employed. The relationship 

between these previous three variables (tenure, access to a car / van, unemployment) and food 

insecurity is likely to be mediated by income, however due to lack of a variable relating to 

income in the dataset, this could not be tested. Both those who self-reported having ‘good’ 

health and those who self-reported having ‘bad’ health had a greater odds of being food 

insecure than those who had ‘very good’ health, with odds ratios of 1.689 (CI = 1.075 - 2.653, 

p = 0.023), and 2.026 (CI = 1.031 - 3.981, p = 0.041) respectively. In this model those with 

‘good’ health were almost 70% more likely to be food insecure, and those with ‘bad’ health 

were over 100% more likely to be food insecure (in comparison with those with ‘very good’ 

health). Those who were extremely anxious or depressed had an OR of 2.649 (CI = 1.564 - 

4.486, p = 0) of being food insecure, compared to those who were not anxious or depressed, 

and therefore in this model were 64.9% more likely to be food insecure. Respondents who were 

in receipt of state benefits had a greater odds of being food insecure, compared with those who 

were not in receipt of benefits (OR = 2.111, CI = 1.339 - 3.329, p = 0.001). 
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6.6.2 HFSSM model 

 

6.6.2.1  Model fit statistics 

The model was a significant improvement to the null model (χ² = 274.026 (27), p = 0.000) and 

the overall correct prediction value of the model (93.5%) was slightly higher than that of the 

EU-SILC model. Approximately 30 per cent (30.2%) of the variation in the dependent variable 

was accounted for; which is almost twice as high as the equivalent value for the EU-SILC 

model. Further, the result of the Hosmer and Lemeshow chi-square test was significant as the 

probability was greater than 0.05 (χ²  = 4.325 (8), p = 0.827), indicating good model fit.  

 

6.6.2.2  Overview of variable significance 

Seven variables (twelve variable levels) tested in the model were found to be significant (table 

38). Three of these variable levels were significant at the 5% level (65-74 years of age, 

unemployed, moderately anxious or depressed), six were significant at the 1% level (1 adult in 

the household, 16-24 years of age, renting, good health, fair health, very bad health), and three 

were significant at the 0.1% level (in receipt of state benefits, extremely anxious or depressed, 

bad health). Each of these variable levels indicated a significant increase in the odds of 

household food insecurity in these particular groups when compared with the reference group, 

apart from the 65-74 years of age variable level, whose odds ratio indicated it was less likely 

that this age group would be food insecure than the reference group. 

 

Table 38: Results of binary logistic regression using the HFSSM 
 

Sig. Exp(B) 95% C.I. for EXP(B)    
Lower Upper 

Number of adults in the household 
    

2 (reference) 
    

1 0.004** 2.3 1.298 4.074 

3+ 0.544 1.214 0.648 2.273 
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Marital Status 
    

Married (reference) 
    

Single 0.513 0.798 0.405 1.57 

Divorced / Separated / Widowed 0.738 1.124 0.567 2.23 

Highest Qualification 
    

Degree level or higher (reference) 
    

Higher education 0.096 1.897 0.893 4.027 

A GCE Level 0.247 1.503 0.754 3 

GCSE A-C or equivalent 0.549 1.23 0.625 2.422 

GCSE D-G or equivalent 0.765 0.86 0.32 2.309 

No qualifications 0.939 1.028 0.51 2.072 

Age 
    

45-54 (reference) 
    

16-24 0.008** 3.203 1.357 7.561 

25-34 0.694 0.879 0.462 1.672 

35-44 0.522 1.203 0.683 2.12 

55-64 0.601 0.848 0.458 1.572 

65-74 0.025* 0.303 0.106 0.863 

Tenure 
    

Own outright / live here rent free 

(reference) 

    

Mortgage / co-ownership 0.219 1.577 0.763 3.261 

Rent 0.005** 2.694 1.341 5.414 

Car / van available 
    

Yes (reference) 
    

No  0.062 1.547 0.978 2.447 

Employment Status 
    

Employed (reference) 
    

Unemployed 0.027* 2.398 1.105 5.202 

Inactive 0.103 0.638 0.372 1.095 

Receipt of State Benefits 
    

No (reference) 
    

Yes 0*** 3.41 1.906 6.098 

Anxiety / Depression 
    

Not anxious or depressed (reference) 
    

Moderately anxious or depressed 0.023* 1.722 1.079 2.749 

Extremely anxious or depressed 0*** 3.955 2.215 7.059 

General Health 
    

Very Good (reference) 
    

Good 0.01** 2.248 1.218 4.15 

Fair 0.004** 2.766 1.378 5.552 

Bad 0*** 4.52 1.992 10.257 
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Very Bad 0.002** 4.536 1.715 11.997 

Location 
    

Urban (reference) 
    

Rural  0.668 1.099 0.713 1.695 

* p<0.05; ** = p<0.01, *** = p<0.001 

 

6.6.2.3  Odds ratio results of significant variables in the HFSSM model 

Regarding age, those in the youngest (16-24) age group had greater odds of being food insecure 

than those in the reference group, with odds ratios of 3.203 (CI = 1.357 - 7.561, p = 0.008), 

indicating that those in this age group were twice as likely to be food insecure. Results also 

found that those in the oldest (65-74) age group were approximately 70% less likely to be food 

insecure than those in the reference group, having a significant odds ratio of 0.303 (CI = 0.106 

- 0.863, p = 0.025). In the HFSSM model those who are unemployed were almost one and a 

half times more likely than those who are employed to be food insecure (OR = 2.398, CI = 

1.105 - 5.202, p = 0.027). In this model both those who were ‘moderately’, and those who were 

‘extremely’, anxious or depressed, were more likely to be food insecure than those who were 

not anxious or depressed. Those who were moderately anxious were 72.2% more likely to be 

food insecure (OR = 1.722, CI = 1.079 - 2.749, p = 0.023), while those who were extremely 

anxious / depressed had an almost three times greater likelihood of being food insecure than 

those who were not anxious / depressed (OR = 3.955, CI = 2.215 - 7.059, p = 0). Those with 

lower health statuses (good, fair, bad, very bad) had greater odds ratios of being food insecure 

than those who self-reported as having ‘very good’ health. Those with ‘bad’ and ‘very bad’ 

health however had a greater odds of being food insecure than those with ‘fair’ and ‘good’ 

health.  Those with ‘good’ health had an OR value of 2.248 (CI = 1.218 - 4.15, p = 0.01) and 

those with ‘fair’ health had an OR value of 2.766 (CI = 1.378 - 5.552, p = 0.004), while those 

with ‘bad’ health had an OR value of 4.52 (CI = 1.992 - 10.257, p = 0) and those with ‘very 

bad’ health had an OR value of 4.536 (CI = 1.715 - 11.997, p = 0.002). Regarding number of 



285 

 

adults in the household, single person households were almost one and half times more likely 

to be food insecure than the reference group (dual person households) (OR = 2.3, CI = 1.298 - 

4.074, p = 0.004). In this model respondents who rented rather than owned a home had an 

almost two times greater odds of being food insecure (OR = 2.694, CI = 1.341 - 5.414, p = 

0.005). Respondents who were in receipt of state benefits had an almost two and a half times 

greater odds of being food insecure than those who did not receive benefits (OR = 3.41, CI = 

1.906 - 6.098, p = 0). 

 

6.7 Summary and comparison of model findings 

Table 39 presents a summative overview of EU-SILC and HFSSM descriptive and binary 

logistic regression model findings to facilitate comparison. 

Table 39: Summary and comparison of EU-SILC and HFSSM model findings 

 EU-SILC HFSSM 

Descriptive analysis 

Proportion of the sample 

categorised as food insecure 

91.7 per cent (n=2046) of the 

sample were food secure, 

while 8.3 per cent (n=185) 

were food insecure. 

93.5 per cent (n=2085) of the 

sample were food secure, 

while 6.5 per cent (n=146) 

were food insecure. 

Model fit statistics 

Classification table 

(Significance of model 

versus null model) 

χ² = 164.228 (27), p = 0.000 χ² = 274.026 (27), p = 0.000 

Likelihood ratio test 91.7% 93.5% 

Nagelkerke R square  16.3% 30.2% 

Hosmer and Lemeshow chi-

square test 

χ² = 3.731, (8), p = 0.881 χ²  = 4.325 (8), p = 0.827 

Significant predictor variables 
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No. of adults in the 

household 

- Single adult households had 

30% greater odds of food 

insecurity. 

Marital status - - 

Highest Qualification - - 

Age - Youngest age group (16-24) 

220% greater odds of food 

insecurity. 

Oldest age group (65-74) 

70% less likely to be food 

insecure. 

Tenure Renters had a 83.2% greater 

odds of being food insecure. 

Renters almost twice as 

likely (169.4%) to be food 

insecure. 

Car / van available Those without a car had 44% 

greater odds of being food 

insecure. 

- 

Employment status The unemployed had a 134% 

greater odds of being food 

insecure. 

The unemployed had a 

139.8% greater odds of being 

food insecure. 

Receipt of state benefits Those receiving state 

benefits were 111% more 

likely to be food insecure. 

Those receiving state 

benefits were 241% more 

likely to be food insecure. 

Anxiety / depression Respondents with severe 

anxiety / depression had 

165% greater odds of food 

insecurity. 

Respondents with moderate 

and severe 

anxiety/depression had 

greater odds of food 

insecurity (72.2% and 296% 

respectively). 

Health status Those with ‘good’ health had 

69% greater odds of food 

insecurity than those with 

very good health. Those with 

Respondents categorised in 

less positive health status 

groups than the reference 

(very good) had greater odds 
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‘bad’ health had 103% 

greater odds of food 

insecurity than those with 

very good health. 

of food insecurity. 

Percentages of increased 

odds of FI per category are as 

follows: Good – 125%, Fair 

– 177%, Bad – 352%, Very 

bad – 354%. 

Household location - - 

 

In conclusion, considering both overall model fit statistics, and individual variable test results, 

it appears that the HFSSM model is a better fit than the EU-SILC model, accounting as it does 

for more of the variation and displaying greater evidence of statistical significance among 

predictors. The EU-SILC classified slightly more respondents as food insecure than the 

HFSSM,  however the literature (chapter 2, section 2.4.3) indicates that HFSSM has greater 

sensitivity of analytical capability, therefore suggesting the HFSSM classification of food 

insecurity prevalence may be more reliable. 

 

6.8 Chapter summary 

This chapter presented the results from quantitative analysis of the NI Health Survey 2014-15, 

and examined associations between household food poverty and various predictor variables 

identified in the literature and Study One. Pearson’s chi-square test and binary logistic 

regression were the chosen methods for analyses. Results found that the HFSSM and EU-SILC 

questions categorised the proportion of the sample who were food insecure differently (6.5% 

versus 8.3% respectively). Results also found certain variables to be significant predictors of 

household food poverty. Predictors significant using the HFSSM as a measure were tenure, 

employment status, general health status, mental health status (anxiety/depression), receipt of 

benefits, age, and number of adults in the household. Predictors significant using the EU-SILC 
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were tenure, access to a car, employment status, general health status, mental health status 

(anxiety / depression), and receipt of benefits. The proceeding chapter will discuss these results. 
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Chapter Seven - Discussion 

7.0 Chapter overview 

This chapter will discuss the findings emanating from each study as presented in the previous 

chapter, critically comparing findings between studies, and with the literature. Discussion of 

study findings will be grouped according to the research objectives. Research objectives were 

initially presented at the end of chapter one, before reviewing the contextual and conceptual 

literature in chapters two and three, in order to examine the current state of knowledge on the 

topic prior to conducting the research. This chapter will therefore now discuss how the gaps in 

knowledge identified have been addressed through the findings of this study, as guided by the 

research objectives.  Table 40 presents an overview of research objectives, the study, or studies, 

in which they were addressed, and a summary of the main findings, which will be further 

discussed in this chapter. 
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7.1 Summary of main findings from each study aligned to research objectives 

Table 40: Overview of findings corresponding to research objectives 

Objective Study  Summary of main findings 

1) To critically review and 

investigate the definition of 

food poverty 

Study 1A  Need for a definition to increase understanding. 

 Almost three-quarters of stakeholders interviewed agreed food poverty should have a 

separate definition / measurement to poverty. 

 Need for increased clarity around terminology. 

2) To critically evaluate past,  

present and potential 

approaches to the measurement 

of food poverty in NI 

Study 1A 

 

 

 

 

 

 The multidimensional nature of food poverty makes measurement difficult, but it is 

nonetheless important. 

 Over half of stakeholders interviewed did not think a headline indicator would be 

sufficient. 

 The inclusion of experiential questions and a severity scale in measurement modules 

was generally considered useful. 

 EU-SILC questions relating to households having a roast joint once a week and having 

friends and family round were considered out of date by some. 
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Study 2  8.3% of respondents were categorised as being food insecure according to the EU-SILC 

questions, while 6.5% were categorised as being food insecure according to the HFSSM. 

 There was variation in the predictors identified as being significantly associated to food 

insecurity status as classified by the HFSSM and EU-SILC. 

3) To identify and critically 

evaluate the predictors of food 

poverty in NI  

Study 1A 

 

 

 

Study 1B 

 

Study 2 

 Various predictors were identified by stakeholders (for full list see chapter 5, section 

5.3). Stakeholders agreed that all of the risk factors identified in the Alaimo et al (2005) 

model apart from ‘health insurance’ were relevant in the NI / UK context. The top five 

predictors cited by stakeholders according to count analysis were (1) income, (2) 

cooking skills, (3) education, (4) welfare system / changes, and (5) employment status. 

 

 The top five predictors identified at the forum were (1) low income, (2) household size, 

(3) education / knowledge, (4) physical / mental health problems / disability; welfare; 

access, and (5) employment status. 

 Predictors identified as significant (according to either the HFSSM or EU-SILC, or both) 

were age (16-24 years), living alone, health status, anxiety/depression, having no access 

to a car, employment status, welfare recipient, and renting rather than owning the home. 
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4) To investigate implications 

of food poverty and to 

formulate recommendations 

which provide an appropriate 

response to food poverty in UK 

/ NI 

Study 1A 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Study 1B 

 Food poverty can result in poor physical and mental health, and can reduce participation 

in, and contribution to, work, education and society. 

 Associated health costs are a cost-burden for the health service. 

 Food insecure consumers will have less spending power and therefore less ability to 

contribute to the local and wider economies. 

  Stakeholders discussed the need for Government to implement informed policies to help 

reduce food insecurity. 

 Agreeing upon and implementing a routine measurement approach to food poverty was 

seen as important to provide an evidence base for interventions and policy change. 

 Need for collaboration cross-departmentally and between policy makers and those 

working on the ground. 

 Businesses can play a role in getting involved in the food poverty debate as a win for 

their CSR strategies, and can use food redistribution as a method of managing food 

waste. 

 

 Need for collaborative evidence-based action. 
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 Need to lobby central Government for regular (annual) food insecurity measurement, as 

well as lobbying regional Government for local action. 

 Need for action around surplus food e.g. lobbying key stakeholders and the food industry 

to increase food redistribution where possible. 

 Need to pursue structural solutions. 

5) To develop a conceptual 

model of food poverty 

predictors, implications, and 

opportunities for response 

Study 1A 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Predictors of household food insecurity were identified by stakeholders for testing in 

study 2 (for full list see chapter 4, section 4.8.2) to inform the ‘household risk factors’ 

section of model. 

 Implications of food insecurity identified included hunger, reduced educational 

attainment, social exclusion, reduced food choice, increased reliance on convenience and 

‘unhealthy’ foods, physical and mental health issues, overweight and obesity, reduced 

contribution to the workforce, and reduced contribution to the local economy. These 

implications informed the individual and business / economy implications sections of 

the model.  
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Study 1B 

 

 

 

Study 2 

 

 Stakeholders discussed the importance of business response as a moral duty and as a win 

for their CSR strategies. This informed the macroeconomic / business response section 

of the model. 

 Stakeholders discussed various policy areas that food insecurity, or food insecurity 

measurement data, could impact upon. This informed the policy response section of the 

model. 

 

 Stakeholders identified predictors for testing in study 2 (see chapter 5, section 5.13.1) 

which informed the ‘household risk factors’ section of model. 

 Suggested areas for action for business and policy informed both the business response 

and policy response sections. 

 

 Predictors tested and confirmed in this study informed the ‘household risk factors’ 

section of model. 
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7.2 RO1: To critically review and investigate the definition of food poverty 

Discussion related to RO1 centres around themes previously introduced in chapter five 

(findings): defining to understand (chapter 5, section 5.6.1.1), inclusion or exclusion of food 

poverty from the poverty nomenclature (chapter 5, section 5.6.1.2), and elements of a definition 

(chapter 5, section 5.6.1.3). 

 

7.2.1 Defining to understand 

Although there is consensus among stakeholders and in the literature that food poverty is 

difficult to define due to the multi-dimensionality of the concept, there was also a consensus 

among stakeholders that agreeing a definition would be a worthy pursuit to aid understanding 

of the concept of food poverty, and consequently to afford it similar attention to its counterpart 

fuel poverty, which has secured a standardised definition / measurement approach.  

 

A government-endorsed definition of food poverty could increase understanding of the issue, 

both for those working in related areas, and for the general public. Public understanding of 

food poverty is perhaps limited and the majority of the general public’s awareness of food 

poverty is likely due to increasing awareness of food banks, whose exponential increase has 

been often reported in the media (Wells and Caraher, 2014). However, to aid its understanding 

it is important that the meaning of terminology used is clear in the context of the definition. 

This was made apparent during the interviews (Study 1A), as several stakeholders had queries 

regarding the terminology used in the Radimer et al (1992) definition. Archer et al (2017) 

conducted qualitative research with stakeholders regarding opinions about food poverty 

definition and measurement approach with the aim of developing a new measurement tool for 

Australia. They similarly found that stakeholders had queries about the meaning of the term 
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‘quality food’, and of the highly subjective nature of the term, and therefore suggested that the 

term ‘safe food’ be used instead. Findings from this research would also suggest that when the 

term ‘quality’ is used in food insecurity definitions or measurement questions, further context 

should be provided, i.e. indication of whether the term is intended to refer to adequate quality 

nutritionally, adequate quality from a retailer perspective (e.g. safety, production standards), or 

adequate quality from a consumer perspective (e.g. appearance, flavour, origin). 

 

7.2.2 Inclusion or exclusion of food poverty from the poverty nomenclature 

There was a general consensus among stakeholders that food poverty should be separated from 

the poverty nomenclature in having a separate definition and measure. This view is consistent 

with the apparent trend in the academic literature (Dowler and O’Connor., 2012; Sissons et al., 

2018; O’Connell et al., 2019; Loopstra et al., 2019) and among various public and private 

sector organisations (Consumer Council, 2001; Purdy et al., 2007; Douglas et al., 2015; King 

et al., 2015) of discussing food poverty separately to poverty. The recent decision by 

government to routinely measure food poverty in the UK with an agreed food insecurity 

measure (Butler, 2019a) also evidences opinion at the government level of the importance of 

considering food insecurity separately to poverty. 

 

7.2.3 Elements of a definition 

As discussed in chapter two (section 2.2.3) there has been a successive shift in food poverty 

definition, from an original focus on availability, to one of access (both physical and 

economic), to specifying issues of food safety and nutrition, to issues of social acceptability. 

When discussing important components of a measure, stakeholders as a whole referenced all 

of these elements as important. Physical and economic access were primarily considered 
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among stakeholders to be the most important, while opinion was divided as to whether the 

social acceptability dimension was necessary. Some felt that referencing social exclusion issues 

associated with food poverty (e.g. being unable to afford to have friends or family over for a 

meal, or unable to eat out) in a definition or measure wasn’t necessary, and that food poverty 

definitions and measures should instead focus on immediate issues of sustenance. It was 

considered that issues of social exclusion resulting from food poverty may not be enough to 

get policy attention for change as opposed to issues of hunger or malnutrition. As previously 

discussed in chapter one (section 1.2), a similar viewpoint has been cited in the media, which 

has reported perspectives that food poverty in developed countries cannot be likened to that in 

developing countries, as it is viewed to be less extreme (O’Hagan, 2013; Lanchester, 2014; 

Purdam et al., 2016). However, other stakeholders in Study 1, particularly those who work in 

the community, or who advocate on behalf of consumers, were of the viewpoint that mention 

of social exclusion is of paramount importance. Many discussed the importance of considering 

social exclusion because of the potential associated mental health problems it may cause. 

Although there is an emphasis in the literature on the biological and nutritional consequences 

of food insecurity (e.g. hunger and malnutrition) (Weaver et al., 2014; Tarasuk et al., 2015; 

Purdam et al., 2016), there is an increasing focus in the literature which connects food 

insecurity with social factors and consequences (Moffat et al., 2017; Willis and Fitzpatrick, 

2017; Caraher and Furey, 2018). O’Connell et al (2019) discuss how those on low incomes are 

likely to make compromises not only on the quantity and quality of food, but are also likely to 

have reduced social participation (e.g. less able to eat out, or entertain friends, family, or 

children’s friends), and may have less socially acceptable ways of accessing food (e.g. 

attending food banks).  A recent study by Healy (2019) supports the inclusion of a question 

examining food insecurity-related social exclusion in measurement modules, and considers that 

recognising this association can shift focus to implementing broader solutions based upon 
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issues of social justice, as opposed to solutions pertaining only to suppling more food. 

Stakeholder’s views regarding the importance of acknowledging the social aspects of food 

insecurity therefore align with similar viewpoints in the literature. Further, stakeholders who 

participated in Study 1 felt that simply providing more food (i.e. focusing on the ‘quantity’ as 

opposed to the nutritional ‘quality’ aspect of the definition) was not appropriate as it does not 

align with health recommendations, and that it is therefore important instead to emphasise the 

importance of nutritious food. This view was particularly strong from those who worked in 

health policy or nutrition. Ayala and Meier (2017) similarly discuss how food and nutrition 

security are interconnected and should be considered simultaneously to address related health 

challenges.  

 

7.3 RO2: To critically evaluate past, present and potential approaches to the 

measurement of food poverty in NI 

Discussion related to RO1 centres around themes previously introduced in chapter five 

(findings): considerations for measurement (chapter 5, section 5.6.2.1), opinions on the EU-

SILC food deprivation questions (currently used in NI to examine food poverty prevalence) 

(chapter 5, section 5.6.2.2), opinions on the HFSSM (formerly used in NI to examine food 

poverty prevalence) (chapter 5, section 5.6.2.3), and the feasibility of a headline indicator (a 

potential measurement approach for use in NI) (chapter 5, section 5.6.2.4). 

 

7.3.1 Considerations for measurement 

Stakeholders’ views further confirmed opinions of those in the literature (e.g. Sharpe., 2016 

and Alkire et al., 2017) that collecting quantitative data using an agreed measure would be 

useful to assess the extent of the problem and provide an evidence base upon which 

Government could act, to monitor changes over time, the effects of interventions, prevalence 
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and severity of food insecurity, regional or population distribution of food insecurity, and risk 

factors or predictors. The USA and Canada have used a standardised approach to food 

insecurity measurement since 1995 and 2004 respectively, which has provided a consistently 

comparable evidence base regarding the prevalence of food insecurity in each country, and has 

facilitated tracking of food insecurity across regions (PROOF, 2019). Further, consistent data 

emanating from these countries has facilitated much research on this issue, such as research on 

associated household risk factors (Anderson et al., 2016), research on the proportion of those 

receiving welfare who are food insecure (Tarasuk et al., 2014), and research on the effect of 

interventions to improve household’s ability to access food (Fafard St-Germain et al., 2019). 

Collecting data on food insecurity, and conducting related research is therefore useful to inform 

decisions at the policy-making level regarding response to food insecurity. For example, Fafard 

St-Germain et al’s (2019) study examined food insecurity levels in a particular region before 

and after introduction of a government subsidy to increase household access to food. Findings 

showed however that the prevalence of food insecurity in the region continued to increase 

following introduction of the retail subsidy, and the author’s therefore concluded that the 

governments focus on food-subsidy initiatives was not sufficient to combat the issue (Fafard 

St-Germain et al., 2019). 

 

How food poverty is operationalised in a measurement construct will affect who is categorised 

as being food poor. Results from this study revealed that the HFSSM module categorised fewer 

people as being food insecure than the EU-SILC questions (chapter six, section 6.4). The 

literature similarly finds discrepancies between the proportion of a population sample 

categorised as food secure / food insecure when using different measures (e.g. Kleve et al., 

2017; McKechnie et al., 2018). It was not within the scope of this study to compare the 

construct validity of the two measures in their ability to measure food insecurity. However, it 
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could be considered that because the HFSSM measures are linked to Radimer et al’s (1990) 

qualitative work with those in food insecurity, and subsequent conceptual framework of food 

poverty, it could be a more accurate representation of food poverty than the EU-SILC 

measures. Further, the four EU-SILC food deprivation questions have not been validated as a 

construct separate to the other questions contained within the EU-SILC survey (Whelan and 

Maitre, 2006). Conversely, as discussed in chapter two, the HFSSM followed a rigorous 

construction and verification process to assess its suitability to measure food insecurity and to 

ensure the sensitivity of the successive questions. In addition, a recent review of the literature 

pertaining to food insecurity measurement found that the HFSSM was the most frequently used 

measurement approach globally (Marques et al., 2014), and further, stakeholders from this 

study felt the HFSSM would provide a more accurate representation of food insecurity status 

than the EU-SILC due to greater question variety and relevance. However, it should also be 

noted that neither of the measures contain reference to all four of Radimer et al’s (1990) 

identified domains of food insecurity (uncertainty/worry regarding accessing food, inadequate 

quality, inadequate quantity, social acceptability), as the EU-SILC does not include a question 

related to worry that food will run out before having the opportunity / means to buy more, while 

the HFSSM does not include a question on social acceptability of food. Therefore, re-

evaluation of the EU-SILC questions or HFSSM could consider incorporating a question 

related to these lacking elements. Archer et al (2017) examined stakeholder’s perceptions on 

various food insecurity measurement approaches, including the HFSSM, and similarly 

concluded that all of the measurement tools considered failed to measure across all food 

security dimensions. Archer et al (2017) therefore recommended that new tool development or 

existing tool modification could perhaps consider evaluation of the access, availability and 

utilisation dimensions of food security, rather than solely focusing on financial constraints. 
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When discussing the type of measure that should be used, experiential indicators were 

generally preferred by stakeholders, which aligns with the recent announcement (Butler, 

2019a) that an experiential indicator (the HFSSM) will be used to monitor food poverty in the 

UK, rather than a headline measurement method similar to the fuel poverty indicator.  

 

However, stakeholder reactions to the HFSSM and EU-SILC questions in Study 1A indicate 

that some of the subjective questions and terminology included in experiential questions may 

be less clear than objective indicators. Some stakeholders were ambiguous about what certain 

terms meant, or how certain terms would be defined or interpreted by different consumers. 

Some stakeholders considered the term ‘balanced meals’ in the HFSSM as potentially 

problematic, as different respondents may have different opinions as to what constitutes a 

balanced meal. This is a consideration which has also been discussed in the literature, and 

certain studies have recommended changing of this terminology (e.g. Wolfe et al., 2003 and 

Archer et al., 2017). Similarly to Study 1A, Archer et al (2017) also interviewed stakeholders 

regarding their opinions of a measure, and consequently suggested that ‘nutritious’ would be 

better terminology in a measure as opposed to ‘healthy’, as stakeholders thought that 

healthiness was a very subjective term and could be interpreted differently by different people, 

a consideration which is confirmed in the literature (Bisogni et al., 2012; Ronteltap et al., 

2012). Wolfe et al (2003) examined the appropriateness of the HFSSM among a group of elders 

and concluded suggesting that the question asking “couldn’t afford balanced meals” be 

replaced with “couldn’t afford right foods for health”. Further, the term ‘balanced meals’ in the 

HFSSM has been identified as having potential to cause issues if the module is being translated 

into a language which does not have an equivalent phrase or connotation, as an inadequately 

translated question in the module could affect validity if respondents answer a question they 

do not fully understand, or if they avoid answering it because of lack of understanding 
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(Harrison et al., 2003; Groves et al., 2009; Rabbitt and Coleman-Jensen, 2017). Therefore 

perhaps a more universal / cross-cultural term such as the aforementioned would be useful. 

Although there will always be a certain degree of error, it is important that terms used are as 

clear as possible in order for the module to validly measure what is intended. 

 

One stakeholder in this study commented that the HFSSM question regarding losing weight as 

a result of food insecurity was perhaps not fully relevant in light of the Western paradox that 

food insecurity is associated with overweight and obesity because of increased reliance on more 

affordable high fat and sugar foods (Hernandez et al., 2017; Ro and Brandon, 2018). However, 

another felt this question was very relevant and would be a sure indicator of food insecurity. 

 

Discussion with stakeholders and quantitative analysis centred on experiential measures rather 

than the alternative less frequently used measures of dietary diversity and coping strategies 

introduced in chapter two. However, some coping strategies were discussed by stakeholders, 

such as teachers providing students with food, and how coping strategies had changed in that 

previously people may have relied on family or friends to help out with food access whereas 

now people are perhaps more likely to visit food banks and make use of charity food aid as a 

coping strategy. The healthy food basket measure of food availability / access in an area was 

referenced by some stakeholders when discussing the importance of a socially acceptable diet, 

and these stakeholders discussed how it was important that baskets include items not only for 

a nutritionally adequate diet, but also for a socially inclusive diet. Stakeholder’s views as to the 

need for a healthy food basket measure to account for the social element of food confirm those 

of various academics who have also endorsed the need for food baskets to include foods which 

are socially, ethnically and culturally acceptable (Dowler et al., 2001; Bowyer et al., 2009; 

Caraher et al., 2010; Caraher and Furey, 2018).  
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Regarding components of a measure, incorporating a severity scale into a measurement module 

was generally regarded by stakeholders as useful. This finding confirms that of other studies 

which have also endorsed the use of a severity scale rather than a binary category measure 

(Liddell et al., 2011; Archer et al., 2017). Quantitative analysis however did not allow for 

differences by severity as the EU-SILC deprivation questions are not validated as a module 

with severity levels, while the select HFSSM questions included in the survey did not lend 

themselves towards analysis according to severity thresholds as is allowed with the full 18-

item HFSSM. Having measurement approaches validated as whole measurement modules is 

therefore an important consideration, to allow for differentiation between severity levels, i.e. 

those experiencing marginal, moderate, and low food security. Regarding tracking of 

improvement / deterioration across time and locations, it is possible that using a severity scale 

categorisation approach may show greater variation and more evidence of change as nuanced 

changes of improvement / deterioration between severity levels of the population may be 

detected more easily than if only a binary food secure / food insecure classification is used. 

 

Stakeholders discussed the potential usefulness of routine measurement in setting and 

evaluating progress of targets. Incorporating a severity scale can also help with this, i.e. targets 

can be more refined so that rather than aiming to decrease overall food poverty, perhaps 

decreasing the number of those with low / very low food security to show some level of 

improvement rather than aiming for total eradication in the first instance. Further evidencing 

how a severity scale can help with setting and monitoring targets, Liddell et al (2011) discuss 

severity cut-off points for measurement of food poverty’s counterpart, fuel poverty, and the 
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difficulty in showing levels of improvement when large threshold categories are used rather 

than narrower severity levels. 

 

Deciding upon the most useful measure and the language used in the measure will require prior 

consideration of how the measure and resultant data will be used, and by whom. Therefore 

before a measure would be constructed, it would be important to consider the goal of a measure, 

how the resultant data will be used, what political and / or practical action could come 

implementing the measure, and what resources would be needed and are feasible to be 

designated to implementing actions for change. 

 

Some stakeholders discussed how it would be useful to ask people actually experiencing food 

poverty their views on causes, measurement approaches, and solutions. Butcher et al’s (2018) 

study examined stakeholders’ views as to the predictors of food poverty versus the views of 

those actually in food poverty. There were some differences of opinion between the two groups, 

therefore indicating that insights from both stakeholders and those in food poverty should be 

considered in tandem when developing or reviewing measurement approaches.  

 

7.3.2 Opinions on the EU-SILC deprivation measures and HFSSM 

When considering the EU-SILC, some stakeholders felt the emphasis on meat / a roast joint in 

questions one and two was outdated. However, the literature does provide some rationale for 

referencing the ability to afford meat as an indicator of food insecurity, as a study found that 

in many countries across the EU, many households with children have had to decrease their 

meat consumption since the 2008 financial crisis for monetary reasons (UNICEF, 2014). 

Therefore this question does have relevance in showing that reduced income can affect 
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nutritional adequacy of diets, and meat / protein sources can be a good indication of this (Husz, 

2018). 

 

Although some stakeholders felt that the fourth question on social acceptability may not be as 

important as the others, Healy (2019) strongly endorses the fourth question, and other scholars 

emphasise the importance of the social aspect of having the ability to access sufficient, 

appropriate food (e.g. Caraher and Furey, 2018; O’Connell et al., 2019).  

 

The stakeholders interviewed provided a balanced sample as it allowed perspectives of those 

working closely with those in food poverty as well as those working at policy making levels. 

Interestingly, the food bank representative who participated thought the HFSSM measures were 

very relevant and that they did encapsulate the lived experience of their clients.  

 

It was suggested that certain questions in the HFSSM and EU-SILC would indicate definitively 

if the person was food poor or not, i.e. if people affirmed question eight in the HFSSM that 

they had lost weight due to lack of money for food, or if they affirmed question three in the 

EU-SILC that they had gone a full day without a substantial meal due to lack of money for 

food, that this would be a definitive indicator of food insecurity. This opinion therefore 

expressed the idea that asking fewer questions, or a single question, referencing severe food 

insecurity, can replace a long(er) module. However this approach would potentially exclude 

those who are marginally / moderately food insecure. Therefore, in order to differentiate 

between severities, a longer questionnaire with incorporated severity levels is needed (Bickel 

et al., 2000; Archer et al., 2017). However, compiling a staged module instrument can be more 

time consuming and challenging, as it is important to ensure that measures are reliable and 

valid, and that questions are sensitive and specific (Coleman-Jensen, 2009; Bjorney-Urke et 
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al., 2014; Archer et al., 2017). For example the design and ordering of the HFSSM questions 

is very specific and sensitive regarding how the questions capture the food insecurity 

experience and how the questions increase successively in the severity level of food insecurity 

they assess (Rafiei et al., 2009; Archer et al., 2017). Although an 18-item module appears long, 

especially in comparison to the four EU-SILC deprivation questions, the staged nature of the 

questionnaire means that in practice, the module has been found to take between one and four 

minutes to complete (Scarpe, 2016). Questionnaire length is an important consideration, as the 

longer the module the greater the response burden for the respondent, and therefore the greater 

the risk that participants will not fully complete it, resulting in missing data (Groves et al., 

2009).  

 

In comparison with the time frames referenced in EU-SILC questions (every second day, once 

a week, during the last fortnight, once a month), some stakeholders believed that the 12-month 

recall time frame of the HFSSM was too long, or thought that using a shorter time frame of 

two or three days would be useful when rapidly assessing if people are currently food insecure. 

Archer et al (2017) also interviewed stakeholders to assess their opinions on a single item 

measure with a twelve-month recall time frame, and respondents suggested that this time frame 

was too long and may not provide an accurate estimation of household food security status due 

to the changes that can occur over a period of twelve months. Illustrating the feasibility of 

adapting the HFSSM to use a shorter recall time frame, various studies have successfully 

modified the recall time of the HFSSM, from twelve months to three months (Ip et al., 2015), 

and from twelve months to one month (Guo et al., 2015; Huet et al., 2017), in order to assess 

seasonal food security. Modifying existing scales to use a shorter reference time can allow for 

repeated sampling to identify transient as opposed to long term food insecurity, and can also 

be useful to examine recall reliability (Huet et al., 2017). These aforementioned studies (Ip et 
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al., 2015; Guo et al., 2015; Huet et al., 2017) have all however examined a specific population 

(the Canadian Inuit) over a time-bound period. Therefore although this approach has been 

successful in these study contexts, it is likely not feasible when examining the wider 

population. As food insecurity measurement modules are usually contained within annual 

population surveys, a recall time of twelve months is appropriate when examining the food 

security status of the general population. Further, although alternate indicators such as dietary 

diversity and food frequency indicators, require participants to recall food intake from the 

previous twenty-four hours, as opposed to the longer reference period of twelve months used 

in experiential indicators such as the HFSSM (Leroy et al., 2015), this shorter reference time 

can leave more room for error. There are many variables which may affect food consumption 

on a particular day, therefore a longer timeframe such as the twelve-month recall used in the 

HFSSM may be a more representative, accurate indicator of typical food consumption.  

 

From a practitioner viewpoint, when considering both the HFSSM and the EU-SILC measure 

time frames, some participants working in the community with those in food poverty suggested 

that a shorter reference time would be useful to allow practitioners, when visiting a home, an 

immediate assessment of whether it was thought to be vulnerable to or experiencing food 

poverty. The literature provides examples of a rapid approach to food insecurity measurement 

being used in practitioner settings (Swindle et al., 2012; Bjorney Urke et al., 2014; Knowles et 

al., 2018), however rather than altering the recall time, these studies altered the number of 

questions asked, using only two questions taken from the HFSSM rather than using the full 

module. Using a two-item questionnaire has been found to be a feasible, useful approach in 

health care / social service settings when time is limited (Swindle et al., 2012; Bjorney Urke et 

al., 2014; Knowles et al., 2018). Stakeholder’s suggestion that in a practical setting 

measurement should be rapid, and examples in the literature of measurement modules being 
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adapted for practitioner use, indicate that a measure that is useful for government to inform 

policy and targets may not be as useful on a practical level for those working in the community, 

who may prefer a more practical measure.  

 

7.3.3 Feasibility of a headline indicator 

Results from this study showed that using a headline definition similarly to fuel poverty 

(Liddell et al., 2012), although thought useful to provide a streamlined message and get media 

and policy maker attention, was largely thought to be insufficient in capturing the 

multidimensional nature of food poverty. Further, stakeholders generally felt that the 

complexity of food spend in comparison to fuel spend make it more difficult to approximate a 

headline figure. Certain research has however examined and reported food spend as a 

proportion of household income, such as the ‘Family Spending in the UK’ survey (ONS, 2019), 

and an academic study which examined fuel versus food spend as a proportion of household 

income (Bhattacharya et al., 2003), providing evidence that a headline indicator is not entirely 

unfeasible. However, measuring food poverty from a relative perspective in this way has been 

criticised in the literature (Niemietz, 2010) and would contrast with the move to using 

subjective indicators. Therefore the finding that stakeholders in the majority did not think a 

headline indicator was feasible, and that an experiential indicator would be preferable, aligned 

with the literature. 

 

7.4 RO3: To identify and critically evaluate the predictors of food poverty in NI 

Stakeholder opinions on the most prominent food poverty predictors were identified and 

confirmed in a two-stage process (Study 1A and 1B), and the overall finding was that 

stakeholders identified similar predictors to those that had been identified in the literature.  



309 

 

There were no prominently evident differences between the groups of stakeholders and the 

main themes or predictors they discussed, with all stakeholders generally discussing a wide 

range of contextual, structural and proximal risks. Stakeholders’ opinions on predictors were 

largely in agreement for all apart from age (further discussed in section 7.4.7). 

 

RO3 discussion related to predictors centres around themes previously introduced in the 

literature and results chapters: contributors to vulnerability (chapter 5, section 5.3), income and 

the changing nature of work (chapter 5, section 5.3.2.1), problems with the welfare system 

(chapter 5, section 5.3.2.6), poor health (chapter 5, section 5.3.1.3), food knowledge and 

cooking skills (chapter 5, section 5.3.1.6), educational attainment (chapter 5, section 5.5.2.3), 

certain life stages, age and gender (chapter 5, section 5.3.1.2), household demographics 

(chapter 5, section 5.3.1.1), tenure (chapter 2, section 2.6.8), minority group status (chapter 2, 

section 2.6.9), addiction (chapter 5, section 5.3.1.3), societal inequality (chapter 5, section 

5.3.2.7), lack of savings / debt (chapter 5, section 5.3.1.8), and food bank usage (chapter 5, 

section 5.7.1). 

 

7.4.1 Contributors to vulnerability 

Stakeholders discussed several factors which can make households more vulnerable to food 

insecurity. The literature also discusses the theme of vulnerability, and how the combining of 

vulnerabilities can particularly increase the likeliness of food insecurity (Hamelin et al., 2010; 

Misselhorn and Hendriks, 2017; Thompson et al., 2018) as vulnerable households will be less 

resilient against shocks (Pieters et al., 2013). Pieters et al (2013) include ‘vulnerability’ as an 

element of stability in a conceptual model showing the dimensions of food and nutrition 

security at the micro-level, and Barrett (2002) discusses how vulnerability can be third 
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generational, a viewpoint based on the subculture of poverty theory which is premised upon 

the often intergenerational nature of poverty.  

 

Uncertainty regarding the impending exit of the UK from the EU (‘Brexit’) and potential 

increases in food prices was discussed by stakeholders as potentially increasing vulnerability 

to food poverty, and reducing the ability of those on low incomes to purchase healthy foods. 

As discussed in chapter two, the potential of food price increases related to Brexit has also been 

considered in the literature (Lang et al., 2017; Seferedi et al., 2019). Increasing prices of 

commodities such as food could be particularly problematic for the most vulnerable consumers 

in further constraining their access to sufficient, appropriate food. 

 

7.4.2 Income and the changing nature of work  

Stakeholders identified a variety of perceived predictors of food insecurity. There were several 

commonalities among these with income largely agreed to be the main predictor. Similarly, 

Hamelin et al (2010) conducted a study to examine households’ and stakeholders’ viewpoints 

on the food security experience, and almost three-quarters (73%) of stakeholders cited income 

as increasing risk of vulnerability of food security. However, just under one-quarter (22%) of 

households experiencing food insecurity cited income, indicating that a difference existed 

between stakeholders’ opinion and actual household reality. Butcher et al (2018) similarly 

found that income was unanimously considered to be a risk factor for food insecurity, a 

supposition which has been confirmed quantitatively in the literature in a range of locations 

and contexts (e.g. Loopstra et al., 2019; Leroux et al, 2018). The NI Health Survey 2014-15 

did not however collect household or individual income data, therefore this variable was unable 

to be tested quantitatively in Study 2. 
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It is generally assumed, and has been proven in the literature, that those who are unemployed 

will have a lower income than those who are employed, and are therefore more susceptible to 

food insecurity (Loopstra et al., 2015; Hadren and Dickson, 2015; Royston, 2017; Loopstra et 

al., 2019). However, although unemployment was discussed among stakeholders as 

problematic for household food security outcome, several stakeholders identified an additional 

group, the ‘working poor’, i.e. those who are in employment but are low paid, or who have 

irregular work hours, as being particularly vulnerable. The phenomenon of the working poor 

has also been discussed in the literature (e.g. Burke and Ng, 2006; Coleman-Jensen, 2011; Barr, 

2012; Rahman, 2015; McBride et al., 2018; Caraher and Furey, 2018), and in the media (Butler, 

2019b, Greve, 2019, Financial Times, 2019; Rovnick, 2019). The concept of the ‘working 

poor’ disputes the previously discussed individualistic classical theory (chapter 3, section 

3.6.1.1) that if people are willing to work hard they will be rewarded with adequate wages. 

Rather, it is aligned with structural or political theoretical perspectives which premise that 

failure in the markets, or lack of social mobility and opportunity, or insufficient policies 

governing wages and work contracts contribute to poverty. Changes in the labour market, 

globalisation, and the consequences to the labour market of subsequent industrial revolutions 

were discussed by stakeholders as impacting upon the demand for labour, impactors which are 

also discussed in the literature (Goos and Manning, 2003; Barr, 2012; Sissons et al., 2018).  

 

Descriptive statistics from this study showed that over five per cent of those respondents who 

were employed were also food insecure, indicating that being employed is not indicative with 

being food secure. Being employed was not however discussed as a predictor of food 

insecurity, as it is acknowledged that although some who work may be food poor, for the 
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majority of people being in employment will be a protective factor against poverty. Both EU-

SILC and HFSSM models associated unemployment with higher odds of food insecurity, 

which is consistent with the findings of a similar study also carried out in the UK (Loopstra et 

al., 2019). One of the stakeholders interviewed who worked in the community discussed how 

food bank practitioners had reported to her that the majority of those who attend food banks 

are working, however when her organisation conducted research into the working poor, the 

food bank they were using to recruit participants claimed that none of the recipients had met 

the criteria to participate in the research (i.e. none were in work and visiting a food bank). This 

indicates either that the food bank was protecting their clients by not asking them to get 

involved in the research, or that the anecdotal profile that the majority who visit food banks are 

working may not be entirely accurate. A limitation of this research was that the employment 

variable used in quantitative analysis did not differentiate between whether respondents were 

employed part-time or full time. Had a variable which accounted for both these employment 

states been available for analysis, findings regarding the nature of work and food insecurity 

status may have aligned with the rhetoric of the working poor.    

 

7.4.3 Problems with the welfare system 

Stakeholders discussed how welfare reforms such as Universal Credit, Personal Independence 

Payments, and wait times associated with the transition to the new welfare system are potential 

contributors to food insecurity, and known reasons as to why people have visited food banks 

or not had enough money for food. The wait of six weeks associated with the transition to 

Universal Credit when it was first introduced was discussed as particularly problematic as this 

transition period leaves people vulnerable and without income for a certain amount of time. 

This wait has however since been changed to five (Mason, 2017) which shows recognition by 

policy makers that the six-week wait time was problematic, and indicates governments 
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responsiveness to an evidence base that demonstrated hardship caused by the six-week wait. 

The recent decision by government to measure food poverty routinely in the UK (Taylor, 2019) 

provides further evidence of progress in the food poverty arena and increasing awareness of 

need at the policy level. 

 

Predictors of food poverty identified by stakeholders were consistent with those identified in 

the literature, such as benefit sanctions (Adler, 2016) and benefit changes and delays (Garratt, 

2017). A food bank practitioner interviewed stated that in their experience the majority of those 

visiting the food bank were low paid as opposed to being on benefits, and that another 

significant group of clients was those who had problems with income due to benefit changes 

and delays. Garratt (2017) carried out a study on food bank recipients and found that the 

greatest proportion of those visiting food banks were doing so because of benefit changes and 

delays, followed by those on low income. Therefore perhaps a greater focus should be asserted 

on the management of benefit processes to reduce the vulnerability of those on benefits, and to 

reduce waiting times that people are left without money. As expected, this study found that 

being in receipt of welfare was a significant predictor of food insecurity status. This finding 

provides a contribution to the literature in corroborating with previous studies suggestions of 

the linkages between welfare and food insecurity in the UK (Lambie-Mumford, 2014; Perry et 

al., 2014; Loopstra et al., 2015; Loopstra et al., 2018). 

 

7.4.4 Poor health 

Several stakeholders discussed the association of poor health, both physical and mental, with 

food insecurity, and discussion of health centred particularly on mental health. Similarly, poor 

health has largely been linked with food insecurity in the literature (Siefert et al., 2004; 
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Thompson et al., 2018; Butcher et al., 2018), with a particular emphasis on the association 

between food insecurity and mental health (Lent et al., 2009; Garthwaite et al., 2015; Furey et 

al., 2019a; PROOF, 2019). Stakeholder assumptions were confirmed statistically in 

quantitative analysis, the findings of which showed that those who self-identified as having 

bad health, and those who were moderately-extremely anxious / depressed were more likely to 

be food insecure. Although poor physical and mental health was associated with food 

insecurity, both anecdotally by stakeholders, and statistically, it is unclear whether this 

association is causal or whether it is a consequence of being food insecure (Butcher et al., 

2018), and it must be recognised that there are many other compounding factors which could 

also explain this association (Tevie and Shaya, 2018). However, it is known that food poverty 

can create new, and exacerbate existing, health problems (Thompson et al., 2018).  

 

7.4.5 Food knowledge and cooking skills  

Some stakeholders discussed how those in food poverty, having less disposable income, were 

more likely to have diets poorer not only in quantity but also in quality, as healthy food is more 

expensive, and budgeting issues may mean people will buy convenience foods rather than the 

often more economical method of buying raw ingredients to prepare foods. Butcher et al (2018) 

also found that stakeholders and participants at risk of food insecurity perceived the price of 

healthy food to be a barrier for those on low incomes to make healthy food choices. However, 

in this study, all stakeholders did not agree with this rationale, and some considered poor diets 

to be a result rather of lack of education, budgeting issues, and people assuming certain foods 

are more expensive or not knowing how to make meals in a more economical way from raw 

ingredients. Lavelle et al (2016) confirmed this opinion in their study which examined barriers 

to cooking from raw ingredients and found that respondents viewed cooking from scratch as 

more expensive. Further literature has discussed the link between the increasing reliance on 



315 

 

convenience foods rather than preparing meals from basic ingredients, and declining cooking 

skills (Gaines et al., 2014; SafeFood, 2016; Lavelle et al., 2017; Horning et al., 2017). 

Convenience foods are generally higher in fat and sugar than freshly prepared foods and 

therefore can contribute to overweight and obesity (Monteiro et al., 2011; Stuckler and Nestle, 

2012; Lavelle et al., 2017). Therefore, lack of cooking skills and ability to prepare foods from 

raw ingredients can in turn negatively impact on dietary health, and those from low 

socioeconomic backgrounds, or those with limited resources who are less likely to have food 

knowledge and cooking skills are more likely to be affected (McGowan et al., 2015; Horning 

et al., 2017). Certain stakeholders in the current study discussed how lack of cooking skills 

could increase susceptibility to food insecurity, a consideration which has also been discussed 

in the literature, as lack of cooking skills will increase reliance on costly convenience foods 

and therefore increase household food spend (Gaines et al., 2014).  

 

7.4.6 Educational attainment 

Low educational attainment was not commonly discussed by stakeholders as a potential 

predictor of food poverty, and rather education was discussed from the perspective of those 

who lack cooking skills and budgeting skills being more susceptible to food poverty. Although 

certain studies such as Loopstra et al (2019) and Tarasuk et al (2019) found a correlation 

between education and food insecurity, finding that those with higher qualifications were less 

likely to be food insecure, this study did not find a significant relationship between education 

status and food insecurity. This study finding therefore corresponds with studies such as 

Ganhão-Arranhado et al (2018) and Hunt et al (2019) who also did not find education to be a 

significant predictor of food insecurity. These studies cited were also carried out in developed 

market economies: the US (Hunt et al., 2019), Canada (Tarasuk et al., 2019), Portugal 

(Ganhão-Arranhado et al., 2018) and the UK (Loopstra et al., 2019). Reinstadler and Ray 
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(2010) discuss how the probability of education level to increase risk of poverty is often weaker 

in richer economies, perhaps explaining the variation between results in the literature (and in 

this study) regarding the predictive effect of educational attainment on food insecurity. Further, 

the NI Health Survey 2014 / 15 asks the respondent to indicate their educational attainment, 

however the respondent may not necessarily be the head of household / primary earner, 

therefore the ambiguity of this question in relation to the reference person may also contribute 

to the finding that educational attainment is not a significant predictor of food insecurity, and 

the mixed findings in the literature may also be a result of using data from household surveys 

with similar methodology / respondent criteria.  

 

7.4.7 Household demographics 

Households with only one adult were found to have a greater probability of being food insecure, 

however there was no differentiation made in the analysis between single-adult households, 

and single adult households with children. Therefore this study could not confirm findings of 

other studies (Nord, 2009; Lund et al., 2018) which have found a link between single 

parenthood and household food security status. Further, those who were single or divorced / 

separated / widowed were not found to be significantly more or less likely to be food insecure 

than those who were married. This disconfirms Loopstra et al’s (2019) finding that those who 

were single / separated / divorced / widowed had greater odds of being food insecure compared 

with those who are married / co-habiting. However, it is acknowledged that Loopstra et al 

(2019) combined those who were single in a variable with those who were separated / divorced 

/ widowed, while this study considered these two groups separately. Therefore had these 

variables been combined they may have produced a significant finding comparable to Loopstra 

et al’s (2019). 
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The HFSSM model in this study found that one-adult households had a significantly greater 

odds (probability) of being food insecure than dual-adult households, or households with three 

adults or more. Further, despite certain studies, such as Bartfeld and Dunifon (2005) finding 

that the number of children in a household increased the odds ratio of food poverty, the current 

study did not find the number of children to significantly affect household food poverty status. 

This may be because although expenditures such as food are likely to increase the more people 

in the household, each additional family member cannot be assumed to add an additional 

amount to the families’ expenditure, as certain housing costs are the same regardless of how 

many people live in the household (Shaefer et al., 2018). This finding differed however from 

previous study results that the presence of children in the home increased the odds ratio of food 

poverty (Loopstra et al., 2019), and that as the number of children in the household increased, 

so too did the odds ratio of food insecurity (Bartfeld and Dunifon, 2005).  

 

Certain stakeholders discussed how the expense of childcare can be a significant outlay in 

household budgets which can increase vulnerability to food poverty. One suggested that pre-

school childcare should be paid for by the government, the same way as schools are funded. 

‘Universal childcare’ has also been suggested in the literature for implementation in the UK 

generally (Ben-Galim, 2011) and in NI specifically (McQuaid et al., 2013), due to its potential 

usefulness for both single and married parents, in allowing them to work without the burden of 

childcare costs. 

 

As previously discussed in chapter two, section 2.6.7, the literature includes mixed views as to 

whether being elderly / of pensionable age would make one more or less likely to be food 
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insecure given their fixed-income status juxtaposed with the potential for them to be asset rich 

but cash poor (Nord and Kantor, 2006; Emery et al., 2013; Carman and Zamarro, 2016; Vilar-

Compte et al., 2017; Leroux et al., 2018). Similarly, views were mixed among stakeholders as 

to whether this was the case. Quantitative results however did not find the oldest age groups to 

be more likely to be food insecure than the most prevalent age group of respondents (45-54 

year olds) who were selected as the reference group. Under the HFSSM, results found that 16-

24 year olds had a greater odds ratio of being food insecure than those in the reference group. 

Loopstra et al (2019) also used the 45-54 age group as a reference when conducting a logistic 

regression to assess predictors of food insecurity using the HFSSM on a sample of England, 

Wales and NI. Loopstra et al’s (2019) study similarly found that those in both the 16-24 and 

25-34 year old age groups had a significantly higher odds of food insecurity than those in the 

45-54 year age (reference) group. Further, Loopstra et al’s (2019) finding that those in the 65+ 

age group had a lower probability of food insecurity than those in the reference group was also 

replicated in this study.  

 

Although gender by itself was not considered by stakeholders to be a predictor of food 

insecurity, some stakeholders suggested certain mediating characteristics alongside gender 

which may increase vulnerability. Single mother households were suggested to be more 

susceptible, a household type which has been found in the literature to be more likely to be 

food insecure (Nord, 2009; Martin and Lippert, 2012). Quantitative analysis however examined 

independent variables and their contribution to the dependent variable separately, rather than 

combining variables such as gender and marital status to test household types such as single 

mother households. Therefore this demographic was not tested in the current study. Further 

regarding gender, a second group, older men who had recently been bereaved, were considered 

particularly at risk. This group was identified by a stakeholder participant who worked in the 
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community, and associated this assumption with the rationale that traditional gender roles may 

mean that older men may not have the same shopping, budgeting and food preparation skills 

and knowledge as women, therefore once bereaved they may be more likely to be food 

insecure. Butcher et al (2018) similarly discussed gender roles of women shopping for and 

preparing food in the home and how men living alone may be more at risk.  

 

7.4.8 Housing tenure 

The finding that renting rather than owning the home / living there rent free was a significant 

predictor of food insecurity on both models is consistent with findings in the literature e.g. 

Bartfeld and Dunifon (2005). This association is presumably connected to disposable income, 

as those who rent will need to account for the cost of their monthly rent being deducted from 

their monthly household income, and therefore will have proportionally less disposable income 

to spend on food and other necessities than those who own their home outright.  

 

7.4.9 Minority group status 

Although being of immigrant status has been identified in the literature to be a predictor of 

food poverty (Hamelin et al., 2010) this was not a predictor commonly discussed by 

stakeholders in this study. One stakeholder discussed the Roma population, and how their lack 

of official identification paperwork could increase their vulnerability to food poverty if they 

were unable to secure regular employment or welfare support. The literature further discusses 

how immigrants may be more susceptible to food insecurity as former cultural practices that 

may have been a means of ensuring food security, such as sharing meals with family, are no 

longer occurring (Moffatt et al., 2017). Although there was no variable available to test the 

association of ethnic minority status and food poverty quantitatively, it is recognised that each 
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country / region may have populations such as ethnic minority groups who may be particularly 

vulnerable. The experience of certain marginalised groups can be difficult to capture (Watson 

et al., 2016), therefore it is important to consider how to sample these groups and assess their 

experience (Anderson, 1990). 

 

7.4.10 Addiction 

Some stakeholders who worked in the community discussed how in certain households money 

can be prioritised for addictions such as alcohol. This was also discussed by stakeholders in 

Butcher et al’s (2018) study. This variable could not however be tested in the quantitative 

analysis. 

 

7.4.11 Societal inequality 

Certain stakeholders discussed social inequality as a primary cause of food insecurity. This 

aligns with the structural and political theories discussed in chapter three. Theorists have 

attributed poverty to societal inequality (Bhalla, 2002; Nolan and Marx, 2009; Davis and 

Sanchez-Martinez, 2015), and other studies have discussed linkages between inequality in 

society and poverty (Booroah, 2007; Thompson, 2010; Lang and Lingnau, 2015). Societal 

inequality as a cause of food insecurity is however a difficult assumption to test as it would 

involve longitudinally examining populations and families, therefore the scope of this study 

did not include testing of this identified contributor.  

 

7.4.12 Lack of savings / debt  

The food bank practitioner interviewed cited examples of past food bank clients who do not 

meet the traditional food poverty profile, for example those who have a regular sufficient 
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income, but have had need to use a food bank on a one-off, random basis, if they have had an 

unexpected expense or issues accessing money. People who do not have savings will therefore 

be more vulnerable to unexpected demands on their income. Therefore, it cannot be concluded 

that everyone who uses food banks is categorically food insecure. They may instead lack the 

savings required to buffer them against sudden shocks on their income, such as a sudden job 

loss, unexpected expense, or illness or caring responsibilities that reduce their ability to work 

(Michalski, 2003; Perry et al., 2014; Garthwaite et al., 2015). Moreover, unmanageable debts 

can further increase vulnerability to food insecurity as debt repayments can significantly reduce 

disposable income, resulting in less money available to spend on food and other necessities 

(Perry et al., 2014; Lambie-Mumford, 2014; Garthwaite et al., 2015). 

 

7.4.13 Food bank usage  

The literature has also indicated that food bank usage is a poor indicator of food insecurity 

(Loopstra and Tarasuk, 2015; Tait, 2015), and Gallup Poll data from 2014 found that the 

number of people in the UK experiencing food insecurity is seventeen times greater than the 

number accessing Trussell Trust food banks (Taylor and Loopstra, 2016). This further 

evidences the disparity between the number of those in food poverty and those accessing food 

banks, and therefore the unsuitability of using food bank usage metrics as a conclusive indicator 

of country-level food insecurity. The association between food bank usage and food insecurity 

could not be tested in quantitative analysis due to lack of a relevant variable in the dataset. 
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7.5 RO4: To consider the implications of food poverty and formulate 

recommendations which provide an appropriate response to food poverty in the UK / 

NI 

 

Several stakeholders discussed the various individual, societal, business and economic 

implications of food insecurity, providing rationale for why it is important that government and 

businesses respond. Implications are discussed below according to themes previously 

identified in chapter five (findings): individual implications (chapter 5, section 5.5.1), societal 

implications (chapter 5, section 5.5.1), and business and economic implications (chapter 5, 

section 5.5.2). Recommendations were discussed with respect to government response (section 

5.7.4) and business response (section 5.7.5), pertaining to stakeholder recommendations 

presented in chapter 5, section 5.7.2.  

 

7.5.1 Implications for individuals 

The predominant implications of food insecurity for the individual identified by stakeholders 

were reduced dietary choice (section 7.5.1.1), physical and mental health problems (sections 

7.5.1.2 and 7.5.1.3), reduced educational attainment and participation (section 5.7.1.4), and 

social exclusion (section 5.7.1.5). 

 

7.5.1.1  Reduced dietary choice 

Certain stakeholders discussed how those with a limited food budget are likely to avoid the 

‘risk’ of trying new foods or buying foods that they are unsure that their children will eat, as 

this would be a waste of money. Harris et al (2019b) and Daniel (2016) confirm this 

supposition, and further discuss how the risk of buying foods children won’t eat can constrain 
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parents from exposing their children to healthy foods. If children are not exposed to healthy 

foods at a young age this can affect their taste formation and eating habits, and they may 

consequently be less likely to eat a varied balanced diet when they grow up (Daniel, 2016). 

This element of risk of purchasing foods children won’t eat can therefore contribute towards 

children eating less healthily, developing poorer eating habits, and subsequently having poorer 

health over their life course (Daniel, 2016). Further, being unable to try different foods can 

exclude children and adults socially (Hamelin et al., 1999; Connell et al., 2005). 

 

7.5.1.2  Physical health 

Stakeholders discussed how food insecurity could cause poor physical and mental health. 

Hunger and malnutrition as a result of eating an insufficient amount of food can cause physical 

health problems (Alaimo et al., 2005; Kirkpatrick et al., 2010; Moradi et al., 2019).  Contrary 

to the accepted association between food insecurity and being underweight / malnourished 

(Moradi et al., 2019), food insecurity is increasingly being linked instead to malnutrition 

regarding overweight or obesity (Dinour et al., 2007; Franklin et al., 2011; Dhurandhar, 2016; 

Hernandez et al., 2017; Ro and Brandon, 2018; Thompson et al., 2018). Corroborating this, 

certain stakeholders in the current study discussed knowledge of this paradox, which is 

presumably as a result either of high intake of energy-dense foods which are more affordable 

than healthy alternatives, or resulting from lack of knowledge about healthful eating and 

exercise behaviours (Bruening et al., 2012; Dhurandhar, 2016; Ro and Brandon, 2018). 

Breuning et al’s (2012) study upheld this paradox, and also found that food-insecure parents 

were more likely to serve high calorie foods in the home and less likely to serve healthy foods 

such as fruit and vegetables. They were also more likely to have unhealthier food practices 

such as skipping breakfast. These poorer eating patterns may be attributed to food-insecure 

parents having less accessibility to healthy foods than food-secure parents, due to financial 
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constraints, or poor quality and variety of fresh foods available at the shops most accessible to 

them (Bruening et al., 2012). Overweight and obesity are known causes of a number of health 

conditions, which those in food insecurity would therefore be more susceptible to if they are 

overweight. The quantitative element of this study did not test whether those households who 

were food insecure were overweight, therefore although this association was discussed 

anecdotally by stakeholders, it was not confirmed statistically. Although there was some 

variation between both models, the general finding from statistical analysis regarding overall 

health and food security status was that there was a greater odds of respondents who self-

identified as having poorer health statuses than the reference group (‘very good’), being food 

insecure, than those in the reference group. This finding therefore corroborates with discussion 

of this association in the literature (Kirkpatrick et al., 2010; Badadur et al., 2018; Perez et al., 

2018; Martinez et al., 2019). It is however noted that this variable asked respondents about 

their ‘general health’, therefore participants responses are not necessarily exclusively referring 

to their physical health, but depending on their interpretation of the question, and of what the 

term ‘general health’ means to them, could also account for their mental health. 

 

7.5.1.3  Mental health 

This study’s finding that those who were food insecure had a significantly greater odds of being 

anxious or depressed was consistent with the literature (Davison and Kaplan, 2015; Tuthill et 

al., 2019; Heflin et al., 2019). The worry and uncertainty associated with being unable to eat 

an adequate diet, or being unable to provide enough food for the family can develop into mental 

health problems such as depression and anxiety (Alaimo et al., 2005; Lent et al., 2009; King et 

al., 2015; Knowles et al., 2016; Heflin et al., 2019). One stakeholder discussed how parent’s 

anxiety and worry regarding food can be passed on to children. Fram et al (2011) confirmed 

this in their study which examined children’s awareness and experience of food insecurity, and 
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found that even when parents think they are protecting their children from knowledge about 

the shortage of food in the household, children are often aware and will in response take 

initiative to manage food to help their parents (e.g. not asking for food from the grocery store, 

bringing home food from friend’s houses).  

 

7.5.1.4  Reduced educational attainment and participation 

In addition to related health problems, at its most basic level food poverty will cause hunger, 

and several stakeholders discussed how this could affect children’s education as their 

concentration in schools will be diminished. Further one stakeholder cited knowledge of a 

report from the All Party Parliamentary Group on Hunger, which found that children who were 

adequately nourished over the summer holidays maintained their educational state, while those 

who had been improperly nourished over the school holidays returned with worse educational, 

developmental and health states than they had prior to the school holidays (Defeyter, 2018; 

End Hunger, 2019). Ashiabi (2005) further confirms this finding, and discusses the negative 

effects food insecurity has on children’s health status, their emotional wellbeing, and on their 

engagement in school. Living in food poverty can affect children’s cognitive and behavioural 

development and their academic performance (Jyoti et al., 2005; Cook and Frank, 2008; 

Defeyter, 2018).  

 

7.5.1.5  Social exclusion 

Further to the association between food security and health, food insecurity is also associated 

with social exclusion (Wilde, 2011; Ridge, 2003). Social exclusion occurs as a result of lack 

of resources, rights, goods and services which inhibit one’s ability to participate in normal 

societal activities (Levitas et al., 2007). Stakeholders discussed how food insecurity and lack 
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of resources were likely to prevent individuals from participating in normal activities, such as 

eating out with friends or family, or being able to take children out for the day. The association 

between food insecurity and social exclusion has prompted a focus on food insecurity as a 

social justice issue (Furey et al., 1999; Caraher and Furey, 2018). 

 

7.5.2 Implications for society 

Reduced ability to participate in society was seen by stakeholders to be an implication of food 

poverty, and one discussed their view that living in poverty, particularly intergenerational 

poverty, can cause societal problems by creating a cycle of people who may feel resentful 

towards society and be more likely to have problems with aggression, depression and addiction. 

This corresponds with the subculture of poverty theory discussed in chapter three. 

Corroborating with this stakeholder opinion, and the subculture of poverty theory, Jackson et 

al (2018) found that violence was almost six times more likely in food insecure households 

than food secure households, and Brady (2018) discusses how growing up in segregated 

neighbourhoods and being exposed to stress, such as violence, can cause mental health 

problems and undermine educational attainment, and thereby can cause poverty.  

 

7.5.3 Implications for business and the economy 

Stakeholders discussed various implications of food poverty for business, and various 

advantages for business of measuring and subsequently reducing food poverty. The role of 

business implications and food poverty has not been widely considered in the literature, 

therefore this research provides a contribution in identifying various ways in which food 

poverty can impact on business. Implications for business and the economy are discussed in 

themes previously identified in chapter 5, section 5.5.2. These are reduced contribution to the 
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workforce (section 7.5.3.1), reduced contribution to the economy (section 7.5.3.2), and 

increased cost burden for the health service (section 7.5.3.3). 

 

7.5.3.1  Reduced contribution to the workforce  

Reduced educational outcomes will, in turn, potentially lower future contribution to the 

workforce, earning potential, and subsequent contribution to the economy. Stakeholders 

discussed how societal members living in food poverty can create negative outcomes for 

businesses because adults who are improperly nourished are likely to have a reduced 

contribution to the workforce, either by being unemployed, or being in work but less able to 

work to full capacity, and potentially taking more days off sick. This accords with Kruzslicika 

(2015) and Furey et al’s (2019b) position that a poorly nourished population is also less 

economically productive limiting the business world’s chances for maximizing economic 

activity. 

 

7.5.3.2  Reduced contribution to the economy 

On an individual level, citizens in food poverty will have reduced spending power and therefore 

will provide a reduced contribution to the economy. Stakeholders considered how this may be 

particularly troublesome for the local economy, as consumers will be less likely to pay 

premium prices for local products, and where possible will seek instead to buy cheaper products 

or seek out retailers they perceive to be cheaper, providing they have access. Research has 

found that households in deprived areas are less responsive to price promotions and instead 

prefer everyday low prices strategies (Revoredo-Giha et al., 2018; Furey et al., 2019c). This is 

beneficial for discounters and supermarkets who use everyday low pricing strategies and own 

brands, however local retailers may struggle to maintain competitiveness in a supermarket price 
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war environment. Identifying and subsequently implementing policies to reduce food poverty 

could, in the long term, provide vulnerable consumers with more disposable income to spend 

in the local economy. 

 

7.5.3.3  Increased cost burden for the health service 

Stakeholders furthermore discussed the links between food insecurity-related health issues and 

health care costs as rationale why food poverty should be measured to help improve the 

situation and reduce long-term health costs. Ramsey et al (2012) found that food insecurity was 

associated with poorer physical health, depression, and increased hospitalisations and visits to 

the doctor, inevitably resulting in increased costs for the health service. Emery et al (2013) 

further suggests that food insecurity is a public health burden and discusses how decreasing 

levels of food insecurity can have cost benefits. In Canada, Tarasuk et al (2015) examined the 

association between food insecurity and health care costs and found that as food insecurity 

increases, so too did associated health care costs. In the UK, a relatively recent media report 

discussed the increasing number of hospital admissions related to poor diet and lack of food. 

During 2015-16, inadequate food accounted for 184,528 bed days in hospital (Merrick, 2016), 

an increase of almost three times that in 2006-07, indicating a worsening problem. Further, 

during 2015-16, 17,166 nights were spent in hospital due to malnutrition. The same report cited 

the average total price of a bed in a hospital to cost the NHS £400, and stated that the average 

stay related to malnutrition lasted for 22-23 days (Merrick, 2016). This provides evidence of 

not only the substantial problem of food insecurity in the UK and its implications, but also of 

the related cost burden on the health service. This is corroborated by Garratt (2017) who 

discusses how food poverty exerts further pressure on socialised health care systems such as 

the British National Health Service, and therefore presents a twofold rationale for pursuing 
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reducing food poverty levels: improving individual’s quality of life and relieving financial 

pressures on the health service. 

 

7.5.4 Recommendations for response 

Stakeholders largely considered the most prominent ‘response’ to food poverty to be the 

proliferation of food banks. However, this was felt inadequate as it exempts the government 

from acting, an opinion echoed in the literature (Caplan, 2016; Caraher and Furey, 2018). 

Middleton et al (2018) discuss how food banks are not meeting consumer needs as the food 

provided is often limited in variety and quality, and receiving food from food banks is 

associated with stigma and shame, therefore making the food bank model as a provision for 

food insecurity insufficient. However, it is acknowledged that for those who are food insecure, 

food banks can be an invaluable help in providing them with access to food to meet their 

immediate short-term needs (Ginsberg et al., 2019). When considering an appropriate response 

to food insecurity, stakeholders therefore focused on solutions that government could provide 

or endorse (section 7.5.4.1) as well as opportunities for business response (section 7.5.4.2). 

 

7.5.4.1  Government response 

The primary suggested government responses include adopting a right to food approach 

(section 7.5.4.1.1), measuring food poverty (section 7.5.4.1.2), addressing structural issues 

(section 7.5.4.1.3), facilitating a collaborative response (section 7.5.4.1.4), and endorsing and 

facilitating a sustainable food system (section 7.5.4.1.5).  
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7.5.4.1.1 Adopting a ‘right to food’ approach 

Some stakeholders discussed the right to food and how enforcing it would mean that 

government would have to act to provide aid, as opposed to charities and individuals providing 

donations for food banks. Further, as food banks are only a short term solution (Bazerghi et al., 

2016) government would also then be forced to address deeper structural issues. Thompson et 

al (2018) discuss how the food bank process of referral, whereby a potential recipient must 

prove their neediness to a health or social care worker in order to gain a referral, creates an 

issue of access to food being premised on need rather than seeing it as a right. This premise 

therefore contrasts the previously discussed rights-based approach (chapter 2, section 2.7.1). 

Further, it is possible that the emphasis on charitable food response rather than a political 

response reinforces the belief that it is an individual / behavioural issue (aligning with the 

classical theory perspective) rather than a structural issue (aligning with the structural and 

political theories cited in chapter two) (Riches, 2011), and this may be why stakeholders felt 

the general public are unaware of the need or are not angry enough about the problem to 

campaign for change. Stakeholders agreed that although charitable food aid is a vital resource 

for many, the government should not become complacent and view food banks as a solution 

which exempts them from action, an opinion agreed upon by Caraher and Furey (2017), Ghale 

et al (2018), and Caraher and Furey (2018) who emphasise the opinion that food is a right that 

should be provided by the state. 

 

7.5.4.1.2 Measuring food poverty  

Stakeholders were in agreement that a food poverty measure would be a useful first step in the 

UK to enable further identification of the extent of the problem across time and locations, and 

to provide an evidence base for decisions pertaining to change, i.e. formation of relevant 

policies or government recommendations for action and associated funding. Since the 
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stakeholder data collection (Study 1A and 1B), it has been announced that food poverty will 

be measured in the UK from May 2019 with the first iteration of data publicly available from 

March 2021 (Butler, 2019a). This provides evidence of progress in this area, and also that the 

majority opinion of stakeholders in this study as to the usefulness of a measure is shared by 

others elsewhere in senior decision making roles. It will therefore be interesting to observe in 

the coming years how the resultant data are used by the government to inform solutions to 

address the problem, as well as being able to see the prevalence of food poverty across the UK 

and compare across regions using this standardised measure.  

 

The US and Canada began measuring food insecurity in 1995 and 2004 respectively (Rafiei et 

al., 2009; Tarasuk, 2016), and since then there has been an increased research focus on food 

insecurity in these areas, much of which makes use of the secondary food insecurity data 

collected in government surveys, or which uses the agreed country-level measure included in 

government surveys. It is interesting also that the UK has chosen to use the HFSSM, which 

was the favoured measure by stakeholders, and the one which is used in the US and Canada. 

Albeit, the UK has chosen to use the 10-item HFSSM which measures only adult food 

insecurity, as opposed to child food insecurity, while Canada and the US use the full 18-item 

measure. However, as previously discussed, although questions pertaining to child food 

security are a useful inclusion, parents will often go without food to ensure their children have 

enough (Hamelin et al., 2010; Cooper et al., 2014; Ihab et al., 2015), therefore if children are 

food insecure it can be assumed this is consistent throughout the household (Ford, 2012; Urke 

et al., 2014). 
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Stakeholders discussed how if food poverty was measured in the UK it would be useful, 

alongside this, to have a policy addressing food poverty and an implementation plan to bring 

about change. Measuring food poverty successively each year can then allow for tracking of 

the food poverty situation in the UK and can facilitate setting and monitoring of specific targets. 

 

7.5.4.1.3 Addressing structural issues 

Stakeholders discussed how structural issues which contribute to the problem of food poverty 

need to be resolved. Therefore structural issues need to be investigated and confirmed in order 

to address attention on prominent causes of food insecurity. Several stakeholders felt that the 

problem of low pay / insecure work contracts was a significant contributor to food insecurity 

and that the majority of those who visit food banks are low paid as opposed to being on benefits.  

 

This study confirmed unemployment to be a predictor of food insecurity. However, several 

stakeholders discussed the rise in the changing nature of work and the association of low pay 

or insecure work contracts with food insecurity, a phenomenon which has been discussed in 

the literature (Coleman-Jensen, 2011; Sissons et al., 2018; McBride et al., 2018; Caraher and 

Furey, 2018). Therefore due to the concern with the ‘working poor’ phenomenon, it would be 

useful to further examine associations between the nature of work of the head of household, 

and household food security status.  

 

As work increasingly becomes more automated it is important for the government to ensure 

that more people are not left vulnerable in being unemployed, and that people are trained and 

provided with necessary skills for work. Some sectors in particular have been identified as 

having employees who are particularly vulnerable to poverty, such as those working in retail, 
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accommodation and food service (Sissons et al., 2018). Therefore, wages in these sectors 

should perhaps be addressed. This finding is interesting when considered alongside comments 

made by a stakeholder that there is an evident disconnect if retailers are donating to food banks 

as a CSR strategy, yet their own employees are the ones visiting these food banks. The ‘Living 

Wage Foundation’ encourages businesses to sign up in agreement to pay employees the ‘Real 

Living Wage’, as opposed to the ‘Minimum Wage’ (for under-25’s), or the ‘National Living 

Wage’ (for over-25’s) (Living Wage Foundation, 2019). To date (5th September 2019), 5643 

UK businesses have signed up as ‘Living Wage Employers’, thereby agreeing to pay the ‘Real 

Living Wage’, a wage rate based on calculations of what people need to live (Living Wage 

Foundation, 2019). Further, some retailers such as Lidl are taking initiative and voluntarily 

remunerating their hourly-paid employees above the living wage (Reuters, 2018). These 

businesses are thereby creating a consistent message about their desire to operate as a 

responsible business for societal good. Paying workers a fair wage, or a wage above the average 

can also serve to increase staff morale, loyalty and productivity (Sadri and Bowen, 2011; 

Tessema et al., 2013), however it is acknowledged that minimum wage policies can add 

financial strain to businesses, particularly smaller operations (Mason et al., 2006).  

 

Development of technology and the increasing trend for companies to outsource work has 

changed the demand for certain skills and the need for certain employees (Burke and Ng, 2006). 

Looking towards the future, it is possible that increasing automation may result in those with 

certain skill sets finding it more difficult to secure employment and therefore increasing their 

vulnerability to poverty. This triggers debate about the government’s role in preparing for 

labour market changes, such as investment in skills development and policies to protect low-

skilled workers who are most vulnerable (Peyton-Jones, 2019). Responses that meet immediate 

food needs (e.g. food banks) although acknowledged by stakeholders to be useful in the short 
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term, were considered neither feasible nor appropriate in the long term, and instead it was felt 

that more enduring solutions, such as improving overall skills training and educational 

attainment, are needed. This is however something that would need to be endorsed by 

government in order to provide the resources. Stakeholders felt that the cost involved would be 

a barrier to government acting to implement policy addressing food poverty, and that a strong 

case as to the long-term economic benefits of reducing food poverty was therefore necessary. 

 

7.5.4.1.4 Need for a collaborative response 

The importance of a cross sectoral, and cross-departmental, collaborative response was 

emphasised to provide stronger solutions and save resources, rather than different sectors and 

departments working on the same problem independently. Murray et al (2010) agree that it is 

unlikely that solutions to societal problems will be found in any one department or organisation 

and that collaboration would therefore be useful to support measures for a more responsible, 

sustainable economy. King et al (2015) also discuss the importance of a collaborative approach 

regarding food poverty response, and state that response should involve creation of a common 

agenda for organisations to work towards and linked practicable actions.  

 

7.5.4.1.5 Sustainable food systems 

Governments should be keen to meet their responsibilities under the second Sustainable 

Development Goal (SDG), which calls for an end to hunger, to achieve food security and 

improved nutrition, and promote sustainable agriculture by 2030 (UN, 2019). This SDG 

encourages collaboration from stakeholders from various sectors in order to respond with 

interventions and policy to improve hunger and malnutrition (Ramanujam and Richardson, 

2018). Hodgins and Fraser (2018) discuss how, politically, agriculture and poverty are not 
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considered related, and suggest that creating a joined-up food policy would require government 

to become accountable towards poverty and sustainable food production.  

 

Currently alternative food systems with a strong focus on sustainability come at a high cost, 

and sustainably-produced products are often considered a luxury for those who can afford to 

think about societal concerns, and could be exclusionary to those on low incomes (Hodgins 

and Fraser, 2018). However, stakeholders suggested that a large-scale move towards creating 

a more sustainable food system could help address food poverty. The FAO (2010, p. 7) define 

sustainable diets as 

“those diets with low environmental impacts which contribute to food and nutrition 

security and to healthy life for present and future generations. Sustainable diets are 

protective and respectful of biodiversity and ecosystems, culturally acceptable, 

accessible, economically fair and affordable; nutritionally adequate, safe and healthy 

while optimizing natural and human resources”. 

 

Meybeck and Gitz (2017) discuss how the price food is sold for in the marketplace will affect 

how much producers are paid, and emphasise that sustainability and social responsibility must 

be assessed at all points along the food chain, to ensure that food is not made so affordable for 

consumers buying it in supermarkets, that there is little profit for producers. Therefore, to be 

socially responsible, food production should be remunerative for all those involved at all points 

in bringing food to market (Meybeck and Gitz, 2017).  
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7.5.4.2  Business response 

In terms of business response, businesses were generally viewed favourably by stakeholders 

for their current response in terms of donations and food redistribution practices as part of their 

CSR strategies. Stakeholders speculated that this would continue to increase, and were of the 

opinion that redistribution of surplus food was useful both from the perspective of helping 

those in need and to manage waste. As well as being an incentive for government, it was 

thought that measuring food poverty could also be an incentive for business, in driving the 

industry to increase redistribution of surplus food in a socially responsible way. Although 

companies should, and do aim to manage their operations in a way that they balance supply 

and demand, surplus food is at times inevitable, and once it has been produced it then needs to 

be managed, and managed in the most cost-efficient way (Sert et al., 2018). Redistributing food 

can be a more cost-effective strategy to get rid of wasted food, however, redistributing surplus 

food is not without various organisational costs and risks. There are various logistic and 

administration costs associated with redistributing food, and further, organisations are likely 

not to have control over how their products are transported and stored, which can potentially 

damage the brand when branded goods are redistributed (Alexander and Amaje, 2008; Sert et 

al., 2018).  

 

Businesses may however choose not to get involved in CSR practices.  Many businesses are 

unaware of, or uninterested in food poverty, as their primary concern and motivation is making 

a profit for their producers and stakeholders (Davis, 1973; Hodgins and Fraser, 2018). Hodgins 

and Fraser (2018) found there to be a disparity between the desires of those in various 

departments and at various levels of management to help members of the community who were 

food insecure, and this resulted in an overall lack of clear strategy regarding social 
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responsibility. This indicates that an effective CSR strategy needs to be driven by a top down 

approach and promoted by those in leadership roles.  

 

Companies’ CSR strategies often lack clear focus and metrics as to the impact of what they are 

doing (Porter and Kramer, 2006). However, because of the tangible nature of redistributing 

food and the immediacy of its use and impact, distributing food is a CSR strategy which has a 

greater measurable impact than some other CSR investments. 

 

Sert et al (2018) interviewed various retail managers who identified a number of reservations 

that prevent them redistributing food, or prevent them redistributing food more often. These 

managers identified various inefficiencies and operational problems associated with 

redistribution, such as logistics and administration costs, and concerns as to brand reputation. 

Therefore, perhaps government needs to look at incentivising this process more among 

business. However, like the charity food sector and food banks, it is important to realise that 

businesses are not responsible for assisting with all of society’s problems (Porter and Kramer, 

2006) and that the ultimate responsibility for response lies with government as the primary 

duty-bearer in this regard (Caraher and Furey, 2018). 

 

7.6 RO5: To develop a conceptual model of food insecurity predictors, implications 

and opportunities for response 

 

Findings from Study 1A, Study 1B and Study 2 informed the construction of a conceptual 

model of food insecurity household risk factors, implications and opportunities for response. 
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The resultant conceptual model is presented in figure 22 following an overview of, and 

rationale for, each element of the model. As discussed in chapter three (section 3.8), elements 

of this model were adapted from Dowler and Dobson’s (2001) and Alaimo et al’s (2005) 

conceptual frameworks. 

 

Household risk factors 

The predictors contained in the model are those which were significantly associated with food 

insecurity in either the HFSSM or EU-SILC logistic regression model.  

 

Individual food insecurity 

As evidenced in the findings of this study and in the literature, an individual’s food security 

status will be determined by the chosen metric for analysis, and can be categorised at different 

severity levels: food secure, marginal, moderate (low food security), and extreme / severe (very 

low food security). 

 

External threats 

Stakeholders discussed various external threats which, aside from household risk factors, can 

inadvertently contribute to food insecurity. Environmental uncertainty and potential increases 

in prices of commodities such as fuel and food can increase pressure on the household budget 

which can further contribute to food insecurity (Lang et al., 2017; Seferedi et al., 2019). 

Stakeholders discussed how the impending exit of the UK from the EU could further create 

vulnerability if changes in trade policies and import charges result in cost increases on goods 

being passed on to consumers. Welfare reforms can contribute to increasing vulnerability for 
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households who receive welfare and rely on this income, and who may find their entitlements 

being reduced following reforms, or experience waiting times without income while 

transitioning to the new system (such as the waiting time to transfer to Universal Credit) 

(Lambie-Mumford, 2014; Perry et al., 2014; Loopstra et al., 2018). 

 

 

Individual level short-term implications 

Individual level, short-term implications presented in the model (hunger, inadequate nutrition, 

worry / anxiety, social exclusion, reduced ability to work / learn, less disposable income) are 

those which were most prominently discussed by stakeholders in Study 1A, and agreed upon 

in the literature. 

 

Individual level long-term outcomes 

The individual level, long-term outcomes represent individual outcomes resultant from the 

aforementioned individual level short term implications. Hunger and inadequate nutrition can 

cause physical health problems (Kirkpatrick et al., 2010; Moradi et al., 2019), while the anxiety 

/ worry and social exclusion related to not being able to acquire enough food or not being able 

to participate in social norms such as having friends or family round for food or a drink, or 

eating out socially, can cause mental health problems (Alaimo et al., 2005; Lent et al., 2009; 

Knowles et al., 2016; Heflin et al., 2019). Hunger and worry will result in a reduced ability to 

work and learn which ultimately creates reduced educational attainment and reduced 

contribution to the workforce (Jyoti et al., 2005; Cook and Frank, 2008; Kruzslicika, 2015). 

Less disposable income results in reduced food choice. As discussed in section 7.5.1.1, 
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purchases that those on limited budgets make will be higher risk, and this will therefore reduce 

food choice (Harris et al., 2019b). They will be less likely to try new foods, and may be less 

likely to choose healthier options with a lower satiety value than unhealthier options. Purchases 

can be particularly risky if they have children as they will want to make sure the foods they 

buy are those that children will eat, to avoid wasting money. Therefore, low-income consumers 

are less likely to introduce their children to a wide range of foods which compose a balanced 

diet, and less likely to persevere with encouraging their children to eat healthy foods such as 

fruit and vegetables, that they may not at first enjoy (Daniel, 2016; Harris et al., 2019b). 

 

Potential macroeconomic and business implications: 

As depicted in figure 22, individuals experiencing food insecurity who have subsequent poor 

physical and / or mental health, and less disposable income can produce a collective negative 

effect on the macro economy and business. Poor health will, in the short-term, decrease 

contribution to the work force, whether through people being unable to work and therefore 

being unemployed, or people being in jobs and taking days off sick, or being present on the job 

but contributing less effectively than they could because of hunger or related health issues. 

Further, as discussed in section 7.5.3.3, poor health resultant from food insecurity / malnutrition 

represents significant expense for the health service, costs which could be avoided or reduced 

if national food insecurity levels decreased.  

 

In addition, those in food insecurity who are unable to work will be reliant on welfare which is 

an increased cost for the government. Further, hunger or poor health resulting from food 

insecurity can affect educational attainment, and as discussed in section 7.5.1.4, studies have 

shown how living in food insecurity can reduce children’s academic progress. Education 
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generally provides a means for people to earn money and therefore contribute to the economy. 

Less disposable income reduces the ability of people to contribute to the economy as they will 

generally have reduced transactions and lower value transactions. 

 

Furthermore, often those on a lower budget are more concerned with the quantity of food over 

food quality, choosing foods which are most economical and provide greater satiety (Baumann 

et al., 2017). This desire for “cheap” food and other products, may therefore mean that low 

income consumers are less likely to contribute to their local economy and instead rely on more 

affordable supermarkets. This is beneficial for the discounters and large multinational 

supermarkets, creating opportunity for them to increase market share. However, it is less 

beneficial for premium priced supermarkets and local stores which may be unable to compete 

on price. 

 

Policy response 

Potential areas for policy response contain a summary of those identified by stakeholders. 

Stakeholders spoke generally about types of policies which food insecurity is related to, rather 

than naming specific policies. The only specific policy which was discussed was ‘Preventing 

and Addressing Overweight and Obesity in Northern Ireland 2012-2022: ‘A Fitter Future for 

All’ which references the need for a co-ordinated approach to address food poverty. Although 

not referencing specific policies, other stakeholders also discussed how food poverty, and 

routine measurement, could have implications for health policy. Food poverty was thought to 

impact on welfare policies in that tracking food poverty alongside implementation of welfare 

reform could show whether welfare reforms are problematic for those in food poverty. Further, 

as welfare is designed to help those in need, measuring the extent of food poverty could lead 



342 

 

to changes in welfare policies. Policies regarding housing were considered both in terms of 

welfare and also in terms of rental prices and contracts. One stakeholder discussed how the 

‘bedroom tax’ policy meant that people who are vulnerable may have to move away from their 

social support networks. It was also discussed how rental contracts ending or landlords being 

able to ask tenants to leave at short notice can be problematic, particularly in terms of securing 

jobs and childcare.  

 

Trade is included as a potential policy response as some stakeholders discussed how the 

impending exit of the UK from the EU could potentially affect trade tariffs and charges which 

may then be passed on to consumers in the form of rising prices. In light of this, Seferedi et al 

(2019) recommend that there is a need for the UK government to develop a comprehensive 

policy response which aligns nutrition, agriculture, and trade policies with public health aims. 

As discussed in section 7.5.4.1.5, some stakeholders emphasised the importance of 

sustainability in the agri-food sector and considered how response to food insecurity should be 

considered alongside implementation of policies to achieve a more sustainable food system. 

The literature also recommends considering food insecurity alongside sustainability (Elmes, 

2018; Nuttman et al., 2019). Policy frameworks could also recommend implementing local 

initiatives which could serve to improve food poverty in an area; these could include 

interventions, growing clubs, cooking classes or skills training. Although these were 

recommended by stakeholders, some also discussed how it was important to actually ask those 

in food poverty what initiatives they think would help them. This accords with Furey et al 

(2016) who posited that any amenities and programmes arising as recommendations must be 

evidence-informed and targeted as meaningful interventions that are ultimately welcomed by 

intended beneficiaries.  
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Food redistribution policies are also of consideration, as mutually beneficial partnerships 

between food production / retailing / service businesses and organisations such as Fareshare 

are increasing. As discussed in section 7.5.4.2, businesses can have reservations about 

redistributing food for reasons of cost or reputation, therefore policies which incentivise or 

facilitate operations for businesses to redistribute food could be useful. Policies such as this 

have already been implemented in Europe (Italy and France) and North America. For example, 

legislation which limits liability for those redistributing surplus food to those in need (Caraher 

and Furey, 2017). Retailing policies could consider the low-income consumer demographic in 

their marketing and pricing strategies. Further research on in-work poverty could lead to policy 

changes around wages and work contracts. Although the government provides free school 

meals to those from disadvantaged backgrounds, they do not provide any food provision to 

children from these homes during the holidays. There has been an increased focus on ‘holiday 

hunger’ programmes, therefore perhaps policy should consider financial support for vulnerable 

families during the holidays. 

 

Opportunities for business response: 

As acknowledged by stakeholders, several retailers and other food businesses such as 

manufacturers are already actively helping the food poverty agenda with various activities such 

as food redistribution and donations, which are often aligned to CSR strategies. As previously 

discussed, food redistribution can be a mutually beneficial surplus food management method. 

Activity relating to food redistribution and donations should be maintained and increased as 

appropriate, and there is scope for new food businesses to partner with organisations to further 

support the food poverty agenda. Some stakeholders discussed how having a duty of care to 
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their employees should encourage businesses to get involved in addressing food insecurity. 

Further, particularly as some sectors have been identified as low-paid, it is important to ensure 

employees are fairly treated to avoid a disconnect where the employees of an organisation 

donating to food banks are visiting said food banks as they are receiving inadequate pay 

(Rayner, 2019).  

 

Some stakeholders discussed the reduced choice those on lower incomes have when making 

food purchasing decisions and how this may make them less likely to choose brands or foods 

with which they are unfamiliar. Often those on a lower budget are more concerned with 

quantity of foods over quality, choosing foods which are most economical and provide greater 

satiety (Baumann et al., 2017). As discussed in section 7.5.3.2, low-income consumers have 

been found to favour everyday low prices as opposed to promotions, creating competitive 

advantage for discounters’, and supermarkets’ own brand product lines. However, the element 

of risk involved in food purchases for low-income consumers may alternatively result in 

consumers favouring recognisable, trustworthy market brands, and choosing instead to spend 

their money on these rather than risk choosing another which they may not be able to consume 

or replace if they find it unsatisfactory (Baumann et al., 2017). Due to the risk surrounding 

buying unfamiliar products, retailers could seek to increase trust and reduce risk regarding their 

own brand ranges via various promotional strategies, such as in-store sampling, a strategy 

which has been found to be particularly effective in changing lower educated consumers 

purchase behaviour (Heilman et al., 2011)
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Figure 22: A conceptual model of food poverty risk factors, implications and opportunities for response 
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7.7 Chapter summary  

This chapter has discussed the findings of this research against findings in the literature and 

considered the implications of food poverty in order to rationalise suggestions for response and 

future research. The following chapter will conclude this thesis in providing an overview of 

the knowledge gained under each research objective, compiling the theoretical and practical 

implications of the research, discussing limitations, and suggesting related areas for future 

research. 
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Chapter Eight – Contributions and Recommendations 

8.0 Introduction 

 

The aim of this thesis was to examine food poverty definition, measurement, and predictors in 

NI / the UK, and to identify related implications and opportunities for business and policy. This 

thesis concludes with a summary of findings pertaining to each research objective, followed by 

an overview of the theoretical contributions to knowledge the research findings provide 

(section 8.2), and the practical implications (section 8.3). Limitations of the research are 

considered in section 8.4, followed by recommendations for future research in section 8.5. 

 

8.1 Summary of conclusions 

This section provides a brief summative overview of the research methods used and 

conclusions pertaining to each research objective. A summary of key findings and contributions 

according to each research objective are also presented. In this section the terms ‘confirms’, 

‘disconfirms’, and ‘extends’ are used to reference the nature of contribution to the literature of 

each finding. In this context ‘confirms’ refers to a finding which has similarly been found in a 

previous comparable study, ‘disconfirms’ refers to a finding which differs from that which was 

found in a previous comparable study, and ‘extends’ refers to a finding which more generally 

contributes to previous findings or discussion on the topic. 

 

8.1.1 RO1: To critically review and investigate the definition of food poverty 

Chapter two critically examined various definitions of food poverty, and further consideration 

of the concept in chapter three resulted in the choice of an overarching definition for this 

research, which states that food poverty is 
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“the inability to acquire or consume an adequate quality or sufficient quantity of food 

in socially acceptable ways, or the uncertainty that one will be able to do so” (Radimer, 

1992, p.39)  

Stakeholders’ perceptions of this definition were examined in study 1A (chapter five, section 

5.6.1) and findings were that this definition was generally well understood, and generally 

encapsulated stakeholders’ prior conceived ideas and observed experiences of food poverty. 

However, there was a noted need for increased clarity around some of the terms included in 

the definition. There is consensus both in the literature and from stakeholders (Study 1 and 

Study 2) that the multifaceted nature of food poverty renders the task of creating an all-

encompassing definition difficult, however it is an important step to increase knowledge and 

understanding. Therefore, it is recommended that an agreed definition be adopted by the UK 

pertaining to how food poverty is defined.  

 

Table 41 presents an overview of conclusions and contributions related to RO1, alongside key 

authorial influences and signposting to the corresponding discussion section in the previous 

chapter.  

 

Table 41: Conclusions and contributions regarding food poverty definition (RO1) 

Key findings / conclusions Theory contributions and 

key authorial influences 

Corresponding 

discussion 

section 

Radimer et al’s (1992) definition of 

food poverty is applicable in a NI / UK 

context, but the meaning behind some 

of the terminology used was not clear to 

all stakeholders. 

 

EXTENDS: Radimer et al 

(1990); Radimer et al (1992). 

 

 

Section 7.2.1 
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Food poverty was generally regarded by 

stakeholders as the inability to access 

(financially and physically) sufficient 

food. 

 

EXTENDS: Anderson 

(1990); Radimer et al (1992); 

FAO (2006); O’Connor et al 

(2016); USDA (2018). 

Section 7.2.3 

Reference to the social aspect of food 

poverty (socially acceptable food) is an 

important consideration for inclusion in 

a definition. 

 

EXTENDS: FAO (2015); 

O’Connor et al (2016); Healy 

(2019). 

Section 7.2.3 

Need for an agreed and endorsed 

definition of food poverty in the UK to 

increase understanding. 

 

EXTENDS: King et al 

(2015); O’Connor et al 

(2016).  

Section 7.2.1; 

7.2.2 

 

8.1.2  RO2: To critically evaluate past, present, and potential approaches to the 

measurement of food poverty in NI 

Chapter one provided a contextual introduction to the topic in stating that two particular 

measures (FIES-SM and the HFSSM) had been recommended for consideration for use to 

consistently measure food insecurity in the UK. Chapter two critically considered various types 

of food insecurity measures identified in the literature, and how the development of measures 

had progressed corresponding to how food insecurity has been conceptualised and defined by 

various academics and government organisations. It was discussed how the HFSSM and the 

EU-SILC food deprivation measures have previously been / are currently being used in NI to 

approximate the prevalence of food insecurity. However, the use of these measures in NI has 

not been consistent in either data collection or reporting. Chapter three introduced the concept 

of measuring food poverty using an objective, relative approach similarly to how fuel poverty 

is measured using a headline indicator. Study 1A aimed to find out stakeholders’ opinions on 

these past / present / potential approaches to measuring food insecurity in NI. Two of these 

measurement approaches (HFSSM and EU-SILC) were further critically analysed in Study 2 

using descriptive statistics, Pearson’s chi-square test of association, and binary logistic 
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regression in order to examine the prevalence of food insecurity in the NI population (NI Health 

Survey 2014-15 sample), variables associated with food insecurity, and predictors of food 

insecurity status, according to both measures. Although stakeholders believed a headline 

indicator would be useful to create a streamlined message regarding the prevalence of food 

poverty and to attract media, public and governmental attention, it was largely held that a 

headline indicator by itself would not sufficiently encapsulate, or provide insight into, the lived 

food poverty experience. Experiential measures such as the HFSSM and EU-SILC were 

therefore thought to be more appropriate measures. Regarding components of a measure, the 

inclusion of a severity scale was thought to be a useful addition to facilitate differentiation 

between those at varying levels of the food insecurity spectrum. Stakeholders were largely in 

favour of the HFSSM as opposed to the EU-SILC as they felt it was more relevant to the food 

poverty experience and that it was up-to-date, and provided more insight. Lending further 

support to the HFSSM, Study 2 found that the HFSSM predictive model was a better fit for the 

data than the EU-SILC model. Further, the HFSSM classified fewer people in the sample as 

food insecure than the EU-SILC (6.5% vs 8.3%), and analytical capabilities of the HFSSM 

discussed in the literature (chapter two) indicate the HFSSM’s classification may be more 

accurate, and therefore that the figure regarding prevalence of food insecurity in the sample 

identified by the HFSSM may be more reliable than that identified by the EU-SILC. 

 

Table 42 presents an overview of conclusions and contributions related to RO2, alongside key 

authorial influences and signposting to the corresponding discussion section in the previous 

chapter.  
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Table 42: Conclusions and contributions regarding food poverty measurement (RO2) 

Key findings / conclusions Theory contributions and 

key authorial influences 

Corresponding 

discussion 

section 

Food poverty should be defined and 

measured as separate from poverty. 

 

EXTENDS: King et al 

(2015); O’Connor et al 

(2016). 

Section 7.2.2 

The HFSSM is considered by 

stakeholders to be a preferential 

measure than the EU-SILC. 

 

EXTENDS: Archer et al 

(2017). 

Section 7.3.2 

Different food poverty measurement 

tools classify the same population 

differently. 

EXTENDS: Maxwell et al 

(2014); Kleve et al (2017); 

Ogundari (2017); Moroda et 

al (2018); McKechnie et al 

(2018); McKay et al (2019). 

Section 7.3.1 

A purely quantitatively-based headline 

indicator (e.g. food spend as a 

proportion of income) was not thought 

to be a sufficient measure of food 

poverty.  

 

EXTENDS: Maxwell (1996). Section 7.3.3 

The social aspect of inadequate food 

access is an important consideration in 

a measure. 

EXTENDS: Healy et al 

(2019). 

Section 7.2.3 

 

8.1.3  RO3: To identify and critically evaluate the predictors of food poverty in NI 

Chapter two outlined various predictors of food poverty as identified in the literature, and 

chapter three presented conceptual models (Dowler and Dobson, 1997, Alaimo et al., 2005; 

Gaines et al., 2013; King et al., 2015) listing household risk factors. There was an identified 

gap in the literature as to predictors of food poverty in a NI / UK context, therefore Study 1 

aimed to examine stakeholders’ views as to the predictors of food poverty, and Study 2 used 

Pearson’s chi-square test of association and binary logistic regression to statistically analyse 

the predictors of food insecurity in NI. 
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In Study 1A, stakeholders identified a wide range of predictors. Prominent predictors discussed 

were low income, lack of cooking skills, low educational attainment, welfare changes, 

problems with the benefit system, and the changing nature of work. Regarding stakeholders’ 

perceptions of the Alaimo et al (2005) conceptual model predictors in a NI context, 

stakeholders as a whole agreed that the Alaimo et al (2005) predictors all had applicability in 

a NI / UK context, apart from health insurance. During Study 1B roundtables with stakeholders, 

similar predictors were identified to Study 1A, with the most prominent predictors agreed to 

be income, household size, education, health problems, welfare, issues accessing food, and 

employment status. Study 2 logistic regression results found that the HFSSM and EU-SILC 

models differed in the variables they identified as significant predictors of food insecurity. 

Those significant (p≤0.05) in the EU-SILC model were tenure (renting rather than owning the 

home), no access to a car, employment status (unemployed), reduced health status, 

anxiety/depression, and receipt of benefits. Those significant (p≤0.05) in the HFSSM model 

were age (16-24), employment status (unemployed), anxiety / depression, number of adults in 

the household, tenure (renting rather than owning the home), reduced health status, and receipt 

of benefits. Common significant variables among both modules therefore were tenure, 

employment status, health status, anxiety / depression, and receipt of benefits.  

 

Table 43 presents an overview of conclusions and contributions related to RO3, alongside key 

authorial influences and signposting to the corresponding discussion section in the previous 

chapter.  
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Table 43: Conclusions and contributions regarding predictors of household food poverty 

(RO3) 

Key findings / conclusions Theory contributions and 

key authorial influences 

Corresponding 

discussion 

section 

The number of children in the 

household was not found to be 

significantly associated with household 

food insecurity status. 

 

DISCONFIRMS: Bartfeld and 

Dunifon (2005); Hamelin et al 

(2010); Furey et al (2019). 

Section 7.4.7 

Educational attainment of respondent / 

head of household was not significantly 

associated with household food 

insecurity status. 

 

CONFIRMS: Ganhão-

Arranhado et al (2018); Hunt 

et al (2019) 

 

DISCONFIRMS: Loopstra et 

al (2019); Tarasuk et al (2019) 

Section 7.4.6 

Households with a head of household 

in the youngest age bracket (16-24) 

were more likely to be food insecure. 

CONFIRMS: Iglesias-Rios et 

al (2015); Carman and 

Zamarro (2016); Loopstra et al 

(2019). 

 

Section 7.4.7 

Households with a head of household 

in the oldest age bracket (65-74) were 

less likely to be food insecure. 

CONFIRMS: Emery et al 

(2013); Furey et al (2019); 

Loopstra et al (2019). 

 

DISCONFIRMS: Nord and 

Kantor, (2006); Vilar-Compte 

et al (2017); Leroux et al 

(2018). 

Section 7.4.7 

Those living in single person 

households had a greater odds of being 

food insecure than those living in 

households with two adults or more. 

 

EXTENDS: Nord (2009); 

Caraher (2013); Carman and 

Zamarro (2016). 

Section 7.4.7 

Those with poorer health were more 

likely to be food insecure than those 

who self-reported having ‘very good’ 

health. 

 

EXTENDS: Hamelin et al. 

(2010); Carman and Zamarro 

(2016); Furey et al (2019). 

Section 7.4.4 

Those who were anxious / depressed 

were more likely to be food insecure. 

 

EXTENDS: Lent et al (2009). Section 7.5.1.3 
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Those who were unemployed were 

more likely to experience household 

food insecurity. 

 

EXTENDS: Hamelin et al 

(2010); Coleman-Jenson 

(2011); Loopstra et al (2019). 

Section 7.4.2 

Being in receipt of state benefits was a 

predictor of food insecurity. 

 

EXTENDS: Tarasuk et al 

(2014); Smith et al (2018). 

Section 7.4.3 

Renting rather than owning the home 

was a predictor of food insecurity. 

EXTENDS: Bartfeld and 

Dunifon (2005); Anderson et 

al (2016); Furey et al (2019). 

 

Section 7.4.8 

Those who were single, or who were 

separated / divorced were not 

significantly more likely to be in food 

poverty. 

 

DISCONFIRMS: Hamelin et 

al (2010); Carman and 

Zamarro (2016); Loopstra et al 

(2019). 

Section 7.4.7 

 

8.1.4  RO4: To investigate implications of food poverty and to formulate 

recommendations which provide an appropriate response to food poverty in the UK / 

NI 

Implications for individuals, and potential subsequent macroeconomic implications / 

implications for business were considered in chapter two. It was acknowledged however that 

there was an evident gap in the literature regarding implications of food poverty for business 

and the wider economy. This gap was addressed in Study 1A during interviews with 

stakeholders who identified various perceived implications associated with food poverty such 

as reduced contribution and participation in education, the workforce and the economy. These 

consequences were discussed at a wider macroeconomic level, and at the micro level of local 

business and the local economy. Further it was thought that health problems associated with 

food insecurity represented a significant cost burden to the health service, and that associated 

reduced ability to work increased demand on the welfare system. Stakeholders therefore 

recommended that structural responses to food poverty should be implemented by government 

at the policy level, and that cross departmental and cross sectoral collaboration is important for 
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maximum effect. They also viewed interventions on the ground as useful, but thought it was 

important that these be endorsed and funded by government.  

 

As a first step to securing government attention regarding the issue of food poverty, several 

stakeholders agreed that using an agreed measurement approach was a useful step to provide 

evidence as to the extent of the issue and to allow for comparisons across areas and across 

different points in time. Since Study 1 data collection was carried out, there have been 

developments in this area in that it has been announced (Butler, 2019a) that food poverty 

measurement data will be routinely collected in a comparable manner (using the HFSSM) 

across the UK from May 2019 (with first results available from April 2021).  

 

Regarding business response, several stakeholders discussed the useful role that businesses can 

play in raising awareness of food poverty, and how responding to the issue can be a useful part 

of their CSR strategy, as well as being a potentially useful form of surplus food management 

for food businesses. Some stakeholders further discussed business response as a moral 

responsibility, as opposed to solely a strategic decision. Some stakeholders acknowledged the 

prior discussed (chapter 1, section 1.2) conflicting agendas of campaigners, government and 

business in responding to food poverty, recognising that response by business is often 

motivated by CSR gains, rather than moral duty, and that the availability of food banks can 

prevent government from acting to improve structural contributors of food poverty. However, 

stakeholders also recognised that any response from government was not going to provide an 

immediate solution, and therefore their perception of business involvement was generally 

positive, as on the whole stakeholders recognised that although much of the business response 
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regarding donations and food redistribution may be motivated primarily by their CSR agenda, 

any action to provide emergency food was in the short-term vital and should be encouraged. 

 

Table 44 presents an overview of conclusions and contributions related to RO4, alongside key 

authorial influences and signposting to the corresponding discussion section in the previous 

chapter.  

 

Table 44: Conclusions and contributions regarding implications of, and response to, food 

poverty (RO4) 

Key findings / conclusions Theory contributions and 

key authorial influences 

Corresponding 

discussion 

section 

Members of a society living in food 

poverty will lower their contribution in 

the workforce and to the economy. 

 

EXTENDS: Kruzslicika 

(2015). 

Sections 7.5.3.1; 

7.5.3.2 

Children who are food insecure are 

likely to have reduced educational 

attainment and therefore future reduced 

contribution to the economy. 

 

EXTENDS: Ashiabi (2005); 

Jyoti et al (2005); Cook and 

Frank (2008); Garratt (2017); 

Brady (2018). 

Sections 7.5.1.4; 

7.5.3.2 

Those living in food poverty present a 

cost burden to the health service, 

therefore addressing the issue of food 

poverty has potential long-term cost 

saving benefits. 

 

EXTENDS: Ramsey et al 

(2012); Emery et al (2013); 

Tarasuk et al (2015). 

Section 7.5.3.3 

General opinions from stakeholders 

were that the problem is structural / 

political rather than individual therefore 

requires structural solutions. 

EXTENDS: Bradshaw 

(2005); Sameti et al (2012); 

Davis and Sanchez-Martinez 

(2015); Brady (2018). 

 

Section 7.5.4.1.3 

Understanding the causes of food 

poverty can inform solutions. 

 

EXTENDS: Ihab et al (2015); 

Smith et al (2018). 

Sections 7.5.4; 

7.6 
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Measuring food poverty is an important 

response to provide data as to the extent 

of the issue and to facilitate monitoring 

across time and locations. 

EXTENDS: Bhuiya et al. 

(2007); Kirkpatrick and 

Tarasuk (2008); Kennedy et 

al (2010); King et al (2015); 

O’Connell et al (2019). 

 

Section 7.5.4.1.2 

Response should be cross-sectoral and 

cross-departmental. 

 

EXTENDS: Murray et al 

(2010). 

Section 7.5.4.1.4 

Government is the duty bearer to 

respond by producing both high level 

solutions (policy) and on the ground 

interventions. 

 

EXTENDS: King et al 

(2015). 

Section 7.5.4.1 

Business can get involved in responding 

as a moral responsibility and as a win 

for their CSR strategies. 

EXTENDS: Hodgins and 

Fraser (2018); Sert et al 

(2018); Lambie-Mumford 

(2019). 

 

Sections 7.5.4.2; 

7.6 

Redistributing surplus food to those in 

need (e.g. through food redistribution 

organisations such as Fareshare) can be 

used by businesses as a food surplus 

management method and can be a 

mutually beneficial response. 

EXTENDS: Alexander and 

Amaje (2008); Vlaholias et al 

(2015); Caraher and Furey 

(2017); Sert et al (2018); 

Smithers (2018); DEFRA and 

Gove (2018); DEFRA and 

Coffey (2019). 

 

Sections 7.5.4.2; 

7.6 

 

8.1.5 RO5:  To develop a conceptual model of food poverty predictors and 

implications 

Chapter three identified a gap regarding conceptual literature pertaining to food insecurity. 

Findings from Study 1 and Study 2 were therefore used to inform development of a conceptual 

model detailing food insecurity predictors in a NI context, individual implications, business 

and economic implications, and areas for policy response and potential business response 

(chapter seven, section 7.6). This model is of use to policy makers to inform their consideration 

of the predictors of food insecurity in a NI context, in order to perhaps target particular attention 
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on those with these demographics. The model can also inform development of policy relating 

to food insecurity as it provides a rationale for response. Equally, this model is relevant to 

practitioners working on the ground with those experiencing food poverty to increase their 

awareness of predictors of food poverty and to inform interventions to mitigate the individual 

outcomes. Furthermore, this model has merit for businesses, as it can rationalise and inform 

the adoption of food poverty in their CSR strategies. 

Table 45 presents an overview of conclusions and contributions related to RO5, alongside key 

authorial influences and signposting to the corresponding discussion section in the previous 

chapter.  

 

Table 45: Conclusions and contributions related to the development of a conceptual model 

(RO5) 

Key findings / conclusions Theory contributions and 

key authorial influences 

Corresponding 

discussion 

section 

Household risk factors were identified 

as age, number of adults in the 

household, employment status, receipt 

of benefits, no access to a car, health 

status, anxiety / depression, and tenure. 

EXTENDS: Alaimo et al 

(2005); Bartfeld and Ahn 

(2011); Gaines et al (2013); 

Guo et al (2015); Anderson et 

al (2016); Carman and 

Zamarro (2016); Leroux et al 

(2018). 

 

Section 7.4 

Various individual level, short-term 

implications were identified (e.g. 

hunger, reduced ability to work / learn, 

less disposable income…) 

 

EXTENDS: Alaimo et al 

(2005); King et al (2015). 

Section 7.5.1 

Individual level long-term outcomes 

were identified as poor physical and 

mental health, reduced educational 

attainment, reduced contribution to the 

workforce, and reduced food choice. 

 

EXTENDS: Dowler and 

Dobson (1997); Alaimo et al 

(2005); Kruzslicika (2015); 

King et al (2015). 

Sections 7.5.1; 

7.6 
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Various potential macroeconomic 

implications identified (e.g. increased 

costs for the health service, reduced 

contribution to business and the 

economy…) 

 

EXTENDS: Alaimo et al 

(2005); Ramsey et al (2012); 

Kruzslicika (2015) 

Sections 7.5.3; 

7.6 

Food insecurity can have a bearing on a 

variety of policy areas (e.g. welfare, 

housing, health, trade…) 

 

EXTENDS: Dowler and 

Dobson (1997). 

Sections 7.5.4.1; 

7.6 

Opportunities for business to respond 

were identified (e.g. CSR strategy, duty 

of care to employees, pricing strategies 

for retailers…) 

 

EXTENDS: Revoredo-Giha 

et al (2018). 

Sections 7.5.4.3; 

7.6 

 

 

8.2 Key theoretical contributions 

The literature reviewed in chapter two indicated a preference by various countries for the 

HFSSM as opposed to the EU-SILC or the FIES-SM measures, as it was the most prominently 

used indicator in country-level studies. Research with stakeholders found that the HFSSM was 

generally preferred and thought to be a more useful and up-to-date measure than the EU-SILC. 

This research provides a contribution in providing stakeholders’ opinions of EU-SILC and 

HFSSM measures which can be used to evaluate these modules.  

 

Examining relevant stakeholders’ perceptions as to definition and measurement approaches 

can help assess their suitability for use in a particular population. As various food poverty 

measurement constructs exist, it was of interest at the beginning of this study whether the 

operational definition of food poverty is universal and can be applied worldwide, and therefore 

whether a current, or novel, measurement approach could be recommended for universal 
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application in order to create consistency of approach and facilitate standardised comparisons 

across regions and countries. However, following consideration of the literature and data 

collection with stakeholders, it is apparent that the concept of a universal indicator with total 

applicability across countries and across cultures is unfeasible.  

 

This research confirmed other studies findings that different measures will categorise food 

security status differently. This study found the EU-SILC to be a more sensitive measure, 

categorising more respondents as food insecure than the HFSSM, according to the 

classification system used in this research (chapter 4, section 4.8.4).  

 

Unlike food poverty, fuel poverty in the UK has been afforded a clear definition and 

measurement approach using a headline indicator. This thesis considered the feasibility of 

using a similar objective measurement approach for food poverty. Although some stakeholders 

strongly endorsed a similar headline indicator, providing rationale that a clear figure is needed 

to get public, media and policy attention to campaign for change, and to ultimately implement 

measures to improve the situation, stakeholders largely agreed this approach was not sufficient. 

It was thought that there was a need for more experiential questions and that it was important 

not to exclude from a measure consideration of the social exclusion aspect associated with food 

poverty. Therefore this thesis does not recommend further steps towards a headline approach 

and instead endorses use of existing experiential measurement approaches, such as the HFSSM. 

 

Previous research (Carney and Maitre, 2012) suggested that the fourth EU-SILC food 

deprivation question regarding social exclusion has potential to bias results in overestimating 

prevalence of food poverty if included in a count of affirmative answers to the four questions 
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(e.g. answering two of the four questions affirmatively indicates food insecurity). Results from 

this study however did not find this to be the case, as not all of those who answered 

affirmatively to a question (or questions) from questions one to three also answered 

affirmatively to question four. 

 

This research contributes to the literature in providing a list of predictors of food poverty which 

have been statistically tested in the NI population. Both modules (HFSSM and EU-SILC) 

identified the variables relating to tenure, employment status, health status, anxiety / depression 

and receipt of benefits to be predictors of food insecurity. Alternate predictors identified by the 

HFSSM were age and number of adults in the household. These findings therefore provide a 

contribution in extending literatures which have examined predictors in other countries and 

contexts, and confirms and disconfirms various predictors which have been identified in both 

the literature and by stakeholders.  

 

This research considered the theoretical perspectives of individual (behavioural), structural and 

political factors contributing towards food poverty (chapter three). Stakeholders primarily 

discussed structural and political issues as contributors towards food poverty rather than 

individual issues. Although there were suggestions of practical actions at the individual level 

that should be addressed, such as education around food choice and nutrition, budgeting, and 

cooking skills, they generally felt that this was not an adequate response as the issue is deeper 

than at the individual level, and that in order to tackle the problem of food poverty and respond 

appropriately, it is therefore necessary to assert focus on the structural and political levels.  
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There was a noted gap in the literature regarding how food poverty can have implications for 

business and the economy, and how business and policymakers should respond in light of this. 

This research aimed to address this gap by considering stakeholders’ opinions on these issues, 

and contributes to the literature in providing views from a diverse range of stakeholders in NI 

as to how they perceive food poverty to impact upon business, and their suggestions on 

business and policy response. The main implications of food poverty related to business and 

the economy suggested by stakeholders were reduced contribution to the workforce and the 

economy, increased cost pressures on the National Health Service, and reduced contribution to 

the local economy as low income consumers are more likely to spend money in more affordable 

retailers rather than supporting local businesses.  Business responses suggested by stakeholders 

were inclusion of initiatives to address food poverty in CSR strategies, involvement of food 

businesses / retailers in food redistribution as a food surplus management method, and various 

marketing activities targeted at low income consumers such as ‘everyday low prices’, and 

promotion of own brand ranges. Policy responses suggested by stakeholders included policies 

relating to welfare, housing, trade, food redistribution, sustainability and community 

interventions in disadvantaged areas. 

 

The conceptual model emanating from this research (chapter seven, section 7.6) provides a 

contribution to the theoretical literature in this field by providing a schematic overview of the 

relationship between household food insecurity, individual implications, macroeconomic 

implications, and opportunities for business and policy to respond. This model can inform and 

rationalise business and policymakers’ actions to respond to the issue of food poverty, and 

provides researchers with areas for future research and debate. 
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Regarding the methodological approach, this research makes a contribution in addressing the 

issue of food poverty in NI from the perspective of stakeholders. The methodology adopted 

differed slightly from that used in similar studies by conducting individual interviews rather 

than focus groups, and the Nominal Group Technique instead of the Delphi technique. Using 

the Nominal Group Technique to gain consensus was a useful rapid approach, and allowed 

stakeholders to confer in person in order to reach consensus. Further, interviewing stakeholders 

individually may have encouraged them to be more honest and open, as social desirability bias 

theory premises that people will alter their responses in order to conform to what they think is 

acceptable within a group (Fisher, 1993; Latkin et al., 2017). Therefore using interviews as the 

primary mode of qualitative stakeholder data collection served to minimise this bias. These 

methods of data collection approach may be of interest to other researchers in this field of 

study. 

 

8.3 Practical recommendations 

UK creation of a new food poverty definition, or endorsement / adoption of a current definition 

could help to raise awareness and provide those working in the area with a clear picture as to 

what is food poverty. Stakeholders generally agreed that the Radimer et al (1992, p.39) 

definition that food poverty refers to 

“the inability to acquire or consume an adequate quality or sufficient quantity of food 

in socially acceptable ways, or the uncertainty that one will be able to do so” 

was relevant to food poverty in NI. However, the meaning behind some of the terminology 

used was not fully understood or considered to be explicit enough by certain participants. It is 

therefore recommended that any definition constructed should use terminology which is not 

ambiguous and which is understandable to all, and especially to those for whom it is designed 
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for use (e.g. policymakers, practitioners, the public). Any consideration of revising the Radimer 

et al (1992) definition, or of establishing a commonly agreed / standardised definition of food 

poverty for use in the UK / NI context, should seek to reduce / remove ambiguity of 

terminology used (i.e. more clearly defining what the terms ‘adequate’, ‘sufficient’, ‘quality’, 

and ‘socially acceptable ways’ mean in this context). 

 

Prior to beginning the research, and for the majority of the research project (bar the final six 

months) there was no agreed measure of household food insecurity in the UK. The UK has 

recently announced (February 2019) adoption of the HFSSM to measure food insecurity 

annually in the UK. This thesis endorses this choice, recommending the HFSSM as an 

appropriate instrument to measure food insecurity in the UK, and the most suitable 

measurement approach of those examined in this thesis (HFSSM, EU-SILC, headline 

indicator). Further, findings from this thesis provide considerations to inform future appraisal 

of the use of the HFSSM in the UK / NI, for example, inclusion of the child-specific questions 

(chapter 7, section 7.5.4.1.2), addition of a question relating to the social acceptability 

dimension of the food insecurity experience (chapter 7, section 7.3.2), use of the term ‘balanced 

meals’ (chapter 7, section 7.3.1), and cultural or ethnic relevance (chapter 7, section 7.3.1). 

 

In light of the conclusion that a universal indicator approach is not feasible, it is recommended 

that before a measurement approach is adopted in a particular country or region, it should be 

validated for use in that particular context, despite its past success in other areas. Further, the 

finding that different measures classify food poverty differently emphasises the need for a 

thorough validation process when constructing measures in order to reduce margins of error 
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regarding whether people are classified as food secure or food insecure, and how different 

measures classify the same sample.  

 

As the UK’s chosen measure to monitor household food insecurity (the 10-item HFSSM) was 

compiled based upon research in the US, and was last re-evaluated in 2012, it is therefore 

recommended that it is assessed to examine its applicability to the food insecurity experience 

in the UK. 

 

For those countries across the EU which continue to use the EU-SILC food deprivation 

measures to assess food poverty, it is recommended, based on the findings of this research, that 

this approach be re-evaluated. This recommendation is based upon stakeholder opinions that 

the EU-SILC questions are perhaps out of date or not fully relevant to the food insecurity 

experience. Further, it was believed useful for a definition and measurement approach to be 

conceptually aligned. The construction of the HFSSM questions were aligned with Radimer et 

al’s (1990) research on the concepts of the food poverty and hunger experience in developed 

countries, and the HFSSM includes a classification approach whereby if a respondent indicates 

a certain number of affirmative questions they are classified as having a certain degree of food 

insecurity. The EU-SILC conversely is not clearly aligned to a particular definition of food 

poverty, and according to stakeholder opinion, appears to be concerned rather with the type of 

food eaten, as opposed to the quantitative adequacy for satiety. Further, although certain 

research (e.g. Carney and Maitre’s (2012) Republic of Ireland research) has used a 

classification method to approximate food insecurity status based on the number of EU-SILC 

questions answered affirmatively, there is no widely available methodology which details how 

or if people are classified as food insecure if they answer a certain number of EU-SILC food 
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deprivation questions affirmatively. This has caused problems for reporting. For example, 

Northern Ireland has used the EU-SILC food deprivation questions since 2012 in the NI Health 

Survey to assess prevalence of food poverty, but instead of being able to report figures such as 

X% of the population are food insecure, they report percentages specific to each question, e.g. 

X% cannot afford to eat a meal with meat, fish, chicken every other day. Further, stakeholders 

were in favour of the inclusion of a severity scale within a measure, which the EU-SILC does 

not include in order to differentiate between those who are marginally, moderately and severely 

food insecure. 

 

It is recommended that any measure used considers inclusion of a question relating to the social 

exclusion aspect of being in food poverty, as this is an aspect agreed by several stakeholders to 

be important, and this research shows that it does not dominate the scale in being the 

significantly most commonly answered response as has previously been found (Carney and 

Maitre, 2012). 

 

The literature review identified that a gap remains for an indicator to identify all four 

components of food insecurity (quality, quantity, psychological and social) (Radimer et al., 

1990). The HFSSM does not include a question relating to the social aspect of food insecurity 

(i.e. a question indicating reduced social participation related to inability to afford food). 

Therefore a review of this module could perhaps consider inclusion of this aspect of the food 

insecurity experience. Further, the use of the term ‘balanced meals’ within the module should 

potentially be re-evaluated, as stakeholders in this study discussed how this term is quite 

ambiguous. 
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Theoretically and conceptually considering and examining the causes of food insecurity can 

help inform appropriate solutions. Therefore it is recommended that there is continued focus 

on identifying and addressing the causes of food poverty. Identifying causes of food poverty 

can aid policy solutions and development of interventions.  

 

Policy response in the area of food poverty is recommended, and this response should be 

informed from stakeholder perspectives across sectors and across governmental departments. 

It is particularly important to consider the perspectives of those working on the ground who 

have direct experience working with those in food poverty and who can therefore advocate on 

their behalf. The conceptual model emanating from this research can inform policy areas to be 

addressed. 

 

This thesis recommends that businesses increase consideration of the benefits of getting 

involved in aiding this problem as a win for their CSR strategies, and also as a moral 

responsibility to society, and to potentially vulnerable employees (e.g. the working poor). It is 

recommended that food businesses assert focus on maximising the redistribution of excess food 

where possible, both as a CSR strategy and as a productive food surplus management method. 

It is acknowledged that there may be some reticence by some businesses to get involved due 

to reputational risks and operational costs associated with redistributing surplus food, therefore 

it is recommended that government incentivises this process, and helps businesses to overcome 

barriers which may prevent them from getting involved. However, although business can play 

a useful response in assisting with the food poverty problem through redistribution of food, it 

is important that measures like these do not become seen as a solution preventing government 
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from acting, as businesses are not responsible for feeding people for free, and their food 

redistribution systems should not become so efficient that the government has no need to act. 

 

8.4 Limitations 

A limitation of this research was the absence of getting feedback directly from those 

experiencing food poverty. However, the ability to get feedback from those who have 

experience working with those in food poverty on a daily basis (e.g. food bank practitioner, 

community advice centre representatives, community practitioners), and who are aware of their 

experiences provided useful perspectives. Likewise, getting stakeholder opinion may have 

provided a more balanced opinion than asking the opinions of those who are actually 

experiencing food poverty who may have been highly emotional about their situation and less 

impartial to consider it from other perspectives, which was the focus of the study. 

 

Although this thesis indicates a preference for the HFSSM as opposed to the EU-SILC 

measures based on findings from Study 1, Study 2, and the literature, this research did not 

undertake a process of comparing the reliability or validity of both measures, so cannot 

conclusively state a ‘best’ measure.  

 

As discussed in chapter four, as the full HFSSM measure was not used in the NI Health Survey 

2014-15 the research is unable to categorise respondents definitively as being food secure / 

food insecure. Therefore it cannot be stated conclusively that those who were categorised as 

food insecure are, but rather that they are manifesting symptoms of food insecurity and are at 

least ‘marginally food insecure’ as classified by the US and Canadian HFSSM classification 

systems.  
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A number of predictors were identified as significant however not all of these could be tested 

as all variables were not available on the secondary dataset used. Income, the predictor 

identified in Study 1 as predominant, was not available to use. Although stakeholder views 

were largely in alignment with the theoretical perspective that food poverty was caused by 

structural and political rather than individual factors, this could not be conclusively tested 

quantitatively. Further, it is important to note that these predictors are not necessarily causal 

and it is unclear whether these factors were present prior to the food poverty experience or 

whether they are a consequence of it, indicating an exacerbation of their circumstances. 

 

8.5 Future research 

As discussed in chapter two, the HFSSM was developed based upon findings from Radimer et 

al’s (1990) qualitative work with those experiencing food poverty regarding key components 

of food insecurity. The EU-SILC deprivation questions were not developed using the same 

grounded theory approach, and this may be why stakeholders generally perceived these 

questions to be less relevant than the HFSSM. There therefore remains scope for the EU-SILC 

food deprivation questions to be updated or modified, and potentially validated as a separate 

construct with severity levels of food insecurity, thereby improving its currency and 

applicability for use in NI (to inform its ongoing use as a comparator for the island of Ireland), 

Republic of Ireland, and EU member states that continue to use EU-SILC for this purpose. This 

is a process which could benefit from qualitative feedback not only from stakeholders but also 

from those experiencing food poverty.  
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Some stakeholders noted the absence of a question referencing health from the HFSSM and 

EU-SILC measures shown. However, as the modules seek to capture food insecurity only, a 

question within the module on health would not be relevant, as the purpose of a construct of 

measurement questions is to act as an operational definition of the concept. However, as these 

modules are often in health surveys, or alongside various demographic questions, some of 

which may reference health, this provides opportunity for analysis to link food security status 

and health. There is also potential for study on the degree to which poor health is a cause or 

consequence of food insecurity. 

 

The ‘working poor’, i.e. those who are employed but who are low paid, or are on uncertain 

work contracts, were discussed both in the literature and in Study 1 as a vulnerable group who 

had an increased risk of being food poor. Study 2 which examined predictors of food insecurity 

found that employment status was a predictor of food insecurity in that those who were 

unemployed were more likely to be food insecure than those who were employed. The study 

variable did not however differentiate between those who were employed on a full time, part 

time, or casual basis, therefore future research could consider incidence of food poverty among 

these different classifications of workers, to examine if the phenomenon of the ‘working poor’ 

is statistically proven in the NI context, or whether it appears to be simply anecdotal. 

 

Further potential areas for research emanating from this research include examining the 

inclusion of activities to address food poverty within businesses’ CSR strategies; sustainability 

of the supply chain and related impacts on food poverty; operational efficiency of food 

redistribution services; and barriers to participation in food redistribution as a surplus food 

management method. 
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8.6 Chapter summary 

This chapter concludes the thesis by firstly providing a brief summative overview of the 

rationale, methods, findings and conclusions related to each of the research objectives outlined 

in chapter one. Following this, contributions of the research and related recommendations are 

presented, before consideration of the limitations of the study, and identification of areas for 

future research. 
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Appendix 1 - Interview Topic Guide 

Information about interviewee 

Thank you for meeting with me today. Before we begin I want to check if you are happy for 

this interview to be recorded? Recordings will be kept securely and will be dealt with 

confidentially, your name won’t be attached to anything you say. 

Just to give you a brief overview of my research – I am considering how affordability and 

accessibility of food should be defined and measured, and also considering what 

causes certain people to have less access to affordable food.  

So I have some questions around your perceptions of food affordability/accessibility, its 

measurement, and lastly the role of business and government. 

To begin could you tell me briefly your job role and some of what it involves? And in 

particular if you have any experience working with those in poverty or food poverty 

specifically? 

Food situation 

Do you think that we have a problem in this country of people not having enough to eat? 

[Prompt - could you please explain why?] 

How severe do you think this problem is? 

What challenges do you foresee people encountering who do not have enough food to eat or 

who are worried about where their next meal may come from? 

Perceptions of food poverty  

Are you aware of the term ‘food poverty’/’food insecurity’? 

- Is it a term you would be familiar with/encounter in your line of work? 

- What does this term mean to you? 

For the purposes of this interview I’m defining food poverty as “the inability to acquire or 

consume an adequate quality or sufficient quantity of food in socially acceptable 

ways, or the uncertainty that one will be able to do so” 

[Cue card 1] 

- Do you think this definition is accurate?  

- Do you think that there is anything missing or any way it could be improved? 

In your opinion what are the factors that contribute to an individual becoming food 

insecure/food poor? 

*prompt if needed e.g. are there any political / economic / social / technological / legal / 

environmental factors that you see that contribute? 
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Causes of food poverty 

Ok so next I’m going to show you a model which shows some of the causes of food poverty, 

or the risk factors associated with food poverty. It was put together quite recently in 

2014, but in America, so I would like you to take a look at it and give me your 

opinion on whether or not you think these same causes are applicable to N.I 

specifically, or to the U.K. more generally, and whether or not you think there is 

anything missing. 

[Show Gaines’ model for their opinion – Cue card 2] 

 

Fuel poverty 

So food poverty is just one element of poverty, another is fuel poverty. 

- Is the term fuel poverty one you are aware of? 

- Is it a term you would be familiar with/encounter in your line of work? 

 

Measuring food poverty  

Unlike fuel poverty, food poverty does not have a government endorsed definition or 

measurement. 

Do you think that there is merit in food poverty having a nationally agreed definition* and 

measurement or do you think it is adequate to continue to consider food poverty as an 

element of poverty more generally? 

A household is said to be in fuel poverty if they spend over 10% of their income on fuel. Do 

you think a similar headline indicator would adequately measure household food 

poverty?* What are the advantages/disadvantages of this approach? 

Do you think that food poverty should be measured consistently over time in Northern 

Ireland and the UK? Why or why not?/ Do you think there is merit in measuring food 

poverty? / What do you think is the merit in measuring food poverty if any? 

Can you think of any examples of when or where food poverty has been measured 

successfully? If not no problem. 

If we were to measure food poverty in Northern Ireland or the UK, what factors can be 

measured or what factors should be considered when putting together a measure? 

- Do you think that a food poverty measure should include a severity scale (eg) slight / 

moderate / severe? 

 

 [Show Cue card 3 - the HFSSM and EU-SILC measures] 

I’m very interested in getting your opinion on these two existing measures of food poverty. 

The first is a set of measures taken from the European Union Statistics on Income and 
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Living Conditions, and these measures are what is currently used to measure food 

poverty in Northern Ireland (since 2013 they have appeared in the Health Survey for 

Northern Ireland. The second set of measures (the Household Food Security Survey 

Module) is a measure which is routinely used in Canada and the United States, and 

which has been adapted for some other cultures across the world. Some of these 

questions have also been used in the Health Survey for Northern Ireland alongside the 

EU-SILC measures. The HFSSM is a longer measure but is split into screening 

sections according to severity and according to whether or not there are children in the 

household, so although it seems long food secure households would only answer the 

first few questions and then would bypass the rest.    

What are your opinions on these two measures?  

- How do you think they compare? Is one superior to the other? If yes, why? If no, why 

not? 

- Which one do you think would measure food poverty more accurately?  

- Is there anything you think these measures are missing?  

- Do you think these measures would be easily understood and answered by consumers 

or can you see any potential problems with them? 

What do you think the advantages would be of measuring food poverty? 

What do you think the barriers would be to measuring food poverty? 

 

Government responsibility 

So we have discussed how you define food poverty and your opinions on measures, so now 

looking at government responsibility: 

- How do you think food poverty can be tackled or how can change be made?  

- Are interventions the answer? 

- Is a measure necessary?  

- Would putting interventions in place be more useful than putting in place a measure? 

- If we can measure food poverty, how could this inform policy and practice? 

- If we believe our citizens are in food poverty are there any specific policies a food 

poverty measure could inform? 

- Do you think an income threshold should be a fixed amount for all individuals?  

 

Impacts on business 

Ok so last question, how do you think levels of food poverty can impact on business? 

Can you see any business implications of, or benefits to, arriving at a food poverty measure? 
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Appendix 2 – Participant information sheet 

 



376 

 

Appendix 3 – Participant consent form 
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Appendix 4 – Study 1B questionnaire 
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