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ABSTRACT 

This study investigated the set of circumstances that tipped individuals into food insecurity and 

aimed to understand their experiences of utilising orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition 

practices. Guided by constructivist grounded theory, this research focused on two populations to 

address the research aims, questions and objectives. Sample 1 comprised of 15 participants who 

were food insecure and accessing emergency food relief agencies in metropolitan Adelaide, South 

Australia. Sample 2 involved seven staff and volunteers working within these agencies. Sample 1 

data collection utilised the 6-item US Household Food Security Survey Module alongside a 

demographic survey. One-on-one interviews were conducted to gain deeper insights into the 

personal narratives and experiences of food insecure adults who access emergency food relief 

agencies and to understand their use of orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition strategies. 

Sample 2 data collection comprised one-on-one interviews with emergency food relief agency 

staff and volunteers to understand their perspectives on the provision of emergency food relief 

and their response to food insecure adults utilising other coping strategies. 

The results revealed complex intersectionality surrounding food insecurity and poverty, and the 

adverse childhood and adulthood life events that led to the utilisation of orthodox and 

unorthodox food acquisition practices. Three main themes were identified. The first theme, Life’s 

not gone according to plan – stories of adversity, documented the adverse childhood and 

adulthood events that led to food insecurity. The second theme, Down the well without a ladder – 

stories of oppression and a brief glimmer of hope, uncovered systemic factors contributing to 

oppression and how food insecure adults are trapped in this endless cycle, unable to change their 

circumstances. A subtheme, A brief glimmer of hope, documented the COVID-19 financial 

assistance provided by the Australian Government. The third theme, Self-managing the situation, 

explored the orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition strategies utilised by food insecure adults 

to mitigate the effects of food insecurity and poverty. This theme also documented the 

perspectives of emergency food relief agency staff and volunteers on the use of these strategies 

and their engagement with food insecure clients. The results shed light on the intersectionality 

and challenges that food insecure adults face. By examining their experiences, this study provides 

an understanding of the various life events leading to food insecurity and poverty, and the coping 

mechanisms utilised by those affected. A comparison with the literature aligns this with the 
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research questions. The implications of the findings are presented, highlighting recommendations 

for service delivery, policy development and further research.  

The insights derived from both the perspectives of the food insecure adults and the emergency 

food relief agency staff and volunteers provides a unique and original contribution to knowledge. 

Ultimately, this study contributes valuable knowledge to the ongoing discourse on food insecurity, 

offering a holistic perspective that encompasses the lived experiences of those directly affected 

and the perspectives of those working in the emergency food relief sector. 
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PREFACE 

Although I first became aware of the term ‘food insecurity’ when volunteering with OzHarvest in 

South Australia and through my undergraduate studies, it was only during my work on this preface 

that I remembered I had also experienced transient food insecurity. I was a sole parent, working 

full-time, paying rent, with my daughter in full-time childcare as well. I found it hard to afford food 

or pay my bills some weeks. I clearly remember an awful time shopping where I had to put food 

back on the shelves because we did not have the money to buy it; saying ‘no’ to my daughter was 

heartbreaking. During this time, Mum was my support network, providing food parcels and even 

paying some of my outstanding utility bills. This happened on two separate occasions. Exploring 

the support networks food insecure people utilise has made me aware that Mum’s assistance was 

part of these very mechanisms that food insecure people draw from, if they have these supports 

available. I still consider myself very lucky – I had a full-time job that paid well, yet despite that 

regular income, there were some weeks where we did not have enough money to buy food. 

More recently, my experience with food insecurity was working as a volunteer for OzHarvest. I was 

in the early years of my degree and keen to contribute to the community. I signed up as a driver’s 

assistant with OzHarvest and went on the trucks that collected food from supermarkets and other 

establishments and delivered it to charitable organisations. I often witnessed an unfathomable 

demand for food at the charitable organisations and this struck a chord with me, especially in such 

a rich country. Whenever we made a delivery to an organisation, we were greeted warmly by the 

workers and volunteers as they helped us off load the day’s donations, excitedly talking about 

what they were going to make with this delivery. I found I was similarly greeted when collecting 

donations from organisations, especially while wearing the OzHarvest yellow t-shirt. On one 

memorable occasion, a Big Issue vendor clapped and thanked me for supporting vulnerable people 

like himself. Another occasion was also memorable but from a different perspective in that it 

really resonated with me; the OzHarvest truck was being reversed into the charity’s driveway and I 

saw a young man with a child in a pram. At that moment, I was struck by the realisation that food 

insecurity is affecting not just adults, but children as well. Being involved with such an organisation 

made me aware of how hidden food insecurity and hunger is in Adelaide and the impact it is 

having on future generations.  

My PhD journey originally started out with an interest in dumpster diving and was a nod to my 

inspiring activist friend Hilary, who one day during our lunch together, confessed she’d been 
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dumpster diving to reduce food waste. We chatted further about this and from our discussions, 

and my work with OzHarvest, questions began to formulate – do food insecure people dumpster 

dive? Why do they do this? Do they find it risky? From these questions, my study evolved to also 

include all means of food acquisition, both orthodox and unorthodox, and the life events that 

tipped people into food insecurity and poverty. 
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GLOSSARY 

Adventist Development 
and Relief Association 
(ADRA) 

https://www.adra.org.au/adra-network/ 

ADRA’s Community Pantry is a faith-based community pantry that offers 
free or low-cost food to those in need of emergency food relief, without 
proof of social assistance benefits. It is affiliated with the Morphett Vale 
Seventh-day Adventist Church in metropolitan South Australia whose 
vision is to “participate in the continuing work of Jesus” through 
“connecting with community” and “meeting and ministering to people’s 
needs”. The pantry is open on Mondays and Fridays from 12 noon to 2pm. 
ADRA also has a café that offers vegetarian meals (voluntary gold coin 
donation) on a Thursday night during school terms. 

Anglicare Australia 
(including the Outer 
Southern Hub) 

https://www.anglicare.asn.au/ and 
https://anglicaresa.com.au/support/emergency-assistance/christiesbeach/ 

Provides emergency assistance such as food, clothing, pharmacy vouchers, 
shoe vouchers for children, blankets and other linen to those in need. It 
also provides support, advocacy and referrals to other services, as well as 
community information, a financial counselling service, access to No 
Interest Loans (NILs), financial literacy and budget support services.  

Anti-Poverty Network SA https://apn-sa.org/ 

An advocacy and activist organisation that actively campaigns for a just 
welfare and housing system that put peoples’ needs and rights first. It is an 
alliance of volunteers who are affected by or concerned about poverty and 
unemployment, and a voice for South Australians on low incomes. 

Australian Bureau of 
Statistics (ABS) 

https://www.abs.gov.au/ 

Australia’s national statistical agency and an official source of statistical 
information on Australia, its economy, and its people. 

Australian Council of Social 
Service (ACOSS) 

https://www.acoss.org.au/ 

A national advocate supporting people affected by poverty, disadvantage 
and inequality, and the peak council for community services nationally. See 
also South Australian Council of Social Service (SACOSS) 

Australian Dietary 
Guidelines to Healthy 
Eating 

https://www.eatforhealth.gov.au/guidelines/australian-guide-healthy-
eating 

These guidelines were developed by the Australian Government in 
conjunction with the National Health and Medical Research Council and 
the Department of Health and Ageing. They provide information on food, 
food groups and dietary patterns that aim to promote health and 
wellbeing, reduce the risk of diet-related diseases, and reduce the risk of 
chronic disease. 

Australian Institute of 
Health and Welfare (AIHW) 

https://www.aihw.gov.au/about-us/what-we-do 

An independent statutory Australian Government agency that provides 
information and statistical information standards for the health, 
community services and housing assistance sectors. 

Australian Securities & 
Investments Commission 
(ASIC) 

https://asic.gov.au/ 

Australia’s integrated corporate, markets, financial services and consumer 
credit regulator.  

https://www.adra.org.au/adra-network/
https://www.anglicare.asn.au/
https://anglicaresa.com.au/support/emergency-assistance/christiesbeach/
https://apn-sa.org/
https://www.abs.gov.au/
https://www.acoss.org.au/
https://www.eatforhealth.gov.au/guidelines/australian-guide-healthy-eating
https://www.eatforhealth.gov.au/guidelines/australian-guide-healthy-eating
https://www.aihw.gov.au/about-us/what-we-do
https://asic.gov.au/
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Buy Now Pay Later services 
(including Afterpay, Klarna) 

Allow approved applicants to pay for purchases in four interest-free 
instalments. They offer quick account set up and are widely accepted 
online and in-store. One example is Afterpay 
https://www.afterpay.com/en-AU  

Cash Converters Australia www.cashconverters.com.au 

A pawnbroking business that provides cash for household items either 
through outright sale of the item or as a short-term loan on an item of 
value. 

Centrelink https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/centrelink?context=1 

Part of the national Services Australia Government agency, Centrelink 
provides social assistance payments and services to Australians. Examples 
of the payments provided through Centrelink include JobSeeker, Youth 
Allowance and Parenting Payment etc. (see individual Glossary entries for 
these payments). 

CHOICE https://www.choice.com.au/ 

Australia’s leading watchdog and consumer advocacy group, CHOICE 
researches and conducts investigations to bring the best and latest advice 
on what to buy, and what to avoid. 

Christies Beach Baptist 
Church (CBBC) 

https://christiesbaptist.org.au/ 

In the suburb of Christies Beach, in the City of Onkaparinga council region, 
in metropolitan South Australia, CBBC provides emergency assistance 
including food parcels, medication, agency referrals, and limited help with 
bills. The emergency food relief agency is open for phone bookings 
between 9.00am and 9.30am on Mondays, Tuesdays and Fridays, with 
appointments with counsellors from 11am on the same day. The 
emergency relief service is only available during South Australian school 
terms. 

Community Housing https://www.sa.gov.au/topics/housing/public-and-community-
housing/community-housing-rents-and-other-charges 

Community housing offered by the South Australian Government includes 
general tenancies, supported tenancies, and affordable housing, each 
capped at 25% or 30% of income.  

Container Deposit Scheme https://www.australianbeverages.org/initiatives-advocacy-
information/container-deposit-schemes/south-australia/ 

Introduced in South Australia in 1977 to reduce landfill and increase 
recycling of eligible beverage containers. A 10-cent deposit and refund is 
available on most beverage containers in South Australia. 

Crime Stoppers South 
Australia 

https://crimestopperssa.com.au/ 

An independent community organisation that works with police, 
government, media, corporate partners and the community to help solve 
and reduce crime. Community members can report suspicious activity and 
this information is passed onto the police to keep communities and 
families safe. 

https://www.afterpay.com/en-AU
http://www.cashconverters.com.au/
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/centrelink?context=1
https://www.choice.com.au/
https://christiesbaptist.org.au/
https://www.sa.gov.au/topics/housing/public-and-community-housing/community-housing-rents-and-other-charges
https://www.sa.gov.au/topics/housing/public-and-community-housing/community-housing-rents-and-other-charges
https://www.australianbeverages.org/initiatives-advocacy-information/container-deposit-schemes/south-australia/
https://www.australianbeverages.org/initiatives-advocacy-information/container-deposit-schemes/south-australia/
https://crimestopperssa.com.au/
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Emergency Electricity 
Payments Scheme 

https://www.sa.gov.au/topics/care-and-support/concessions/household-
concessions/energy-bill-concessions  

Eligible South Australians on a low or fixed income can apply for a 
household concession to help with the cost of energy bills. This concession 
is available to those on Centrelink payments. 

Energy Bill Relief Fund – 
South Australia 

https://www.energy.gov.au/rebates/energy-bill-relief-households-south-
australia 

Provided by the Australian Government, eligible South Australian 
households can apply for up to $500 a year (paid as a quarterly amount of 
$125) to assist with their energy bills. This rebate is only available to 
people on an eligible concessions. 

Embolden https://embolden.org.au 

An alliance working to end violence against women and their children in 
South Australia. It is the peak body of domestic, family and sexual violence 
services across the state. 

Fair Work Ombudsman https://www.fairwork.gov.au/ 

Guided by the Fair Work Act 2009, Fair Work Ombudsman provides 
education, assistance, advice and guidance to employers and employees, 
promotes and monitors compliance with workplace laws, investigates 
breaches of the Fair Work Act, and takes appropriate enforcement action. 

Finder https://www.finder.com.au/ 

A financial comparison site where users can compare a wide range of 
products and services to ensure they are getting the best deal for their 
money. 

Flybuys https://experience.flybuys.com.au/how-it-works/ 

Flybuys is a rewards points system, where shoppers accumulate points 
when purchasing goods from a ‘partner’ retailer. 

Foodbank Australia https://www.foodbank.org.au/hunger-in-australia/what-we-do/?state=sa 
One of the largest food relief organisations in Australia, Foodbank focuses 
on distributing surplus food to emergency food relief charities. It has 
Mobile Food Hubs and Community Food Hubs that provide food relief to 
food insecure adults who have received a voucher from an emergency 
food relief agency. 

Foodbank Food Hubs https://www.foodbank.org.au/SA/food-hubs/?state=sa 

Offering a dignified shopping experience, the hubs are set up to resemble 
a general store and offer healthy food options, affordable recipe packs, 
and ready-made meals. There are four in metropolitan Adelaide – Christies 
Beach, Edwardstown, Davoren Park and Woodville. 

MarionLIFE https://marionlife.org.au/ 

A not-for-profit, faith-based community organisation and registered 
charity that provides support to individuals and families in need who 
reside in the Mitcham, Holdfast Bay, Marion and Onkaparinga council 
regions in metropolitan South Australia. It provides two visits every six 
months to food insecure people on social assistance payments, in the form 
of food and food vouchers, toiletries, blankets, clothing and some bill 
assistance. Emergency relief is available between 9am and 12 noon, 
Monday to Thursday, on a first-come-first-served basis. 

https://www.sa.gov.au/topics/care-and-support/concessions/household-concessions/energy-bill-concessions
https://www.sa.gov.au/topics/care-and-support/concessions/household-concessions/energy-bill-concessions
https://www.energy.gov.au/rebates/energy-bill-relief-households-south-australia
https://www.energy.gov.au/rebates/energy-bill-relief-households-south-australia
https://embolden.org.au/
https://www.fairwork.gov.au/
https://www.finder.com.au/
https://experience.flybuys.com.au/how-it-works/
https://www.foodbank.org.au/hunger-in-australia/what-we-do/?state=sa
https://www.foodbank.org.au/SA/food-hubs/?state=sa
https://marionlife.org.au/
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National Debt Helpline https://ndh.org.au/ 

A free service that offers non-judgemental and confidential financial 
counselling services to help people with their debts. 

No Interest Loans (NILs) https://goodshep.org.au/services/nils/ 

Provided by Good Shepherd, an organisation that provides services and 
support for family and domestic violence and financial insecurity. NILs 
applicants can borrow up to $2,000 for household items, education fees 
and equipment, laptops and technology, car repairs and registration, and 
medical and dental costs. Applicants can also borrow up to $3,000 for 
bond and rent in advance and rates bills. 

Onkaparinga Food Security 
Collaborative (OFSC) 

http://onkaparingafoodsecurity.org.au/ 

A collaborative of organisations working together to achieve healthier 
communities by connecting people to nutritious food, to community 
education, and to advocacy. It has an overarching vision for a food security 
in the Onkaparinga council region where everyone has access to sufficient 
affordable, nutritious food that feeds the body and the soul; communities 
are empowered to lead healthy, productive lives. 

OzHarvest Australia https://www.ozharvest.org/who-we-are/ 

Founded in 2004 by Ronni Kahn AO, OzHarvest’s mission is to “Nourish our 
Country” by stopping good food going to waste and delivering it to 
charities who help feed people in need. It collects surplus food from a 
variety of donors such as supermarkets, cafes, delis, restaurants, corporate 
kitchens, airlines, hotels and other food businesses. 

Pay Day Loans (including 
Before Pay and My Pay 
Now) 

https://www.beforepay.com.au/ or https://mypaynow.com.au/  

Pay advance services that allow applicants to access a portion of their 
wages, before pay day, for a 5% fixed fee. They offer flexible repayment 
options, or allow applicants to spread their repayments over four 
instalments as long as the full repayment is made within 62 days. 

Public Housing https://www.sa.gov.au/topics/housing/public-and-community-
housing/tenants/rent-water-and-other-charges/rent-in-public-housing 

Housing SA offers public housing where rent is charged at either the value 
of the property based on the State Valuer-General’s assessment or 
subsidised rent based on the household’s total assessable income before 
tax. If eligible for subsidised rent, the rent is capped at 30% of the 
household’s total assessable income before tax. 

As at July 2022 there were 17,000 people on the waiting list for public 
housing, and nearly 4,000 of them are in category 1 (deemed in urgent 
need) https://www.abc.net.au/news/2022-07-31/south-australian-public-
housing-
shortage/101286630#:~:text=There%20are%2017%2C000%20people%20o
n,Adelaide%20and%20regional%20South%20Australia. 

Preventive Health SA 
(formerly Wellbeing SA) 

https://www.preventivehealth.sa.gov.au/ and 
https://www.wellbeingsa.sa.gov.au/ 

A state government agency supporting the physical, mental and social 
wellbeing of all South Australians. Preventive Health SA works across 
primary and secondary prevention to lead system change and better 
support community health and wellbeing. 

https://ndh.org.au/
https://goodshep.org.au/services/nils/
http://onkaparingafoodsecurity.org.au/
https://www.ozharvest.org/who-we-are/
https://www.beforepay.com.au/
https://mypaynow.com.au/
https://www.sa.gov.au/topics/housing/public-and-community-housing/tenants/rent-water-and-other-charges/rent-in-public-housing
https://www.sa.gov.au/topics/housing/public-and-community-housing/tenants/rent-water-and-other-charges/rent-in-public-housing
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2022-07-31/south-australian-public-housing-shortage/101286630#:~:text=There%20are%2017%2C000%20people%20on,Adelaide%20and%20regional%20South%20Australia
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2022-07-31/south-australian-public-housing-shortage/101286630#:~:text=There%20are%2017%2C000%20people%20on,Adelaide%20and%20regional%20South%20Australia
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2022-07-31/south-australian-public-housing-shortage/101286630#:~:text=There%20are%2017%2C000%20people%20on,Adelaide%20and%20regional%20South%20Australia
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2022-07-31/south-australian-public-housing-shortage/101286630#:~:text=There%20are%2017%2C000%20people%20on,Adelaide%20and%20regional%20South%20Australia
https://www.preventivehealth.sa.gov.au/
https://www.wellbeingsa.sa.gov.au/
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SecondBite https://secondbite.org/who-we-are/ 

A not-for-profit organisation similar to OzHarvest where it redirects 
surplus food from landfill to people who are experiencing hunger. 

Social Supermarket (SSM) Community-based, not-for-profit charity organisations that provide 
affordable groceries, and sometimes clothing and household goods, to 
people living on low incomes. These organisations do not require proof of 
receipt of social assistance payments. For example, ADRA, which is part of 
the Seventh-day Adventist church https://www.adra.org.au/adra-
network/, or The Food Centre at Gepps Cross in Adelaide 
https://thefoodcentre.com.au/ 

Socio-Economic Indexes for 
Areas (SEIFA) 

https://profile.id.com.au/onkaparinga/seifa-disadvantage-small-area 

A measure of relative disadvantage in a chosen Australian local 
government area. For example, the suburbs of Christie Downs, Hackham 
West, Huntfield Heights, O’Sullivan Beach, Morphett Vale, Christies Beach 
and Noarlunga Centre/Noarlunga Downs all have a SEIFA score between 
800 and 920.4 versus the most advantaged suburbs in the City of 
Onkaparinga region having a score of 1,113.0. 

South Australian Council of 
Social Service (SACOSS) 

https://www.sacoss.org.au/ 

Undertakes research to help inform community service practice, advocacy 
and campaigning, and through a range of events promotes cooperation, 
and the sharing of resources and information. It is the peak body for non-
government health and community services sector in South Australia. 

United States Department 
of Agriculture Household 
Food Security Survey 
Module (HFSSM) 

https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/food-nutrition-assistance/food-security-
in-the-u-s/survey-tools/  

An adaptable survey tool to assess household food insecurity levels. The 
surveys are available in different lengths – 18, 10, and 6-item surveys. 

Uniting Communities https://www.unitingcommunities.org/ 

A not-for-profit organisation working alongside more than 80,000 South 
Australians each year. They are committed to recognising and addressing 
social and cultural issues affecting the community, through advocacy work. 

World Health Organization 
(WHO) 

https://www.who.int/ 

Coordinates the world’s response to health emergencies, such as the 
COVID-19 pandemic, promotes wellbeing, prevents disease, and expands 
access to healthcare. 

  

https://secondbite.org/who-we-are/
https://www.adra.org.au/adra-network/
https://www.adra.org.au/adra-network/
https://thefoodcentre.com.au/
https://profile.id.com.au/onkaparinga/seifa-disadvantage-small-area
https://www.sacoss.org.au/
https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/food-nutrition-assistance/food-security-in-the-u-s/survey-tools/
https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/food-nutrition-assistance/food-security-in-the-u-s/survey-tools/
https://www.unitingcommunities.org/
https://www.who.int/
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Glossary of Australian and State Government social assistance payments and services, and 

Coronavirus Supplement and Economic Support payments 

(figures correct as of January 2024) 

Age Pension https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/age-pension 

The age to be able to receive the Age Pension is 67 years. Recipients 
must be an Australian resident of at least 10 years. The Age Pension is 
subject to income tests. 

Payments vary from (includes Pension and Energy Supplement): 

- $1096.70 per fortnight for a single person 
- $826.70 per fortnight for a couple (each) or $1,653.40 combined. 

Centrepay https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/centrepay 

A free service provided by Services Australia for Centrelink social 
assistance payment recipients. They can nominate an amount to be 
deducted from their payments to go towards utilities and other bills. 

Coronavirus Supplement and 
Economic Support Payments 

Financial support during the pandemic, paid by the Australian 
Government to all recipients of social assistance payments. See also 
Figure on page 15 for the amounts and timing of these payments. 

Disability Support Pension  https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/disability-support-pension 

The Disability Support Pension is financial help if you have a permanent 
physical, intellectual or psychiatric condition that stops you from 
working. It is subject to non-medical and medical rules including medical 
evidence. 

Payments vary from (includes Pension plus Pension Supplement and 
Energy Supplement): 

- $1,096.70 per fortnight for a single person 
- $826.70 per fortnight for a couple (each) or $1,653.40 combined. 

Employment Services 
Provider 

https://www.workforceaustralia.gov.au/individuals/coaching/providers/ 

Employment Services Providers give support and advice to help with job 
searching. Part of this program includes Workforce Australia 
Employment Services, Employability Skills Training, Career Transition 
Assistance, Disability Management Service, ParentsNext, and other 
services to help people on social assistance payments find work 

https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/age-pension
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/centrepay
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/disability-support-pension
https://www.workforceaustralia.gov.au/individuals/coaching/providers/
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JobSeeker Payment https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/jobseeker-payment 

Financial help for those aged between 22 and Age Pension age and 
looking for work. The recipient must be unemployed and looking for 
work, or sick/injured and cannot do usual study or work for a short time. 
This payment is subject to income tests and mutual obligation 
requirements, e.g. agree to a Job Plan, meet with employment services 
provider, report all job searches, accept any offer of suitable work, or 
demerits and financial penalties apply. The recipient must be an 
Australian resident and living in Australia. 

Payments vary from: 

- $749.20 per fortnight for a single person with no children 
- $802.50 per fortnight for a single person with dependent child or 

children 
- $686.00 per fortnight if partnered. 

Parenting Payment https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/parenting-payment 

The Parenting Payment is the main income support payment for carers 
of young children. It is subject to income tests. If youngest child is under 
6 years, parents must participate in ParentsNext program which helps 
parents plan and prepare for future study or employment. 

Payments vary from: 

- $970.20 per fortnight for a sole parent (includes Parenting Payment 
and a pension supplement of $27.80) 

- $686.00 per fortnight if partnered 
- $802.50 per fortnight if partnered but separated due to illness, 

respite care, or prison. 

Recipients of the Parenting Payment may also be eligible for the Energy 
Supplement, Pharmaceutical Allowance, Telephone Allowance, 
Education Entry Payment, Mobility Allowance, or Remote Area 
Allowance. 

ParentsNext https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/parentsnext 

ParentsNext is a support service for parents with children under 6 years 
who get Parenting Payment and is designed to help with study and work 
goals. Must meet participation requirements or Parenting Payments will 
be suspended. Participation requirements include going to quarterly 
appointments with provider, taking part in set activities, and agreeing to 
a Participation Plan. 

Pharmaceutical Benefits 
Scheme (PBS) 

https://www.pbs.gov.au/info/about-the-pbs 

A government scheme provides affordable access to medication and 
related services. The government subsidises the cost of medicine for 
most medical conditions. From January 1, 2024 the cost of a 
prescription item will be no more than $31.60, with people on a 
government concession card paying $7.70 for medicines listed on the 
PBS. 

https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/jobseeker-payment
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/parenting-payment
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/parentsnext
https://www.pbs.gov.au/info/about-the-pbs
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Youth Allowance https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/youth-allowance 

Financial support for those aged 24 years or younger and studying or 
engaged in a full-time apprenticeship, or 21 years or younger and 
looking for work.  

Payments vary from: 

- $395.30 per fortnight for a single person, under 18 years and living at 
home 

- $639.00 per fortnight for a single person, younger than 18 and living 
away from parents’ home 

- $455.20 per fortnight for a single person, 18 or older living at 
parents’ home. 

 

https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/youth-allowance
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Chapter overview 

This chapter introduces the concepts of a human right to food and provides a definition of food 

insecurity along with details of its prevalence globally and in Australia. This chapter also examines 

the determinants of food insecurity, at-risk populations, the consequences of food insecurity and 

the provision of emergency food relief (EFR). In examining the determinants of food insecurity, 

this chapter also explores the impact of an unprecedented global event. While it was not the 

original intention of this research to delve into natural disasters, the global outbreak of 

coronavirus disease (COVID-19) provided a novel and opportunistic research opportunity, and a 

need to analyse the impact this event may have on an individual’s food security. In particular, the 

effect COVID-19 had on food security, both globally and in Australia is discussed. This chapter 

finishes with a discussion of the Australian Government’s financial response to the pandemic, the 

impact this extra money had for food insecure adults, and the implications for food insecurity once 

this financial support was reduced. 

 

1.2 Food as a basic human right 

The first essential component of social justice is adequate food for all mankind. Food is 

the moral right of all who are born into this world … without it, all other components of 

social justice are meaningless 

Norman Borlaug, Nobel Peace Prize winner (1970) 

This thesis views food security as a basic human right. The United Nations Declaration of Human 

Rights (Article 25) maintains that “everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for 

health and well-being of himself [sic] and his [sic] family, including food, clothing, housing and 

medical care and necessary social services” (United Nations, 1948). This right to food is also 

recognised in international law, and Australia signed the International Covenant on Economic, 

Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) in 1972, which was ratified in 1975 (Office of the High 

Commissioner for Human Rights, 2014). Article 11 of this Covenant reaffirms these basic human 

rights to food, clothing, shelter and financial support in times of need (Office of the High 
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Commissioner for Human Rights, 1966). On signing the ICESCR, Australia confirmed its 

commitment to ensuring that every person has the right to food, yet as a developed country, 

Australia still experiences a level of food insecurity within its population. In addition to the ICESCR, 

the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development were 

adopted in 2015 by all member countries of the United Nations, including Australia (United 

Nations, n.d.-b). These goals are an urgent call to action by all signatory countries, in a global 

partnership. More specifically Goal #2 is to end hunger and achieve food security by 2030, 

ensuring all people have access to a safe, nutritious and sufficient food supply (United Nations, 

n.d.-a, n.d.-b). All Australians have the right to food (Right to Food, n.d.), and when this right is 

lacking, “The Australian government is failing to fulfil its legal and moral obligations to guarantee 

the human right to adequate food” (Barbour et al., 2016, p. 1).  

 

1.3 Food (in)security 

This section provides the definition of food security used in this thesis, outlines the prevalence of 

food insecurity, and details its determinants and consequences. 

1.3.1 Definition 

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. 

Committee on World Food Security (2012) 

The term ‘food security’ has undergone several definition changes since its inception in the 1940s 

amid considerations of post-World War 2 hunger and famine. Consequently, the definition has 

been redefined to capture the four ‘pillars’ of food security – availability, access, stability and 

utilisation (Committee on World Food Security, 2012), with the suggestion of including an 

additional two pillars to acknowledge the impact of agency and sustainability (Clapp, Moseley, 

Burlingame, & Termine, 2022). A functional and resilient food system is one where these six pillars 

are met and a failure of the system often affects these pillars in combination, not isolation 

(Chodur, Zhao, Biehl, Mitrani-Reiser, & Neff, 2018; Clapp et al., 2022). In their modelling of food 
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system failure, Chodur et al. (2018) identify the following: ‘unavailability’ is where food is not 

available at supermarkets/retail outlets through supply chain failure, ‘inaccessibility’ is a situation 

where food is present but economic and physical barriers exist, and ‘unacceptability’ is where, 

even if food is available, it is unsafe, or does not meet nutritional and dietary needs, or is not 

culturally or socially acceptable. Similarly, Clapp et al. (2022) also emphasise sustainability and 

agency as key to achieving food security; sustainability accounts for shorter-term disruptions, eg. 

market fluctuations and natural disasters, and agency acknowledges the autonomy of individuals 

to make decisions about their food security. These two additional pillars are important 

considerations, providing a complete picture of what is an extremely complex social issue. 

Food insecurity has often been referred to as a ‘wicked problem’, one that is challenging, complex, 

multifaceted, highly resistant to resolution, and therefore requires a policy response from a 

variety of different organisations (Australian Public Service Commission, 2018; Grochowska, 2014; 

Walls, 2018). These wicked problems are often difficult to define and are therefore difficult to 

respond to by policymakers. Some wicked problems do not have a clear (re)solution, they have 

multiple social and organisational dependencies, are often multicausal, and are socially complex 

(Australian Public Service Commission, 2018; Walls, 2018). However, Bacchi (2016) postulates that 

the term ‘wicked problem’ has been created and used by systems theorists as an analytical 

framework to help deal with such complexity; a reductionist view that drives down the multiple 

key components to singular ‘players’ within a complex scenario, without due consideration being 

given to the multiple components and the intersectionality that are often the cause of a social 

issue such as food insecurity. The concern with this reductionist point of view is that it places the 

responsibility on the individual without acknowledging the drivers and “causes of the causes” of 

healthy inequity (Bacchi, 2016; Marmot & Allen, 2014, p. S517). Conversely, Marmot and Allen 

(2014) suggest that addressing the social gradient and the underlying social determinants of 

health, rather than focusing on lifestyle and individual behaviours, would indeed prevent 

inequities from occurring in the first place. Similarly, Brase, Dai, Schneider, Werlin, and Ebling 

(2019) also state changing the narrative from blaming the individual to acknowledging the 

intersectionality and social determinants of health allows an understanding of this complex social 

issue. 
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1.3.2 Prevalence globally and in Australia 

Globally, the SDGs and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development were adopted in 2015 by all 

member countries of the United Nations, including Australia (United Nations, n.d.-b). These 17 

goals were developed to improve conditions for all people on the planet. Of great significance to 

food security in both developing and developed countries is Goal #2 Zero Hunger (United Nations, 

n.d.-b) with recent data showing 600 million people worldwide are projected to experience hunger 

in 2030 (United Nations, n.d.-a). In 2021, one in three people struggled with moderate to severe 

food insecurity (Food and Agriculture Organization [FAO], International Fund for Agricultural 

Development [IFAD], United Nations Children’s Fund [UNICEF], World Food Program [WFP], & 

World Health Organization [WHO] (Glossary), 2023; United Nations, 2023, n.d.-a). According to the 

FAO, moderate to severe food insecurity has risen steadily from 21.7% in 2015 to 29.6% in 2022 

(FAO et al., 2023); however, has remained steady between 2020 and 2022, hovering around 29.4% 

and 29.6% (FAO et al., 2023). There is also a gender gap, with women over-represented in these 

global figures of food insecurity (FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, WFP, & WHO, 2021; FAO et al., 2023).  

Severe food insecurity in Australia increased from 2.8% of the population in 2014‒2016 to 3.4% in 

2020‒2022 (FAO et al., 2023). Moderate to severe food insecurity is higher, with 10.8% of the 

population experiencing this in 2014‒2016, which increased to 12% in 2020‒2022 (FAO et al., 

2023). The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS)1 (Glossary) data on food insecurity is considerably 

lower. In 2015, survey data reported that approximately 4% of people were living in a household 

that had run out of food in the preceding 12 months and could not afford to purchase more; 

additionally, 1.5% were living in a household where someone regularly went without food (ABS, 

2015b). More recently, Foodbank Australia2 (Glossary) published its annual hunger report, which 

showed 3.7 million households in Australia had experienced moderate to severe food insecurity in 

the previous 12 months (Foodbank Australia, 2023). South Australian figures in 2019 show 11.3% 

of adults were food insecure in the past 12 months (Wellbeing SA, 2019), and a Western Australian 

study reported 62% of adults experienced very low food security in the past 12 months 

(Seivwright, Callis, & Flatau, 2020).  

 

1 The Australian Bureau of Statistics provides statistical information on Australia, its economy and its people; 
https://www.abs.gov.au/  

2 Foodbank Australia is one of the largest food relief organisations in Australia; it provides surplus food to charitable 
EFR organisations; https://www.foodbank.org.au/hunger-in-australia/what-we-do/?state=sa  

https://www.abs.gov.au/
https://www.foodbank.org.au/hunger-in-australia/what-we-do/?state=sa
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It is not unusual for these figures to be vastly different. The ABS and Preventive Health SA3 

(Glossary) use a single-question measure of food insecurity (i.e. have you run out of food and 

could not afford to buy more in the past 12 months?) which does not consider the prevalence, 

severity or temporality of food insecurity. The single-item question measure also fails to 

understand food affordability, access to food, or the nutritional content of food available (Keating, 

2013; Kleve, Booth, Davidson, & Palermo, 2018; McKay, Haines, & Dunn, 2019). Supporting this 

consideration that food insecurity figures could be under-represented, a systematic review 

reported food insecurity varied from 2% to 90% depending on the measurement tool used (McKay 

et al., 2019). They explain that the use of the single-item question is less sensitive compared with 

the multi-item survey tool developed by the United States (US) Department of Agriculture that can 

detect food insecurity prevalence and severity. Because of this distinct variation between 

measurement tools, the validated 6-Item Short Form US Household Food Security Survey Module 

(HFSSM)4 (Glossary) was administered to the participants in Sample 1 (S1), in order to capture vital 

information on the severity, temporality and prevalence of food insecurity as a standardised 

measure. 

Further impacting the data on food insecurity is the frequency of measurement and the collection 

of national data in Australia. For example, the ABS last collected national food insecurity data in 

the 2011‒12 financial year, with the previous survey being conducted in the 2004‒05 financial 

year (McKay et al., 2019), meaning there is more than a decade gap of valid information on 

Australia’s levels of food insecurity. This gap in food insecurity data was identified by a recent 

Parliamentary Inquiry in Australia, commenting that “more work is needed to monitor and 

measure the extent of food insecurity” and recommending surveys to be conducted every three 

years using the standardised HFSSM (Standing Committee on Agriculture, 2023, p. 149). 

1.3.3 Determinants of food insecurity and at-risk groups 

Worldwide, the drivers of food insecurity are poverty, low income, conflicts, climate shocks, low 

productivity and inefficient food chains (FAO et al., 2021). Disasters such as bushfires and 

 

3 Preventive Health SA, formerly Wellbeing SA, is a state government agency that “creates a balanced health and 
wellbeing system that supports improved physical, mental and social wellbeing for all South Australians”; 
https://www.preventivehealth.sa.gov.au/  

4 The US Department of Agriculture Household Food Security Survey Module (HFSSM) is validated survey tool used to 
assess household food insecurity; https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/food-nutrition-assistance/food-security-in-the-u-
s/survey-tools/  

https://www.preventivehealth.sa.gov.au/
https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/food-nutrition-assistance/food-security-in-the-u-s/survey-tools/
https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/food-nutrition-assistance/food-security-in-the-u-s/survey-tools/
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pandemics (e.g. COVID-19) can also lead to food insecurity or increase existing food insecurity, and 

these factors are discussed further in Section 1.5 on page 12. 

 Poverty and low income 

Like slavery and apartheid, poverty is not natural. It is man-made and it can be 

overcome and eradicated by the actions of human beings. And overcoming poverty is 

not a gesture of charity. It is an act of justice. It is the protection of a fundamental 

human right, the right to dignity and a decent life. 

Nelson Mandela (2005) 

In Australia, one of the main drivers of food insecurity is poverty (Anti-Poverty Network5, 2021 

(Glossary); Australian Council of Social Service [ACOSS6] (Glossary), 2020b; Booth & Pollard, 2020; 

Pollard & Booth, 2019). There is a link between poverty and food insecurity, seen through the 

increase in food charities and the rise in people accessing charity services (Booth & Whelan, 2014; 

Foodbank Australia, 2019, 2023; Pollard, Begley, & Landrigan, 2016; Richards, Kjærnes, & Vik, 

2016). Poverty is a complex social issue and can be experienced by people who are unemployed or 

under-employed (e.g. casual work), live with a disability, come from a non-English speaking 

background, rent a home or live in a rural/remote region of Australia (Davidson, Saunders, 

Bradbury, & Wong, 2018). When experiencing poverty, food often becomes a discretionary item 

coming last on the list after the payment of other bills and purchases; in other words, there is 

often little or no money left to purchase food (Engels, Nissim, & Landvogt, 2012; Kleve, Davidson, 

Gearon, Booth, & Palermo, 2017). Poverty experienced during childhood can also persist into 

adulthood (Tilahun, Persky, Shin, & Zellner, 2021), creating a transgenerational cycle of poverty 

and even food insecurity.  

More than 3 million Australians are living below the poverty line, and those who are affected most 

are barely existing on inadequate social assistance payments such as JobSeeker (Glossary) and 

 

5 An advocacy and activist organisation that actively campaigns for a just welfare and housing system that put peoples’ 
needs and rights first. It is an alliance of volunteers who are affected by or concerned about poverty and 
unemployment, and a voice for South Australians on low incomes; https://apn-sa.org/ 

6 A national advocate supporting people affected by poverty, disadvantage and inequality, and the peak council for 

community services nationally; https://www.acoss.org.au/ See also SACOSS. 

https://apn-sa.org/
https://www.acoss.org.au/
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Youth Allowance7 (Glossary) (Davidson, Bradbury, & Wong, 2023; Davidson et al., 2018). Research 

has also documented that over 80% of Australian households who received social assistance 

payments in the 2015‒16 financial year also reported food insecurity (Temple, Booth, & Pollard, 

2019). Individuals and couples who receive government social assistance payments (e.g. JobSeeker 

Allowance, formerly NewStart, which has not seen a substantial increase since 1994), are 

experiencing a continually widening poverty gap because it is not keeping up with cost-of-living 

increases (Davidson et al., 2018). Both the study by Temple et al. (2019) and Davidson et al. (2018) 

echo an earlier study by Engels et al. (2012), where EFR users are more likely to be on government 

social assistance, suggesting the payments are too low and the social issue of poverty is not being 

addressed. Social assistance payments were not designed with food security in mind, rather they 

were originally implemented to provide “a basic safety net to alleviate poverty” (Richards et al., 

2016, p. 65). However, many people who are receiving these payments still experience poverty 

and food insecurity as the cycle of poverty continues.  

 At-risk groups 

Certain population groups are at a higher risk of becoming food insecure. These at-risk groups 

include Indigenous and Torres Strait Islander populations (ABS, 2015a), people living in remote 

areas, refugees and people seeking asylum, older people, single parent households and children 

who live in households impacted by the risk factors mentioned in this section (Bowden, 2020). 

Those with a low level of education (Foley et al., 2009), people with a disability (Schwartz, Buliung, 

& Wilson, 2019) and single people living alone are also more likely to experience food insecurity 

(Engels et al., 2012). Households where there are three or more children under the age of 18 are 

also at an increased risk of food insecurity (Foley et al., 2009). 

A systematic review also found that people with severe mental illness (e.g. major depression, 

bipolar disorder and schizophrenia) are more than two times more likely to be food insecure 

(Teasdale et al., 2023). Another recent study involving people with severe mental illness reported 

that 31% were also experiencing food insecurity, with 12% classified as severely food insecure 

(Tripodi, Jarman, Morell, & Teasdale, 2022). Temple (2018) also found food insecure adults were 

more likely to be experiencing multiple stressful life events such as divorce/separation, death of a 

 

7 JobSeeker and Youth Allowance are Australian Government support payments paid to people looking for work, 
studying, or engaged in an apprenticeship. 
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family member, serious illness or accident, or unemployment and inability to secure a job in 

comparison to food secure people.  

Food insecurity is becoming increasingly prevalent, with research identifying a rising trend of low 

to middle income households experiencing food precarity from multiple determinants (Kleve et al., 

2018). These determinants include insecure, part-time or casual employment, irregular working 

hours, a lack of physical access to food, and financial stressors such as an unexpected bill, or a 

change in household income (Butcher, Ryan, O’Sullivan, Lo, & Devine, 2018; Engels et al., 2012; 

Kleve et al., 2018). People in private rental are also at risk of food insecurity, possibly due to the 

decrease in affordable housing and the high cost of rent (Engels et al., 2012; Zorbas et al., 2023). 

Indeed, a recent study by Zorbas et al. (2023) reports that private rental costs often account for 

nearly 90% of social assistance payments, resulting in less money for food and increasing the risk 

of food insecurity. People experiencing homelessness, in particular vulnerable youth, are at 

greater risk of food insecurity through reduced access to fresh, healthy foods, a lack of storage and 

food preparation facilities, and food affordability (Crawford et al., 2014; Herault & Ribar, 2016), 

Similarly, Engels et al. (2012) also report homeless people and those living in crisis accommodation 

or transitional housing are more likely to experience food insecurity.  

1.3.4 Consequences of food insecurity 

Food insecurity greatly contributes to health inequities, with those on low incomes or living on or 

below the poverty line are less able to eat well because of a lack of income or means to purchase 

good quality food (Foley et al., 2009; Pollard & Booth, 2019; Seivwright et al., 2020; Wilkinson & 

Marmot, 2003). The long-term consequences of not having enough food to eat or not having 

access to healthy, nutritious foods are varied. These include poorer general health (Ramsey, 

Giskes, Turrell, & Gallegos, 2012; Seivwright et al., 2020), frequent hospital admissions or visits to 

a general practitioner (Ramsey et al., 2012), and depression and anxiety (Gundersen & Ziliak, 2018; 

Pollard & Booth, 2019; Pourmotabbed et al., 2020; Ramsey et al., 2012; Seivwright et al., 2020; 

Teasdale et al., 2023). One study also reported anxiety and stress from not being able to eat in a 

culturally acceptable way (Pourmotabbed et al., 2020) and another suggested the stress from 

being food insecure led to anxiety and depression (Seivwright et al., 2020). Difficulty 

concentrating, a lack of motivation, tiredness, weight loss and unmanaged medical conditions 

were also reported in a study by Pollard and Booth (2019). Chronic diseases such as diabetes and 

hypertension are also affected by food insecurity, with several studies suggesting people with 
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multiple comorbidities were unable to manage these chronic conditions (Gundersen & Ziliak, 

2018; Mayer, McDonough, Seligman, Mitra, & Long, 2016; Pollard & Booth, 2019; Seligman, Laraia, 

& Kushel, 2010).  

The impact of food insecurity on children also warrants a mention because of the long-term health 

and development implications for adulthood (Gallegos, Eivers, Sondergeld, & Pattinson, 2021). 

Children who are food insecure experience poorer general health, more school absences and 

behavioural problems (Ramsey, Giskes, Turrell, & Gallegos, 2011), and an increased incidence of 

asthma, depression and poor oral health (Gundersen & Ziliak, 2018). There are also the extreme 

consequences from long-term food insecurity of possible malnutrition, overweight and obesity 

(Pollard & Booth, 2019). Younger children (i.e. kindergarten age) experience poorer academic 

performance in reading and maths, declined social skills and weight gain (Jyoti, Frongillo, & Jones, 

2005). Persistent food insecurity through kindergarten to grade 3 also led to a delay in children’s 

reading; however, this trend was reversed if the household was no longer food insecure after 

grade 3 (Jyoti et al., 2005). 

The impact of food insecurity on the emotional and psychological wellbeing of children is also of 

concern. Recent research highlights Australian children are aware of food insecurity in their 

household, and of their parents’ attempts to shield them from it (Velardo, Pollard, Shipman, & 

Booth, 2021). In this study by Velardo et al. (2021), child participants spoke of fear of losing their 

family home and were exhibiting adult, precocious perspectives on the issue of food insecurity and 

the impact on their family. Indeed, another study by Leung et al. (2020) also reports psychological 

impacts on children ranging from the worry about not having enough food and their parent’s 

wellbeing, to emotions of anger, frustration, embarrassment and sadness of not having enough 

food to eat. 
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1.4 Emergency food relief efforts in Australia 

This section details the historical EFR efforts in Australia and general aspects of the Australian food 

relief sector. 

1.4.1 Historical food relief provision 

In the past, EFR efforts were in response to adverse events such as pandemics or great 

depressions. For example, when Australia experienced the Spanish flu in 1919, many Australians 

were confined to their homes to prevent the virus from spreading and, in response to this 

confinement, the Red Cross and Salvation Army established charity kitchens and delivered meals 

to the homes of those affected (O’Connell, 2017). Following the Spanish flu, the Great Depression, 

caused by the Wall Street crash in October 1929, necessitated the establishment of soup kitchens 

and sustenance payments, or ration vouchers (Lindberg, Whelan, Lawrence, Gold, & Friel, 2015; 

O’Connell, 2017; Wilson, 1997). However, it is not only in response to pandemics or depressions 

that these food relief measures have been implemented. Booth and Whelan (2014, p. 1392) 

postulate that food relief has been around since colonial times, “protecting poor people from 

starvation and homelessness”.  

1.4.2 The Australian food relief sector  

The Australian food relief sector contains multiple players that are involved in the food banking, 

rescue and distribution of food. According to Pollard et al. (2018) and McNaughton, Middleton, 

Mehta, & Booth (2021) these players provide either indirect services (food banking and food 

rescue organisations) or direct services (organisations that distribute food to those in need, for 

example faith-based or community organisations – referred to as the EFR agencies in this thesis).  

 Indirect food relief services 

An example of an indirect service is Foodbank Australia (Glossary), which describes itself as the 

‘largest hunger relief organisation in Australia’, providing food to other organisations who in turn, 

distribute this food to approximately 815,000 people every month (Foodbank Australia, 2021; 

Lindberg et al., 2015). Other examples of indirect food relief services include OzHarvest Australia8 

 

8 OzHarvest Australia was founded in 2004 by Ronni Kahn AO after she noticed a huge volume of food going to waste. 
Starting in Sydney Australia, she began rescuing food and delivering it to local charities, to becoming a leading food 
rescue organisation; https://www.ozharvest.org/who-we-are/  

https://www.ozharvest.org/who-we-are/


 

 
 

PAGE 11 

(Glossary) and Second Bite9 (Glossary). The collection of excess or unsaleable food is then provided 

to EFR organisations, also referred to as ‘direct’ food services (McNaughton et al., 2021; Pollard et 

al., 2018). 

There is also the concern about the indirect food relief services positioning themselves as 

champions of environmental sustainability through the reduction of food waste, fostering the 

belief that food charity and food waste are “linked …. [and] a solution to hunger” (Silvasti, 2015, p. 

477). Indeed, the majority of the food banking industry relies on industrial food ‘waste’, and even 

one organisation has been built upon this premise of “collecting quality excess food from 

commercial outlets and delivering it directly to more than 1300 charities supporting people in 

need across the country” (OzHarvest, 2020). The altruism exhibited by these organisations greatly 

improves their public image but does nothing to foster human rights to food nor does it provide a 

long-term solution to food insecurity, and in turn contributes to humiliation, indignity, and shame 

for those who access food relief (McNaughton, Middleton, Mehta, & Booth, 2021; Silvasti, 2015). 

This channelling of food waste and rejected product into the charitable food sector continually 

reinforces the belief that wasted food is only fit for those who are the most vulnerable in our 

community. 

 Direct food relief services 

The direct food relief services, such as faith-based charities, welfare organisations and community 

initiatives, receive food from the indirect organisations (Booth & Whelan, 2014; McNaughton et 

al., 2021; Pollard et al., 2018). These agencies are non-profit and rely heavily on volunteer labour 

with few paid staff (Bourke, 2022; Pettman et al., 2022; Pollard et al., 2018). EFR agencies then 

provide food to vulnerable people through a variety of models, for example, food parcels, food 

vouchers, meals in a variety of settings, or access to a community food pantry that stocks low 

priced or free items (Pollard et al., 2018). These EFR agencies also purchase food from the major 

supermarkets directly using donated funds, or via donations from the general public (Pollard et al., 

2018).  

The accessibility of food through EFR agencies varies greatly, with some only open one or two days 

a week, and others for only a few hours in which appointments with a counsellor or a volunteer 

interviewer (to assess need) can be made. For example, Anglicare Australia’s Outer Southern 

 

9 Second Bite is similar to OzHarvest where it redirects surplus food from landfill to people who are experiencing 
hunger; https://secondbite.org/who-we-are/  

https://secondbite.org/who-we-are/
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Hub10 (Glossary) at Christies Beach, in Adelaide’s southern suburbs, are only open for phone 

appointments between the hours of 9am and 9.30am (Anglicare SA, n.d.). Additionally, the 

majority of EFR agencies are not open on weekends, public holidays or during school holidays, and 

tend to close for an extended break over the Christmas/New Year period (Christies Beach Baptist 

Church, 2022; MarionLIFE, 2020a; Pollard et al., 2018; SA Community, 2022b). This means that 

people who need food relief must find alternative sources of food during these times. Several 

studies have also reported  that EFR agencies are uncoordinated in their efforts to provide food to 

vulnerable people, often limited in the availability of nutritious food, and experience funding and 

volunteer/staffing instability which affects their opening hours (Caraher & Furey, 2018; Kleve et 

al., 2023; Pollard et al., 2018). Similarly, Booth et al., 2018 also found the long queues to access 

food relief contributed to the frustration of utilising the EFR agencies. The diversity of 

stakeholders’ interests in this space also contributes to a fragmented and disconnected delivery of 

food relief (Pollard et al., 2018). 

 

1.5 Food security during the COVID-19 pandemic 

This section outlines the effects of the pandemic on food security globally and in Australia as well 

as the Australian Government’s financial response. 

1.5.1 Global effects of COVID-19 on food security 

Unprecedented events can also exacerbate food insecurity globally. In early 2020, COVID-19 

unfolded. The FAO identified that countries most at risk of food insecurity during the COVID-19 

pandemic were those already dealing with hunger or other crises, and that relied heavily on 

imported food (FAO, 2020). The United Nations further identified that individuals who were 

already disadvantaged would feel the brunt of COVID-19, both in terms of a lack of food but also 

from malnourishment leading to a lowered immune system (United Nations, 2020).  

The United Kingdom was three weeks into lockdown and already recording a higher-than-average 

number of people going without food. Numbers had quadrupled, with a lack of food in 

supermarkets a large contributor to this increase (Lawrence, 2020; Loopstra, 2020). In the US, 

 

10 Anglicare Australia’s Outer Southern Hub offers a range of anti-poverty services to people living in the southern 
suburbs of Adelaide, South Australia; https://anglicaresa.com.au/support/emergency-assistance/christiesbeach/  

https://anglicaresa.com.au/support/emergency-assistance/christiesbeach/
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adults with very low food security were further marginalised because they were not able to stock 

up on extra food in order to survive during a lockdown (Wolfson & Leung, 2020).  

1.5.2 Effects of COVID-19 on the Australian food system and food security 

The COVID-19 pandemic further highlighted the fragility of the Australian food system, where the 

entire food chain, from farmer to warehouse to supermarket, was disrupted (Department of 

Agriculture, 2023; Eliaz & Murphy, 2020). While there was food along the supply chain, there were 

difficulties getting it to the wider population (Australian Bureau of Agricultural & Resource 

Economics & Sciences [ABARES], 2020). This in turn, caused panic buying by consumers, who were 

uncertain about how long the restrictions were going to be in place or whether the food would run 

out (Department of Agriculture, 2023). In response, essential food items such as pasta, sugar, 

flour, tinned vegetables and rice became scarce commodities as people engaged in panic buying 

and stockpiling, not knowing how long restrictions were going to continue. Supermarkets 

responded to this panic buying by placing limits on the numbers of items that could be purchased 

at any one time. While it is possible that concerns about a diminished supply of food drove this 

stockpiling reaction, Australia’s food system produces more food than is consumed and exports 

over 70% of its agricultural production (ABARES, 2020). Australia’s food supply chain is resilient; 

however, large-scale events such as a pandemic may cause disruptions to food supply (ABARES, 

2020; Bartos, Balmford, Karolis, Swansson, & Davey, 2012). As such, the gap in supply was more an 

issue of logistics, following an unexpected surge in consumer demand where food became 

temporarily unavailable (ABARES, 2020; Keating, 2013). Sudden ‘shocks’ to the food supply chain, 

especially ones that occur from natural disasters, can lead to transitory food insecurity for some 

individuals (Keating, 2013).  

In addition to the sudden shocks caused by natural disasters and pandemics, Australia does not 

hold any food reserves in the event of a disrupted food supply (Keating, 2013). Australia’s food 

supply chain works to a ‘just-in-time’ logistics management, one that provides efficiency in moving 

food from the paddock to the plate very quickly. However, this also leaves Australian households 

vulnerable to natural disasters, as supermarkets can run out of food quite rapidly (Bartos et al., 

2012; Carey, Murphy, & Alexandra, 2020; Keating, 2013). With supermarkets only having enough 

stock to supply customers for approximately one week, there is no buffer to any disruptions to the 

supply chain. This issue, coupled with panic buying, meant that supermarkets could not keep up 

with the increased consumer demand. Based on non-pandemic consumer shopping patterns, it is 
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estimated that the majority of Australian households only hold enough pantry items for two to 

four days on average, with those on low incomes having less pantry stock, leaving them even more 

vulnerable during these times of food supply chain disruption (Link 2009, as cited in Bartos et al., 

2012; Keating, 2013). A recent Australian study on the food supply during COVID-19 reports that 

the majority of food insecure households surveyed had less than a week of food stored in 

comparison to food secure households that had 7‒14 days’ worth (Kent et al., 2022). Additionally, 

higher food prices, the inability to consistently obtain food, and a reduction of food ‘specials’ have 

been identified as additional barriers to food security during COVID-19 (Louie, Shi, & Allman-

Farinelli, 2022). 

1.5.3 Increased unemployment and food insecurity during COVID-19 

The restrictions in the food supply were not the only adverse outcome of the pandemic. 

Thousands of people lost their jobs or had their working hours cut, leading to an increase in 

people accessing Foodbank (Glossary) and other EFR agencies, with some accessing food relief for 

the first time (Foodbank Australia, 2020; Stewart, 2020). A Tasmanian study reported food 

insecurity increased during 2020, particularly among those who had lost their main source of 

income due to the pandemic (Kent et al., 2020). These findings were echoed in two other 

Australian studies where changes to employment were associated with food insecurity (Kleve et 

al., 2021; Louie et al., 2022). Another study on the community food sector revealed these 

organisations experienced an unexpected increase in clientele and an increase in frequency of 

accessing food relief during the pandemic (McKay, Bastian, & Lindberg, 2021). This increase led to 

supply shortages from Foodbank Australia and other distribution channels that are used by EFR 

agencies, affecting the amount of food they could provide to those in need (McKay et al., 2021). 

Similarly, due to supermarket shortages, more people were using EFR agencies, adding to the 

pressures these agencies were experiencing (Foodbank Australia, 2020; McKay et al., 2021). 
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^ - given to all recipients of government social assistance payments 
* - given to Age Pension, Carer Payment, and Disability Support Pension recipients ONLY 

Figure 1 – Coronavirus Supplement and Economic Support payments provided by the Australian Government during the COVID-19 
pandemic, March 2020 to April 2021 

 

Source: Chen & Langwasser (2021) 
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1.5.4 The Australian Government’s financial response to the pandemic 

In response to the pandemic and the resulting loss of employment, the Australian Government 

provided one-off payments or increased social assistance payments (Australian Government, 

2020a). The Coronavirus Supplement (CS) payment and the Economic Support Payments (ES)11 

(Glossary) cost the Australian Government an estimated $32 billion (Chen & Langwasser, 2021) 

and were available to any Australian resident who received at least $1 of an eligible social 

assistance payment, such as the Age Pension12, the Disability Support Pension13, JobSeeker 

(Glossary). For example, JobSeeker recipients were given an ES payment of $750 in March 2020, 

and fortnightly payments were also increased to $550/week in April 2020. Because of this 

fortnightly increase, JobSeeker recipients did not receive any further ES payments (Australian 

Government, 2020b; Klein, Cook, Maury, & Bowey, 2021). Unfortunately, some people had to wait 

several weeks before receiving any money, leaving them in a state of extreme financial precarity 

(Stewart, 2020). Figure 1 presents the overall scheme. 

It is interesting to note that the Australian Government has been historically resistant to raising 

the JobSeeker rate, despite campaigns asking for a $65/day increase (Raise the Rate, 2019). The 

JobSeeker social assistance payment has been consistently below the poverty line (Melbourne 

Institute, 2021, 2022, 2023) despite meagre increases over the years. ACOSS (2020b) (Glossary) 

found that 66% of people receiving JobSeeker only had $14 a day to live on after paying rent or 

mortgage payments, and 75% of people skipped meals because they could not afford to purchase 

food. This is because the JobSeeker rate has not kept up with the rising cost of living. For example, 

the JobSeeker payment for a single adult with no children and no other income is $374.60 a week 

($749.20 a fortnight, current as of September 2023) (Services Australia, 2023b), substantially less 

than the estimated poverty line of $601.50 per week (current as at March 2023) (Melbourne 

Institute, 2021, 2023). It is not surprising that people’s lives were significantly impacted when the 

CS payments doubled the fortnightly amount of the JobSeeker payment. A survey of 600 

JobSeeker recipients during COVID-19 reported that due to this increase, over 80% were able to 

 

11 The Coronavirus Supplement and Economic Support payments were made to recipients of social assistance 
payments; see also Figure 1 for the timing and amount of money paid by the Australian Government during the 
pandemic 

12 The Age Pension is provided by the Australian Government to residents over the age of 67 years; 
www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/age-pension  

13 The Disability Support Pension is financial support for people who have a permanent physical, intellectual, or 
psychiatric condition that stops them from working; www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/disability-support-pension  

http://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/age-pension
http://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/disability-support-pension
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eat better and more regularly, and 70% were able to catch up on bills (ACOSS, 2020a). 

Additionally, 67% said they could afford to pay for medicines and access medical care (ACOSS, 

2020a). Another study on the impact of the CS payment reported recipients had improved 

financial security, and the CS payments allowed them to purchase food, medicine and housing 

(Klein et al., 2021). This had a flow-on effect of improved self-reported health and wellbeing (Klein 

et al., 2021).  

The gradual return of social assistance payments to their pre-COVID state is also noteworthy. 

While the government announced a $25/week permanent increase to JobSeeker, the low rate of 

this payment continues to stigmatise and demoralise recipients, adding to their dependent spiral 

into poverty. While the Liberal-National Coalition government, under Prime Minister Morrison, 

described the modest increase as ‘appropriate’ (Norman & Snape, 2021), its policy decision could 

clearly be considered a violation of human rights, based on the aforementioned arguments. Today, 

with a Labor government, the JobSeeker payment is still under the poverty line. The Albanese 

Labor government did not include a substantial and liveable increase to this social assistance 

payment in the recent budget, again leaving millions of people living below the poverty line. This, 

in combination with the rising costs of living as the Reserve Bank of Australia increased the cash 

rate in order to stave off a recession, is impacting people more than ever before.  

 

1.6 Summary 

Chapter 1 introduced the concept of a human right to food, defined food insecurity, established 

who is at a higher risk of experiencing food insecurity and its consequences, from a global and 

Australian perspective. Discussion of the EFR sector was also presented. Finally, there was 

discussion of the global pandemic and its impact on food security in Australia, along with the 

Australian Government’s fiscal response and the resulting roll-back of social assistance payments 

to pre-pandemic levels. The thesis outline is as follows:  

Chapter 2 – Scoping review presents the results of two scoping reviews; one that was conducted 

in early 2020 and published in 2022, and an update that was undertaken in early 2024. As part of 

this chapter, the concepts of orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition practices are defined and 

supported by findings from international literature. This chapter also presents the gaps in the 

literature based on the scoping reviews conducted, outlines the study’s aims, objectives and 
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research questions, aligning with the concepts of human rights to food and socially acceptable 

food acquisition practices. 

Chapter 3 – Methodology presents the research approach used and provides a background to 

grounded theory and constructivist grounded theory (CGT), an explanation of why this theory was 

chosen, and its link with social justice research. Next, theory generation, as part of the CGT 

approach, is discussed and the links to the study findings are outlined. Importantly, reciprocity for 

the participant, and how this is achieved, is explained. Chapter 3 finishes with an analysis of rigour 

and trustworthiness in grounded theory research and how it was achieved using credibility, 

transferability, dependability and confirmability.  

Chapter 4 – Methods focuses on the population and study sample recruited, the different 

recruitment strategies utilised for participants, the data-collection instruments and data-analysis 

methods that led to theory generation. In addition, special consideration is given to research 

involving food insecure and impoverished populations – both for the participant and the 

researcher. Finally, the chapter outlines how the three main themes map to the research 

objectives and presents a detailed discussion on researcher reflexivity, positionality and the use of 

memos in CGT. 

Chapter 5 – Results presents the results of data collection and analysis of S1 and Sample 2 (S2) 

participant survey and interview data, including demographic data for S1 (food insecure adults) 

and their food security status, and S2 participant information. This chapter also presents the three 

main themes and their relevant sub-themes, and demonstrates how each theme maps to the 

research objectives.  

Chapter 6 – Discussion examines the key ideas that arose from data analysis using existing 

academic literature. Each section provides links to the relevant research questions and positions 

and discusses the findings in relation to the existing literature on the topic. Finally, the 

implications for practice and social policy, and recommendations for future research are 

presented along with a comprehensive analysis of the strengths and limitations of the study.  

Chapter 7 – Conclusion finalises the thesis with some concluding remarks. 
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CHAPTER 2: SCOPING REVIEW 

2.1 Chapter overview 

This chapter represents both the initial scoping review which was conducted in January 2020 and 

published in the Journal of Hunger and Environmental Nutrition in January 2022 (Appendix 1 on 

page 164), and an updated article search conducted in January 2024. The new articles have been 

woven into the initial review; hence it will be different to the published version. This chapter also 

presents the rationale for conducting a scoping review before data collection, as part of the 

grounded theory method. 

 

2.2 Literature reviews and the grounded theory method 

The timing of the literature review in any research that utilises the grounded theory method is a 

contentious issue that has been debated by various scholars as it is seen to interfere with the 

process of generating new theory (Charmaz, 2014). However, it is important to acknowledge that 

most researchers come to their field of study with passion and a keen interest, and therefore 

cannot be truly exempt from these preconceived ideas (Charmaz, 2014). In fact, Charmaz (2014) 

asserts delaying the literature review to be risky as it leads to a lack of familiarity in the area of 

interest, along with the possibility of “reinventing the wheel”, repeating other researcher’s 

mistakes, and a general lack of familiarity with the research topic (Charmaz, Thornberg, & Keane, 

2018, p. 419). As such, it was deemed imperative to review the available literature on the 

important social issue of orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition practices in order to develop a 

critical awareness of other studies in the same field – an “intimate familiarity” (Charmaz et al., 

2018, p. 420). Charmaz et al. (2018) also states the importance of knowing how and by whom 

previous research has been conducted that will form the basis of a strong analysis of the social 

justice issue and form credibility within the study. Also, in a study that is likely to inform 

policymakers and enact social change, understanding what research has gone before will 

effectively identify gaps and extend the previous research (Charmaz et al., 2018). Charmaz et al. 

encourage this engagement with the literature as it helps to facilitate understanding of non-

government organisation involvement with vulnerable and disadvantaged individuals. 
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2.3 Scoping review on orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition practices 

This section is a combination of the original scoping review done in January 2020 and an updated 

article search in January 2024. The new articles have been woven into the original review and the 

text has been updated to match the thesis structure. For reference, the original published article 

can be found in Appendix 1 on page 164.  

2.3.1 Introduction 

Food security is subject to many definitions; however, the most widely accepted is that it “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” (Committee 

on World Food Security, 2012, p. 5). People who cannot access food in this way are considered 

food insecure. Globally, moderate or severe food insecurity affects 30.4% of the world’s 

population, a figure that has been steadily climbing (FAO et al., 2021). In Australia, approximately 

4% of households are considered food insecure, where they have run out of food and not been 

able to purchase more (ABS, 2015b). In South Australia, this figure is higher, with 11.3% of adults 

aged 18 years and over running out of food and not being able to purchase more (Wellbeing SA, 

2019). However, these figures may be even higher as the single-question measure used does not 

consider the severity, temporality or prevalence of food insecurity, nor the affordability, access 

and nutritional content of food available (Keating, 2013; Kleve et al., 2018; McKay et al., 2019). For 

example, a study from Perth, Western Australia reports that 62% of adults experienced very low 

food security and 18.8% experienced low food security (Seivwright et al., 2020). Being food 

insecure has far-reaching public health impacts for adults, with causal links to overweight and 

obesity, diet-related diseases such as type 2 diabetes, increased risk of depression, poor mental 

health and more frequent visits to healthcare providers (Pollard & Booth, 2019; Ramsey et al., 

2012). 

The term ‘orthodox’ is defined as “following or conforming to the traditional or generally accepted 

rules” and “the ordinary or usual type, normal” (Oxford English Dictionary, 2021). Based on this 

definition, it can be considered that orthodox and usual means of food acquisition are also socially 

acceptable. Expanding on the concept of socially acceptable food acquisition, the US Department 

of Agriculture (2020) also states that people should have access to nutritionally adequate and safe 

foods that can be acquired “in socially acceptable ways … without resorting to scavenging, 

stealing, or other coping strategies”. In addition, socially acceptable ways of obtaining food have 
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been described as practices that are “dignified and in keeping with social norms” (Dowler & 

O’Connor, 2012, p. 45). From these definitions, it is clear that obtaining food from unorthodox 

sources such as rubbish bins or eating another person’s leftovers challenges this social norm of 

where and how food should be obtained. Nonetheless, the literature suggests that these types of 

coping strategies are sometimes pursued where food is scarce (Pollard, Booth, Goodwin-Smith, & 

Coveney, 2017).  

The use of unorthodox food sources to procure food represents a violation of the basic human 

right of being able to access food in a socially acceptable way (United Nations, 1948). As such, 

being food insecure with limited access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food is also an indication 

of social inequity (Pollard & Booth, 2019). At a time where inequities are widening, it is prudent to 

question how and why some people use unorthodox food acquisition practices to cope during 

episodes of food insecurity. To date, no review has sought to address these questions. Given the 

significance of this issue, and its potential health-related consequences, it is important to better 

understand this social phenomenon. Therefore, the aim of this scoping review was to examine 

existing literature on orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition practices utilised by food insecure 

adults. 

2.3.2 Methods 

Scoping reviews are a useful method of examining the evidence where clarity of the research 

question is required (Munn et al., 2018) and where the focus is on broader topics of enquiry 

(Arksey & O’Malley, 2005). As such, a scoping review was chosen and was guided by the following 

question: what literature exists on orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition practices among 

food insecure adults? This section outlines the search protocol used and the findings based on the 

review of 25 articles. 

The method recommended by the Joanna Briggs Institute (2015) was employed in this scoping 

review. First, a search of databases and articles was conducted by MW to gather search terms 

used to describe orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition practices and food insecurity. Second, 

a full search was conducted on 3 January 2020 by MW, and repeated again in January 2024, across 

both ProQuest and Scopus databases using all of the following the terms (and derivatives of these 

words): “food insecurity”, “poverty”, “hunger”, “low income”, “low socioeconomic”, “orthodox”, 

“unorthodox”, “risky”, “illegal”, “steal”, “theft”, “charity”, “rough”, “roadkill”, “food”, “meal”, and 

“eat”. The searches were not date-limited and as such included all literature that had been 



 

 
 

PAGE 22 

published. Hand searching of articles and a Google search using the terms “orthodox and 

unorthodox food acquisition” and “risky or illegal food acquisition” was also conducted by MW, 

providing 159 articles. Citations were imported to Covidence (Veritas Health Innovation, n.d.), 

where duplicates were removed and then title and abstract screening was undertaken by MW. 

Full-text retrieval of 49 articles was undertaken using Endnote X9, and these were assessed by 

MW against the inclusion and exclusion criteria, leaving 25 articles for final review. A comparison 

of the articles retrieved during the first search done in 2020 and subsequent 2024 search 

identified an additional seven articles had been captured in the search. These seven articles were 

initially reviewed and coded by MW. They were subsequently divided between the other authors 

for cross-coding, ensuring all articles were coded by two members of the research team. Ongoing 

discussions took place between all authors to address any differences or conflicts. Thematic 

analysis of the additional seven articles was similarly guided by the Braun and Clarke (2006) 6-step 

method of constant re-reading, generating initial codes, continual searching for themes, and 

reviewing and naming of the themes. The findings and discussion are presented below. The seven 

additional articles have been woven into the initial published version of the 2020 scoping review 

as no new findings were identified. 

2.3.3 Findings 

The initial aim of this scoping review was to capture and document literature on unorthodox food 

acquisition practices; however, we also found food insecure adults were also engaging in orthodox 

food acquisition practices. 

The 25 articles reviewed confirmed the existence of both orthodox legal coping strategies and 

unorthodox illegal and risky coping strategies utilised by food insecure adults to procure food. The 

reviewed articles were worldwide; however, the majority were from industrialised countries (US, 

Australia and Canada), with two articles from Africa, and only one article each from Mexico, 

Bangladesh, South Korea and Mozambique. Sixteen of the 25 reviewed articles recruited food 

insecure or low-income adults; however, one study interviewed nutrition educators in the US 

(Kempson, Keenan, Sadani, Ridlen, & Rosato, 2002). Three studies interviewed a low-income 

household representative who was involved in cooking and purchasing food (Cordero-Ahiman, 

Santellano-Estrada, & Garrido, 2018; Militao et al., 2022; Tarasuk, St-Germain, & Loopstra, 2019). 

Two articles specifically recruited adults with HIV who were food insecure (Anema et al., 2016; 

Whittle, Palar, Napoles, et al., 2015).  
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One article was a narrative review on the prevalence of food insecurity and described the coping 

strategies of university and college students in the US (Lee et al., 2018), another was a 

commentary on the existing literature (McKay & Lindberg, 2019), and one was an annual review 

detailing coping strategies used by food insecure adults (Seligman & Berkowitz, 2019).  

2.3.4 Theme 1 – Orthodox legal coping strategies  

Overall, 22 of the 25 articles mentioned the use of legal coping strategies to mitigate the effects of 

food insecurity. These strategies included relying on friends, family and neighbours for either food 

or money to buy food, and the use of financial or budgeting strategies, such as shopping discounts, 

bulk purchasing, and trading supermarket or store discount coupons to make money stretch 

further or to provide extra money for food. The authors noted these to be a common occurrence 

and pointed to the resourcefulness and resilience of food insecure adults. The sub-themes are 

presented below. 

 Relying on friends and family 

Nineteen articles in the review described the use of friends, neighbours and family for food or 

money to buy food in times of need, and for information on where to access additional support. Of 

those, 11 articles reported friends, neighbours and family as a common source of food (Booth, 

Begley, et al., 2018; Cordero-Ahiman et al., 2018; Farzana et al., 2017; Jacknowitz, Amirkhanyan, 

Crumbaugh, & Hatch, 2018; Lee et al., 2018; McKay, McKenzie, & Lindberg, 2023; Militao et al., 

2022; Pollard et al., 2019; Seligman & Berkowitz, 2019; Tabe-Ojong, Gebrekidan, Nshakira-

Rukundo, Borner, & Heckelei, 2022; Whittle, Palar, Hufstedler, et al., 2015). Park and Kim (2018) 

found it was common practice for low-income households to share food between family and 

friends. Ahluwalia, Dodds, and Baligh (1998), Militao et al. (2022), Seligman and Berkowitz (2019) 

and Wood, Shultz, Edlefsen, and Butkus (2006) noted that parents regularly sent their children to a 

friend or relative’s home for dinner. The university students in the research by Lee et al. (2018) 

often procured food from friends or relatives or took advantage of the free food offered at 

university; they also shared this food with roommates. The participants in studies by Hoisington, 

Shultz, and Butkus (2002) and McKay et al. (2023) also shared food with others as a coping 

strategy for food insecurity. 

The study by Ahluwalia et al. (1998) broke down the use of social networks into different 

categories – primary, secondary, and tertiary – and this depended upon the severity of food 

insecurity and the status of their relationship with family (i.e. friends were secondary and often 
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relied on if there were no family or a strained family relationship). It is interesting to note that 

neighbours were often used as a last resort (tertiary) as food insecure adults often found it hard to 

approach them for help. 

Borrowing money from friends or family was mentioned in 10 of the reviewed articles. Ahluwalia 

et al. (1998), Anema et al. (2016), Farzana et al. (2017), Jacknowitz et al. (2018), Lee et al. (2018), 

Militao et al. (2022), Seligman and Berkowitz (2019), Tarasuk et al. (2019) and Wood et al. (2006) 

identified friends and family as a source of money to purchase food. Anema et al. (2016) also 

reported that participants who identified as food insecure were more likely to borrow money for 

food; however, did not state who they borrowed money from. Conversely, Lindberg, Lawrence, 

and Caraher (2017) only reported one participant who had borrowed money from a friend and 

received discount vouchers from a relative. Tarasuk et al. (2019) and Jacknowitz et al. (2018) 

reported that family shared their store discount privileges with participants. In three of the 

reviewed articles, friends and family were also mentioned as a source of information on services 

and programs that might be helpful (Ahluwalia et al., 1998; Booth, Begley, et al., 2018; Wood et 

al., 2006). 

 Financial or budgeting strategies 

Financial or budgeting strategies were mentioned in 16 of the 25 reviewed articles, and this 

practice was mainly used to increase the amount of money people could spend on food or to 

stretch money further. Anater, McWilliams, and Latkin (2011) reported that participants often did 

not pay bills, used store credit to purchase food, or gambled for money to buy food in the previous 

12 months. The authors identify these practices as “financially risky”. Cordero-Ahiman et al. (2018) 

also reported that participants purchased food on credit, a practice identified by the authors as a 

coping strategy. This practice was echoed in the narrative review by Lee et al. (2018), who 

discovered university students used credit cards to purchase food. Seligman and Berkowitz (2019) 

listed several financial strategies, for example obtaining short-term loans or using savings to 

purchase food, and Hoisington et al. (2002) reported that their participants also obtained cash 

advances, although where this money came from was not stated. Tarasuk et al. (2019) found their 

participants often missed a bill payment and or a rent/mortgage payment to order to prioritise 

food purchase, and Lee et al. (2018) similarly reported that university students delayed paying bills 

to purchase food. Ahluwalia et al. (1998), Hoisington et al. (2002), Kempson, Keenan, Sadani, and 

Adler (2003) and Wood et al. (2006) also reported this finding, whereby participants staggered or 

delayed bill payment in order to manage financially. 
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Ahluwalia et al. (1998), Hoisington et al. (2002) and Jacknowitz et al. (2018) reported that 

participants utilised coping strategies such as using supermarket discount coupons, choosing 

inexpensive food options, buying food in bulk, shopping for sales, or searching different stores for 

deals on specific food items. All of these strategies were also mentioned in the review by Seligman 

and Berkowitz (2019). The review of food insecure university students similarly reported that 

participants bought less-expensive foods as a way of stretching their money further (Lee et al., 

2018).  

Two similar studies were conducted by Kempson et al. (2002) and Kempson et al. (2003). In their 

first study Kempson et al. (2002), interviewed nutrition educators about food acquisition practices 

that their clients were engaging in. The second study (Kempson et al., 2003) sought to compare 

the nutrition educators’ perspectives with the actual practices adopted by low-income clients. The 

coping strategies previously identified by the nutrition educators included preparing meals from 

inexpensive food (e.g. packaged meal mixes, generic brands), purchasing food from discount 

stores, bulk shopping and buying on-sale, buying inexpensive foods or nearly expired foods, or 

making low-cost dishes (Kempson et al., 2003; Kempson et al., 2002). Budgeting and establishing 

store credit were also reported as financial coping strategies (Kempson et al., 2003).  

Other ways of obtaining more money to buy food were mentioned in 10 of the reviewed articles. 

Six articles reported that participants were more likely to pawn or sell possessions for money to 

buy food if they were food insecure (Anema et al., 2016; Farzana et al., 2017; Lee et al., 2018; 

Militao et al., 2022; Tarasuk et al., 2019; Wood et al., 2006). However, it was unclear as to whether 

the items being pawned belonged to the participants or had been stolen. Farzana et al. (2017) also 

report that participants stopped schooling of household members; however, the authors did not 

elaborate further on this strategy. Cordero-Ahiman et al. (2018) found participants made 

handicrafts that were then sold for cash. Some participants also migrated for work, while others 

engaged in casual labour (Cordero-Ahiman et al., 2018) and others took on extra work (Militao et 

al., 2022; Seligman & Berkowitz, 2019; Wood et al., 2006). The university students in the review by 

Lee et al. (2018) also increased their hours of work to earn more money to purchase food or 

applied for other government support in the form of loans or bursaries. Another coping strategy 

was mentioned by Militao et al. (2022) where participants rented a room in their home for 

additional income, or rented the home they owned while renting a smaller house to live in at a 

lower price. Whittle, Palar, Hufstedler, et al. (2015) also identified that participants recycled 

bottles or sold local street newspapers to increase available money for food. The articles by 
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Whittle, Palar, Hufstedler, et al. (2015) and Kempson et al. (2003) explained that participants sold 

blood or participated in research studies for cash or vouchers, thereby demonstrating 

considerable resourcefulness.  

2.3.5 Theme 2 – Unorthodox illegal or risky coping strategies  

Of the 25 articles reviewed, just under half mentioned illegal or risky coping strategies that were 

used by food insecure adults to procure food. Unorthodox coping strategies ranged from theft of 

food or money to buy food, risky sexual practices, begging or committing a crime in order to go to 

jail. Other practices that were considered risky to physical health, both in the short and long term, 

included eating food from questionable sources such as rubbish bins, eating other people’s 

leftovers, skipping meals, modifying food intake and eating non-food items. 

 Theft of money or food 

Overall, seven of the reviewed articles mentioned food insecure adults were resorting to theft of 

food or money to buy food; however, the proportion of participants engaging in these practices 

varied or was not fully reported in the articles. For example, two articles revealed very small 

numbers of participants had shoplifted food (Anater et al., 2011; Lindberg et al., 2017) while 

another article reported that 34% of participants had stolen food or drink, and 19% admitted to 

stealing money to buy food (Pollard et al., 2019). Other articles mentioned this practice but did 

not elaborate on how many of their participants engaged in it (Anema et al., 2016; Kempson et al., 

2003; Lee et al., 2018; Whittle, Palar, Hufstedler, et al., 2015). 

 Sexual practices in exchange for food or money to buy food 

Risky sexual practices in exchange for food or money to buy food were also mentioned in eight of 

the reviewed articles. Anater et al. (2011) reported that participants engaged in prostitution for 

food and Kempson et al. (2003) discovered children were being forced into prostitution by their 

parents to raise money for food. In the study by Anema et al. (2016) on people living with HIV, the 

authors observed participants were more likely to engage in risky methods of food acquisition if 

they were food insecure. Similarly, the articles by Weiser et al. (2007) and Militao et al. (2022) 

discovered food insecurity was associated with multiple risky sexual practices for women, such as 

selling sex for money or resources, having multiple sexual partners, and engaging in unprotected 

sex. These ‘transactional sex’ practices were also undertaken by men and women to gain either 

food or money for food in three other studies (Seligman & Berkowitz, 2019; Whittle, Palar, 

Hufstedler, et al., 2015; Whittle, Palar, Napoles, et al., 2015). Additionally, Whittle, Palar, Napoles, 
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et al. (2015) reported that that severe food insecurity often led to condom-less sexual 

transactions.  

 Begging or committing a crime 

Begging for food or money to buy food was mentioned in eight of the reviewed articles. In four of 

these articles, only a small percentage of participants engaged in this activity (Anema et al., 2016; 

Booth, Begley, et al., 2018; Cordero-Ahiman et al., 2018; Lindberg et al., 2017). By contrast, Pollard 

et al. (2019) reported a higher percentage of Australian participants engaging in this practice, with 

32% having reported begging on the street for money to purchase food. 

Committing a crime with the intention of going to jail and receiving food while incarcerated was 

mentioned in four of the reviewed articles (Ahluwalia et al., 1998; Anater et al., 2011; Kempson et 

al., 2003; Seligman & Berkowitz, 2019). However, the number of people in the Anater et al. (2011) 

article who were engaging in this activity was minimal. Similarly, in Ahluwalia et al. (1998), only 

seven men spoke of committing a crime, with women not reporting the use of this unorthodox 

strategy. The review by Seligman and Berkowitz (2019) identified this practice as an individual 

coping strategy in order to access food within the justice system. The article by Kempson et al. 

(2003) described this activity as a new coping strategy, possibly suggesting the practice was 

becoming more prevalent and potentially normalised.  

 Coping strategies and associated food safety concerns 

Fourteen of the reviewed articles mentioned coping strategies that could heighten participants’ 

risk of food poisoning. For example, Anater et al. (2011), Hoisington et al. (2002), Kempson et al. 

(2002), Seligman and Berkowitz (2019) and Wood et al. (2006) reported that participants removed 

spoiled parts off food and Anater et al., (2011), Kempson et al. (2002) and Wood et al. (2006) 

found participants consumed date-expired foods as a coping strategy. Anater et al. (2011), 

Kempson et al. (2003) and Wood et al. (2006) also identified that participants were purchasing 

food in dented cans and damaged packaging, practices that could increase exposure to harmful 

bacteria (SA Health, 2019b). Kempson et al. (2003) also identified participants consumed fish 

caught from a contaminated river or purchased meat from private individuals. The authors 

described these practices as risky due to the nature of the food sources and the unknown 

handling, preparation and storage practices. 

Anater et al. (2011) reported that participants ate other people’s leftovers and a very small 

proportion admitted to eating so-called roadkill, defined as an animal that had been struck and 
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killed by motor vehicles. These two practices were also corroborated by Kempson et al. (2002) and 

Kempson et al. (2003); however, it was unclear where the leftovers had been obtained (e.g. from a 

rubbish bin). Similarly, the participants in Hoisington et al. (2002) also ate roadkill. Sourcing food 

from industrial skip bins (sometimes called ‘dumpsters’) or rubbish bins was reported in almost 

one-third of articles; however, this practice was not elaborated on by the authors (Anema et al., 

2016; Booth, Begley, et al., 2018; Kempson et al., 2003; Lee et al., 2018; Lindberg et al., 2017; 

Pollard et al., 2017; Pollard et al., 2019; Whittle, Palar, Hufstedler, et al., 2015; Wood et al., 2006). 

The only articles that identified the consumption of non-food items were by Wood et al. (2006) 

and Kempson et al. (2002), where some individuals ate paper and pet foods to mitigate the effects 

of food insecurity.  

 Long-term nutritional impact of coping strategies  

Fifteen of the 25 reviewed articles reported coping strategies that could have long-term nutritional 

impacts for the participants. Skipping meals and using portion control were identified in 13 of the 

reviewed articles (Ahluwalia et al., 1998; Anater et al., 2011; Cordero-Ahiman et al., 2018; Farzana 

et al., 2017; Hoisington et al., 2002; Jacknowitz et al., 2018; Kempson et al., 2002; Lee et al., 2018; 

McKay et al., 2023; Militao et al., 2022; Seligman & Berkowitz, 2019; Tabe-Ojong et al., 2022; 

Wood et al., 2006). Seligman and Berkowitz (2019) noted that mothers did this as a way of 

shielding their children from the effects of food insecurity, and Kempson et al. (2002) identified 

that parents ate less to ensure there was enough food for the rest of the family, a practice that 

was referred to as ‘fasting’. Similarly, Ahluwalia et al. (1998) and Hoisington et al. (2002) reported 

that parents reduced their own portion sizes so their children had food. Other coping strategies 

identified in the articles that may have unintended consequences included binge eating when food 

became available (Anater et al., 2011; Kempson et al., 2002; Lee et al., 2018), suppressing hunger 

pangs with excessive fluid intake (Lee et al., 2018), consuming lower quality or cheap foods 

(Farzana et al., 2017; Hoisington et al., 2002; McKay et al., 2023; Militao et al., 2022; Tabe-Ojong 

et al., 2022; Wood et al., 2006) and eating a repetitive diet of tinned foods, pasta and bread 

(Hoisington et al., 2002; McKay et al., 2023; Militao et al., 2022; Wood et al., 2006). 

2.3.6 Discussion 

This scoping review examined existing literature on orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition 

practices utilised by food insecure adults. All the participants across the 25 articles reviewed were 

identified as low income and/or food insecure and had engaged in a variety of legal, illegal or risky 
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coping strategies. Although this scoping review identified 25 articles, the very nature of these 

coping strategies, along with factors such as stigma and shame, might lead to participants being 

unwilling to disclose details of illegal or risky practices.  

Theme 1 spoke to the legal coping strategies utilised by food insecure adults. It is worth noting 

here that these coping strategies are also commonplace in food secure households, and therefore 

could be seen as orthodox and socially acceptable. Indeed, sharing food, using discount coupons, 

and bulk food purchasing, both within and outside of the family unit, are considered normal 

transactions, and these practices have been around for decades (Belk, 2010; Belk & Llamas, 2011). 

Therefore, the reliance on friends, family and neighbours for food and money to buy food was 

unsurprising and a common theme among the reviewed articles. However, there was no mention 

of whether this practice had any flow-on effect to those providing the assistance, that is, whether 

providing support to others inadvertently increases financial pressure. While the practice of 

friends and family supporting vulnerable people demonstrates compassion and generosity, it also 

sheds light on the ways in which food insecurity is represented as an issue to be addressed by 

individuals, without government intervention. It is also worthwhile noting that there are some 

groups of people who experience food insecurity, are socially isolated, and do not have access to 

any form of support network to draw upon in times of need; this may severely impact their ability 

to source food and might instigate the practice of unorthodox food acquisition. 

Purchasing less-expensive foods was another strategy mentioned across the articles; however, the 

authors did not elaborate what the less-expensive foods were. This is an important distinction, as 

sustained consumption of energy-dense, nutrient-poor foods or ultra-processed foods (UPFs) has 

been linked to nutritional deficiencies and chronic diseases such as obesity, type 2 diabetes, 

cardiovascular disease and some cancers (Elizabeth, Machado, Zinocker, Baker, & Lawrence, 2020; 

Monteiro & Cannon, 2019; Moubarac et al., 2013). UPFs are produced from low-cost ingredients 

and have a long shelf-life, making them an attractive purchase for low-income individuals or those 

wanting to buy and store food in bulk (Monteiro & Cannon, 2019).  

The financial and budgeting strategies utilised by study participants are a demonstration of their 

resilience, resourcefulness and ability to cope in uncertain financial situations. However, these 

coping strategies become less useful when there is little or no money to purchase food in the first 

instance. Several studies identified that food literacy, which comprises an individual’s cooking and 

budgeting skills, is not linked to being food insecure (Huisken, Orr, & Tarasuk, 2017; Tarasuk, 2017; 
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Tuominen & Thompson, 2015). This suggests that food affordability, accessibility and income 

constitute fundamental reasons people cannot purchase food, rather than insufficient food 

literacy skills. Indeed, Reutter et al. (2009, p. 301) clearly point out that low-income adults are not 

“irresponsible spenders”. In fact, it is quite the opposite, as they are often engaged in resourceful 

ways of budgeting and money management strategies, thereby demonstrating resilience and 

tenacity (Reutter et al., 2009).  

Other financial coping strategies used by food insecure adults are potentially problematic. For 

example, using a credit card or store credit, obtaining a loan, missing a bill or mortgage/rent 

payments, or delaying bill payments to purchase food may have long-term effects on an 

individual’s credit rating. They could also leave people worse off as they attempt to catch up these 

missed payments and any penalties incurred. The global rise of payday lending and Buy Now Pay 

Later14 (BNPL) (Glossary) schemes only add to a vulnerable person’s financial crises. Importantly, 

they have been termed “predatory lending” as there are negligible consumer protection laws in 

place to prevent this distorted power imbalance (Soederberg, 2014, p. 134). These types of 

financial products are increasingly popular due to aggressive and targeted marketing, their online 

presence, and because they are a quick and easy way of circumventing poor credit records to 

obtain finance (Chen, 2020). The for-profit microfinance industry, termed the “poverty industry” 

by Soederberg (2014, p. 133), is of concern, with consumer advocates expressing their fears that a 

lack of consumer protection, coupled with an industry that targets and preys upon vulnerable 

people, is potentially leading them into to a debt spiral, with one consequence being food 

insecurity (Blackwood, 2020; Kollmorgen, 2020). This review highlights their danger, and further 

work should accordingly seek to understand the ways in which such schemes impact on food 

insecure adults in the long term.  

Theme 2 captured the use of illegal or risky coping strategies adopted by food insecure individuals. 

Almost all of the articles reviewed revealed the use of illegal or risky coping strategies that not 

only challenge social norms, but also the basic human rights of dignity and access to a safe, 

culturally and socially acceptable food supply. Such practices are of grave concern from a human 

rights and social justice standpoint. Chilton and Rose (2009, p. 1204) state that “the absence of 

food security implies a state of food insecurity” and is dependent upon government to implement 

 

14 Buy Now Pay Later services allow approved applicants to pay for purchases in four interest-free payments, for 
example Afterpay; www.afterpay.com/en-AU  

http://www.afterpay.com/en-AU
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policies that enable the community to access food in a safe manner. Situations where people are 

breaking the law or using harmful and risky ways to obtain food could be considered a violation of 

the human right to food, due to their very unorthodox nature. The prevalence of these coping 

strategies in a majority of the reviewed articles suggests they are becoming normalised, which is 

cause for concern.  

Beyond the violation of human rights, research participants reported exposing themselves to 

potentially life-threatening food poisoning through consuming food that might have perished, 

been incorrectly stored, or been dumped. Contaminated or unsafe food may not look, smell or 

taste any different (SA Health, 2019a) and as such, there may be no indication as to how long the 

food has been at that location (e.g. in a bin), what temperature it has reached, or whether it is safe 

to consume. It has been identified that people who retrieve discarded food from a rubbish bin, 

dumpster, or supermarket bin, are unlikely to report any occurrences of food poisoning due to the 

illegal nature of the activity (Anater et al., 2011). Furthermore, accessing these bins may involve 

trespassing on private property, which may carry a fine or imprisonment penalty. As such, it is 

possible that negative consequences associated with retrieving food from these locations are 

underreported in the literature.  

The short- and long-term nutritional impacts of the reported coping strategies are also of concern. 

The practice of skipping meals or bingeing when food is plentiful is associated with poor 

nutritional and health outcomes. For example, Papan and Clow (2015) suggest this may lead to a 

food insecurity-obesity paradox, a cycle where the consumption of less healthy foods and the 

stress of being food insecure drives weight gain, obesity and chronic disease. Another study found 

bingeing when food is plentiful may cause disordered eating habits, leading to weight gain and 

obesity (Stinson et al., 2018). Four of the reviewed papers also mentioned parents had restricted 

their food intake to shield their children from the effects of food insecurity (Ahluwalia et al., 1998; 

Hoisington et al., 2002; Kempson et al., 2002; Seligman & Berkowitz, 2019). This protective 

response has also been echoed in a recent South Australian study by Velardo et al. (2021) where 

parents served their children food first and anything left over was for their consumption; a 

practice that was noticed by the children themselves despite attempts to the contrary. The 

unexpected stress and sadness associated with seeing loved ones go without food was identified 

as harmful and traumatic for children (Velardo et al., 2021). 
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Although the charitable or EFR sector was not the focus of this scoping review, it would be remiss 

to not include some discussion about the stigma surrounding access and utilisation of food from 

these services that might necessitate the use of unorthodox coping strategies. Stigma, low food 

quality, and limited choice has seen some food insecure adults preferring to seek out unorthodox 

sources rather than use food assistance programs (Vinegar, Parker, & McCourt, 2016). Similarly, in 

their study on homeless people accessing food relief, Pollard et al. (2019) found homeless people 

resorted to risky coping strategies for several reasons. These related to the strict eligibility 

requirements of food charities, the unsuitable or monotonous types of food offered at these 

organisations, or the lack of dignity experienced when using these organisations that contributed 

to stress, shame and stigma (Pollard et al., 2019). Vinegar et al. (2016) also reported similar 

findings, where limited opening times, long waits, the need to prearrange visits to obtain food and 

stringent qualification criteria led food insecure adults to source their food elsewhere. In a similar 

vein, recent research by McNaughton, Middleton, Mehta, and Booth (2021) described food relief 

as a source of anxiety and embarrassment for people accessing services. Feelings of shame and 

unworthiness often led to a “deep reluctance” to go to the service for food (McNaughton et al., 

2021(p4)). Another discouraging factor that could limit access to food relief was the moral 

judgements, and sometimes open criticism, by the staff and volunteers who work in the centres 

(McNaughton et al., 2021). 

2.3.7 Conclusion 

This review confirms the existence of orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition practices among 

food insecure adults in a variety of industrialised and developing countries. These practices range 

from legal to illegal and risky, some of which are also becoming normalised. However, the 

literature is silent on the set of circumstances – or the ‘tipping point’ – leading to a person’s 

decision to go from sourcing food in an orthodox and socially acceptable manner to contemplate 

undertaking risky or illegal practices to obtain food. Although charitable and EFR agencies were 

not a focus of the scoping review, the link between food relief and unorthodox food acquisition 

practices warrants further investigation to understand why food insecure adults supplement their 

food intake from other sources. It is also important to understand how often they do this, despite 

having access to EFR. Only one study in this review interviewed nutrition educators, which points 

to a clear gap in the literature pertaining to the perspectives of frontline workers and volunteers in 

the EFR sector. As key stakeholders, it is important to understand food relief employees’ day to 

day experiences with food insecure people who acquire food using unorthodox coping strategies. 
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Further research into these perspectives is important to inform the delivery of policy and 

programs and provide valuable insight into how to intervene before the ‘tipping point’ to preserve 

health and moral dignity for people who are already experiencing precarious food environments.  

The strength of our scoping review is the novel and important findings on the food acquisition 

practices of food insecure adults. Another strength is the worldwide approach that captures 

diverse economic, social and political contexts in the discussion of food insecure individuals. At the 

same time, we acknowledge these differences also limit the ability to generalise, which can make 

it difficult to compare and contrast responses to food insecurity and welfare provisioning in each 

country. We also acknowledge that shame and stigma associated with food insecurity may impact 

on the ways in which these practices are reported. Another limitation to our review is that it was 

conducted prior to the COVID-19 pandemic and therefore has not captured the unorthodox coping 

strategies that might have arisen from these unique circumstances. 

 

2.4 Gaps in the literature and aims of the study 

The scoping review introduced the terms ‘orthodox’ and ‘unorthodox’ and discussed the different 

coping strategies food insecure people use to acquire food or money to buy food; their 

significance to this study is discussed here. As mentioned earlier in this chapter, the Oxford 

Dictionary defines ‘orthodox’ as following or conforming to the traditional or generally accepted 

rules or beliefs of a practice, and “the ordinary or usual type, normal” (Oxford English Dictionary, 

2021). Food security has also been further defined by the US Department of Agriculture (2020) as 

being “the ready availability of nutritionally adequate and safe foods” which are acquired in 

“socially acceptable ways (… without resorting to emergency food supplies, scavenging, stealing, 

or other coping strategies)”. Dowler and O’Connor (2012, p. 45) explain that socially acceptable 

ways of obtaining food are practices that are “dignified and in keeping with social norms”. It can 

then be assumed that shopping at a supermarket or farmer’s market or sharing food within the 

family unit is ‘usual’ and orthodox, whereas receiving food from an EFR agency or dumpster diving 

is not usual and could be considered ‘unorthodox’. Therefore, the initial focus of this study was to 

understand the orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition practices utilised by food insecure 

adults in order to address a knowledge gap in the literature. However, during data collection, it 

became evident that participants were sharing stories of adverse life events that tipped them into 

food insecurity. This led to subsequent interviews being modified to capture participants’ stories 
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of life events that triggered food insecurity, which then led to the use of orthodox and unorthodox 

food acquisition practices. Therefore, the aim of this study was to explore and understand the 

circumstances that led to a person becoming food insecure and document their orthodox and 

unorthodox food acquisition strategies used to cope with food insecurity.  

 

2.5 Research questions 

This study was guided by the following research questions: 

1. Who is engaging in orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition practices in metropolitan 

Adelaide and what life circumstances tipped them into food insecurity? 

2. What orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition practices are being utilised by food 

insecure people to mitigate the effects of food insecurity? 

3. What did the COVID payments and cost-of-living payments mean for food insecure people? 

4. How do food relief workers perceive emergency food distribution? 

 

2.6 Research objectives 

To answer the research questions above, the experiences of food insecure adults and EFR staff 

was guided by four specific objectives: 

1. Investigate the set of circumstances (or tipping points) that lead to food insecurity and the 

need to source food using orthodox and unorthodox acquisition practices.  

2. Understand the experiences of food insecure adults who access food using orthodox and 

unorthodox food acquisition practices.  

3. Understand the impacts of COVID-19 especially during the time of the financial support 

payments.  

4. Document the perspectives of EFR staff on the orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition 

practices being utilised by food insecure adults. 
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2.7 Chapter summary 

This chapter presented the combined results of two scoping reviews, one conducted in January 

2020 which was published, and the other in January 2024. This chapter also outlined the gaps in 

the literature and the resulting aims, research questions and objectives that guided the study. The 

next chapter, Chapter 3, discusses the methodology chosen to answer the research objectives, and 

explains how CGT applies to social justice research. Discussion of the process of theory generation 

and how rigour and trustworthiness is achieved using CGT is presented.  
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Chapter overview 

Chapter 2 presented the results of two scoping reviews, highlighting the gaps in the literature, and 

outlining the research aims, questions and objectives. This chapter discusses the interpretative 

framework and research approach that was used to answer the research questions and objectives. 

A background to grounded theory and CGT is also presented, along with an explanation of why 

CGT was chosen, and its link with social justice research. Next, theory generation, as part of the 

CGT approach, is presented and how it links with the study findings. Importantly, reciprocity for 

the participant is explained and how this was achieved. Chapter 3 finishes with an analysis of 

rigour and trustworthiness in grounded theory research and how it was achieved using credibility, 

transferability, dependability and confirmability.  

 

3.2 Interpretive framework – the constructivist paradigm 

Constructivism guides how experiences of reality are interpreted, and the goal of this study was to 

understand how a person constructs their reality based on interactions with their world, by 

studying people in their natural setting (Charmaz, 2000; Creswell & Creswell, 2017; Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2000). This approach was appropriate for this study, which sought to understand and 

document the experiences of food insecure adults accessing EFR and seeking food utilising 

orthodox and unorthodox practices. In this work, it is important that the researcher attempts to 

construct this reality from the inside, allowing the data to reflect the experiences of food insecure 

adults accurately and truthfully (Charmaz et al., 2018). This ‘emic perspective’ gives the researcher 

an insider’s view, to accurately capture and document the participant’s language and meaning 

given to the social issue of food insecurity, thereby accurately recounting their experiences 

through their eyes (Olive, 2014; Willis, 2007). 
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3.3 Research approach 

History, lived experience, the whole truth, unsanitised and unedited is our greatest 

learning resource. It is what informs social and structural change. 

Grace Tame (2021) 

3.3.1 Qualitative research 

Researchers use qualitative research to discover and narrate people’s actions and the meaning 

these actions have to them (Erickson, 2018). Qualitative methodologies aim to deeply understand 

a problem by seeking an explanation of processes and identifying the significance of the issue 

(Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2006). A qualitative research approach was chosen for this study as it 

enabled the researcher to report on experiences of food insecurity and poverty, and the resulting 

orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition practices, from the perspectives of the participants 

(Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012). This study explored why food insecure adults utilised these practices 

and other coping strategies to manage their food insecurity, in order to elucidate participants’ 

perceptions and voices. Grounded theory is one qualitative approach where the researcher uses a 

systematic process to gather, simultaneously analyse and interpret data, and generate theory 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2017). Further information about this methodology, and why it was adopted, 

is provided below.  

3.3.2 Background of grounded theory method 

Grounded theory is a systematic data collection and analysis method where theory is developed 

from data analysis; the research is thereby ‘grounded’ in the data, rather than the theory 

informing analysis (Charmaz, 2014). Grounded theory in its original form, under Corbin, Strauss 

and Glaser, was first positioned in the positivist worldview, and strongly linked with quantitative 

methods of research and the philosophy of reductionism (Charmaz, 2014, p. 12). This “outdated 

modernist epistemology” positioned the researcher’s voice at the forefront and was still firmly 

rooted in the science of truth (Charmaz, 2014, p. 13). Historically, grounded theory emerged from 

studies of death and dying in hospital by sociologists Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss. From 

these investigations, Glaser and Strauss produced theory around the “social organisation and the 

temporal order of dying” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 5). Glaser and Strauss challenged the traditional 

quantitative, positivist research approach often used to test hypotheses and quantify results, and 
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from this came a blending of the logic and structure of quantitative research alongside the 

emphasis on “emergent discoveries” that can be gained from qualitative methods (Charmaz, 2014, 

p. 9). Grounded theory has since been described as a “family of methods” (Bryant & Charmaz, 

2013; Bryant et al., 2011, p. 11) or a “constellation of methods” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 14) because 

there are a set of guidelines and criteria for the collection and simultaneous analysis of the data, 

coding, memo writing, theoretical sampling and saturation, and theory generation (Bryant et al., 

2011, p. 12). There are also different approaches to grounded theory, as outlined in this chapter.  

Broadly speaking, what sets grounded theory apart from other qualitative methodologies is that 

the data collection and analysis occur simultaneously, with analytic codes coming from the data. In 

this way, the analysis is grounded in the data and not based on the researcher’s preconceived 

thoughts on theories (Charmaz, 2014). The possible theoretical explanations developed from the 

data go “beyond descriptive studies” and allow the researcher to provide in-depth conceptual 

understanding and explanation of the phenomenon being studied (Bryant & Charmaz, 2013; 

Charmaz, 2014, p. 8). Another differentiating aspect of grounded theory is the use of memos to 

“elaborate categories, specify their properties, define relationships between categories, and 

identify gaps” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 7). Theoretical sampling is another key aspect of grounded 

theory and involves modifying participant criteria and selecting participants who might answer 

specific questions; this process is used to refine any emerging theories (Levy, 2015) and is 

conducted after categories of data have been developed (Charmaz, 2011).  

 

3.4 Constructivist grounded theory 

CGT is the type of grounded theory that was selected for this study. CGT places the focus on the 

more flexible inductive, comparative, emergent and open-ended approach, which Charmaz 

developed from Glaser and Strauss’s original works (Charmaz, 2014). CGT aligns with the 

constructivist paradigm, in that reality has multiple constructions based on a person’s interactions 

in life, the environment, their society and culture, and the researcher and participant are linked 

through their interpretations of these interactions (Hall, Griffiths, & McKenna, 2013; Mills, Birks, & 

Hoare, 2017). Charmaz (2014) acknowledged this involvement of the researcher, considering them 

an active participant in the development of codes and categories, thereby suggesting the 

researcher’s own values also ‘construct’ this interpretation (Bryant, 2014; Charmaz, 2014). 
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CGT is appropriate for studies where little research has been done in the area of interest, and 

where the study intends to interrogate the phenomenon rather than describe and explain (Birks & 

Mills, 2011; Creswell & Poth, 2018). CGT is also considered a powerful method for social justice 

enquiry, allowing the researcher to address inequities concerning food, poverty and human rights, 

in order to influence policies and facilitate structural changes through its wider scope and in-depth 

analysis (Charmaz et al., 2018). This method is also suited to answering the research questions 

posed in this study as it “addresses power and inequality at micro, meso, and macro levels of 

analysis” (Charmaz et al., 2018, p. 411).  

As such, this qualitative study was informed by CGT, which guided the collection, simultaneous 

analysis and constant comparison of the data, and the construction of theory. CGT provided an 

explanation of how and why food insecure adults utilised orthodox and unorthodox food 

acquisition practices, and the meaning they gave to this practice and the food they retrieved 

(Corbin & Holt, 2011). The specific context of this study required further investigation to 

understand how food insecure adults respond to their environment (poverty and food insecurity), 

and how they ascribe meaning to the practice of orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition 

(Corbin & Holt, 2011). Similarly, CGT allowed the researcher to explore emerging concepts of 

adversity and oppression that were arising from the data, and capture the extrinsic life events 

during childhood that persisted into adulthood. CGT also allowed the construction of theory to 

explain these complex social processes that influence a person and established their path into 

food insecurity and poverty, and to engage in orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition practices 

(Charmaz, 2014). Additionally, CGT was chosen for this study as it enabled the research to go 

beyond the descriptive and highlight social injustices and inequalities, both at the organisational 

and individual levels, in particular of power, social structures, and information dissemination 

(Charmaz, 2014).  

Theoretical sampling is a tenet of grounded theory and should not be confused with other 

qualitative research approaches (Charmaz, 2006). It is the exploration of hunches and other 

questions that lead to a modification of the data-collection process, to investigate new avenues of 

thought (Charmaz et al., 2018). Charmaz (2006) states that theoretical sampling is a process that 

assists with conceptual and theoretical development, and not about gaining a representative 

population sample. Additionally, theoretical sampling allows the researcher to check and refine 

their codes and categories by ensuring the categories are robust, which helps to focus data 
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analysis and ultimately assist with theory generation (Charmaz, 2006; Charmaz et al., 2018). 

Charmaz (2006, p. 100) refers to theoretical sampling as a process that “directs you where to go”. 

Theoretical saturation is a concept developed by Glaser and Strauss and occurs when data 

collection “fails to add properties or dimensions to an established category” (Birks & Mills, 2015, 

p. 111). The category is essentially ‘saturated’ and nothing more can be found in the data. It is at 

this point where theoretical sampling has yielded no new codes and data collection ceases (Birks & 

Mills, 2015). Charmaz (2006, p. 113) suggests this occurs when the data “no longer sparks new 

theoretical insights, nor reveals new properties of your core theoretical categories”. She also 

cautions that this saturation is not the repetition of the same events or stories but rather the lack 

of new emerging categories (Charmaz, 2006) and where the categories and sub-categories are 

considered clear and robust, and theory can be developed (Birks & Mills, 2015). 

 

3.5 Theory generation 

Birks and Mills (2015) suggest theory generation starts with the analysis of the first piece of data, 

and continues throughout data analysis and the generation of initial and focused codes. Similarly, 

saturation of the major themes is also part of theory generation and is the beginning of the 

development of high-level “conceptual abstraction that is beyond description” (Birks & Mills, 

2015, p. 115). This is achieved through initial coding for actions rather than themes, allowing the 

researcher to establish direction and allowing the high-level themes to lead into theory 

development (Charmaz, 2014). Furthermore, Charmaz (2014, p. 240) states that CGT identifies and 

analyses the differences and distinctions between the “hierarchies of power” that lead to 

adversity and oppression of impoverished and food insecure adults. Charmaz (p. 241) also 

suggests locating the “participants’ meaning and actions within the larger structures and 

discourses of which they may be unaware” as it reflects their adversity and oppression, the 

utilisation of orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition practices, and the current discourses and 

power relationships. Charmaz (p. 240) refers to this as learning the “how, when, and to what 

extent” the social issue is entrenched within the structures that contribute to food insecurity and 

poverty.  

In this study, theory generation started initially during the final stages of data analysis and through 

the process of presenting the results. Figure 2 shows the researcher’s thought processes during 
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this period of analysis. Theory generation then continued into the writing of Chapter 6, where the 

main themes and sub-themes were interrogated for their robustness and ability to formulate 

theory. From this, Figure 3 was developed to explain the findings from this study, acknowledge 

what already exists in the literature, and recognise that food insecurity and poverty are a form of 

trauma. Following the application of the theory generation principles of CGT, the trauma-informed 

care and policy development framework was developed. More detail on how this framework can 

be applied to policy, practice and further research is discussed in greater detail in Chapter 6, on 

page 150. 

 

 
Figure 2 - Preliminary thoughts on theory and trauma 

 

 
Figure 3 - Food insecurity and poverty are a form of trauma - the trauma-informed framework 
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It must be acknowledged that focusing only on orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition 

practices might have yielded a different outcome. However, the use of CGT allowed the researcher 

to adapt to emerging data around extrinsic life events that occurred during childhood and into 

adulthood. This new data allowed insight into participants’ stories of adversity and oppression, 

which then began the thought process of trauma, into trauma-informed care and policy 

development as a framework for theory development. Trauma-informed social policy is already an 

established framework for policy analysis and development; however, it has rarely been applied to 

the provision of EFR and financial counselling that a food insecure adult may engage with (Bowen 

& Murshid, 2016; Brase et al., 2019; Hecht, Biehl, Buzogany, & Neff, 2018). By taking this trauma-

informed focus, EFR workers can change their interactions with food insecure adults to one of 

responding to different types of trauma and acknowledging that food insecure adults may be 

survivors of this trauma (Brase et al., 2019). By utilising a trauma-informed framework, EFR 

agencies can respond to trauma with empathy and compassion, enact policy changes or develop 

new policies to ensure the food relief process is supportive rather than oppressive, and advocate 

for an increase in government funding for either the organisations or for increases in social 

assistance payments. EFR agencies are also uniquely positioned to empower food insecure adults 

by providing a safe space where they can share their experiences of trauma and resulting 

orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition strategies, without fear of judgement and 

stigmatisation. 

 

3.6 Reciprocity  

Reciprocity is an essential aspect when interviewing vulnerable participants. Reciprocity is the act 

of giving and receiving through the exchange of ideas for mutual benefit (Gallegos & Chilton, 2019) 

and involves the researcher giving participants something in return that makes a positive 

difference in their lives or creates social change (Liamputtong, 2007). Dickson-Swift, James, 

Kippen, and Liamputtong (2007) describe it as providing a human element through the 

opportunity of listening and being interested in people’s stories.  

One way of providing reciprocity is feeding the results of the study back to the participants. In this 

study, posters and infographics will be provided to the EFR agencies, to be placed on their 

noticeboards, and infographics posted on the social media pages of the Anti-Poverty Network SA 

(Glossary) (Booth, 1999; Liamputtong, 2007). The ability to identify gaps in the services provided 
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by EFR agencies is also valuable information for food insecure adults accessing the services and 

will enable the agencies to make changes to their procedures to benefit those who are food 

insecure, reducing the barriers to their services, or even improving the level of dignity and 

compassion shown to people accessing their services. This study also provides important 

information about extrinsic life events that are a potential prelude to food insecurity and poverty 

and the resulting use of orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition strategies. Identifying adverse 

life events and their impact on an individual may also be used to guide policy development or 

enact social change. There is also the cathartic benefit to participants who can vent their feelings 

about food insecurity, the social welfare system and the lack of systemic justice. This is particularly 

relevant for those participants who had experienced trauma and loss, giving them the opportunity 

to talk and be listened to (Felsher, Wiehe, Gunn, & Roth, 2018; Ritchie, 2015). 

 

3.7 Rigour and trustworthiness in grounded theory studies 

Rigour and trustworthiness in a qualitative study refers to the trust in the findings and can be 

demonstrated using the quality criteria (Korstjens & Moser, 2018) outlined below. 

3.7.1 Credibility 

Credibility is the ‘confidence’ in the research findings and can be achieved in a variety of ways, for 

example, through prolonged engagement in the field and the use of triangulation (Korstjens & 

Moser, 2018). Prolonged engagement in the field was achieved through immersion in the data and 

the inclusion of participants’ voices in the analysis and write up (refer to Figure 5 on page 58 in 

Chapter 4). In this study, the researcher collected interview data for both S1 and S2 from February 

2021 (pilot) and continued through to August 2023, comprising 30 months in the field.  

Using triangulation to achieve credibility can be done in several ways. For example, in this study, 

data triangulation was achieved by collecting data from multiple sources, including through 

different EFR agencies, and via Facebook groups. Data triangulation was also achieved by using 

two different samples of stakeholders – food insecure adults’ perspectives alongside those of EFR 

workers – and the results from S1 data collection was also woven into the interview guide for S2. 

The research team’s involvement in coding, analysis and interpretation decisions also meant that 

investigator triangulation was achieved (Korstjens & Moser, 2018). 
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Credibility was further achieved through pilot testing the interview guides for both samples (S1 

and S2), allowing modification to reduce any ambiguity of the questions. Questions for both S1 

and S2 were also further refined to meet the research objectives, and to capture the economic 

changes in Australia and during COVID-19. For example, during the data collection for S1, several 

COVID-19 payments and one cost-of-living payment were given to recipients of social assistance 

payments and as such, questions around the use of this extra money were included in the 

interview scripts for both S1 and S2 (refer to Appendices 5 & 6).  

3.7.2 Transferability 

According to Korstjens and Moser (2018, p. 122), transferability is achieved by the description of 

the “participants and the research process” that will enable another researcher to transfer and 

replicate the findings to their own setting. For example, in this study the description of the sample, 

setting, demographic data, interview procedure and changes in the interview questions to reflect 

the iterative data collection and analysis process provide an opportunity for another researcher to 

assess the transferability of the findings to their own setting (Korstjens & Moser, 2018). The use of 

other forms of data such as field notes and memos, further add to the transferability of this 

study’s findings (Charmaz, 2006). 

3.7.3 Dependability and confirmability 

Dependability is reflected in an accurate and transparent audit trail of every decision that was 

made in the research process and at team meetings, and this was achieved by using a research 

journal and post-interview memoing, which were completed after each interview and during the 

transcription and analysis stages. A research journal was also utilised to document the decisions 

made during the study and the associated rationale for making changes to data collection. 

3.8 Chapter summary 

This chapter discussed the research methodology and the interpretative framework used to 

understand food insecurity, poverty, and orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition strategies. 

The next chapter, Chapter 4 will focus on the methods used to recruit participants, collect, analyse 

and interpret the data. Chapter 4 also presents the methods used to code the interviews following 

the CGT approach, the generation of the three main themes and their sub-themes. Finally, 

Chapter 4 maps the themes with the research objectives and summarises the researcher’s 

reflexivity, positionality, and the use of memos. 
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CHAPTER 4: METHODS 

4.1 Chapter overview 

The previous chapter outlined the rationale for the qualitative research methodology, the CGT 

approach, and interpretive lenses used to understand food insecurity, poverty, and orthodox and 

unorthodox food acquisition strategies. This chapter focuses on the population and study sample 

recruited, the different recruitment strategies utilised for participants in S1 and S2, the data-

collection instruments utilised, and data-analysis methods that led to theory generation. In 

addition, special consideration is given to research involving food insecurity and impoverished 

populations – both for the participant and the researcher. Finally, the chapter outlines how the 

three main themes map to the research objectives and presents a detailed discussion on 

researcher reflexivity, positionality and the use of memos in CGT. 

 

4.2 Population and study sample 

This study sought to explore the nature of orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition practices 

used by food insecure adults and their experiences with EFR agencies in metropolitan Adelaide, 

South Australia. As such, there were two population samples recruited to answer the research 

questions and objectives: (1) food insecure adults who access or have accessed EFR agencies in 

metropolitan Adelaide, South Australia (referred to as S1), and (2) staff and volunteers who work 

in these EFR agencies (S2). 

Given sampling for this study was based on theory generation rather than a representation of an 

entire population group (Charmaz, 2014), a purposive and snowball sampling method was 

employed. These qualitative sampling techniques allowed for selection of information-rich 

participants who were not necessarily representative of the population of food insecure adults 

(Grbich, 1999). Sampling continued until no new codes and new concepts were emerging and 

theoretical saturation was gained (Urquhart, 2013).  
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4.3 Recruitment strategies 

Throughout this thesis, the concept of food insecurity highlights certain population groups who 

are more at risk of being food insecure. These research participants are defined as those who 

“experience several factors that diminish their autonomy and marginalise their lives” 

(Liamputtong, 2007, p. 3), and those who are “economically or educationally disadvantaged” 

(Stone, 2003, p. 149). Including impoverished and food insecure people in research is important to 

understand social justice and human rights issues from their point of view, understand how they 

have constructed this reality, document their lived experiences, and generate meaning from their 

interactions with EFR agencies and society (Creswell & Creswell, 2017; Gaudet & Robert, 2018). 

Barratt, Norman, and Fry (2007), in their study of people who inject drugs, revealed that the 

benefits of researching this population group included improvements to drug-related policies and 

practices, awareness raising and the provision of true information about drug use. Failure to 

include these people in research can also negatively impact findings and policy development from 

their under-representation (Sydor, 2012).  

Despite its importance, research with certain population groups presents additional challenges 

that need to be carefully managed by a researcher, including those specifically related to 

recruitment. Within a research interview, discussions may be sensitive and shameful in nature, 

especially when recalling traumatic experiences that participants may not want to discuss or admit 

to. For example, in the case of exploring food insecurity and poverty, this could include sharing 

traumatic life events, or their use of risky or illegal practices to obtain food (Bonevski et al., 2014; 

Ellard-Gray, Jeffrey, Choubak, & Crann, 2015; Liamputtong, 2007; Sydor, 2012; Weibel, 1990). 

There are numerous challenges when recruiting and interviewing food insecure and impoverished 

people, including a lack of trust in researchers, perceptions that the research will not be beneficial 

to research participants, and the potential harms that may arise from participating (Bonevski et al., 

2014). For some participants, there is also the fear of their illegal activities being exposed and the 

risk of criminal prosecution (Bonevski et al., 2014).  

Given the population sample of food insecure adults could be considered hard to reach or hidden 

(Bonevski et al., 2014; Ellard-Gray et al., 2015; Sydor, 2012; Weibel, 1990) a passive recruitment 

strategy was utilised in this study. Lee et al. (1997) describe passive recruitment as a way of 

engaging participants using networks that are trusted and known to the participant instead of 
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approaching them directly. In this study, the networks utilised were EFR agencies that had existing 

contact and relationships with potential participants.  

4.3.1 Passive recruitment of Sample 1 – food insecure adults 

S1 comprised food insecure adults who had previously used or were currently accessing EFR 

services in metropolitan Adelaide. The use of established networks is a valuable and successful 

way of accessing participants in lower socio-economic groups (Stuber, Middel, Mackenbach, 

Beulens, & Lakerveld, 2020) as the EFR agencies and the people who work in them are trusted and 

therefore this trust may be transferred to the researcher (Liamputtong, 2007). This strategy has 

also been used by Ellard-Gray et al. (2015), where the use of community groups for recruitment 

overcame the barrier of distrust in the research process and researchers. 

In September 2020, three EFR agencies (listed below) were approached at one of their monthly 

online meetings where the researcher was invited to discuss the aim of the study, process of 

recruitment, and the broad benefits and requirements of participation. These specific EFR 

agencies were chosen because they had an existing relationship with the researcher established 

through volunteer work with the Onkaparinga Food Security Collaborative (OFSC)15 (Glossary), and 

at previous community meetings and events. All three agencies indicated their willingness to 

participate in passive recruitment on behalf of the researcher.  

Informal meetings with EFR agency key staff were held in January 2021 (Christies Beach Baptist 

Church [CBBC] – Glossary), May 2021 (MarionLIFE – Glossary), and August 2021 (Adventist 

Development and Relief Association [ADRA] Community Pantry – Glossary) where the objectives of 

the study were outlined, the process of passive recruitment, and information on the participant 

pack to be handed out to food insecure adults accessing the service were discussed. The 

participant pack included the study flyer, letter of introduction, information sheet, informed 

consent form and the researcher’s contact details so any interested person could phone and book 

an interview or ask further questions about the study (Appendix 2 on page 160). In addition, an A4 

study flyer was provided to the agencies, to be placed on their noticeboards, and a smaller A5 

version to go into food parcels that would ordinarily be distributed to their clientele.  

 

15 The Onkaparinga Food Security Collaborative is a collaborative of community organisation working together in the 
Onkaparinga council region to achieve healthier communities by connecting people to nutritious food, to community 
education, and to advocacy; http://onkaparingafoodsecurity.org.au/ 

http://onkaparingafoodsecurity.org.au/
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 Christies Beach Baptist Church 

The CBBC is in the suburb of Christies Beach, in the City of Onkaparinga council region, in 

metropolitan Adelaide, South Australia. CBBC provides emergency assistance including food 

parcels, pharmacy vouchers, agency referrals, and limited help with bills (CBBC, 2022). The trained 

volunteers have experienced their own financial crises (CBBC, 2022). The EFR agency is open for 

phone bookings between 9.00am and 9.30am on Mondays, Tuesdays and Fridays, with 

appointments with counsellors from 11am on the same day (CBBC, 2022). The emergency relief 

service is only available during South Australian school terms (CBBC, 2022).  

 MarionLIFE 

Marion LIFE is a not-for-profit, faith-based community organisation and registered charity that 

provides support to individuals and families in need (MarionLIFE, 2020b) who reside in the 

Mitcham, Holdfast Bay, Marion and Onkaparinga council regions in metropolitan Adelaide, South 

Australia (MarionLIFE, 2020a). Two visits every six months are provided to food insecure people on 

social assistance payments, in the form of food and food vouchers, toiletries, blankets, clothing 

and some bill assistance (MarionLIFE, 2020a). Emergency relief is available between 9am and 12 

noon, Monday to Thursday, on a first-come-first-served basis (MarionLIFE, 2020a).  

 Adventist Development and Relief Association Community Pantry 

The ADRA Community Pantry is a faith-based food pantry that offers free or low-cost food to those 

in need of EFR, without proof of social assistance benefits (SA Community, 2022b). It is affiliated 

with the Morphett Vale Seventh-day Adventist Church in metropolitan Adelaide, South Australia 

whose vision is to “participate in the continuing work of Jesus” through “connecting with 

community” and “meeting and ministering to people’s needs” (Morphett Vale Seventh-day 

Adventist Church & Community Centre, 2017). The pantry is open on Mondays and Fridays from 

12 noon to 2pm. ADRA also has a café that offers vegetarian meals (voluntary gold coin donation) 

on a Thursday night during South Australian school terms (SA Community, 2022a). 

 Gatekeeper role of the agencies 

Despite the usefulness and convenience of using EFR agencies for passive recruitment, additional 

considerations were taken by the researcher (Liamputtong, 2007). Gatekeepers are persons or 

organisations who control access to resources (Thomas, Darab, & Hartman, 2016) and in this 

study, they are the EFR agencies that determine a food insecure person’s level of ‘need’ and 

provide a variety of services. In controlling the access to food insecure people, the gatekeeper 
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could potentially keep the researcher out, either to protect the person from the researcher, or 

because the gatekeeper may not have access to all members of the population group (Ellard-Gray 

et al., 2015). In this study there was also the possibility of gatekeeper agencies screening potential 

participants and selecting people they thought were suitable to take part, therefore subtly 

influencing the population sample (Sydor, 2012), which could be seen as a limitation to the study. 

It is unknown whether this practice occurred; however, it was potentially overcome by the 

utilisation of different avenues of passive recruitment, such as the inclusion of flyers in food 

parcels and on noticeboards, effectively bypassing the ‘selection’ process but still maintaining the 

trustworthiness inferred by the EFR agency. Bypassing the gatekeepers was also overcome by 

utilising a different recruitment strategy, as detailed below. 

4.3.2 Active recruitment of Sample 1 – food insecure adults 

In addition to bypassing the potential influence of the EFR gatekeepers, it was also noticed by the 

researcher that recruitment via their agencies was very slow, possibly compounded by closures 

during school holidays and the limited interactions with potential participants. Active recruitment 

was utilised to overcome this delay and involved direct contact with the population sample by the 

researcher (Lee et al., 1997). In this instance, Facebook and opportunistic recruitment were 

utilised. Social media is a powerful way of engaging a large and diverse population, in particular 

hard-to-reach populations (Thornton et al., 2016). Facebook is being used by six out of 10 

Australians (Correll, 2022) making it a cost-effective way of reaching a larger population sample. 

The researcher is a member of several community groups on Facebook where information about 

the study was posted. These groups were the Current Members Only - Anti-Poverty Network SA, 

Anti-Poverty Network SA Forum, the Adelaide Dumpster Diving and Urban Foraging Community, 

and the Adelaide Dumpster Trading (refer to Appendix 7 on page 190 for examples of posts on 

these social media pages). Recruitment via social media yielded an additional five participants. 

The opportunistic recruitment occurred at two separate events where the researcher introduced 

herself as part of round table discussions. On these occasions, several people indicated that they 

were interested in having a chat and being interviewed. These events were in July 2022 at a 

morning tea hosted by the South Australian Council of Social Service (SACOSS)16 (Glossary), and in 

 

16 South Australian Council of Social Service is a non-government health and community sector organisation that offers 
research, policy development, advice and advocacy for disadvantaged people; https://www.sacoss.org.au/  

https://www.sacoss.org.au/
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October 2022 at the City of Onkaparinga’s Affordable Onkaparinga17 workshop. Recruitment via 

these events yielded another three participants. 

4.3.3 Active recruitment of Sample 2 – staff and volunteers at the emergency food relief 
agencies 

Active recruitment for S2 occurred towards the end of the data collection and analysis of S1 

interviews. The researcher already had a relationship with many of the staff at the EFR agencies, 

which was established during the S1 recruitment stage. During the informal meetings with each 

EFR agency to discuss the recruitment of S1, the volunteers and staff present indicated they were 

happy to be involved. Follow-up emails were sent after the completion of S1 interviews to confirm 

(a) whether they were still willing to be involved, and (b) to organise a date, time and location for 

the interview. The EFR agency staff were also provided with a letter of introduction, information 

sheet, and consent form via email (Appendix 3 on page 171). The researcher also utilised 

networking at other events to recruit for S2, which provided access to participants from other 

organisations that might not have been included. Snowball sampling was utilised in this instance 

and provided an extra three participants.  

During data collection for S2, it was noticed very few volunteers in the EFR agencies were aware of 

any orthodox or unorthodox food acquisition practices being utilised by their clients. This required 

a more targeted approach to pursue the question of whether this knowledge of food acquisition 

strategies was limited to only paid staff and recruitment was expanded. Further interviews with 

paid staff at government-funded agencies yielded more rich data on the use of orthodox and 

unorthodox food acquisition strategies being utilised by clients accessing their services. 

4.4 Ethics approval and informed consent 

Ethics approval was sought from the Flinders University Social and Behavioural Research Ethics 

Committee and approval was granted on 11 June 2020 (approval number 8641). Modification of 

the ethics approval to include recruitment via social media was granted in June 2021.  

 

17 Affordable Onkaparinga is a service offered by the City of Onkaparinga that provides access to a variety of services 
and support to the community; it also runs regular workshops that are attended by community groups, advocacy 
groups, Members of Parliament and other interested parties; https://www.onkaparingacity.com/Community-facilities-
support/Affordable-Onkaparinga  

https://www.onkaparingacity.com/Community-facilities-support/Affordable-Onkaparinga
https://www.onkaparingacity.com/Community-facilities-support/Affordable-Onkaparinga
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The research team initially agreed that a $20 Foodbank voucher18 be offered to S1 participants for 

their time. However, it was during the active recruitment stage that the researcher was made 

aware that not all participants would be happy with a Foodbank voucher. As such, approval from 

the ethics committee was sought to include a $20 supermarket voucher as an alternative. This 

additional approval was granted in September 2021. It was agreed by the research team that S2 

participants would not be remunerated for their involvement in the study.  

For both S1 and S2, once the participant had indicated their interest in the study, a date, time and 

location were agreed upon and the study information and informed consent form were emailed to 

them. A hard copy of the informed consent form was also brought to the interview to account for 

participants without printer access. This form was signed before the commencement of the 

interview, giving the participant time to change their mind and withdraw. At the commencement 

of the interview recording, the participant was also made aware that they could choose to not 

answer specific questions, or they could cease the interview at any time, without question or 

penalty. 

 

4.5 Researcher wellbeing 

There are specific and important considerations for researcher wellbeing when conducting 

sensitive research, especially with those participants who have experienced adversity, oppression 

and traumatic life events. The revelation of sensitive and emotional stories can have an impact on 

a researcher’s mental health and their own emotional wellbeing, particularly in the case of 

doctoral researchers who are ‘learning the ropes’ of research (Velardo & Elliott, 2018). In 

particular, feelings of overwhelming guilt, sadness, and the avoidance of immersing themselves in 

the data over and over again were found by Velardo and Elliott (2021) in their study on the 

wellbeing of doctoral students that highlighted the importance of self-care during the research 

process. Self-care and emotional wellbeing were deemed a priority in this study, therefore specific 

strategies such as debriefing with supervisors, a trusted friend and other colleagues were 

employed, especially when managing emotions that arose from the interviews (Velardo & Elliott, 

 

18 A Foodbank voucher allows the holder to purchase a nominated amount of food from a Foodbank Community Food 
Hub. These vouchers are only available from EFR agencies (and researchers) and can be ‘agency pays’ or ‘user pays’; 
the vouchers provided in this study gave S1 participants $20 to use at the Food Hub; 
https://www.foodbank.org.au/SA/food-hubs/?state=sa  

https://www.foodbank.org.au/SA/food-hubs/?state=sa
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2018). Other strategies included using memos to document the researcher’s feelings of privilege, 

spacing out the participant interviews, and taking rest breaks during transcribing and data analysis 

to minimise emotional trauma and burnout. This was especially important to minimise the 

emotional burden associated with sensitive research (Dickson-Swift et al., 2007; Velardo & Elliott, 

2021). During this study, the researcher transcribed her interviews, something that Dickson-Swift 

et al. (2007) state can become emotional, awkward and uncomfortable when hearing the 

participants’ stories again. Again, peer debriefing and memoing became valuable tools during this 

process, especially when experiencing feelings of guilt associated with privilege and discomfort 

with the perceived injustice experienced by participants. 

 

4.6 Data collection 

Data were gathered via semi-structured, face-to-face interviews to enable all participants in S1 

and S2 to tell their stories with minimal influence from the researcher. All interviews were 

conducted in a private room and were audio recorded to facilitate transcription and data analysis.  

S1 interviews were conducted in multiple locations depending on the recruitment route. For 

example, participants referred by the CBBC were interviewed at that location. Similarly, for any 

participant recruited via ADRA, a meeting room was utilised at the Morphett Vale Seventh-day 

Adventist Church. For those participants who were recruited via social media, a meeting room at 

the Flinders University Victoria Square campus was utilised. After each interview, the participant 

was given the choice of either a $20 Foodbank voucher or a $20 Coles voucher. S2 interviews 

occurred in a private room at the respective EFR agency, with one interview occurring in the 

participant’s home as this was her place of work. 

Data collection for S1 spanned 18 months from February 2021 to November 2022, taking into 

account the delay between ethics approval being granted and the COVID-19 pandemic restrictions 

imposed (see also COVID-19 measures for researchers on page 57). S2 interviews commenced in 

October 2022 and continued until August 2023.  
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2021 Feb

Sample One (S1) - 2 pilot 
interviews conducted

Jun

1st S1 interview 
(Elaina)

Jul

7-day COVID 
lockdown in 

South Australia 
(20‒27 July)

Aug

2nd S1 interview 
(Ashley)

Sept

3rd & 4th S1 
interviews (Tony & 

Judy)

Oct

5th & 6th S1 
interviews 

(Carmel & Joan)

2022 Feb

7th S1 interview 
(Helen)

Mar

Consumer Price Index 
rose by 2.1% in the 

first quarter of 2022

Apr

One-off $250 Cost-of 
Living-payment^ from 

Federal Govt

May

•Reserve Bank of 
Australia (RBA) 
increase cash rate 
by 0.25% to curb 
inflation

•8th S1 interview 
(Tara)

Jun

•RBA increase cash 
rate by 0.5%

•9th S1 interview 
(Cherie)
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Figure 4 - Timeline of data collection for Samples 1 and 2, the COVID-19 lockdowns in South Australia, and Australia’s cash rate and cost-of-living increases (2020–2023) 

Source: Reserve Bank of Australia (2022) 

2022 
(cont'd)

Jul

•RBA increase cash 
rate by 0.5%

•10th S1 interview 
(Tom)

Aug

•RBA increase cash 
rate by 0.5%

•Cost-of-Living 
Concession (SA 
Government - 2 
payments)^

•11th & 12th S1 
interviews (Michael 
& Claudia)

Sept

•RBA increase cash 
rate by 0.5%

•Australia's inflation 
rate at 7.3%, the 
highest in more than 
3 decades

Oct

•RBA increase cash 
rate by 0.25%

•Pilot interview for 
Sample 2 (S2) 
conducted (Britt)

Nov

•RBA increases cash 
rate by 0.25%

•13th S1 interview 
(Ella)

2023 Jan

14th S1 
interview 

(Peta)

Feb

•15th S1 interview 
(Sophie)

•RBA increase 
cash rate by 
0.25%

Mar

RBA increase 
cash rate by 

0.25%

Apr

•RBA left cash 
rate on hold

•2nd S2 
interview 
(Mark)

May

•RBA increase 
cash rate by 
0.25%

•3rd S2 
interview 
(Brianna)

•4th S2 
interview 
(Aimee)

Jun

•RBA increase 
cash rate by 
0.25%

•5th S2 
interview 
(Leonie)

Jul

•RBA left cash 
rate on hold

•6th S2 
interview 
(Tasha)

Aug

•RBA left cash 
rate on hold

•7th S2 
interview 
(Bonnie)
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During data collection for S1, South Australia experienced two lockdowns in response to the 

COVID-19 pandemic, in November 2020 and July 2021. Additionally, cost-of-living and interest rate 

increases began in March 2022, and the Reserve Bank of Australia continued to increase the cash 

rate for 10 consecutive months (Reserve Bank of Australia, 2022). In response to this, the 

Australian state and federal governments provided various supplement payments and cost-of-

living increases to social assistance payment recipients. A detailed timeline is in Figure 4 - Timeline 

of data collection for Samples 1 and 2, the COVID-19 lockdowns in South Australia, and Australia’s 

cash rate and cost-of-living increases (2020–2023) which pinpoints the two lockdowns in South 

Australia in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, the commencement of pilot interviews and 

participant data collection, as well as the cost-of-living increases/cash rate increases by the 

Reserve Bank of Australia. Further information on the social assistance payments and cost-of-living 

payments can be found in the Glossary of Australian and State Government social assistance 

payments and services, and Coronavirus Supplement and Economic Support payments on page 

xxiii. 

4.6.1 Instruments – Sample 1 

Three data collection instruments were utilised for S1 – the 6-item HFSSM and demographics 

survey (Appendix 4 on page 176), and interview guide (Appendix 5 on page 179).  

 United States Household Food Security Survey Module 

The HFSSM was used to ascertain the level of household food security for each participant. It is a 

validated tool that provides an effective and accurate way of establishing household food security 

status and is considered to be the ‘gold standard’ worldwide (Butcher, O’Sullivan, Ryan, Lo, & 

Devine, 2019; McKechnie, Turrell, Giskes, & Gallegos, 2018). The 6-item survey module was 

chosen over the 10-item or 18-item module as it was considered to be less of a burden on the 

participant and was deemed by the research team as adequate to capture food security status 

(Blumberg, Bialostosky, Hamilton, & Briefel, 1999; Butcher et al., 2019). Chapter 5 presents the 

results of this survey on page 67. 

 Demographic survey 

Along with their food security status, participants in S1 were also asked demographic questions 

such as age, gender, suburb they reside in and level of schooling. Questions on what government 

support payments they received as well as their household structure were also included in this 

survey. The results of this survey are presented in Chapter 5 on page 68. 
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 Interview guide 

The interview guide was developed by mapping the questions to the research objectives and was 

piloted in February 2021 on two people recruited from the CBBC. The guide was then significantly 

modified to improve understanding and remove any ambiguity in the questions asked (refer to 

Appendix 5 on page 179 for the interview guide and modifications made). Questions about risky 

and illegal food acquisition practices were also modified slightly to make them less confronting, 

and pictures of risky and illegal food acquisition practices were also used to prompt participants’ 

thinking and to provide examples for consideration. Because of these substantial changes, the two 

pilot interviews for S1 were not included in the final sample. 

Because data collection spanned from June 2021 to February 2023, there was a need to capture 

the changing economic landscape to adequately reflect people’s current circumstances. To do this, 

the interview guide was modified slightly. For example, at certain points it was deemed necessary 

to include specific questions on the impact of the withdrawal of the CS and ES payments 

(Glossary), any recent cash handouts from the state and federal governments during COVID-19, 

and the impact the cost-of-living handouts had on the participant. Further information pertaining 

to these contextual changes was outlined in Figure 4 - Timeline of data collection for Samples 1 

and 2, the COVID-19 lockdowns in South Australia, and Australia’s cash rate and cost-of-living 

increases on page 54. 

The interview guide for S1 also featured a short introductory explanation of the researcher’s 

personal background and interest in the study, partly to provide information about the research 

context, and partly to build rapport and put participants at ease. Building rapport is a two-way 

process, whereby the researcher gives information about themselves as well as receiving 

information from the participant. This was achieved at the beginning of the interview where the 

researcher shared her story of volunteer work with OzHarvest (Glossary), journey through 

university and other research interests, and how she came to be conducting research on this topic. 

Other strategies the researcher used to put the participants at ease and build rapport was dressing 

in shabby jeans and an old t-shirt, something Vance (1995) and Booth (1999) recommend when 

researching these hard-to-reach populations. 

4.6.2 Instrument – Sample 2 

An interview guide was utilised for S2 data collection (Appendix 6 on page 186). A pilot interview 

was conducted in October 2022 with a key staff member of the CBBC. Following the pilot, minor 
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changes were made to the interview guide to reflect recent cost-of-living increases and the impact 

on the EFR agency and its clients. Questions were also added to the interview guide to reflect 

funding and grant requirements of agencies and the potential impact this might have on the 

provision of food relief services. An additional question to EFR agency staff was added to seek 

their perspectives on why there would be a lack of knowledge of orthodox and unorthodox food 

acquisition practices in some agencies, and in particular, from volunteers. S1 results were also 

woven into the interview questions for S2 to establish triangulation and to provide further 

meaning to the themes and sub-themes. 

4.6.3 COVID-19 measures for researchers 

The data collection and a global pandemic coincided with this study. On 24 March 2020, Prime 

Minister Scott Morrison released information on Australia’s coronavirus measures; these 

measures were adopted to slow the spread of the virus and included new and enhanced social 

distancing measures and the closure of non-essential services (Morrison, 2020). Non-essential 

services included “places of worship” with weddings and funerals being the only exceptions 

(Morrison, 2020). Community and recreation centres were also closed except for those offering 

“essential voluntary or public services, such as food banks or homeless services” (Morrison, 2020). 

The impact of these restrictions meant that the EFR agencies involved in passive recruitment could 

no longer see people face-to-face for interviews; rather they were conducting appointments over 

the phone, with food parcels being left in the foyer for collection. In addition, the Flinders 

University College of Nursing & Health Sciences released a document regarding data collection 

during COVID-19 (email dated 20 March 2020 – Appendix 8 on page 193). This document asked 

researchers to “carefully review data collection activities for the foreseeable future” with 

recommendations to avoid entering places where people who may be at higher risk of contracting 

the virus might be. Face-to-face data collection was recommended to be halted. The impact on 

data collection for this study meant it was delayed for nearly a year until restrictions eased so that 

face-to-face interviews could be utilised. When face-to-face interviewing commenced, the 

recommendations were for social distancing of 1.5 metres during the entire data collection 

activity, and hand sanitisers had to be used by all parties. Masks were also worn to the interview 

location but taken off once the researcher and participant were seated. In addition to these 

recommendations, a COVID-19 checklist was completed before the interview and repeated on the 

day of the interview to ensure researcher and participant safety. 
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Figure 5 – Timeline of participant interviews for Sample 1 showing theoretical sampling in practice (pseudonyms used) 

Elaina (Jun 2021) - uses faith-
based services; identified 

need for different service use

Ashley (Aug 2021) - dumpster 
diver who did not use 

services; identified need for 
male voice and use of other 

services

Tony (Sept 2021) - uses faith-
based services; identified 

need for different service use 
and more male voices

Judy (Sept 2021) - uses a 
range of services and 

strategies; identified need for 
single parent voice and more 

male voices

Carmel (Oct 2021) - single 
parent, uses faith-based 

services; identified need for 
more parent voices and 

different service use

Joan (Oct 2021) - uses a wide 
range of services and 

strategies; identified need for 
other experiences of food 

insecurity and poverty

Helen (Feb 2022) -
experiencing immense 

poverty and health issues; 
identified need for someone 
receiving a different type of 

govt payment

Tara (May 2022) - student 
living on Austudy; identified 

need for more varied 
experiences with food relief 
agencies and more parent 

voices

Cherie (Jun 2022) - single 
parent, child with special 

needs & food intolerances; 
identified need for male 
voices and other parents

Tom (Jul 2022) - male, single; 
identified need for more male 

voices and other parents

Michael (Aug 2022) - male, 
single parent with 4 children; 
identified need for different 

living arrangements (eg couch 
surfing, homeless)

Claudia (Aug 2022) - female, 
had experienced 

homelessness; identified 
need for more voices on 

homelessness

Ella (Nov 2022) - female, had 
been homeless, also has a 

disability; identified need for 
balance in the different types 

of govt payments

Peta (Jan 2023) - female, sole 
parent, had experienced 
homelessness, receiving 
JobSeeker govt payment

Sophie (Feb 2023) - female, 
receiving JobSeeker govt 

payment

Theoretical saturation 
reached after 15 interviews
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4.6.4 Theoretical sampling and theoretical saturation in practice 

Theoretical sampling is an integral part of CGT, and is the exploration of hunches and questions 

that allows modification of the data collection process and recruitment (Charmaz, 2006). In 

practice, theoretical sampling occurred during the memoing, transcribing, initial coding and 

preliminary category development stages, where any gaps or new avenues of thought were 

pursued at the next interviews (Charmaz et al., 2018). Theoretical sampling also influenced the 

recruitment of subsequent S1 participants throughout all stages of data collection. For example, 

one interviewee for S1 was a parent with children living at home, two of whom had special needs. 

Previous interviewees were with single people living alone, so there was an identified need to 

investigate how parents with children navigated household food insecurity, therefore, recruitment 

focused on parents with children. Figure 5 shows the recruitment process for S1, the identification 

of gaps, and the investigation of these hunches and questions that were addressed during 

subsequent recruitment and interviews. 

Theoretical sampling for S2 participants focused on obtaining a diverse participant sample to 

represent the different funding models. As mentioned in Section 4.3.3 on page 50, the sampling 

strategy was modified to reflect the lack of data on orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition 

practices from EFR agency volunteers. This response and rethink of recruitment is reflected in 

Figure 6, which shows the decisions made in order to gain rich data on the use of orthodox and 

unorthodox food acquisition strategies. 

Theoretical saturation is when the collection of data does not contribute new codes or categories, 

the categories are considered saturated and data collection ceases (Birks & Mills, 2015). For S1 

data collection, this occurred after the 15th interview as there were no new codes emerging and 

no new insights into the data. Similarly, for S2 data collection, theoretical saturation occurred after 

the seventh interview where the data revealed no new information.  
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Figure 6 - Timeline of participant interviews for Sample 2 showing theoretical sampling in practice (pseudonyms used) 

 

4.7 Data analysis  

The researcher transcribed the interviews verbatim. Each interview transcription followed the 

same process – verbatim transcription of audio files from the interview, checking the transcript 

against the audio file for accuracy and importing the transcript into NVivo (version 1.3 [535]) for 

management and data analysis. Participants were not offered the opportunity to review their 

interview transcripts. This decision was made based on (a) they may not attend the EFR agency on 

a regular basis, therefore may be hard to find and (b) the researcher experienced trouble 

contacting participants after they had indicated a willingness to participate as their mobile phone 

number was disconnected, suggesting they had either changed their number or discontinued their 

phone service. The literature reflects advantages and disadvantages to interviewee transcript 

review. One of the main disadvantages is the changes made by the participant might alter the data 

significantly, losing some of its richness, and the reliving of their interview may re-traumatise the 

participant, especially rereading sensitive events (Hagens, Dobrow, & Chafe, 2009; Rowlands, 

2021). However, Rowlands (2021) found participants only made superficial changes to grammar 

and no changes to the content of the interview, suggesting the transcripts were an accurate 

account. 

Britt (Oct 2023) - female, 
faith-based organisaiton, 

non-Govt funded

Mark (Apr 2023) - male, 
faith-based organisation, 

non-Govt funded

Brianna (May 2023) -
female, faith-based 

organisation, non-Govt 
funded; identified need for 

another organisation's 
perspective

Aimee (May 2023) - female, 
faith-based organisation, 

non-Govt funded; identified 
a need to capture other 

forms of funding

Leonie (Jun 2023) - female, 
faith-based organisation, 
State and Federal Govt 

funded; identified a need to 
recruit more paid staff in 

govt funded agencies

Tasha (Jul 2023) - female, 
State and Federal govt 

funded organisation, paid 
staff member

Bonnie (Aug 2023) -
female, non-Govt funded

Theoretical saturation 
reached after 7th interview
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Data analysis was informed by the grounded theory method of simultaneous data collection and 

analysis, and followed Charmaz’s Two Phase Process: phase 1 of initial line-by-line coding and 

phase 2 of focused coding (Charmaz, 2014). However, these two coding phases were not linear or 

separate, rather they were used continually, in constant comparison, back and forth in order to 

interrogate the data (Charmaz et al., 2018). During the initial coding phase, labels were given to 

the data to make sense of the stories. This allowed for the identification of areas within the data 

that can be investigated further and highlighted “otherwise undetected patterns in everyday life” 

(Charmaz, 2014, p. 125), which drove the process of theoretical sampling. The process of initial 

coding also allowed the researcher to be open to what the data were saying, without subjecting it 

to preconceived theories or personal experiences. This process also helped to refocus subsequent 

interviews (Charmaz, 2014) by the inclusion of other avenues to be investigated. Transitioning 

between initial and focused coding facilitated the interrogation of the initial codes that occurred 

frequently and made the most sense. As such, preliminary categories started to emerge. Figure 7 

shows the preliminary category Life’s not gone according to plan and the sub-codes, and Figure 8 

highlights the development of other emerging preliminary categories.  

 
Figure 7 - Example of a preliminary category 
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Figure 8 - Example of emerging preliminary categories 

 

In order to establish transparency in the data analysis and coding, and increase rigour, the 

researcher utilised two methods: (1) side-by-side coding of the first interview with another 

member of the research team where coding labels were compared and discussed and (2) 

circulation of the codebook (NVivo) on two separate occasions to the research team. The 

researcher then met with the team to talk through the rationale for each category and the 

developing themes, inviting their ideas and critical questions. Feedback was considered and the 

categories were further refined to capture the orthodox and unorthodox strategies consistent 

with research aims and objectives. The initial codes were structured into more focused codes and 

overarching themes were beginning to emerge. During this phase and after a first rough draft of 

the results, the researcher was made aware that the themes were quite ‘micro’ and required 

further consolidation. The researcher then went back to the data and reconsidered the themes 

and sub-themes, resulting in a reorganisation of the findings into three main overarching themes 

with sub-themes (Table 1 below). Appendix 9 on page 196 also provides an example of the 

codebook for Theme 1: Life’s not gone according to plan, showing the changes from the 

preliminary coding (see Figure 7 on page 61) to focused coding and the development of the sub-

themes. During data collection for S2 and the write-up stage of S1 results, the researcher also took 

advantage of further refining the categories within these existing themes and sub-themes, to 

ensure the data was accurately capturing and representing the participant’s voices. S2 data 

collection and transcription also allowed reflection on these three main themes. 

  



 

 
 

PAGE 63 

 

Table 1 - Final three main overarching themes with sub-themes 

Theme Theme 1: Life’s not gone 
according to plan – stories of 

adversity 

Theme 2: Down the well 
without a ladder – stories of 

oppression and a brief 
glimmer of hope 

Theme 3: Self-managing the 
situation 

Sub-theme Relationship breakdown & 
divorce 

Flaws in the system (no help 
from anyone) 

Orthodox coping strategies 

Trauma & loss Continual oppression – the 
narratives and discourses that 

keep food insecure adults 
‘down the well’ 

Unorthodox coping strategies 

Health issues A brief glimmer of hope – the 
Coronavirus Supplement and 
Economic Support Payments 

 

 

4.7.1 Mapping themes to research objectives 

As a final stage, these three themes were mapped to the research objectives by revisiting the 

aims, objectives and research questions and comparing them to the themes and sub-themes 

shown in Table 1 above. How each theme and research objective align with each other is shown in 

Figure 9. 
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Figure 9 - Mapping of the three themes to research objectives 

Theme 1:

Life’s not gone according to 
plan - stories of adversity

Research Objective 1: investigate 
the set of circumstances (or tipping 
points) that lead to food insecurity 
and the need to source food using 
orthodox & unorthodox acquisition 

practices

Research Objective 2: understand 
the experiences of food insecure 

adults who access food using 
orthodox & unorthodox food 

acquisition practices

Theme 2:

Down the well without a 
ladder - stories of oppression 
and a brief glimmer of hope

Research Objective 1: investigate the 
set of circumstances (or tipping 

points) that lead to food insecurity 
and the need to source food using 
orthodox & unorthodox acquisition 

practices

Research Objective 2: understand 
the experiences of food insecure 

adults who access food using 
orthodox & unorthodox food 

acquisition practices

Research Objective 3: understand 
the impacts of COVID-19, especially 

during the time of the financial 
support payments

Theme 3:

Self-managing the situation

Research Objective 2: understand 
the experiences of food insecure 

adults who access food using 
orthodox & unorthodox food 

acquisition practices

Research Objective 4: document the 
perspectives of emergency food 

relief staff on the orthodox & 
unorthodox food acquisition 

practices being utilised by food 
insecure adults



 

 
 

PAGE 65 

4.8 Reflexivity, researcher positionality and the use of memos in constructivist 
grounded theory 

Reflexivity is the process of critical self-reflection by the researcher that seeks to address any 

biases and preconceived social constructs that will influence the creation of knowledge (Birks & 

Mills, 2015; Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2006; Korstjens & Moser, 2018). Reflexivity also helps to ground 

the study, not only in the participants’ experiences, but also in the researcher’s own life 

experiences (Birks & Mills, 2015; Keane, 2014). Critical self-reflection involves the use of memos 

throughout the research process, on the researcher’s own personal and professional experiences 

with the research, which allows the researcher to be intimately involved in the analysis (Charmaz, 

2014; Keane, 2014). Writing regular memos facilitates the examination of the researcher’s 

conceptual lens and how it influences their interpretation of the results and generation of theory 

(Korstjens & Moser, 2018). Charmaz (2014, p. 162) states memoing also “creates an interactive 

space for conversing with yourself about your data, codes, ideas, and hunches … questions arise … 

new ideas occur to you during the act of writing”. These memos are a personal repository of ideas, 

thoughts, decisions, dilemmas, further questions to be explored and “insightful nuggets that you 

can mine” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 165). In this study, immediately following each interview and during 

the transcription and analysis stage, a memo was completed by the researcher, which recorded 

feelings about the interview, and any questions or pertinent ideas that arose from the analysis. 

The research memos are referred to in Chapter 5 of this thesis as they provide valuable insight 

into the researcher’s feelings about the participants’ experiences and their management of food 

insecurity, further adding to the rigour and trustworthiness of this study.  

It was also noticed during data collection that stories of life events that had tipped adults into food 

insecurity were emerging. As CGT requires the researcher to remain responsive to the emerging 

data and themes, the focus of this study changed slightly to capture what circumstances tipped 

participants into food insecurity in the first place. In line with the scoping review, this study 

documented the orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition practices used by food insecure adults 

to mitigate food insecurity. Although this distinction is slight, the events that were uncovered by 

the researcher have framed this study as one of adversity and oppression as food insecure adults 

navigate their way through these childhood and adulthood experiences, the resulting trauma and 

continuing oppression. 
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4.9 Chapter summary 

This chapter documented the research journey, the choice of population sample and recruitment, 

data collection and analysis. The three main themes were mapped to the research objectives, and 

the researcher’s positionality, reflexivity and the use of memos during the data collection and 

analysis process were also discussed. The next chapter presents the findings of the data collected 

from the 6-item HFSSM and the demographics survey, as well as the three main themes and their 

sub-themes that were developed from data collection and analysis. 
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CHAPTER 5: RESULTS  

5.1 Chapter overview 

Chapter 4 presented the methods used in this study to recruit participants for S1 and S2 in order 

to answer the research questions and objectives. This chapter includes the results of data 

collection for S1 and S2 participants, including demographic data for S1 (food insecure adults) and 

their food security status, and S2 participant information. This chapter also presents the three 

main themes and their relevant sub-themes, and shows how each theme maps to the research 

objectives.  

 

5.2 Results of Sample 1 food security survey 

The short-form 6-item HFSSM (Appendix 4 on page 176) was used to measure the food security 

status of food insecure adults in S1. Figure 10 shows that all of the participants (N = 15) were food 

insecure; however, the level of food insecurity varied, with the majority experiencing very low 

food security (n = 12). 

 
Figure 10 - Food security status of Sample 1 participants (food insecure adults), based on the US Household Food Security Survey 

Module 6-item questionnaire 

  

n = 3

n = 12

Low food security

Very low food
security
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5.3 Sample 1 demographic data 

In addition to collecting participant food security data, a demographic survey was administered. 

The results of this survey are presented in Table 2. Most participants interviewed were female (n = 

12, 86%) and the participants ranged in age from 27 to 73 years, with a mean age of 49.5 years. In 

addition to most participants being female, the majority lived alone (n = 10, 71%), and were 

unemployed (n = 13, 93%) and supported by either JobSeeker (Glossary) or the Disability Support 

Pension (Glossary). Table 2 presents further information on S1 participant demographics.  

Table 2 - Demographic characteristics of Sample 1 participants (food insecure adults) 

 

Participant mean age range = 49.5 
years 

Number of participants (N = 
15) 

Percentage of total 
participants 

20-40 4 29% 

41-50 3 21% 

51-60 5 36% 

61-80 3 21% 

Gender:   

Female 12 86% 

Male 3 21% 

Lived alone 10 71% 

Lived with someone/children 5 36% 

Highest level of schooling:   

Primary school 3 21% 

High school 4 29% 

TAFE 3 21% 

University 5 36% 

Employed:   

Yes 2 14% 

No 13 93% 

Social assistance payment:   

JobSeeker 5 36% 

Disability Support Pension 5 36% 

Parenting Payment 2 14% 

Carers Payment & Allowance 1 7% 

Austudy 1 7% 

Age Pension 1 7% 
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The participants resided in a variety of suburbs across metropolitan Adelaide. Table 3 shows the 

suburbs and relative Socio-Economic Index for Areas (SEIFA)19 score (Glossary) for each suburb 

and for the council region overall. This information shows that S1 participants did not only live in 

lower socio-economic areas such as Elizabeth North. Rather, a majority came from more affluent 

areas such as Unley, Parkside and Woodforde. This finding was unexpected and is an indication 

that pockets of food insecurity and poverty occur in higher socio-economic areas. 

Table 3 - The council region, suburb, and Socio-Economic Index for Areas scores for Sample 1 participants’ (food insecure adults) 
place of residence 

 

Council Region 
SEIFA Score for Council 

region 
Suburb 

Overall SEIFA Score for 
Suburb 

Playford 855 Elizabeth North 698 

Port Adelaide Enfield 936 Clearview 947 
  

Largs Bay 1026 

Charles Sturt 985 Semaphore Park 937 
  

Henley Beach 1057 

Onkaparinga 987 Hackham West 810 
  

Morphett Vale 930 
  

Old Reynella 1009 

Marion 1001 Seacombe Gardens 939 

Unley 1066 Unley 1062 
  

Parkside 1063 

Adelaide Hills 1080 Woodforde 1111 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2023) – data current 2016 

 

5.4 Sample 2 information 

All S2 participants (N = 7) were connected to a faith-based organisation; however, the place where 

the food relief was provided varied. For example, some agencies were affiliated with, and located 

next to or within, a church, whereas others such as Anglicare Australia (Glossary) and Uniting 

 

19 The Socio-Economic Index for Areas (SEIFA) is a measure of relative disadvantage in Australian local government 
areas; https://profile.id.com.au/  

https://profile.id.com.au/
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Communities20 (Glossary) did not have this immediate connection with a church or religion. Table 

4 presents further information on S2 participants.  

The EFR agencies differed in terms of their funding allocations. For example, CBBC and ADRA 

(Glossary), both connected to a church, mainly ran their food relief agency from parishioner 

contributions and grant funding. Conversely, organisations such as Anglicare and Uniting 

Communities were state and federal government funded/grant funded. This is an important 

distinction, as funding often determines the level of support that can be provided to food insecure 

adults, thereby potentially necessitating the use of a variety of orthodox and unorthodox food 

acquisition practices to supplement what they receive from EFR agencies. 

 

Table 4 - Details of the agency, work status and funding arrangements for Sample 2 participants 

 

Pseudonym Staff (paid) or 
Volunteer 
(unpaid) 

Organisation Affiliation Funding Arrangements 

Britt Staff Southern Adelaide 
Family Enrichment 

Centre (SAFE Centre) 

Christies Beach Baptist 
Church 

Parishioner contributions 
and grant funding 

Mark Volunteer SAFE Centre Christies Beach Baptist 
Church 

Parishioner contributions 
and grant funding 

Brianna Volunteer SAFE Centre Christies Beach Baptist 
Church 

Parishioner contributions 
and grant funding 

Aimee Volunteer Adventist 
Development and 
Relief Association 

Seventh-day Adventist 
Church 

Op Shop, Church community 
donations and fundraising 

Leonie Staff Anglicare Victoria  State and federal 
government funding 

Tasha Staff Uniting Communities  State and federal 
government funding 

Bonnie Staff Hope’s Café (Spire 
Community) 

Uniting Church of South 
Australia and Clayton 

Wesley Uniting Church 

Op Shop, food pantry, and 
café 

 

 

20 Uniting Communities provide advocacy and support services for South Australians experiencing hardship and 
poverty; https://www.unitingcommunities.org/  

https://www.unitingcommunities.org/
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5.5 Theme 1: Life’s not gone according to plan – stories of adversity 

The data were organised into three overarching themes that are discussed in this chapter, starting 

with Theme 1: Life’s not gone according to plan – stories of adversity. This theme addresses 

research objective 1 (investigate the set of circumstances (or tipping points) that lead to food 

insecurity and the need to source food using orthodox and unorthodox acquisition practices) and 

research objective 2 (understand the experiences of food insecure adults who access food using 

orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition practices). Table 5 presents the sub-themes.  

Participant quotes are also included throughout this chapter to emphasise these findings and are 

presented as follows:  

▪ Sample 1 participant – pseudonym, S1, gender (F or M), age, and government social 

assistance payment they are receiving 

▪ Sample 2 participant – pseudonym, S2, gender (F or M), staff or volunteer (S or V), and 

agency they represent.  

 

Table 5 - Theme 1: Life’s not gone according to plan – stories of adversity 
 

Theme Theme 1: Life’s not gone 
according to plan – stories of 

adversity 

Theme 2: Down the well 
without a ladder – stories of 

oppression and a brief 
glimmer of hope 

Theme 3: Self-managing the 
situation 

Sub-theme Relationship breakdown & 
divorce 

Flaws in the system (no help 
from anyone) 

Orthodox coping strategies 

Trauma & loss Continual oppression – the 
narratives and discourses that 

keep food insecure adults 
‘down the well’ 

Unorthodox coping strategies 

Health issues A brief glimmer of hope – the 
Coronavirus Supplement and 
Economic Support Payments 
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The title of the Theme 1: Life’s not gone according to plan was developed from a participant quote 

about how her life was not how she thought it would be:  

Look I had my life planned, sorted, at that age I was gonna do this, this, this, this and this 

… at that age I was gonna get married, I was gonna have two kids, it just hasn’t worked 

out like that [laughs]. (Ashley, S1, F, 53, JobSeeker)  

Indeed, many S1 participants were perplexed, even sad, when contemplating their life, and their 

experiences of poverty and food insecurity, and could not understand how they got into this 

situation. Participants found themselves in difficult circumstances, despite having a private school 

education, university education, or growing up in a household where they never experienced food 

insecurity. According to one EFR worker, emergency relief was there “to get [food insecure adults] 

through a bad patch” (Brianna, S2, F, V, CBBC); however, for some S1 participants their whole lives 

were comprised of unplanned life events. This first theme highlights the extrinsic nature of these 

unplanned life events and this section expands on how experiences of adversity led food insecure 

adults to resort to orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition strategies. 

5.5.1 Relationship breakdown and divorce 

Relationship breakdown was one significant factor that impacted participants as it often left them 

with a large amount of debt and food insecure. Joan (S1, F, 54, Disability Support Pension) bought 

a house with her partner and then the relationship “went to shit”; they sold the house for less 

than they paid for it, leaving them both out of pocket. Similarly, some S2 participants said family 

separation was one of the reasons they saw people for food relief and financial counselling, with 

one EFR worker (S2) citing her own experiences of losing everything due to her husband’s 

gambling and another from the perspective of having to stop paid work to look after children. 

Relationship breakdowns also left participants as the sole carers of children, and reliant on the 

other parent to help financially. Three S1 participants were sole parents, supporting themselves 

and their children on social assistance payments. Often, they received no financial support from 

their ex-partner who was either ‘dodging’ their responsibilities, or they were also on a social 

assistance payment and could not contribute financially. Carmel (S1, F, 40, Parenting Payment21) 

provided an example of an ex-partner dodging his financial and parental responsibilities, who, 

with the help of his employer, was under-reporting his income, thereby not contributing to his 

 

21 The Parenting Payment is paid to carers of young children; if the youngest child is under the age of 6 years, parents 
must participate in the ParentsNext program; www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/parenting-payment  

http://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/parenting-payment
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children’s welfare. Similarly, Peta (S1, F, 50, JobSeeker) had been a sole parent since she was 19, 

with no financial support during her children’s younger years. She spoke of how she had been 

neglecting her own health during this time: “I wanted to feed my children so, more and more [it] 

became about feeding them and less and less [it] became about feeding me” (Peta, S1, F, 50, 

JobSeeker).  

Another participant shared his experiences of becoming a single parent due to his ex-partner’s 

neglect of their children; Michael (S1, M, 38, Parenting Payment) spoke of having to fly up to 

Queensland to pick up his kids, which left him in a precarious financial position and “robbing Peter 

to pay Paul with bills and that for the last two years”. These circumstances were also confirmed by 

EFR workers (S2), with one stating that some clients had been with a partner “that’s been on a 

good salary and then they’ve left them and they’re not paying any child support” (Leonie, S2, F, S, 

Anglicare).  

5.5.2 Trauma and loss 

Most S1 participants shared stories of trauma such as domestic violence (DV), physical or sexual 

abuse as a child, or losses such as the death of a loved one, their job, or even their home. 

Similarly, the majority of EFR workers (S2), when asked about the reasons people seek out food 

relief or financial counselling, cited traumatic events (“all of them have experienced trauma in 

their lives” [Bonnie, S2, F, S, Hope’s Café]) and loss in the person’s life as a contributor.  

Tasha linked this with mental health:  

Most of that seems to have come from previous trauma, there’s a lot of horrible stories 

out there around trauma, and it’s just put them in a space where they really just, they 

can’t cope very well. (Tasha, S2, F, S, Uniting Communities) 

 Domestic violence 

DV had affected half of the women in S1, and in some instances, leaving violent personal 

relationships left them worse off, and most often homeless, and with “absolutely nothing [and] on 

the pension” (Carmel, S1, F, 40, Parenting Payment). Sadly, when Elaina (S1, F, 61, Disability 

Support Pension) was recounting what led her to using orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition 

practices, she explained: “Nothing dramatic really …. I’ve had a few bad relationships, domestic 

violence”, suggesting she was somewhat accepting of these events that have left her 

impoverished and food insecure.  
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DV was also mentioned by almost all of the S2 participants, and this was often the reason clients 

were seeking out food relief. One EFR worker (S2) shared a story of a woman who was living with 

men who were abusing her (physically and sexually); however, she was staying in this relationship 

for a roof over her head and safety when drug dealers came around. From a different perspective, 

Leonie (S2, F, S, Anglicare) and Tasha (S2, F, S, Uniting Communities) spoke of how women left 

violent relationships, often when they were older, and after the kids had left home. The women 

affected were in their 50s, without superannuation or savings, and had no technical employment 

skills because they had been raising children for most of their lives. 

Tasha summed up this dilemma perfectly: 

Where they’ve put up with it [domestic violence] until the children have grown and then 

finally had the courage to leave but have no super, no job skills because obviously they 

were controlled for a start, but they also stayed at home and raised children, so just that 

trauma of going from “I’ve got to leave everything behind, my nice house, my 

everything”. (Tasha, S2, F, S, Uniting Communities) 

While women were primarily affected by DV, one male participant discussed how gender 

stereotypes and the system unfairly places all men in the ‘perpetrator’ category. Tony (S1, M, 61, 

Disability Support Pension) was experiencing DV from his wife and spoke of one occasion where 

the police were “absolutely screaming” at him and how the legal system, DV helplines, and 

support services were of no help to him because he was a man: “It’s very unjust … if a woman 

cries help, they’ll evict the bloke out” and he was “putting up with” the violence and lack of help.  

 Loss of a loved one 

The loss of a loved one or a significant person affected many participants, as this often led to a 

lack of stability or reduced their social and support networks. For Elaina (S1, F, 61, Disability 

Support Pension) it was the loss of her parents when she was 19 and 29 and the resulting sale of 

the family home that left her “devastated” and without a home base. As a result, Elaina spent 

most of her time moving from one location to another, with nowhere to call home. Carmel (S1, F, 

40, Parenting Payment) experienced the devastating loss of a child:  

She was 4½ months old, but she was only out of hospital for two months, she had open 

heart surgery at nine weeks old, she wasn’t gonna have a good life, she was gonna 

suffer her whole life so yeah [huge sigh, trails off]. (Carmel, S1, F, 40, Parenting 

Payment)  
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Often, the loss of a loved one also signified the end of the support network they relied on. For 

example, Peta (S1, F, 50, JobSeeker) recounted that after her dad passed away, her family support 

eroded. Similarly, Judy (S1, F, 51, JobSeeker), who lost her mother and the valuable support she 

provided, stated: “I think it just made things worse when Mum died” and how this loss affected 

her deeply and left her “without having listening ear coz trauma’s awful”.  

 Childhood trauma 

Some of the S1 participants spoke of their own personal experiences of childhood trauma that 

continued to impact their lives as adults. This trauma took many forms – poverty, abandonment, 

living in the foster care system and sexual abuse.  

The exposure to poverty as a child had impacted many participants, with them sharing their 

experiences of growing up in poverty, living “in a poor family, extremely poor”, and how they 

often “went without”. These childhood experiences followed them into adulthood where they still 

experience food insecurity and poverty. In one interview, Ashley (S1, F, 53, JobSeeker) shared that 

it was her mum’s mismanagement of money that often led to the family going without food and 

being evicted from their home. This same participant also shared stories of being in and out of the 

foster system from an early age. The experience of childhood poverty had also influenced another 

participant’s attitude to food insecurity, which led to him teaching his children the steps, routines, 

and policies of EFR so they were “able to do it themselves” (Michael, S1, M, 38, Parenting 

Payment). Similarly, Brianna (S2, F, V, CBBC) spoke about “poor parenting” and how that led to a 

child growing up knowing how to “look after themselves”. 

Tara (S1, F, 30, Austudy) very reluctantly shared the experience of being abandoned by her 

parents. She had lived in poverty as a child and was abandoned by her parents at an early age 

when her mother left home. Then a few years later, her father left her at school one day and 

locked her out of the house, leaving her homeless and couch surfing. Another participant had a 

violent father, so she left home at age 16, was sleeping on the streets and in and out of abusive 

relationships and addiction; as she recounted her story: “The first three decades of my life were 

full of trauma” (Joan, S1, F, 54, Disability Support Pension).  

Sexual abuse as a child was also mentioned outright or alluded to by three S1 participants and 

confirmed by two EFR workers (S2) as another example of childhood trauma. Reluctantly Judy (S1, 

F, 51, JobSeeker) talked about losing her sex abuse counsellor who was giving her food vouchers. 

Similarly, Claudia (S1, F, 55, Disability Support Pension) skirted around the issue by saying, “I think 
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what happened to my life was early childhood trauma … we lived next door to a presbytery and 

there was a gap in the fence, I’m sure you can fill in the details”. She also shared that the 

suppressed memories of this abuse were affecting her as an adult: “I couldn’t work out why I was 

falling apart then the memories surfaced and then I have been dealing with them since I was 

about 27”. (Claudia, S1, F, 55, Disability Support Pension).  

Generational sexual abuse was also revealed by one S1 participant who shared that she had been 

sexually abused as a child by her brother and had recently found out that her eldest son had been 

sexually abusing her youngest child. A couple of S1 parents also spoke of the abuse of their own 

children, not by their own hands, but by other family members.  

 Job loss and unemployment 

Job loss was another common experience shared by participants. Some participants shared stories 

of being laid off unexpectedly or even their ongoing health issues affecting their ability to work 

(also see Section 5.5.3 on page 79). Judy’s comment is an example of how job loss affected her 

life, tipping her into food insecurity: 

I always thought ‘it’s not going to happen to me, I’ve got a job, I’ve got a roof over my 

head’, I’ve got that, so initially what happened, I lost my job and suddenly … things 

became difficult. (Judy, S1, F, 51, JobSeeker) 

Being unfairly dismissed from their job or having to leave paid employment due to harassment 

was shared by a few S1 participants. Helen (S1, F, 57, JobSeeker) recounted her love of her 

previous job; however, after noticing abuse and neglect of the Elders living in the village and 

taking her complaints to the Fair Work Ombudsman22 (Glossary), she was unfairly dismissed:  

I got sacked … I even went to Fair Work (Ombudsman), I lost … I got sacked … and they 

marched me out of there, I couldn’t even say goodbye to my residents, they marched 

me out of there like I was a bloody convict and I’m banned! (Helen, S1, F, 57, JobSeeker) 

Experiencing harassment at work left Tara (S1, F, 30, Austudy) in a difficult position, where she 

had to stop working entirely. She went on to comment how this experience made her 

“increasingly disillusioned” about seeking employment in the future. Despite being one of the 

 

22 The Fair Work Ombudsman helps promote harmonious, productive, cooperative and compliant workplace relations 
in Australia. It provides education, advice and guidance to employers and employees on workplace compliance and 
workplace laws; https://www.fairwork.gov.au/  

https://www.fairwork.gov.au/
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youngest participants in this study, Tara’s thoughts on capitalism and the working world belie her 

age. She explained: 

This bitterness towards this idea of money and tying everything that people need to 

survive to money, and that employers leverage this and demean you constantly, under 

threat of you becoming homeless and then starving. (Tara, S1, F, 30, Austudy) 

Interestingly, COVID-19 was attributed to several job losses, with Britt (S2, F, S, CBBC) sharing that 

CBBC had seen an increase during the pandemic as it had left a considerable number without 

employment, looking for work, and accessing EFR agencies. Job loss from the perspective of 

several EFR workers (S2) was compared with the precarity of life and how people who were “on 6-

figure salaries and suddenly they’ve got nothing” (Leonie, S2, F, S, Anglicare). Tasha (S2, F, S, 

Uniting Communities) spoke candidly about a talk she gave at an exclusive private college and said 

a lot of people were only “four pay packets away from being in financial strife” much to the 

astonishment of the audience, but also reinforcing that unemployment and poverty can happen to 

anyone: 

The gasp that went through [the audience] and the conversations afterwards, I had so 

many people come up to me, ‘what do you mean by that?’, and I’m like, well yes … if 

you lose your job tomorrow … what if your marriage breaks up … what if you fall into 

depression. (Tasha, S2, F, S, Uniting Communities) 

 Homelessness 

Homelessness is not just the lack of housing; it also includes those who are couch surfing at a 

friend’s or family member’s home or sleeping on the streets or in their car. The events that led to 

homelessness were varied and included instances where participants could no longer stay with 

family or friends, ‘tough love’ approaches by family, rental leases not being renewed or no longer 

being affordable, or the loss of employment.  

Living with family or friends, including couch surfing, had been experienced by some S1 

participants. The loss of her community housing23 (Glossary) due to fire forced Claudia (S1, F, 55, 

Disability Support Pension) to spend 15 months couch surfing at friends’ and relatives’ homes until 

she felt she was no longer welcome and was forced to move on. She commented about how living 

in someone’s own space must have been “very hard” for the person, how couch surfing has 

affected her relationship with family and friends, and the distress she felt every time she packed 

 

23 Community housing is provided by the South Australian Government; rents are capped at 25% or 30% of income; 
see also Public Housing (Glossary) 



 

 
 

PAGE 78 

up her things and moved. This imposition on family was also mentioned by Ashley who spoke 

about being evicted and having to live with her grandmother: 

There were times that we would stay with my grandmother which put a strain on the 

relationship with her, made it really hard because I love my grandmother, but you know, 

having her daughter and three children under her roof with her … big strain on her too, 

and the intrusion on her life. (Ashley, S1, F, 53, JobSeeker) 

Over half of the S1 participants revealed they had been evicted from their own home. Two S1 

participants shared that they were kicked out of home at an early age, for reasons that were not 

elaborated on. Tara (S1, F, 30, Austudy) was only seven years old at the time her father locked her 

out of the family home and therefore she was forced to spend time “couch surfing [and] living 

with other people” and Carmel (S1, F, 40, Parenting Payment) left the family home at 13. Tough 

love was another reason, with Ella (S1, F, 27, Disability Support Pension) sharing that she was 

forced out of her family home due to her mental illness:  

I had a very turbulent relationship with my parents because I refused treatment for my 

mental illness, they didn’t want me in the house, but they also didn’t want me homeless 

so if I came back to them and said, ‘Mum I slept in a park last night’, she’d be like, 

‘here’s your bedroom’. (Ella, S1, F, 27, Disability Support Pension) 

Interestingly this tough love leading to someone being evicted from the family home was also 

mentioned by Britt (S2, F, S, CBBC) who shared that it was often in response to drug or alcohol 

abuse, or gambling problems, and was one of the many reasons the church saw people for food 

relief. 

Ella (S1, F, 27, Disability Support Pension) also shared that after being evicted from her family 

home, she had lived with friends in Melbourne, then moved back to Adelaide and lived in very 

unsafe accommodation with “a couple of people who had awful meth addictions”. This living 

arrangement was not ideal as she was sleeping on the living room floor, with drug dealers coming 

to the house at all hours. Rough sleeping was only mentioned by one other S1 participant, who 

left the family home at age 16 due to family violence. She commented that “it wasn’t a lot of fun” 

but did not specify where she was sleeping at the time. However, one EFR worker (S2) said her 

agency saw a lot of rough sleepers and they were mostly women. Only one participant had been 

squatting: Helen (S1, F, 57, JobSeeker) squatted in her rental home after the lease ended and she 

was unable to pay the increase of an extra $40 per week; she went on to comment, “I’ll squat and 
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then I can go to jail and … then I’ll have a roof over my head”, suggesting the extremes she would 

go to in order to avoid being on the streets. 

After being served an intervention order by his wife and being evicted from his home, Tony (S1, M, 

61, Disability Support Pension) lived in his car for five months, something he commented was “not 

safe” at his age. Other S1 participants had lived in their cars for other reasons. For example, Elaina 

(S1, F, 61, Disability Support Pension) lost her job and was then evicted from the home she was 

renting off a friend; he would not accept half the rent, forcing her to live in her car for a few 

weeks. She recalled the memory with humour, stating, “It was only a few weeks, but it was 

horrible, and I had my dog in there, oh my god, I never want to do that again! [laughs]” (Elaina, S1, 

F, 61, Disability Support Pension). Peta (S1, F, 50, JobSeeker), who had no permanent residence, 

shared that she was sleeping in a motel during the week and in her car on the weekends because 

she was using all her money to stay in the hotel.  

5.5.3 Health issues  

Health issues also featured highly in the interviews, with nearly all S1 participants experiencing 

some type of illness or disorder that prevented them from engaging in paid work and therefore 

relying on government social assistance payments. However, only five S1 participants were 

receiving the government Disability Support Pension, whereas others were receiving JobSeeker 

and were expected to find work. For example, Helen (S1, F, 57, JobSeeker), despite having had a 

stroke, chronic and unstable diabetes, and mental health issues including a nervous breakdown, 

was still trying to move from JobSeeker to the Disability Support Pension, something she said was 

“very hard” and involved multiple doctor and specialists’ visits.  

When asked what issues affect food insecure people the most, nearly all EFR workers (S2) said 

mental health “is a big one” and “one of the three key things”. Tasha (S2, F, S, Uniting 

Communities) confirmed this by saying that poor mental health often stemmed from previous 

trauma and how it was “episodic at the moment”. Similarly, Bonnie (S2, F, S, Hope’s Café) shared 

that most of the people she interacted with had mental health issues that are “actually based in 

trauma”. Interestingly, poor mental health affected most S1 participants, and included bipolar 

disorder, anxiety, social anxiety, stress or depression. Helen (S1, F, 57, JobSeeker) summed this up 

perfectly: “Most poor people you’ll see will have mental illness … all of them” and went on to 

speak about the stress of having no food and how “every day is fight or flight because every day is 

a survival day” (Helen, S1, F, 57, JobSeeker). Some of the S1 participant’s mental health issues 
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were also linked with childhood trauma. For example, Joan (S1, F, 54, Disability Support Pension) 

linked her mental health issues back to trauma she experienced as a child and abusive 

relationships as an adult, and similarly, Claudia (S1, F, 55, Disability Support Pension) attributed 

her diagnosis of bipolar disorder to her childhood experiences; she is also on the Disability Support 

Pension but mentioned that “it [bipolar disorder] wouldn’t get you on it [now], which is terrible”. 

The participants mentioned other health issues. For example, Cherie (S1, F, 46, Carers Payment & 

Allowance) has osteoarthritis that is exacerbated by caring for her adult daughter who has special 

needs. She then went on to list how her osteoarthritis was affecting her quality of life: “It’s 

affecting my ability to stand and cook my own food … it affects my abilities to do most things so, 

some days I can’t even, I can barely get out of bed to use the bathroom” (Cherie, S1, F, 46, Carers 

Payment & Allowance).  

There were also the health impacts of food insecurity, such as ongoing nerve pain which was 

exacerbated by a diet high in processed foods that is mostly available in dumpsters and at EFR 

agencies. A regular dumpster diver, Joan (S1, F, 54, Disability Support Pension) shared this ongoing 

problem:  

If you’re hungry enough and chasing carbs or sugar because you’re hungry … they’re the 

most available from dumpster diving and I eat them, it sets my [nerve pain] symptoms 

off … if I’m starving, I eat shit, and yeah, and deal with it. (Joan, S1, F, 54, Disability 

Support Pension) 

Another example of the health impacts of food insecurity and poverty is Helen’s story (S1, F, 57, 

JobSeeker) – on insulin for diabetes, Helen was rationing her dose because she could not afford 

medication, food and rent. This resulted in her having a stroke and ending up in hospital. Her 

hospital report stated the stroke was caused by “financial stressors leading to missed insulin 

doses” and she was classified by the hospital doctors and dietitians as having “community 

acquired malnutrition from food insecurity”. Helen had also been in hospital on other occasions 

due to diabetic induced ketoacidosis, a condition where the excess sugars in her bloodstream 

cause her blood to become over-acidic, due to her rationing insulin and possibly from her poor 

diet.  

The researcher’s memo post-interview is noteworthy, as it highlights the lack of action on food 

insecurity in Australia, despite “community acquired malnutrition from food insecurity” being 

diagnosed by medical professionals: 
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Helen talked openly about her stroke. She was in hospital and being assessed by the 

community nutritionist/dietitian who said Helen had ‘community acquired 

malnutrition’, it was actually given a specific medical term, it exists, it’s noticed by 

medical personnel, by dieticians … the medical specialists at the hospital wrote in her 

file that she [Helen] was rationing her insulin because she couldn’t afford to buy more 

and the fact that she was also food insecure. So, it’s [food insecurity] known, it’s being 

talked about by medical professionals, it’s been identified by the medical/dietetics 

professions, why the fuck aren’t we doing something about it! (Memo, 3 February 2022) 

Similarly, Judy (S1, F, 51, JobSeeker) experienced health issues directly related to food insecurity, 

and recalled a conversation with her doctor about why her iron levels were so low. Judy’s 

response was, “I can’t afford to eat red meat … because I’m on Centrelink24 (Glossary)” suggesting 

the payment is so low that she cannot afford to purchase vital nutritional food. Only one EFR 

worker (S2) identified the poor-quality food that was available to food insecure adults, and how 

the food “is high carb, it’s high sugar, a lot of our guys have got [type 2] diabetes … I worry about 

the effect on people’s health” (Bonnie, S2, F, S, Hope’s Café). 

Another health-related concern was substance abuse, which was specifically mentioned by two S1 

participants and one EFR worker (S2). Helen spoke quite eloquently about substance use, the links 

between food insecurity and poverty, and how some people in poverty “tend to self-medicate” 

because “when you have a shitty life, sometimes you wanna escape it” (Helen, S1, F, 57, 

JobSeeker). Similarly, Joan (S1, F, 54, Disability Support Pension) was addicted to heroin by the age 

of 22 after being involved with someone who was using the drug. She was no longer using heroin 

but spoke of the trouble she had stopping. Britt (S2, F, S, CBBC) also linked the issues of substance 

abuse and gambling with food insecurity and commented that providing people with food relief 

often fed the addictions because it gave them more money to purchase drugs or gamble.  

Seven S1 participants also had children with major health issues that presented financial 

challenges, even to the point of putting them into debt paying for specialist and hospital visits or 

juggling hospital admissions. One S1 parent cried when she spoke of how her autistic son’s NDIS 

(National Disability Insurance Scheme)25 had run out, so she was “getting in debt [paying] for his 

[specialist] appointments” (Joan, S1, F, 54, Disability Support Pension). Single parent Carmel (S1, F, 

 

24 Centrelink, part of the Australian Government Services Australia department, delivers social assistance payments 
and services to Australians; https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/centrelink?context=1   

25 The National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) supports Australians with a significant and permanent disability 
and their families and carers; https://www.ndis.gov.au/  

https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/centrelink?context=1
https://www.ndis.gov.au/
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40, Parenting Payment) has three children with special needs – one with schizophrenia, one with 

behavioural issues, and the other who has visual issues and requires eye surgery and glasses – she 

described it as being hard but still managed to inject some humour into the situation:  

What you get on the pension [Parenting Payment & Family Tax Benefit] just isn’t enough 

when you’ve got [children with health issues], like all the hip hop songs say, ‘tryin’ to 

make a dollar out of 15 cents’ [laughs]. (Carmel, S1, F, 40, Parenting Payment)  

Carmel (S1, F, 40, Parenting Payment) also explained how the Parenting Payment was not enough 

money to support her and her children; she was in the process of changing to the Carer’s Payment 

because she cannot work while her son is at school due to his difficult behaviours and resultant 

problems at school. Similarly, two EFR workers (S2) also spoke of the health issues affecting the 

children of people seeking food relief. One client required glasses for her son, so the EFR agency 

was able to provide a voucher for government-subsidised glasses. Another spoke of how the 

father was accessing EFR for his son because of an organ donation that went wrong, and he ended 

up incapacitated and no longer able to work. 

 

5.6 Theme 2: Down the well without a ladder – stories of oppression and a 
brief glimmer of hope 

The second theme, Theme 2: Down the well without a ladder – stories of oppression and a brief 

glimmer of hope, addresses research objective 1 (investigate the set of circumstances (or tipping 

points) that lead to food insecurity and the need to source food using orthodox and unorthodox 

acquisition practices), research objective 2 (understand the experiences of food insecure adults 

who access food using orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition practices) and research 

objective 3 (understand the impacts of COVID-19, especially during the time of the financial 

support payments). 

Like Theme 1, this theme arose from a S1 participant quote that captured the daily struggle food 

insecure adults face just to survive and how they are trapped in this endless cycle, unable to 

change their circumstances. Helen (S1, F, 57, JobSeeker) commented about the plight of those 

who are experiencing poverty and food insecurity and how the government had put people like 

herself “in this hole right, and they’ve taken all the ropes and ladders out, we have to get up that 

hole, [but] there’s nothing there anymore”. The concept for this theme therefore centres on 

participant stories of oppression, and further highlights the extrinsic events that become tipping 
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points into orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition practices. The impact of the COVID-19 

payments are included under this theme because the extra money provided temporary relief from 

food insecurity and poverty, effectively giving them a ladder and a brief glimmer of hope, lifting 

them out of the hole. Table 6 presents the sub-themes. 

 

Table 6 - Theme 2: Down the well without a ladder – stories of oppression and a brief glimmer of hope 
 

Theme Theme 1: Life’s not gone 
according to plan – stories of 

adversity 

Theme 2: Down the well 
without a ladder – stories of 

oppression and a brief 
glimmer of hope 

Theme 3: Self-managing the 
situation 

Sub-theme Relationship breakdown & 
divorce 

Flaws in the system (no help 
from anyone) 

Orthodox coping strategies 

Trauma & loss Continual oppression – the 
narratives and discourses that 

keep food insecure adults 
‘down the well’ 

Unorthodox coping strategies 

Health issues A brief glimmer of hope – the 
Coronavirus Supplement and 
Economic Support Payments 

 

 

5.6.1 Flaws in the system (no help from anyone) 

Food insecure adults often spoke of how they felt forgotten by the government and agencies that 

were supposed to help them, fuelling their belief of being stuck down the well without a ladder. 

They also faced barriers to securing employment, and a lack of a social network to draw from in 

times of need, highlighting the structural deficits that create an ever-perpetuating cycle of 

oppressing people in poverty further. This in turn, changes the focus of this complex social issue to 

an individual’s responsibility rather than providing the services that offer proactive action to help 

them improve their lives.  

 Unable to find secure employment 

One example of feeling down the well without a ladder is being unable to find secure employment, 

something that would help them escape from the ‘well’ and reduce their reliance on social 

assistance payments. Several S1 participants spoke of barriers and surprisingly, of particular note, 

being TAFE or university educated is one such barrier. In her view, Cherie’s degrees have led her to 

be considered “overqualified”, even for menial supermarket checkout jobs and being second-
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guessed by the employers because they thought she would not be “happy just standing on 

checkouts” (Cherie, S1, F, 46, Carers Payment & Allowance). Mental health issues were another 

obstacle to secure employment, as shared by Ella (S1, F, 27, Disability Support Pension) whose 

health issues meant she could never ask her employer to hold her job for her while she went into 

hospital for a month. Other S1 participants spoke of the inconsistency of hours of their casual 

employment or having no work because it was a seasonal job (e.g. only during the cricket season). 

Tara (S1, F, 30, Austudy) expressed this casual and insecure employment prospect as something 

stressful: “Employers leverage this and demean you constantly, under threat of you becoming 

homeless and then starving.” Another barrier to finding secure employment was being food 

insecure and impoverished, as expressed by Helen (S1, F, 57, JobSeeker), who took her concerns 

to a local Minister of Parliament, asking her, “How do you want me to go to work if I haven’t eaten 

in four days?” She went on to say: 

I’ve not no teeth, my hair’s shit coz I haven’t been able to afford a haircut in three years, 

my clothes are hanging off me because I’m all skin and bone, and I’m delirious from 

hunger … what’s the employer gonna say? Are you gonna pick me or the nice one there? 

… How do they [the government] expect us to go find work when we’re hungry! (Helen, 

S1, F, 57, JobSeeker) 

Despite having a job, one participant spoke of not being allowed to leave Catherine House26 at six 

o’clock in the morning because they “don’t unlock the doors until 8.30am!” Peta (S1, F, 50, 

JobSeeker) was perplexed why, and in her words, “I’m trying to better my life here … I’ve got a 

job!”. Another obstacle to securing employment was from exercising their right to not have the 

COVID-19 vaccination, which prevented Sophie (S1, F, 47, JobSeeker) from finishing her studies 

and gaining employment in the aged care sector. Digital poverty was cited as another hurdle in the 

quest for secure employment, with a lack of phone credit or internet/computer access preventing 

them from applying for jobs. Even reporting to their employment services provider27 is a digital 

process, and this presents a never-ending cycle of not having enough money to afford these 

utilities, which then prevents them from gaining paid employment that would give them the 

money – another example of not being able to escape from this ‘well’ because of continual 

barriers within the system. One EFR worker (S2) also suggested another barrier to securing 

 

26 Catherine House is an organisation that supports women experiencing homelessness and domestic violence 
https://catherinehouse.org.au/  

27 An employment services provider helps people on JobSeeker, Parenting Payment and Youth Allowance search for 
work, gain skills for work, or transition into the job market; 
https://www.workforceaustralia.gov.au/individuals/coaching/providers/  

https://catherinehouse.org.au/
https://www.workforceaustralia.gov.au/individuals/coaching/providers/
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employment was because the employment services provider “isn’t doing what’s needed by the 

person” or putting the unemployed person forward for jobs that are “outside the realms [of their 

abilities]” (Britt, S2, F, S, CBBC).  

 Government support is inadequate 

The lack of support from the government was mentioned by almost all S1 participants. From the 

failing healthcare system to inadequate social assistance payments and a general reluctance of the 

government to provide a substantial increase, S1 participants were feeling forgotten by the 

government and tended to have a lack of trust in them. 

Several S1 participants expressed a lack of trust in the government to do the right thing and look 

after people in need, even to the point of identifying their own personal political choice deeming 

them “not the right group to receive anything”. One S1 participant compared the Australian 

Government to something out of a Kafka28 novel, demonstrating her level of distrust:  

It’s just really frustrating just how nonsensical all of it feels … I don’t know if you’ve read 

anything by Franz Kafka, it feels like a Kafka novel. (Tara, S1, F, 30, Austudy)  

Even a participant from S2 expressed her concern with the government’s tendency to focus on 

whatever the ‘hot topic’ of the moment was, sharing her views of how the government tackles 

social issues: 

‘Oh we need to do that and we’ll focus on it for three years’ and then ‘ooh no we need 

to switch, so we’ll cut all the funding from that’, lose good people, do all of that sort of 

stuff and ‘we’ll switch over to this’, to housing or yes, so flavour of the month stuff, and 

it’s not holistic and it’s not working. (Tasha, S2, F, S, Uniting Communities)  

When describing the Australian Government, participants used words like “corruption”, 

“embellishing figures”, “lying”, “censoring”, “lacking empathy” or how the system was “rorting” 

them to describe their feelings. A few participants also referred to Australia as the “lucky country” 

and how food insecurity and poverty should not be occurring in such a rich country. However, the 

biggest concern expressed by S1 participants was how inadequate the social assistance payments 

are, especially JobSeeker. S1 participants shared that they were choosing which bills to pay that 

fortnight and were continually “chasing your tail” and “robbing Peter to pay Paul” to manage what 

 

28 Franz Kafka https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Franz_Kafka; his novels feature "protagonists facing bizarre or surrealistic 
predicaments and incomprehensible socio-bureaucratic powers"; Kafka explores the themes of alienation, existential 
anxiety, guilt, and absurdity 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Franz_Kafka
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little money they have. Other S1 participants stated social assistance payments were “ridiculous” 

and “a pittance”, and that “the inflation rate doesn’t match the pay”. This lack of financial support 

left S1 participants feeling “angry”, “bitter” and “worried”, and another obstacle to them escaping 

from the “well” of oppression.  

S1 participants also expressed how stressful it was living like this. For example, Joan explained 

“[I’m] just worried about fucking income all the time, like about how I’m gonna make everything 

work” (Joan, S1, F, 54, Disability Support Pension). Outraged, another participant was angry that 

the Australian Government was reluctant to raise JobSeeker, even though they “just gave a bloody 

tax cut to the billionaires!” (Claudia, S1, F, 55, Disability Support Pension) further demonstrating 

their lack of trust in a government that is charged with helping people. Their frustration was 

shared through stories of “not enough money”, “no way to get ahead”, how there was always “no 

food in the house” and feeling hungry because they were only “eating once a day” and how this 

was exacerbating their health conditions. One S1 participant spoke eloquently of the plight of a 

friend: “I know a friend of mine … was malnourished, like she lives in fucking Australia and she’s 

malnourished!” (Joan, S1, F, 54, Disability Support Pension). Joan also went on to say: 

[sigh and long pause] Everybody that is living like this, living without a balanced diet, 

we’re all gonna have health problems, we’re all getting them and it’s gonna cost the 

government a fuck load more for that, mind my language … if the only thing they care 

about is financial then it’s gonna cost them more but I guess that’s not in this election 

cycle is it. (Joan, S1, F, 54, Disability Support Pension) 

Further adding to their struggle and the feeling of being trapped down the well, most of the S1 

participants commented that their social assistance payments have not kept up with the cost of 

living, making it harder for them to afford the essentials:  

My housing costs have gone up, my electricity costs have gone up, my internet costs 

have gone up … all my fixed expenses have increased and the pension hasn’t increased 

in a way that’s meaningful to cover the fixed expenses so it means that the proportion 

of my income I have to spend on food or to spend on clothing or transport or anything 

it’s dwindled so, it worsens the food insecurity. (Ella, S1, F, 27, Disability Support 

Pension) 

Two EFR workers (S2) also shared their awareness of how low the social assistance payments 

were, and how people will struggle to afford even basic necessities on these payments. Bonnie 

(S2, F, S, Hope’s Café) referred to JobSeeker as “disgusting” and “wicked”, and how people on 

these payments “just plain don’t have enough [money]” and “there is no great big deep 
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psychological society cause, they’re not given enough money, that’s it, that’s all it is, not enough 

money!” Interestingly, Britt (S2, F, S, CBBC) said her church often refers people to Centrepay29 

(Glossary). This comment from Britt, which appears helpful at first, is suggestive of a lack of 

awareness of the rising costs of living and a misunderstanding of how low social assistance 

payments are, and a further confirmation of how food insecure adults are kept down the well of 

oppression.  

Most S1 participants were also having trouble affording dental visits and their medication/s on 

social assistance payments. Dental care was mentioned by a couple of S1 participants who stated 

visiting a dentist can be “embarrassing” because of the poor condition of their teeth. One S1 

participant called tooth decay and missing teeth the “badge of poverty” suggesting dental care is 

one preventive health measure that gets missed when impoverished. Even though prescription 

medications are heavily discounted through the Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme30 (PBS – 

Glossary), some participants were having to choose between buying food or medication, with a 

few sharing that in order to cope, they often ceased taking their medication or found ways to 

stretch it out until the next pay day. Unfortunately, this can have disastrous results, as evidenced 

by Helen, who got caught out when she was rationing her insulin: 

Yes, so I wasn’t taking [insulin] every day or anything like that so, I ended up in hospital 

quite a few times with just my um, glucose levels, low, very, very low … then I had the 

stroke. (Helen, S1, F, 57, JobSeeker) 

Another S1 participant shared how much her medications cost her each month: “You look at the 

basis of those four meds on a monthly costing … we’re almost up to 26, 27 dollars just on four 

meds on a monthly basis” (Peta, S1, F, 50, JobSeeker). However, only two EFR workers (S2) 

acknowledged how hard it was for people on social assistance payments to access timely health 

care and medications, with one stating the constant decisions people on social assistance 

payments have to make: “Literally, do I eat, or do I have my medication, or which medication is 

more important for me to get this week?” (Bonnie, S2, F, S, Hope’s Café). 

 

29 Centrepay is provided by Services Australia; it is a voluntary bill paying service, free to Centrelink customers, where 
you can arrange regular deductions from your social assistance payment to go to utilities and other bills; 
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/centrepay  

30 Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme is a government scheme that provides affordable access to medication and related 
services; https://www.pbs.gov.au/info/about-the-pbs 

https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/centrepay
https://www.pbs.gov.au/info/about-the-pbs


 

 
 

PAGE 88 

Apart from struggling to survive on government social assistance payments, most participants 

spoke of the stress and additional pressure from unexpected bills, where they must make the 

decision about how to effectively manage the expense along with their usual bills and food. A few 

S1 participants spoke about car repairs or large veterinary bills for their animals, something they 

had not budgeted for. Three EFR workers (S2), who were from the same organisation, also spoke 

of these unexpected bills and how that brings clients to their church seeking food and financial 

assistance.  

The costs of running a car was also a concern for S1 participants, especially when having a car is 

essential for appointments, job hunting, or even accessing EFR agencies. Registration, repairs and 

petrol all add up when on a fixed income. Sophie (S1, F, 47, JobSeeker) commented about paying 

her car registration: “The lump of 160 dollars out of your pay that’s three, four hundred dollars a 

fortnight is huge” and similarly, Tara (S1, F, 30, Austudy) shared that she sold her car because she 

could not afford to pay for her driver’s licence or car registration. These increased costs were also 

reflected in the EFR sector where Britt (S2, F, staff, CBBC) recalled: 

We have had recently phone calls of people ringing up just for petrol cards, just for 

petrol vouchers … so that’s something we’ve not had before so that’s new, yeah and we 

don’t have petrol vouchers. (Britt, S2, F, staff, CBBC) 

Those who were in community or public housing (Glossary) were thankful that the cost-of-living 

increases did not affect them as much because their rent was capped to their income. However, 

the S1 participants who were renting privately were experiencing hardship as their rents were 

increased when the landlord passed on increases in their mortgage repayments. One participant 

commented: “I heard the median rents in Adelaide were 56 dollars a day and Centrelink is 

48 dollars a day!” (Peta, S1, F, 50, JobSeeker), and another stated three-quarters of her social 

assistance payment went on private rent. Another S1 participant shared how much she was paying 

in rent: “280 dollars a week” and equating it with the “600 [dollars] a fortnight” she was receiving 

in social assistance payments, leaving her almost nothing left at the end of each fortnight. 

 No support network to rely on 

Two-thirds of S1 participants said they were unable to rely on family for food or money to buy 

food. A common theme throughout the participant interviews was that they had become 

estranged from family, or that relatives had passed away, leaving them with no support. Stories of 

“bad family connections” or of family turning their backs on participants were shared, 
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demonstrating the social isolation of S1 participants. Carmel (S1, F, 40, Parenting Payment) 

expressed her frustration at having no support: “I’ve got no family, I can’t even ring up and ask for 

five bucks off my mum or anything, I have no contact with any of my family.” Some had family 

who were in a similar situation of being on social assistance payments or had health issues of their 

own (“they’ve both got cancer”), whereas a couple of S1 participants spoke of not wanting to ask 

for help because they had a hard time accepting it and would rather give help than take it. One S1 

participant spoke of the perceived negative connotations of going to her parent’s place for a meal 

as she felt she was “scrounging off of my parents” (Ella, S1, F, 27, Disability Support Pension). She 

also spoke of the difficulties asking for food from her mum who would say “go buy your own” 

even though they were in a financial position to help her out.  

A few S1 participants mentioned that they stopped going to friend’s places or out with friends 

because they could not reciprocate, or they simply could not afford it. One S1 participant even lied 

about not being hungry when going out with friends:  

The odd occasion that I go out for a meal for somebody’s birthday or something like 

that, I just say I’m not very hungry and I’ll just get an entrée, but I’m alright with that, 

you know, it’s no biggie. (Joan, S1, F, 54, Disability Support Pension) 

This social isolation was also mentioned by one EFR worker (S2) who spoke of food insecure 

people not mixing with others “because they can’t afford to offer them even a cup of coffee” 

(Britt, S2, F, S, CBBC).  

5.6.2 Continual oppression – the narratives and judgements that keep food insecure adults 
down the well 

Many S1 participants spoke about how hard it was navigating food insecurity and poverty, without 

also having to contend with demeaning language and judgement when accessing different 

services. This sub-theme arose from an S1 participant comment about calling food insecurity what 

it really is – that people are going without food and in some cases starving. She commented about 

society “sanitising” the term food insecurity by: 

Making it acceptable [and] okay for people to use … when you unpack it and people 

describe it, it means that people are going without food, well what is that? … because it 

is a sanitised way that … assuages people’s middle-class noblesse oblige bullshit … let’s 

call it what it is, let’s say people are starving because they are. (Claudia, S1, F, 55, 

Disability Support Pension) 
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Nearly all S1 participants spoke of feeling “not welcome, not wanted”, that they “don’t deserve 

[more food]”, felt as though they were “extraneous”, “judged”, “mocked”, and thought of as “dole 

bludgers” and “drug addicts”. One participant summed up her experiences by saying: “there are 

some people that take great delight in putting the boot in, into impoverished people” (Ashley, S1, 

F, 53, JobSeeker) and another commented that staff: “judge between the deserving poor and the 

non-deserving poor … they just wanna make you feel worse about yourself, like kicking someone 

when they’re already down, it’s just not okay” (Cherie, S1, F, 46, Carers Payment & Allowance). 

Similarly, Helen (S1, F, 57, JobSeeker) was a little more direct in her comments about EFR 

agencies: “They don’t have that empathy, they don’t, they can’t understand that, if it hasn’t 

happened to [them], it can’t be happening to you.” One participant even spoke of how awful he 

felt walking into an agency for food, which was exacerbated by the community food hub not being 

located near supermarkets, and the branded bags to carry to food home in. He stated:  

A lot of the time with like food banks and stuff like that, it’s right down here [indicating 

down the road] it’s not up near the other food section [indicating supermarkets] so that 

makes it quite obvious where you’re coming from, depending on the agencies as well 

some of them like to put in their own bags which can make it a bit of embarrassment 

when you’re walking home with the food. (Michael, S1, M, 38, Parenting Payment) 

A few S1 participants spoke of the EFR workers expecting them to be grateful for the service and 

food they had been given. One participant likened this to the noblesse oblige where “the nobles of 

the old days were obligated to take care of their serfs and there is some of that goes into the 

volunteers” (Claudia, S1, F, 55 Disability Support Pension). Specifically, one EFR worker (S2) 

referred to this attitude of some EFR volunteers as “do-gooder” behaviour where they were only 

volunteering to “help the poor people of the world” and “look how good I am” (Tasha, S2, F, S, 

Uniting Communities). Similarly, another S2 participant cited the reason she was volunteering: 

I don’t sleep well at night worrying about the inequity among us and so I donate, and 

I’ve donated to charities as long as I can remember … otherwise I’m not sleeping … but I 

do sleep better knowing I’m making a difference. (Brianna, S2, F, V, CBBC) 

Tasha (S2, F, S, Uniting Communities) also said her experience with volunteers led to her 

awareness of how “condescending” they could be and the impact this can have on food insecure 

clients. She commented: “And they will talk to [a client] and go ‘oh, you poor darling’” and how 

volunteers are not “bad people but [it] is about them”. In addition, the language used by some S2 

volunteers during their interviews was also quite noteworthy, with a couple referring to their 

clients in a way that might inadvertently stigmatise them. For example, Brianna (S2, F, V, CBBC) 
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spoke of how aware she was about the lack of hygiene of some clients and another S2 volunteer 

(Mark, S2, M, V, CBBC) shared a conversation he had with a colleague about a woman escaping 

DV, where he referred to her as “a dodgy one”.  

Further adding to the perceived humiliation of accessing food relief, food insecure adults were 

also referred to a financial counsellor, something that was also considered demoralising by S1 

participants, as exemplified by Ella: “… it’s like, you try to live on my income, I don’t need financial 

counselling …” (Ella, S1, F, 27, Disability Support Pension). A referral to a financial counsellor was 

also seen as unnecessary, as Ashley (S1, F, 53, JobSeeker) commented: “… a lot of people that 

work in financial advice say poor people don’t need financial advice, they need a better income, 

they need better finances”. Britt (S2, F, S, CBBC) also shared this sentiment, saying, “Anybody on a 

JobSeeker payment, [in a] private rental, running a car, [they] will never be out of poverty!” 

Referrals to financial counsellors often came with a proviso when a food relief client came back 

seeking more than their allocated four visits a year, as demonstrated by Mark who emphatically 

stated: 

We turn that leaflet over and we go, ‘they’ve had four visits … okay what have they 

done? Oh they’ve gone to finance, budget counselling and they’ve done this, and 

they’ve done that’, yeah, we’ll give them a fifth [visit]. (Mark, S2, M, V, CBBC) 

Adding to the narratives surrounding food insecurity were public perceptions that it was easy to 

eat healthily and on a tight budget, which could stem from a lack of awareness of poverty and 

food insecurity. Ashley (S1, F, 53, JobSeeker) recounted a conversation she had with another 

person about food insecurity and how hard it was for food insecure people to afford fresh food; 

this person’s response was, “Oh just go down to the central market and buy lentils, just buy 

lentils”, oversimplifying an extremely complex social issue. This type of response was also 

amplified by an EFR worker’s comment about buying “a kilo of rice … yes it’s just rice and yes you 

have to put stuff with it but that’s gonna last you a week” (Tasha, S2, F, S, Uniting Communities). A 

lack of awareness of food insecurity and poverty was also conveyed by an EFR volunteer, who 

said: “So by visiting … as infrequently as they need to … it preserves them [EFR] for when they’re 

absolutely critical” (Brianna, S2, F, CBBC); this similarly is suggesting not only a blindness to the 

other food acquisition practices used by food insecure clients, but of poverty. Similarly, Mark (S2, 

M, V, CBBC), when asked if he had heard any stories of clients obtaining food or money to buy 

food in risky, unsafe or illegal ways, commented: “We don’t delve into what they do … that sort of 

thing in my opinion is not shared, it’s personal to that person … if I heard that, I would say ‘why, 
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why would you do that sort of thing?’” When probed further about why this might be happening, 

Leonie (S2, F, S, Anglicare) suggested it might be because volunteers are “not educated in how to 

question a client” or because [the client] thinks “that person’s a Christian and you can’t tell 

Christians that sort of stuff, that’s what clients would think [of] those volunteers”. 

There was also an element of ‘self-talk’ and blame expressed by S1 participants that potentially 

reinforced the discourses surrounding food insecurity and poverty and their acceptance of this 

continued oppression. S1 participants described themselves quite negatively and with resignation 

about their situation, with comments about accepting that food insecurity and poverty “is just the 

way it’s gonna be” and “we’ve got to learn to live with it”, that “beggars can’t be choosers”, that 

they are “not entitled” to food, and “that’s all we’re worthy of”. One participant said she “started 

believing the narrative that I couldn’t manage my money, that I was useless, that I was this, that I 

was that, that something’s wrong with me because I can’t make ends meet” (Claudia, S1, F, 55 

Disability Support Pension).  

Despite this negative self-talk, references to resignation and “survival” also featured in both S1 

and S2 interviews. Sophie (S1, F, 47, JobSeeker) expressed this sentiment: “I was just like ‘this is 

just the way it’s gonna be’ so and I’ve just accepted it and get on with it”. Other S1 participants 

also expressed their “acceptance” of just barely surviving, of how this was “part of life now” and 

their “reality”. Feelings of absolute exhaustion from being so strong and resilient was expressed by 

Elaina (S1, F, 61, Disability Support Pension): “I’ve coped alright … you pick yourself up, move on 

and start again … I’ve just always got on with it, nothing really fazes me … you do what you have to 

do.” A few EFR workers (S2) also spoke of how “incredibly capable and resilient”, “smart”, “savvy”, 

“absolutely amazing” and “blessed” they get to meet these people who “know how to deal with 

hard times”.  

Conversely, having lived experience of food insecurity and poverty did not necessarily mean food 

insecure adults were compassionate towards others in the same position. Some of the S1 

participants also referred to other food insecure people as those “who abuse the system”, some 

were taking advantage of the EFR agencies, food insecure adults were perceived as snobby and 

demanding food, and some of them were living “beyond their means”. This negativity and 

judgement of others in the same position is further demonstrated by the following comments: 
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I’ve seen them counting their change on the train on the way home or making their sign 

on the way into the city ‘homeless please [give food or money]’, these people have 

houses … in the poverty circles there’s more of a, a greed factor of ‘well I’ve been in 

poverty all my life and I want it and therefore I’m gonna have it, and if I have to steal 

from Woolies [supermarket] to get it then, I have to steal from Woolies [supermarket] 

to get it’. (Peta, S1, F, 50, JobSeeker) 

I don’t know what a lot of people do with their money, there’s a number of times I see 

someone who’s got four or five kids, not working, got their Family Tax Benefit … and 

now they’re out of money again … well I know for a fact you would’ve got, with four kids 

it would be around $3,500 that you would’ve got as a lump sum and now four weeks 

later you’ve got nothing [laughs] makes you question. (Cherie, S1, F, 46, Carers Payment 

& Allowance) 

Further exemplifying this view of other food insecure adults, one S1 participant was “shocked at 

the level of intelligence of people accessing emergency food relief”, reinforcing the construct that 

only uneducated people are food insecure and impoverished. Another S1 participant specifically 

called people accessing food relief as “not the sort of people you’d wanna be friends with, ex-jail 

birds, drug addicts, all that sort of thing” (Judy, S1, F, 51, JobSeeker), further contributing to the 

negativity and discourses surrounding food insecurity and poverty. One S2 EFR worker also cited 

the interplay between substance abuse, gambling, and food insecurity, intensifying the negative 

portrayal of adults experiencing food insecurity. 

5.6.3 A brief glimmer of hope – the Coronavirus Supplement and Economic Support 
Payments 

The third sub-theme focused on the COVID-19 pandemic and the CS and ES payments (Glossary) 

that were given by the Morrison Liberal government from March 2020 to April 2021. During the 

interviews, S1 participants expressed how they could live “like a normal person” and needed less 

food relief during this time. The S1 interviews also captured participants’ shock when they were 

forced back into poverty when the financial assistance ended in April 2021 (see Figure 1 – 

Coronavirus Supplement and Economic Support payments provided by the Australian Government 

during the COVID-19 pandemic, March 2020 to April 2021 on page 15).  

 I could afford to buy an avocado!: More money = less food relief 

Participants openly and consistently discussed the difference the CS and ES payments made to 

their lives. Almost all S1 participants shared that they could afford to buy food from supermarkets 

and pay their outstanding bills when they received either the JobSeeker increase or the one-off 
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COVID Supplement payments (see Figure 1 on page 15). In particular, Helen’s comments struck a 

chord, and demonstrated the associated joy and relief she experienced:  

It was just this amazing thing when we got that extra money … I remember the first 

money I got, and I went shopping and I grabbed an avocado … I cried, I was crying coz I 

could afford this fucking avocado, you know, it’s like, it’s an avocado! (Helen, S1, F, 57, 

JobSeeker) 

This comment from Helen raised personal feelings of privilege, shame and being cavalier with food 

for the researcher, as evidenced by the memo after this interview: 

When Helen was talking about the extra payments and she could actually eat 

avocadoes, I immediately had this vision of me just randomly, wantonly, picking an 

avocado [at the supermarket] and thinking about one of the times that I’d not got 

around to eating this avo and it rotted in the fruit bowl (it did get composted so not 

truly wasted) but just that frivolous food attitude when Helen was so joyous to be able 

to afford to buy an avocado with that extra money. My privilege again, very much aware 

of it. (Memo, 3 February 2022) 

Almost all S1 participants shared that they were able to pay their rent, settle outstanding bills, pay 

their car registration and afford petrol. One participant commented that she was able to “pay off 

some of these bills and get some of them in credit” (Cherie, S1, F, 46, Carers Payment & 

Allowance). Two S1 participants specifically mentioned this extra money meant they could afford a 

bond for a better rental and move to a new house. Others used the money to buy new furniture, 

get a haircut, buy medications they previously could not afford or save some of it “for a rainy day”. 

Some S1 participants commented that having savings meant they felt a “sense of security” and 

being “comfortable” with their finances, therefore not having to stress about their money running 

out before pay day. Some S1 participants expressed their happiness that they could do simple 

things like buy a loved one a gift, go to the movies, or go out to lunch with family, even if it was a 

“2-dollar bucket of chips or something … and we could just sit there and talk …” (Helen, S1, F, 57, 

JobSeeker). This comment by Helen is suggestive that she and others like her are living on the 

poverty line, which was also affecting their ability to socialise with friends and family and live like a 

normal person. 

S1 participants also expressed their happiness and pleasure from being able to choose certain 

foods, in particular fresh fruit and vegetables, but also other foods that are not usually available 

through EFR agencies. Some examples included, “we can have chicken”, they could “afford better 

food”, or “buy meat”, and “bananas and strawberries”, or even being able to “buy my food from 
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the shops!” and not from an EFR agency. These S1 participant comments demonstrate how little 

variety and choice they have when accessing EFR agencies and how the extra money temporarily 

lifted them out of poverty and into the ‘real world’. A couple of S1 participants also spoke of being 

able to use Uber Eats for food delivery, something they could not previously afford; however, 

most S1 participants used this rare financial opportunity to stock up on food, highlighting how 

they had been living from payment to payment. Echoing this were comments from all S2 

participants that they “weren’t seeing as many clients” at the EFR agencies, how their clients now 

had money and were going elsewhere for food, and the surprise at the low numbers of clients 

during this time. One S2 participant, who runs the ADRA food pantry by herself, commented how 

“there’d be times where I would be sitting here and no one’s coming through” (Aimee, S2, F, V, 

ADRA) highlighting the impact lifting people out of poverty can have. 

 Living like a normal person and then “they chucked us back into poverty!”  

Participants then discussed what happened after these payments ended. One S1 participant 

summed this up thus: “And then all of a sudden … they chucked us back into poverty, just like 

that!” (Helen, S1, F, 57, JobSeeker). 

In September 2020, the Morrison Liberal government slowly reduced the ‘doubled’ Coronavirus 

Supplement payment of $550 per week for JobSeeker recipients (see Figure 1 on page 15) back to 

the pre-pandemic level of $285 per week. The government then announced an increase of $25 per 

week, bringing the JobSeeker payment to $305 per week. One-third of S1 participants were on 

JobSeeker, and in response to this withdrawal of the Coronavirus Supplement, they expressed 

how “disheartening” it was, how it felt like “a kick in the gut”, and now they were “back to 

budgeting and Foodbank”, “wondering where I’ll go [to get food]” and living on a social assistance 

payment that was “unmanageable, untenable, you just can’t do it, you just cannot make ends 

meet”. Being pushed back into poverty angered S1 participants, with Peta (S1, F, 50, JobSeeker) 

expressing that those on JobSeeker were being used as the “recession busters” during COVID-19 

and now they had served their purpose they were pushed back into poverty again. Judy, (S1, F, 51, 

JobSeeker) was devastated when this happened as she wished “I had kept a lot of it or held onto 

it, but you just do what you have to do during the time”. Only one S2 participant spoke of the 

extra money, but from the perspective of a client sharing that “the government’s taken my money 

away!”, to which she responded, “well no, they gave you some extra during these difficult times … 

and people then got accustomed to it” (Leonie, S2, F, S, Anglicare), again highlighting the lack of 

insight into food insecurity and living in poverty. 
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5.7 Theme 3: Self-managing the situation 

The third and final theme captures how S1 participants coped with adversity and oppression by 

self-managing their food insecurity and poverty through the use of orthodox and unorthodox food 

acquisition strategies. This theme maps to research objective 2 (understand the experiences of 

food insecure adults who access food using orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition practices) 

and research objective 4 (document the perspectives of EFR staff on the orthodox and unorthodox 

food acquisition practices being utilised by food insecure adults). There are two sub-themes as 

shown in Table 7. 

Table 7 - Theme 3: Self-managing the situation 
 

Theme Theme 1: Life’s not gone 
according to plan – stories of 

adversity 

Theme 2: Down the well 
without a ladder – stories of 

oppression and a brief 
glimmer of hope 

Theme 3: Self-managing the 
situation 

Sub-theme Relationship breakdown & 
divorce 

Flaws in the system (no help 
from anyone) 

Orthodox coping strategies 

Trauma & loss Continual oppression – the 
narratives and discourses that 

keep food insecure adults 
‘down the well’ 

Unorthodox coping strategies 

Health issues A brief glimmer of hope – the 
Coronavirus Supplement and 
Economic Support Payments 

 

 

5.7.1 Orthodox coping strategies 

Orthodox coping strategies are those that are considered socially acceptable ways of acquiring 

food, and that are also used by others who are not food insecure. In this section, a variety of 

orthodox food acquisition strategies were shared by S1 and S2 participants, and these have been 

grouped into three sub-sections – financial strategies, social and referral networks, and strategies 

to get more food or make it stretch further. These strategies demonstrate the resourcefulness and 

capability of participants as they navigate food insecurity and poverty. 

 Financial strategies 

Financial strategies were incredibly varied as S1 participants used many ways to get more money 

to buy food, ranging from the use of pawnbrokers and BNPL (Glossary) services to other 

miscellaneous financial strategies and accessing not-for-profit loans and grants.  
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Pawnbroking services 

The most popular strategy used by S1 participants was selling or loaning household items to a 

pawnbroker; nearly all S1 participants had used this method to get more money for food. These 

pawnbroking organisations, such as Cash Converters31 (Glossary), offers people the option of 

selling their item or taking out a loan on the item. Helen’s (S1, F, 57, JobSeeker) experiences with 

Cash Converters emphasised the popularity of this pawnbroking service:  

So pretty much you sell everything … you can go to Cashies [Cash Converters] any time 

of the week … you’ll be lining up, people with all their household goods … yeah so you 

do that … I had to sell my car for food, ironically, I sold my fridge for food, yeah, I laugh 

about it now! (Helen, S1, F, 57, JobSeeker) 

Furthermore, Tasha commented: 

I’ve said this before, I would love to meet the marketing team at Cash Converters 

because if I said to most people ‘would you go into a pawn shop?’, they would go ‘no, 

not on your life’ but they will take their children into Cash Converters which is basically a 

pawn shop, but they’ve marketed it in such a good way. (Tasha, S2, F, S, Uniting 

Communities) 

Unfortunately, pawnbrokers tend to be geared towards making a profit rather than helping 

someone who is in financial difficulties, with some S1 participants identifying the traps involved in 

using them, even for short-term loans. The amount of money a pawnbroker offers for items that 

are sold to them is also negligible, perhaps because they prefer to loan money on an item. Two S1 

participants shared stories of personal items being undervalued by pawn brokers: Tom (S1, M, 73, 

Age Pension) tried to pawn an older phone, but “the pawn shop only offered me nine bucks for it 

which according to the internet is worth about 300 [dollars]”. Similarly, Peta (S1, F, 50, JobSeeker) 

spoke of a friend’s experience: “She had a ring with diamonds, three clear cut diamonds in it, the 

ring was valued at over three and a half thousand dollars, and they [pawn broker] offered her 50 

dollars for it, they wouldn’t give her any more than 50 dollars for it.”  

Michael (S1, M, 38, Parenting Payment) called them a “necessary evil” and talked about the high 

interest rate they charged (35% of the loan), which means “if they give you 100 dollars, it’s 135 

dollars to get out [the item the money is loaned on]” and how this keeps going up each month the 

item is being held by the pawn broker. Further exemplifying this, the word ‘hate’ was used by 

 

31 Cash Converters Australia (www.cashconverters.com.au) is a pawnbroking business that provide cash for household 
items either through outright sale of the item or as a short-term loan on an item of value. 

http://www.cashconverters.com.au/
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several S1 participants when describing their feelings about pawnbrokers. Unfortunately, Peta got 

stuck when she needed some quick money and loaned her car to them:  

I haven’t been able to keep up the payments on the loan, that’s what happened with my 

car, I paid it for a year and then just ended up not being able to keep up the payments 

and lost my car. (Peta, S1, F, 50, JobSeeker) 

She went on to explain that she had sold almost everything she owned: 

Pretty much everything … what’s the point of having a fridge if you’ve got no food to put 

in it? What’s the point of having a car when I can’t eat? … I’ve pawned my computer at 

Cashies coz what’s the point when you can’t eat, I’d rather have food in the fridge, but 

yeah, I’ve got to the point where I’ve pawned the fridge coz we’ve got no food anyway, 

we can’t eat, we might as well go get some damn food, my furniture … I have taken that 

to Cashies, jewellery, pretty much anything that I’ve ever had of value has gone through 

Cash Converters. (Peta, S1, F, 50, JobSeeker) 

A few S1 participants continually loaned and repurchased their household items on a continual 

basis: “My poor little mandolin goes in and out, and in and out, in and out, and she’s in at the 

moment [with the pawnbroker]” (Claudia, S1, F, 55, Disability Support Pension). For Carmel (S1, F, 

40, Parenting Payment) using a pawnbroker was a last resort once she had used up all her visits 

with EFR agencies:  

You’ve got to feed your kids at the end of the day, yeah … I’ll go to Cashies [Cash 

Converters] if there’s no other way … I’ve got no other option, you’ve gotta feed your 

kids … I’m not gonna steal, I’m gonna go to Cashies … [laughs]. (Carmel, S1, F, 40, 

Parenting Payment) 

In addition to selling or pawning items through a pawnbroker, two S1 participants used online 

selling platforms such as Facebook Marketplace, Gumtree, or eBay to sell household items. One S1 

participant sold items her daughter made on Facebook Marketplace to generate extra income. 

However, another S1 participant said that the money she got from selling random household 

items through these platforms was “only just pocket money, a pittance” (Judy, S1, F, 51, 

JobSeeker). 

When asked whether they knew about any other means their clients used to get money for food, 

Mark (S2, M, V, CBBC) commented emphatically, “One chap sold something at Cash Converters to 

get something … but [that] don’t go on the [client’s interview] sheet, it don’t go on the sheet, 

that’s not the thing that goes on the sheet [thumping his finger on the table as he speaks]”. What 

goes on ‘the sheet’ during an interview with EFR staff and volunteers is quite interesting because 
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using a pawnbroker could be considered a demonstration of food insecure clients being proactive 

in remedying their situation. It could also be indicative of how only four EFR agency visits per year 

is woefully inadequate in addressing food insecurity. However, both Leonie (S2, F, S, Anglicare) 

and (Tasha, S2, F, S, Uniting Communities) shared their knowledge of clients pawning anything of 

value. Leonie (S2, F, S, Anglicare) also said pawnbrokers and pawning items were once popular, 

but now she saw clients who had borrowed money instead, rather than pawning actual items of 

value, and this was because “people don’t have assets nowadays”. Leonie (S2, F, S, Anglicare) also 

went on to state that Cash Converters was “really good to deal with from a hardship perspective”, 

suggesting that she has had to help clients extricate themselves from these pawnbroker loans. In 

opposition to this, the other financial counsellor interviewed, Tasha (S2, F, S, Uniting 

Communities), said that she has heard of clients who have sold “jewellery, furniture, whatever 

they’ve got”. 

Buy Now Pay Later services 

BNPL (Glossary) services were the next most frequently cited orthodox strategy. Services such as 

Afterpay were viewed with mixed feelings by S1 participants; they ranged from “the best that ever 

happened” to “I know that it’s a really bad idea”. Michael (S1, M, 38, Parenting Payment), even 

though he feels they are “disgusting” and “they hurt [and] contribute towards food insecurity in a 

major way”, shared his reasons for his using BNPL schemes: “I can’t get credit, I have bad credit, 

Afterpay let me have credit”. However, he also cautioned about the misuse of the service, stating:  

It is open to abuse … which makes me hesitant to talk about Afterpay [and] being able to 

use it like that because … then will they change the regulation coz there is some people 

that just cannot help themselves and abuse it. (Michael, S1, M, 38, Parenting Payment) 

Further, Michael spoke of other traps of the service:  

Now there is a horror story, if you don’t make your payments and you got 10 payments 

on there, each payment is 10 to 40 dollars for a missed payment … my next [social 

assistance] payment actually is 760 dollars and 729 of it will go onto Afterpay. (Michael, 

S1, M, 38, Parenting Payment) 

Likewise, Carmel (S1, F, 40, Parenting Payment) found herself in a mountain of debt after her 

partner used her BNPL account, destroying her credit rating to the point that the BNPL service will 

no longer allow her any line of credit. A few S1 participants were also aware of the financial traps 

of BNPL services, viewing them as something to “stay away from”, “I just don’t have enough 

money to do that”, or “I’ve never used it and I refuse to use it”. 
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The BNPL services do not allow people to purchase food; however, there are ways of getting 

around this restriction by purchasing supermarket gift cards. Other S1 participants tended to use 

BNPL services for miscellaneous non-food items such as toiletries, white goods, clothes, or to pay 

a utility bill. Supporting this, Britt (S2, F, S, CBBC) said the use of these services to purchase non-

food items allowed food insecure adults to free up money for food; however, she also cautioned 

that this can also put them in “financial difficulties” suggesting she has seen some food insecure 

clients in this situation.  

Miscellaneous fiscal strategies 

All S1 participants used a variety of fiscal strategies to manage their money and food insecurity. 

For example, the use of budgets to organise their social assistance payments and bills was used by 

most participants. This budgeting strategy took many forms, but it was commonly used to ensure 

they had enough money to cover their bills each fortnight. One S1 participant used a system of 

dividing money up for different things, and for another it was choosing what bill to pay or not pay 

each fortnight. Another S1 participant transferred money from an easy-to-access account to one 

that required more effort as a way of ensuring she did not go on a spending spree during her 

bipolar mania. However, it was also acknowledged by most S1 participants that receiving free food 

from EFR agencies also helped their ability to budget, giving them more money to pay bills or go to 

the supermarket for things they cannot get at agencies. One S2 participant said that people on a 

low income “could teach the rest of us how to budget, do you know what I mean like, a lot of 

people are very organised, very scrutinous” (Tasha, S2, F, S, Uniting Communities). 

Other financial strategies included using cash to avoid bank fees or being familiar with the 

Centrelink (Glossary) system eligibility criteria and income thresholds to maximise their benefits 

and entitlements. Other orthodox financial strategies included buying food on credit, recycling 

glass bottles and aluminium cans for the 10 cents container deposit32 (Glossary), participating in 

research for financial remuneration, and using Flybuys points33 (Glossary) accumulated from 

shopping at partner retailers to reduce the cost of a grocery shop. One S1 participant also shared a 

novel financial strategy called a ‘floating 50’:  

 

32 The Container Deposit Scheme was introduced in South Australia in 1977 to reduce landfill and increase recycling of 
eligible beverage containers; https://www.australianbeverages.org/initiatives-advocacy-information/container-
deposit-schemes/south-australia/  

33 Flybuys is a rewards points system, where shoppers accumulate points when purchasing goods from a ‘partner’ 
retailer; https://experience.flybuys.com.au/how-it-works/  

https://www.australianbeverages.org/initiatives-advocacy-information/container-deposit-schemes/south-australia/
https://www.australianbeverages.org/initiatives-advocacy-information/container-deposit-schemes/south-australia/
https://experience.flybuys.com.au/how-it-works/
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[A friend] borrows 50 dollars off me on pay day and I borrow 50 dollars off her on pay 

day, essentially we always just pay each other back but we have this 50 dollars that is 

floating between us [laughs] that helps her on pay day and helps me on pay day. (Peta, 

S1, F, 50, JobSeeker) 

Another strategy shared was to use PayPal34 to pay for Uber Eats; one S1 participant found a 

loophole where even if there was no money in their bank account, they were able to purchase 

food and catch the payment up later. 

Not-for-profit loans, grants, and rebates 

Two EFR workers (S2) spoke of loans and grants that were available to people on a low income. 

For example, Britt (S2, F, S, CBBC) referred EFR clients to the No Interest Loans Scheme35 

(Glossary) run by the Good Shepherd organisation, which loans up to $3,000 with no fees, no 

interest on the loan, and no other hidden charges. There are also grants and rebates available 

such as the Emergency Electricity Payments Scheme36 (Glossary) and the Energy Bill Relief rebate37 

(Glossary) from the South Australian government, which provides up to $500 a year to eligible 

households. Additionally, Leonie (S2, F, S, Anglicare) spoke about pay day loans38 (Glossary) such 

as Before Pay and My Pay Now, which allow people to access their pay or social assistance 

payments before pay day. Of interest, none of the S1 participants spoke of these loans and grants 

as something they engage with to manage their food insecurity, and this might be due to them not 

knowing these services are available to them; this is captured in the next sub-theme. 

 Social and referral networks 

Nearly two-thirds of S1 participants stated they did not have family to rely on in times of need. 

Therefore, other social networks, such as friends, or even a community group, became an integral 

part of their lives and were often sources of food, money to buy food, or even a place to stay. EFR 

 

34 PayPal is a digital payment platform that can be connected to a credit card or bank account; 
https://www.paypal.com/au/webapps/mpp/about  

35 No Interest Loans Scheme; the Good Shepherd Organisation offers small loans of up to $3000 for the purchase of 
household items, education expenses, car repairs and registration, and medical and dental costs; 
https://goodshep.org.au/services/nils/  

36 Emergency Electricity Payments Scheme https://www.sa.gov.au/topics/care-and-support/concessions/household-
concessions/energy-bill-concessions  

37 Energy Bill Relief rebate – South Australia; a rebate to reduce the cost of energy bills, available to people on eligible 
concessions; https://www.energy.gov.au/rebates/energy-bill-relief-households-south-australia  

38 Pay day loans are a service where applicants can access a portion of their wages or social assistance payments, 
before the pay date; Before Pay and My Pay Now are examples of these organisations  

https://www.paypal.com/au/webapps/mpp/about
https://goodshep.org.au/services/nils/
https://www.sa.gov.au/topics/care-and-support/concessions/household-concessions/energy-bill-concessions
https://www.sa.gov.au/topics/care-and-support/concessions/household-concessions/energy-bill-concessions
https://www.energy.gov.au/rebates/energy-bill-relief-households-south-australia
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agencies were also reliable sources of information on other EFR agencies, low-cost meals, or other 

supportive services. 

Unsurprisingly, nearly all S1 participants shared how much these social networks had helped them 

in times of need. Stories were shared of people generously going through their own pantries, or 

even members of a community group putting a call out to members for food to help someone in 

need. For example, Helen (S1, F, 57, JobSeeker) expressed her thankfulness for the Anti-Poverty 

Network (Glossary):  

I joined APN [Anti-Poverty Network], and they became my family … I remember the first 

time … I didn’t have any food and I was fucking hungry … I put out the word, I said ‘look 

you know, what are we supposed to do if we can’t even get food from the agencies?’, 

and everybody just took up a collection and brought me some food, and that’s what we 

do now. (Helen, S1, F, 57, JobSeeker) 

Another member of the Anti-Poverty Network also praised the support provided by this 

community group, even going as far as stating they were more helpful than any government 

agency worker: 

The Anti-Poverty Network group out there [northern suburbs] … we support each other 

more than any government agency’s ever actually going to do because we understand 

what each other’s going through more than any government agency worker. (Peta, S1, 

F, 50, JobSeeker) 

Similarly, nearly all S1 participants spoke of how they helped others who were in a similar 

situation. For example, when one S1 participant found out a member of their community was 

“starving to death” she suggested they “do a ring around, we get this woman’s pantry filled, and 

then at least … she won’t starve right” (Claudia, S1, F, 55, Disability Support Pension). Another S1 

participant spoke of how she would share food with her ex-partner if he was struggling, and vice 

versa, while others shared how they would buy groceries for a friend, or swap food grown in their 

own garden, demonstrating the generosity from people who themselves are struggling to afford 

food. Bonnie (S2, F, S, Hope’s Café) said she witnessed food swapping, where food insecure people 

would swap or trade food they have received from the regular Foodbank van with others. 

Additionally, Tasha (S2, F, S, Uniting Communities) captured this sharing nature of food insecure 

people:  
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I’ve found that all the way through my career, low-income people will share, so if I’ve 

got money this week, but you haven’t, I’ll either give you a loan or I’ll buy you some 

food’ and then that’ll be repaid … I’ve always found low-income people or homeless 

people even are very generous. (Tasha, S2, F, S, Uniting Communities) 

Stories of running out of petrol or not having enough money for a grocery shop were also shared 

by S1 participants, with some commenting that the money was given freely with no expectation of 

it being paid back. Within the S2 interviews, the only mention of EFR clients borrowing money was 

from Brianna (S2, F, V, CBBC) because the client mentioned having to pay it back during the food 

relief interview. Often friends were also a source of transportation to a supermarket or an EFR 

agency. One S1 participant shared a story of a friend who started taking her shopping every 

fortnight at a bulk store, which she said was helpful as she could get a few extra items and “not 

have to lug everything around”. This was also mentioned by other S1 participants whose friends 

took them shopping or to get a free meal at the local food relief organisation.  

A few S1 participants also shared how they volunteered in their community because they wanted 

“to give back” to the services that had been helping them in times of need. Often, volunteering for 

an organisation also gave them access to free food without having to go through the 

demonstration of need that is often required. Reflectively, Judy spoke of her late mother’s 

altruism and how that drove her to help others:  

I often think of my late mother, that’s what keeps me going, is how she used to feed the 

homeless at Christmas and that gives me inspiration to do something, I’d like to do 

something, get back into this in a small way, I’ve got an idea, it’s just finding the courage 

to do it. (Judy, S1, F, 51, JobSeeker) 

In addition to sharing food, a few S1 participants also shared their knowledge by suggesting EFR 

agencies where people can get food and other services which might be of help. Helen captured 

this eloquently: 

Now I tell everybody … if I see anybody who’s poor, if they say something on Facebook 

you know, ‘where can I get food?’ whatever, I’ll tell them about Heart & Soul alright … 

12 dollars … that gives me a month’s supply [of food], sometimes I even share it [the 

food] with my neighbours, that’s what we do. (Helen, S1, F, 57, JobSeeker) 

Bonnie (S2, F, S, Hope’s Café) similarly cited a story where someone was unsure where to get help 

on the weekends, and others stepped in and wrote a list of places they can go; she asked them 

“would you mind writing me a list that we can give out here?” and commented further that “the 

amount of knowledge they have is remarkable”. Similarly, Tasha (S2, F, S, Uniting Communities) 
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also spoke of people who are on social assistance payments sharing their knowledge, but 

commented that for someone who is new to Centrelink (Glossary) or new to poverty, they might 

not know where to get help.  

EFR agencies were also cited by the majority of S1 participants as a valuable network and source 

of information and referrals on free or low-cost meals, or other supportive services. Several S1 

participants who live in the City of Onkaparinga council region also spoke of a list of places that 

offer free or low-cost food and meals, their opening times and days that was given to them by 

either Centrelink or an EFR agency. However, one S1 participant, who does not reside in the 

Onkaparinga council region, shared her frustration at not being able to access information on 

what services were available to her:  

It has taken me this long of being on JobSeeker … to learn where to get food, nobody 

tells you at the beginning, Centrelink don’t tell you, your job agencies don’t tell you, 

nobody tells you, if I had known what there is now available back then I wouldn’t have 

been starving. (Helen, S1, F, 57, JobSeeker) 

Similarly, all S2 participants spoke of their agency’s referral system, where they suggested other 

places food insecure adults could get food, small loans, grants, or financial assistance. Conversely, 

Tasha (S2, F, S, Uniting Communities), who looks after clients in the eastern region, acknowledged 

that someone who is new to Centrelink and new to poverty might struggle to access information. 

Indeed, four S2 participants stated this was a significant issue for people; that finding out where to 

get food or financial assistance was considered difficult, potentially because their services are not 

publicised, or that EFR agencies are viewed as something for ‘poor people’. In one S2 interview, 

Centrelink was also cited as a barrier to seeking food relief because it would not hand out 

brochures, nor allow them to be placed on their noticeboard. 

During the times when an EFR agency was not taking appointments for food relief, such as 

Christmas or school holidays, the agency would refer clients onto somewhere that was open, such 

as Fred’s Van, MarionLIFE, or Anglicare. However, being a source of information also has its down 

side, as shared by Brianna (S2, F, V, CBBC), who said clients were walking into church during 

Sunday prayer service and how “it’s caused a problem with separation for some volunteers here 

who need that time … to be worshipping”.  

Conversely, a few S1 participants spoke about how they have a hard time accepting help from 

others. When prompted further, Joan (S1, F, 54, Disability Support Pension) said she was “not 
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good at asking for stuff, so I don’t, I’m sure if I was starving I would, but there’s other ways [of 

getting food]”. She also commented how her sister provided a meal after Joan had done some 

garden work: “She would feed me … if I’ve done something to help her, then that’s fine with me 

you know [crying]” suggesting food as payment was more acceptable to her. Tony’s experience is 

another example of not wanting to take food unless it was being earnt:  

I really couldn’t within myself handle coming and taking this food … like Friday when I 

was there, [agency volunteer] said, ‘Please stop feeling like you’re taking’, she said 

‘you’re doing the work’, she said ‘so you’re not allowed to feel its charity anymore, it’s 

not charity its payment’. (Tony, S1, M, 61, Disability Support Pension) 

This reluctance to ask for help was reiterated by Tasha (S2, F, S, Uniting Communities), who said 

that some clients would not ask for help as it was “not how they were raised” and how they would 

“prefer to go without or they’ll live on pasta and rice and whatever’s cheap”. 

 Strategies to get more food or to make it last 

Nearly all S1 participants shared the strategies they used to make food last until the next pay day 

or the next visit to food relief agencies, or to get more food for less money. Living frugally was one 

strategy used by most S1 participants, which consisted of them living on pasta, rice and tinned 

foods, supplemented with free fruit and vegetables from food relief organisations, or living on 

leftovers to ensure food was not going to waste. One S1 participant spoke of only eating one meal 

a day, and another was rationing her two-minute noodles in order to stretch them further. S1 

participants were also quite resourceful and shared the creative ways they used to make the most 

of limited food options, with one sharing her vegetable and curry stew recipe during the interview. 

Another strategy involved participants ‘shopping around’ at several EFR agencies. Around half of 

the S1 participants obtained their food in this manner out of need to ensure they had enough food 

to “made a decent meal out of” or as a way of combining pantry items with free or low-cost meals. 

S1 participants were also very aware of what each agency provided in terms of either free fruit, 

vegetables and bread, or low-cost items, which enabled them to achieve as much variety as 

practically possible. For example, Sophie said:  

Every single bit helps and then just going for the meals two nights a week and then 

ADRA always has fresh fruit and veg and then on that Thursday night they have the 

meal, the two meals or whatever it is and then sometimes they have takeaways, so we’ll 

take a takeaway salad, or a takeaway veg and that’ll be next Friday night’s meal. 

(Sophie, S1, F, 47, JobSeeker) 
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Some of the EFR workers (S2) were aware their clients were attending several agencies for food, 

and in fact encouraged it by providing lists of other resources available. In acknowledgement of 

this practice, Brianna (S2, F, V, CBBC) stated they were “quite savvy people, they often know the 

networks”, and Bonnie (S2, F, S, Hope’s Café) commented that this practice was often used to “top 

up … whatever meals they wanna make”. 

Buying food in bulk was also a strategy used to get more food for less money, with most S1 

participants putting this extra food into a chest freezer. Michael (S1, M, 38, Parenting Payment) 

shared that the first thing he purchased was a chest freezer: 

I got like 20 loaves of bread in my chest freezer, I got like 20 packs of six sausages in 

there, mince split up into little 100 [gram] packs and that’s stocked, and my other 

cupboards are stocked, you know, I bulk shop. (Michael, S1, M, 38, Parenting Payment) 

Bulk food and discount grocery stores such as Costco, Not Quite Right, Gaganis Bros, Campbell’s 

Warehouse, and Price Rite were frequented by S1 participants. One shared that she regularly 

shopped at several different places and ticked them off her fingers as she recounted her strategy: 

“I’d go to Foodbank first, what I couldn’t get at Foodbank then I’d go to NQR [Not Quite Right] and 

what I couldn’t get at NQR, I’d get at Aldi, and what I couldn’t get there I’d go to Coles” (Claudia, 

S1, F, 55, Disability Support Pension). 

Alongside shopping at bulk food stores, S1 participants also utilised supermarket discounts, and 

this strategy helped them get food for less money, or to buy more for the same price. This 

involved browsing through the different supermarket catalogues, shopping at the end of the day 

“when they [the supermarket] are discounting things they would only toss out”, or even being 

canny enough to spot the difference in price between a small sized item compared to its larger 

one. One S1 participant said she did not buy anything from a supermarket unless it was on special. 

Ashley (S1, F, 53, JobSeeker) shared an example of how she shopped supermarket discounts:  

I find that it’s also a rhythm that you get yourself into, so you might have to just go 

without for a couple of shopping cycles, don’t buy what you might normally buy, if you 

can do without it, but then start buying in bulk the stuff you do [use] when it’s on 

special. (Ashley, S1, F, 53, JobSeeker) 

Some S1 participants spoke of growing their own food and they used their homegrown produce to 

supplement the food they received from EFR agencies. Other strategies that were shared by S1 

participants included attending free events for the “fancy” food, buying food at a farmer’s market, 
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or from the local service station. Ella (S1, F, 27, Disability Support Pension) spoke of her preference 

of buying food at the “servo” as being less shameful or embarrassing, and often did this instead of 

having dinner at her parent’s place or going to a food relief agency. Interestingly, community-

based and roadside food stalls were not mentioned by the S1 participants; however, they were 

shared by Leonie (S2, F, S, Anglicare) who said they were “around the place, popping up”.  

Only one EFR worker (Bonnie, S2, F, S, Hope’s Café) shared her knowledge of the orthodox 

strategies food insecure adults used to get more food or their money stretch further. The other S2 

participants were unaware of their clients using any of these orthodox food acquisition strategies 

to mitigate their food insecurity. 

5.7.2 Unorthodox coping strategies 

Unorthodox food acquisition strategies are socially unacceptable ways of procuring food or money 

to buy food. Framing this sub-theme are the comments from two S2 participants who shared that 

clients only tend to resort to these practices once they have “exhausted our services, I guess that’s 

when they resort to the risky behaviour” (Brianna, S2, F, V, CBBC). In response to disclosure of 

these activities, Leonie (S2, F, S, Anglicare) tended to ask them if this was what they would like to 

continue doing or did they want to change, sharing that “some people enjoy doing it and so it’s a 

job”, while Bonnie (S2, F, S, Hope’s Café) steered them towards the food pantry where a third of 

their food is free and the rest is low cost. 

Surprisingly, the EFR workers (S2) who were volunteers at a faith-based agency had no stories to 

share about their client’s unorthodox food acquisition practices, apart from them accessing EFR. 

This is an important aspect to note, considering the paid staff in other agencies were aware of 

their client’s unorthodox practices. From the S1 interviews, however, participants shared their 

engagement in unorthodox food acquisition practices freely and were utilising these practices in 

addition to EFR. The data from the S1 interviews also reveals that these unorthodox practices 

were not specific to any type of social assistance payment. 

 Emergency food relief agencies – “poverty is a business” 

EFR agencies also appear under unorthodox food acquisition strategies because they are not the 

usual place someone would go to for food. In addition, the food insecure adult has to justify their 

need before receiving food, and even then they are being given leftover food – a process that is 

vastly different from the autonomy of shopping at a supermarket. Participants discussed the 



 

 
 

PAGE 108 

procedure of obtaining food relief from agencies and one specifically commented on how she 

believed “poverty is a business” and how the associated checks and balances to obtain food 

impacted negatively on food insecure people.  

Supporting the concept that EFR agencies are unorthodox sources of food is the strict requirement 

for food insecure adults to ring and make an appointment to be assessed for food relief. This 

process was identified as a hurdle for participants. Often, there was only a small window of 

opportunity to call the EFR agency and make an appointment, something that necessitates access 

to a phone or mobile phone credit. One participant described it as “all these hoops you have to 

jump through to access the service which for a lot of people in poverty is near impossible for them 

to do” (Ashley, S1, F, 53, JobSeeker).  

Transport to the EFR agency is also a consideration because there are fewer agencies across the 

city in comparison to the availability of supermarkets. For example, to receive food relief, 

participants have to make two trips – one to the referral organisation for their Foodbank voucher, 

and then to the Foodbank Food Hub39 (Glossary), of which there are only four in the Adelaide 

metropolitan area. Some S1 participants did not own a car and were reliant on someone else to 

drive them to the EFR agency or were having to catch one or more buses to get there. One 

participant identified living in an affluent suburb as a barrier to her seeking food relief:  

I understand why there’s not a Foodbank in Unley but the closest is Edwardstown, or 

Woodville’s a little bit further and I don’t drive so it’s like ‘well, do you expect me to get 

an Uber that costs me 20 dollars each way to pick up free food?’, I’m just not going to do 

that! (Ella, S1, F, 27, Disability Support Pension) 

Similarly, Judy (S1, F, 51, JobSeeker) had the same experience where there were no EFR agencies 

in her suburb, as the post-interview memo describes: 

Judy also talks about living in an affluent suburb, not a lot of EFR agencies because it’s a 

wealthy suburb and she’s got to travel down to Pt Adelaide via bus most times because 

she can’t afford to put petrol in her car. This is also a hidden side to food insecurity 

where it’s not talked about in these affluent suburbs coz it supposedly doesn’t happen 

(although research highlights more middle-class houses are experiencing FI [food 

insecurity] on a more regular basis). (Memo, 29 September 2021) 

 

39 Foodbank Food Hubs are located at Christies Beach, Davoren Park, Edwardstown and Woodville in metropolitan 
Adelaide; https://www.foodbank.org.au/homepage/who-we-help/individuals/?state=sa  

https://www.foodbank.org.au/homepage/who-we-help/individuals/?state=sa
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Mark (S2, M, V, CBBC) commented that the church he volunteered at was aware that transport 

was a barrier to receiving food relief, but home delivery was not an option for EFR agencies that 

were mostly funded by their church community. Similarly, Leonie (S2, F, S, Anglicare) commented 

that one of the major barriers to seeking help was a lack of transport options. 

Once at the agency, food insecure adults are also required to demonstrate their need for food 

relief by providing their Centrelink (Glossary) card as proof they are receiving social assistance 

payments. This form of checking was considered by almost all of S1’s participants as “demeaning”, 

“condescending or belittling”, and they felt like they were being interrogated by staff and 

volunteers at the EFR agencies. One S2 participant reinforced this process by commenting that 

“the [client’s] story has to resonate as one of need” (Brianna, S2, F, V, CBBC). Other S1 participant 

experiences included the staff at the EFR agency being unconvinced of their need for food relief, 

with one participant being asked “why are you so broke?” or having to show their unpaid bills so 

they could get some support, or being told they required a “permit [voucher] to come in here 

[Foodbank Food Hub]” to access food. Claudia spoke of the lengthy process she went through to 

get food:  

First of all, you have to ring, then you have to go in, then they [laughs] then they give 

you a ‘why haven’t you got any money?’ and you have to tell them … and by the end of 

it you’re just making shit up right because you don’t have money! (Claudia, S1, F, 55, 

Disability Support Pension) 

Similarly, Ella spoke of the frustration she felt from having to constantly prove her need and how 

she would not be there if she did not need help:  

I think it’s demeaning, I don’t like having to prove my need, I think the fact that 

someone’s turned up to a service demonstrates need … I think having to demonstrate 

need is very demoralising and then to be told ‘oh you’ve done this too many times’ and 

that’s only like what three or four times and then now you need financial counselling 

and it’s like you try to live on my income, I don’t need financial counselling. (Ella, S1, F, 

27, Disability Support Pension) 

Experiences like this have led to several participants seeking out other ways of acquiring food or 

money to buy food, as summed up by Joan (S1, F, 54, Disability Support Pension): “It’s bad enough 

not being able to afford to fucking eat without listening to their shit so I just went ‘nah I’m not 

gonna do that, I’d rather dumpster dive’”.  
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Nearly all EFR workers (S2) said they could not provide food assistance without identification and 

proof of Centrelink benefits. Only two S2 participants said their agencies did not require any 

demonstration of need; their food pantry was structured like a social supermarket (SSM)40 

(Glossary) where anyone could come in and take the free food on offer or purchase low-cost items 

without having to show a Centrelink card. Only one EFR worker voiced her awareness the impact 

of proving need could have on someone seeking food relief, stating that the questions asked by 

EFR agencies are “really irrelevant”, “demeaning”, “disgusting … and quite offensive to get a can of 

baked beans and some stale bread …” and how this was “really adding salt to the wound” (Bonnie, 

S2, F, S, Hope’s Café). Furthermore, Bonnie stated that being treated as “nothing but data and 

being a file [number] was a form of trauma” because there was “no autonomy or privacy or dignity 

in the whole process”.  

There are also restrictions on how many times a food insecure adult can visit an EFR agency. Two-

thirds of S1 participants shared their experiences of these restrictions and how it made them feel 

like “a production line”, of being forced to accept the food they were given even if it was 

inappropriate for their needs or dietary preferences. Tara (S1, F, 30, Austudy) shared her 

experiences of seeking more food from an EFR agency and being told by “a very snobby middle-

class white person … ‘oh no, you don’t deserve other stuff’”. Unfortunately, one EFR agency would 

suggest a financial or budget counsellor on a food insecure adult’s fourth visit and would only 

provide them “two days’ worth” of meals. Bonnie (S2, F, S, Hope’s Café) summed up the process 

as:  

No one overuses food pantries, we don’t need to police them, we don’t need to say four 

carrots, three of these, no one’s ever overused, never, because what are you doing with 

it? (Bonnie, S2, F, S, Hope’s Café) 

The dehumanised and stigmatising process of accessing food relief was also mentioned by S1 and 

S2 participants, but from different perspectives. For example, Claudia (S1, F, 55, Disability Support 

Pension) felt this was because of the high use of volunteers in these agencies, whereas Britt (S2, F, 

S, CBBC) believed it was linked to government funding and having to meet key performance 

indicators, which meant the organisation had to “see this many people per day” thereby treating 

people as numbers. Another EFR worker (S2) also talked about having to be “dispassionate” in 

 

40 A social supermarket is a community-based, not-for-profit charity organisation that provides affordable groceries to 
people on a low income; they do not require a demonstration of need, and are considered universal as anyone can 
access the supermarket; see Glossary for examples of social supermarkets in Adelaide, South Australia. 
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order to separate the client from their financial issues and not get too emotionally involved as a 

means of self-protection.  

Highlighting the differences between shopping at a supermarket versus obtaining food relief from 

an agency, a few S1 participants also cited that Foodbank (Glossary) was often more expensive 

than a supermarket; Darren (S1, M, 73, Age Pension) thought they were “chasing the dollar”, and 

Sophie (S1, F, 47, JobSeeker) similarly voiced concerns over the price of food at Foodbank in 

comparison to supermarkets or other agencies that she frequented. One S1 participant’s comment 

reinforced the idea of food insecurity being a business, stating: 

I thought hang on … they’re still profiting, from the coffee, a jar of Moccona coffee, a 

small 100 grams, they want three dollars, so they’re still making money so how on earth 

is that, you know, benevolent? … It just doesn’t make sense. (Judy, S1, F, 51, JobSeeker) 

Food insecure adults also showed a preference when being remunerated for this study. During 

data collection for S1, the researcher noticed how many people chose the $20 Coles supermarket 

voucher over the $20 Foodbank voucher they were being given for their time contribution. Out of 

the 15 S1 participants, 12 chose the supermarket voucher reinforcing the idea that shopping at a 

supermarket is the preferred choice.  

 Shoplifting or ‘paying a lower’ price for food in supermarkets 

Nearly all S1 participants had stolen food or deliberately paid a lower price for the food item, and 

most of this was done through supermarket self-serve checkouts. The data reveal those on 

JobSeeker and the Disability Support Pension were more likely to be engaged in this activity 

compared to other unorthodox food acquisition practices. Specifically, three S1 participants 

shared how they got around the scanning and weighing security process used by the self-serve 

checkouts by either hiding “something underneath [the] shopping cart, underneath other bags” or 

by selecting a lower price for an item. For example, Ella (S1, F, 27, Disability Support Pension) 

explained how she put through organic bananas as regular ones or “fancy fruits as potatoes” in 

order to pay less for these purchases. Most recently, Joan (S1, F, 54, Disability Support Pension) 

stole meat from the supermarket as “meat’s so fucking expensive” and had resorted to stealing a 

“few times this year” because her son was coming to stay, and she did not have any money. While 

crying, Joan (S1, F, 54, Disability Support Pension) shared that she was terrified of getting caught 

stating: “Why would you do it unless you were desperate enough and hungry enough!” 

Interestingly, Bonnie (S2, F, S, Hope’s Café) also shared that meat was the most stolen 
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supermarket item as well as from their café, citing the lack of meat available at food relief 

agencies was what drove food insecure people into this unorthodox practice. 

Other S1 participants shared how they stole items from the supermarket; however, two 

specifically stated they would only steal from “a corporate [supermarket]” because they did not 

“like them”. In defence of her stealing food, Claudia (S1, F, 55 Disability Support Pension) was very 

expressive and angry:  

I found out that he [ex-President Trump] had gone bankrupt five times and I was like 

‘fucken, you prick you know, done it on purpose!’ and I thought ‘go fuck yourselves … if 

Trump can go bankrupt five times, I can steal some fucking sausages!’ so I just thought 

fuck it I’m gonna do it! And then I started, and then I felt really guilty. (Claudia, S1, F, 55 

Disability Support Pension) 

Other S1 participants had not stolen food from a supermarket recently but had done so in the 

past. Michael (S1, M, 38, Parenting Payment) put this down to knowing “where to access food 

now”; however, he also admitted to “pocketing some stuff” during the COVID-19 restrictions and 

openly shared stealing medication from the pharmacy and the choices he makes to ensure his 

children are fed: 

My kids need this medication, that’s 15 dollars … do I give up the food to get that 

ointment or give up the ointment and make them [suffer] … oh I’ll get the food and 

pocket the ointment … I don’t like it, but it is what it is. (Michael, S1, M, 38, Parenting 

Payment) 

Only one S1 participant shared that she had been caught stealing, and this put her off shoplifting 

in the future:  

We’re just putting in the groceries in the trolley when these two guys came up and 

they’re like ‘are you sure you scanned everything?’, and they took me to the office and 

[I] said, ‘look I’m sorry, I won’t do it again’, so I haven’t. (Helen, S1, F, 57, JobSeeker)  

Helen (S1, F, 57, JobSeeker) also went on to comment that if she saw someone else stealing food, 

she would turn her back, identifying her acceptance that sometimes stealing is necessary when 

impoverished and hungry. Similarly, Bonnie (S2, F, S, Hope’s Café) shared her perspective on 

stealing food: “You know that old saying, if you see someone steal food, no you didn’t! You 

pretend you don’t see.”  

Only four S1 participants stated they would not steal, with one emphatically commenting that he 

“would rather go hungry” (Tony, S1, M, 61, Disability Support Pension), which was a similar 
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response he had to dumpster diving. A slightly different outlook was shared by Carmel (S1, F, 40, 

Parenting Payment), who had stolen when she was younger: 

You’ve gotta feed your kids … I’m not gonna go to court for, you know what I mean, I’d 

rather go to Cashies and just lose something … stuff’s only stuff at the end of the day, 

yeah, I’m not gonna go steal, it teaches your kids the wrong thing. (Carmel, S1, F, 40, 

Parenting Payment) 

Four EFR workers (S2) had heard stories from clients about stealing food, while another said there 

was “certainly no discussion of theft” during the client’s appointment. Leonie (S2, F, S, Anglicare) 

shared an enterprising story: 

There was a lad that, he had a bit of a market going, he’d go and steal a couple of things 

of steak, and he knew where he could go and off-sell the steak for you know, you steal a 

20-dollar steak and sell for 10 and he’s got 10 bucks to go and buy other stuff. (Leonie, 

S2, F, S, Anglicare)  

When asked why they think someone would resort to shoplifting, Bonnie (S2, F, S, Hope’s Café) 

stated the limits on how much food relief you can access influences their decision to engage in this 

unorthodox food acquisition practice. Similarly, Britt (S2, F, S, CBBC) said she had heard from 

clients that they had stolen food from a supermarket, resulting in them being banned; she cited 

the reason a person might resort to this unorthodox practice as one of need, not just for the thrill 

of it. Furthermore, when asked why she thought people would steal, Britt (S2, F, S, CBBC) shared 

that food was an immediate need and the person might be “in the middle of a mental episode and 

they just need some food or some sugar” and the EFR agency may not have been open, the client 

did not know the extent of help available, or they might be embarrassed to seek help. Indeed, 

another EFR worker (S2) stated that some of her clients have stolen food because there are “a 

whole band of low-income earners that work but they’re still on the poverty line, they don’t know 

about these places, they don’t know [where to go for food]” (Tasha, S2, F, S, Uniting 

Communities). 

 Dumpster diving 

Dumpster diving into supermarket bins to retrieve food was another unorthodox strategy used by 

S1 participants. One-third of the S1 participants shared that they preferred to dumpster dive 

instead of utilising EFR agencies, with their reasons ranging from not having to spend so much 

money on food, the price of food had gone up, but their social assistance payments had stayed the 

same, they were desperate for food, or as a social activity done with other people. However, those 
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on JobSeeker and the Disability Support Pension were less likely to use a dumpster for food 

compared to those who were on other social assistance payments.  

When asked how they started dumpster diving, most S1 participants had friends who were already 

engaged in this activity. Ashley’s (S1, F, 53, JobSeeker) friends showed her the ropes in exchange 

for the use of her car. The positive aspects of dumpster diving with a group were also mentioned; 

they know all the “good spots”, some had keys to the locks “until they got caught”. Other S1 

participants linked their dislike of having to demonstrate need at an EFR agency as a reason for 

engaging in dumpster diving. Two S1 participants specifically mentioned they dumpster dived 

because of the poor quality of food available at EFR agencies, which was similarly cited by one S2 

participant who had heard from clients “that dumpster food is actually better than what you can 

get at Foodbank, it’s fresher, more variety” (Tasha, S2, F, S, Uniting Communities).  

The surprising amount of food thrown away was commonly mentioned by S1 participants who 

dumpster dived, especially at times like Christmas: “Christmas is the best [laughs] coz they buy all 

that you know, supermarkets overload with shit that people don’t buy” (Joan, S1, F, 54, Disability 

Support Pension). However, relying on food from supermarket dumpsters was either a “lucky dip” 

or a “feast or famine at times” demonstrating the variability of food availability. One S1 participant 

was astonished how much good food there was in dumpsters, stating, “I don’t know why they 

[supermarkets] don’t give it to foodbanks and stuff, like OzHarvest but you know, they don’t” 

(Joan, S1, F, 54, Disability Support Pension). 

The sharing nature of the dumpster diving community was also evident in the S1 interviews. A few 

cited they shared produce that they had retrieved with others who were food insecure or 

reciprocated with family and friends: “If I’ve got something, I share it with them, if they’ve got 

something, they share it with me” to the point that “people start putting orders in” (Joan, S1, F, 

54, Disability Support Pension). Other S1 participants mentioned they had received dumpster food 

from others. Ashley provided another example of the sharing nature of dumpster divers: 

I don’t just do this for myself, like I said I’ve got friends who are vegan, if I find some 

almond milk or stuff like that, I’ll you know, message a friend and say, ‘look I’ve got 

some almond milk here do you want it?’ (Ashley, S1, F, 53, JobSeeker)  

Another S1 participant shared a time when a community member brought an esky full of 

dumpster food along to a meeting, to share with anyone who wanted it. Interestingly, a few S1 
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participants spoke of sharing dumpster food with EFR agencies, with some rejecting the food due 

to their “rules and regulations” but others “quite happily” took the food.  

When asked if he had gone dumpster diving, Michael, (S1, M, 38, Parenting Payment) stated that 

although he currently did not do this he would “be in there, no shame” and that “I’d teach my kids 

to do it, no fuss”, once he found a bin that “had good stuff” or a bin that was unlocked. Other 

barriers to dumpster diving cited by S1 participants included not knowing where to go, feeling 

unsafe going with strangers, plus the fear of being caught. However, possibly the biggest barriers 

to dumpster diving were the negative connotations or fear associated with eating discarded food, 

with half of S1 participants stating the food “doesn’t look good to me, yuck”, “it’s offensive 

because it’s come from a bin”, and even embarrassment at retrieving food from a bin. Other S1 

participants stated they would rather “starve” or “go hungry” than dumpster dive or would not 

“feed it to her child”, and another participant said she would “try to borrow some money” before 

dumpster diving. One S1 participant eloquently summed up her feelings about dumpster diving by 

aligning the practice with the stereotype of being impoverished:  

Because not everyone wants to have food that’s come out of a bin, no matter how good 

it looks … coz it’s dirty, I’m so poor, I’m so dirt poor that I’m getting my food out of a bin, 

yeah. (Ashley, S1, F, 53, JobSeeker) 

Other barriers to dumpster diving included the dumped produce being contaminated by bleach or 

detergent, or the packaging ripped open making it unsafe to consume. Another consideration was 

the potential cross-contamination of food. While it was not a direct question in the interviews, 

one S1 participant shared that she had become sick after consuming dumpster food, leading to 

her stopping the practice. Others shared anecdotal stories of food poisoning but had not been sick 

themselves, citing that you needed to be “careful” and “not eat something that’s rotten”. Only 

two EFR workers (S2) were aware of the practice of dumpster diving, with one citing she had seen 

it on television only. 

 Other unorthodox strategies used by food insecure adults 

Stealing money, volunteering to get free food, eating expired food and sex work complete the 

unorthodox coping strategies mentioned by participants. 

Stealing money 

Only three S1 participants shared they had stolen money, with one stating he had done this in the 

past to buy food but had not recently because he was in a better financial position. Another S1 
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participant quite tearfully confessed to stealing money from her mum because she was “a bit 

desperate” (Helen, S1, F, 57, JobSeeker). Peta (S1, F, 50, JobSeeker) also shared that she had 

‘found’ money in an ATM drawer and when queried on this find, she confessed that she kept the 

money instead of returning it to the bank. One EFR worker (S2) commented that clients did not 

state outright that they had stolen money, rather it was ‘found’, and this might be because the 

agency must report any illegal activity to the police (Britt, S2, F, S, CBBC). Another EFR worker (S2) 

shared a story of clients lying about their assets and bank accounts in order to access the financial 

counselling services. She also went on to share a story about the creativity of some clients: 

They create pay slips, and they create bank statements, go through, get a loan and then 

they’ve got this money fraudulently. (Leonie, S2, F, S, Anglicare) 

However, four S1 participants stated they would not steal money for a variety of reasons: one said 

he would “rather go on a diet”, and another said she would not steal because the only people she 

could steal from were in a similar position. Another S1 participant said stealing was not worth it 

because she could lose her job. 

Volunteering or working for food 

This subtheme captures the ways participants use to get free food or extra money to buy food 

through unusual means. Two S1 participants specifically mentioned they were volunteering in 

exchange for food, with stating that this free food meant she did not have to dumpster dive. For 

Tony (S1, M, 61, Disability Support Pension), the thought of receiving food for free did not sit well, 

therefore he offered to help out one day a week in exchange for food. This working for free food 

option was also shared by an EFR worker (S2) through a personal story about her struggle as a 

single parent. She was volunteering at her children’s school and because it was an unpaid role, 

they provided a free lunch, “So that was my lunch which freed up food for the children and the 

hubby next time … so that was a really good little strategy which I tell people about” (Britt, S2, F, S, 

CBBC).  

Eating ‘alternative’ foods or expired food from the supermarket 

Other unorthodox strategies shared by S1 participants included eating baby food because it was 

on special or buying food that was close to, or past, its expiry date. Judy shared an example of this 

practice:  

I buy mark-downs … I’ve a great Foodland near me and I always get mark-downs, they 

may be three days away, two to three days away from expiry but that’s what I live on. 

(Judy, S1, F, 51, JobSeeker) 
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One EFR worker (S2) shared she had heard from clients accessing the financial counselling services 

at her agency that they buy “out of date stuff or close to date stuff” (Tasha, S2, F, S, Uniting 

Communities). 

Sex work 

Sex work for money for food was only mentioned by two participants, one from an S1 participant 

who was involved in the sex industry on and off for approximately 20 years, and from Leonie (S2, 

F, S, Anglicare) who had heard stories of agency clients doing this. Tasha (S2, F, S, Uniting 

Communities) mentioned she had clients who were engaged in sex work; however, the money 

earned was not for food, but rather for drugs. 

 

5.8 Chapter summary 

Chapter 5 presented the results of S1 and S2 data collection as three main themes with sub-

themes, and how these themes map to the research objectives. The next chapter discusses these 

results, with each section providing links to the relevant research questions and positioning and 

discussing the results in relation to the existing literature on the topic. Finally, the 

recommendations for practice, policy and further research are presented along with an analysis of 

the strengths and limitations of the study.   
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CHAPTER 6: DISCUSSION  

6.1 Chapter overview 

Chapter 5 presented the results of the data collection and the findings from the data analysis. The 

three main themes and their sub-themes were discussed, highlighting the tipping points into food 

insecurity and the use of orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition practices. These tipping points 

were the result of adverse childhood and adulthood experiences. This adversity was further 

compounded by continual oppression from inadequate assistance from the government and other 

organisations that are charged with providing help in times of need, and the constant narratives 

and discourses that surround people who are food insecure and impoverished.  

Drawing on the existing literature, this chapter discusses and elaborates on the following key ideas 

that arose from the analysis: (a) the adverse events experienced during childhood and adulthood 

that tipped participants into food insecurity, (b) the use of orthodox and unorthodox food 

acquisition practices and the challenges involved, (c) the impact of the COVID-19 CS and ES 

(Glossary) payments and (d) how EFR agencies are inadvertently contributing to the re-

traumatisation of food insecure adults, in particular the volunteer staff. Each section provides links 

to the relevant research questions and positions and discusses the findings in relation to the 

existing literature on the topic. Finally, the implications for policy and recommendations for 

further research are presented, along with an analysis of the strengths and limitations of the 

study.  

 

6.2 “How did I get here?”: the tipping point of traumatic life experiences  

Research Question 1: Who is engaging in orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition practices in 

metropolitan Adelaide and what life circumstances tipped them into food insecurity? 

6.2.1 Adverse childhood events  

All S1 participants had experienced significant adversity in life, either in childhood, adulthood or 

both, and these extrinsic events potentially led to a life of food insecurity and poverty. Early 

childhood, a critical period for neural and neuroendocrine development, can be negatively 

influenced by adverse events, impacting individuals throughout their lives (Anda et al., 2006; 
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Chilton, Knowles, & Bloom, 2017; McCain, Mustard, & Shanker, 2007; Shonkoff & Garner, 2012). 

Early childhood has also been acknowledged as one of the crucial periods of life and a social 

determinant of health, whereby those who experience poverty, food insecurity and adversity 

during childhood experience higher health inequities (Wilkinson & Marmot, 2003).  

Several S1 participants in this study shared events that occurred during their childhood, such as 

exposure to poverty and food insecurity, abandonment, childhood and adolescent sexual abuse, 

violence in the home and living in the foster care system. These experiences could be considered 

precursors to their circumstances of poverty and food insecurity in adulthood and are indeed 

classed as adverse childhood events (ACEs). ACEs occur without a nurturing parent or caregiver, 

which can lead to a toxic, or altered stress response in children, in turn leading to health problems, 

poor growth, poor immune function, learning difficulties and behavioural issues (Center for Youth 

Wellness, 2017). ACEs should not be ignored as there is abundant literature demonstrating the 

ways in which they shape and influence children, and continue to exert a negative effect into 

adulthood (Anda et al., 2006; Chilton, Knowles, Rabinowich, & Arnold, 2015; Liu et al., 2013; 

McCain et al., 2007; Sun et al., 2016). 

 

Figure 11 - Potential influences throughout the lifespan of adverse childhood experiences 
 

Adapted from: Felitti et al. (1998, p. 256) and reprinted with permission from American Journal of Preventative Medicine 

In 1998, a comprehensive US study involving more than 9,000 adults investigated their childhood 

exposure to psychological, physical and sexual abuse (Felitti et al., 1998). The focus was to 

examine the correlation between childhood adversity and the risk factors contributing to adverse 

health outcomes in adulthood (Boullier & Blair, 2018; Felitti et al., 1998). The results of this 
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groundbreaking public health study generated 10 categories of ACEs that included abuse, neglect 

and household dysfunction (Boullier & Blair, 2018; Center for Youth Wellness, 2017; Centers for 

Disease Control and Prevention, n.d.; Felitti et al., 1998). The study also led to the development of 

a theoretical pathway (see Figure 11) that describes the journey from childhood to adulthood and 

the continuing impact of adverse events, leading to impairment, an increase in risky behaviours 

and chronic disease throughout the life course (Felitti et al., 1998).  

Aside from the study by Felitti et al. (1998), other studies suggest ACEs affect mental health, both 

as an adolescent and into adulthood, with several reporting increased depression and anxiety 

(Anda et al., 2006; McCain et al., 2007; McIntyre, Williams, Lavorato, & Patten, 2013), adult 

psychiatric disorders (Nothling, Malan-Muller, Abrahams, Hemmings, & Seedat, 2020), emotional 

dysregulation (McCain et al., 2007), higher incidences of schizophrenia/schizoaffective disorder 

(Quide et al., 2018), and impaired social cognitive abilities (McCain et al., 2007; Quide et al., 2018). 

Another study reported ACEs led to poor physical health and emotional problems in adolescence 

and adulthood, and this increased with each cumulative ACE experienced (Balistreri & Alvira-

Hammond, 2016). Similarly, ACEs, especially emotional abuse, increased the incidence of adult 

food insecurity (Larson et al., 2023). Chilton et al. (2017) documented the effects of childhood 

adversity and exposure to violence, neglect, abuse and material deprivation led to the persistence 

of food insecurity throughout several generations. More recently, a scoping review of the 

literature on the link between food insecurity and ACEs revealed a connection between 

experiencing these events and food insecurity in adulthood (Royer et al., 2022). These findings are 

similar to the landmark study by Felitti et al. (1998).  

Two studies investigated why the effects of ACEs persist throughout adolescence and into 

adulthood, linking the experience with altered gene expression that causes an impaired stress 

response (Nothling et al., 2020; Shonkoff & Garner, 2012). In particular, Shonkoff and Garner 

(2012) found ACEs, especially pre- and postnatal exposure to stressors and parental abuse or 

neglect, resulted in the absence of the buffering and protective mechanism that a nurturing 

parent or caregiver provides that helps the child cope with the stress. Similarly, Shonkoff and 

Garner (2012, p. e236), Chilton et al. (2017) and Ke and Ford-Jones (2015, p. 90) state that ‘toxic 

stress’ – strong, frequent or prolonged stress that stems from child abuse, poverty or neglect – 

causes “irrevocable damage” to the child’s developing brain and its ability to function. In adults, 

this toxic stress experience can also lead to increased risk of chronic disease, increased risk-taking 

behaviour, disrupted social networks, poor school performance, unemployment, poverty, and 
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homelessness (Shonkoff & Garner, 2012), with another study citing poor academic outcomes 

(McCain et al., 2007). Similarly, Liu et al. (2013) documented ACEs were a significant indicator for 

unemployment in adulthood and this did not change if there were single or multiple adverse 

experiences. Liu et al. (2013) also commented that this is possibly due to lower educational 

attainment and social isolation, and this is supported by McCain et al. (2007) who also noted 

academic performance was affected by ACEs. Similarly, Shonkoff and Garner (2012) and Chilton et 

al. (2015) report that ACEs also contribute to disrupted social networks in adulthood, leading to an 

inability to connect with others in times of need. Furthermore, adults who experienced toxic stress 

as a child are unable to provide stable and supportive relationships with their own children, 

causing an “intergenerational cycle of significant adversity” (Shonkoff & Garner, 2012, p. e237). 

In addition to the epigenetic changes from ACEs, early life has been acknowledged as an important 

social determinant of health, where the influence of social and economic inequities throughout 

the life course exert a powerful influence on the health of an individual (Wilkinson & Marmot, 

2003). This interplay between social inequities and health are focused specifically on the 

complexities of social, economic, political and environmental determinants, and their impact on 

an individual’s health (Liamputtong, 2019). In particular, children living in low socio-economic 

households where there is poor nutrition, poor housing, and a lack of parental emotional support 

have poorer educational outcomes, and experience behavioural issues and social isolation in 

adulthood (Wilkinson & Marmot, 2003). Similarly, individuals who are socially disadvantaged by 

poverty and poor health are often marginalised by these health inequities, which further impacts 

their mental and physical health (Liamputtong, 2019). 

 The impact of food insecurity in childhood 

Apart from ACEs, there is also the impact of household food insecurity on a child that may carry 

into adulthood. A systematic review and meta-analysis conducted by de Oliveira et al. (2020) 

reported household food insecurity resulted in poor early childhood development, in particular 

poor cognition and educational attainment, psycho-emotional stress and behavioural problems. 

Other effects of household food insecurity on children include reduced learning and productivity 

through poor nutrition, poor mental health and increased incidence of chronic disease in 

adulthood (Ke & Ford-Jones, 2015).  

At an early age, children who experience household food insecurity exhibit adult emotions such as 

distress, anxiety and worry about not having enough food, as well as concern their parents may be 



 

 
 

PAGE 122 

skipping meals or reducing their portion sizes (Leung et al., 2020; Velardo et al., 2021). 

Additionally, children feel embarrassment and sadness from their experiences of food insecurity, 

and these emotions are magnified depending upon the level of disadvantage in the household 

(Leung et al., 2020; Velardo et al., 2021; Velardo et al., 2024). In particular, Leung et al. (2020) also 

report that these strong emotions and psychological distress have a direct influence on a child’s 

development and health. Velardo et al. (2021, p. 13) also correlate their own study findings with 

other research on children who experience food insecurity, suggesting the “adultization and 

mature forms of stress might impact on children’s opportunities … thereby widening inequalities”. 

Furthermore, Bessell (2019) reports that children were aware of financial pressures, the high cost 

of living, and the effect a lack of money had on their lives and their ability to afford food. A recent 

narrative review of children’s experiences of food insecurity also found that children were very 

aware of food stress in the home and of the financial problems faced by their parents (Velardo et 

al., 2024). Children’s awareness of food insecurity also has an emotional impact, with studies 

reporting that food insecure children experience worry, anger, sadness, and stigma and 

embarrassment because of its link to poverty (Velardo et al., 2024). Finally, the review 

demonstrated that children were utilising their own formal and informal networks to manage 

household food insecurity and were also engaging in the informal economy in order to contribute 

to the family’s household income (Velardo et al., 2024).  

Demonstrating the impact childhood food insecurity has in adulthood, a study on adults and their 

experiences of food insecurity as children, Rosa, Ortolano, and Dickin (2018) found participants 

had strong and specific memories of embarrassment and shame, and these emotions followed 

them into adulthood. A recent literature review by Royer et al. (2022, p. 2096) links ACEs to food 

insecurity in adulthood and suggest that treating the trauma that arises is “crucial” as both are 

interrelated. Martin (2021, p. 60) also considers the experiences of childhood and adulthood 

adverse events and being food insecure are “a chicken and egg scenario … a vicious cycle [as] 

trauma can be both a cause and effect of food insecurity”. 

6.2.2 Adverse events in adulthood – the allostatic load of stressful life events and food 
insecurity 

In addition to ACEs, stressful adult life events such as divorce or relationship breakdown, DV, 

death of a loved one and job loss were also shared by the majority of S1 participants. To 

understand why high levels of stress impacts on physical and mental health, the fight and flight 

response to stress and the resulting allostatic load must be discussed to provide context. This 
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primitive survival instinct involves activation of the endocrine system and the secretion of the 

hormone cortisol in response to the stressful event, which in turn causes reduced cognitive, 

metabolic and immune function (Guidi, Lucente, Sonino, & Fava, 2021; Russell & Lightman, 2019). 

Continual elevation of cortisol has other effects on the body, potentially causing metabolic disease 

(e.g. type 2 diabetes), obesity, cancer, mental health disorders, cardiovascular disease and 

impaired immunity (Guidi et al., 2021; Russell & Lightman, 2019). It is the cumulative effects of 

daily life events, major challenges, low socio-economic status and poverty that contribute to a 

person’s allostatic load (Guidi et al., 2021). Childhood experiences of abuse, maltreatment and a 

lack of family support also contribute to high allostatic loads in adulthood (Guidi et al., 2021). 

Similarly, this current study’s results confirm research by Pollard, Booth, Louth, Mackenzie, and 

Goodwin-Smith (2020) where participants cited stressful life events as the reason they were 

experiencing food insecurity and poverty. 

It is also understood that ongoing stress has an impact on a person’s mental and physical health, 

with Wilkinson and Marmot (2003) referring to it as a one of the social determinants of health. 

Even the stress of living in poverty and being food insecure has an ongoing impact on a person’s 

mental and physical wellbeing (Temple, 2018), with a more recent study highlighting increased 

psychological distress from managing household food insecurity (Leung et al., 2022). This study 

reports that parents were experiencing frustration, sadness and guilt from being unable to provide 

for their family, coupled with stigma and shame when accessing EFR agencies (Leung et al., 2022). 

Similarly, being continually in a ‘liminal state’, which is a feeling of uncertainty and transition 

created by significant life changes, adds stress when transitioning from being food secure and 

shopping at regular supermarkets to being food insecure and sourcing food from EFR agencies 

(Moraes, McEachern, Gibbons, & Scullion, 2021). Moraes et al. (2021) also acknowledge the 

pursuit of nutritious food from EFR agencies further exacerbates this feeling of liminality because 

food insecure adults are continually forced to consider alternative food sources.  

An Australian study on the experiences of stress by food insecure adults reported they were more 

likely to be affected by stress, compared to those who are food secure (Temple, 2018). 

Furthermore, and supporting the findings of this current study, over one-third of participants in 

the study by Temple (2018) experienced stress from unemployment, death of a family member, 

mental illness and serious illness. Being food insecure is also a major source of stress for an 

individual, creating a never-ending cycle between food insecurity, stress, and poor mental and 

physical health (Leung et al., 2022; Loibl, Bruine de Bruin, Summers, McNair, & Verhallen, 2021; 
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Pourmotabbed et al., 2020). These cyclical events have an impact on a person’s ability to seek 

employment or stay employed, pushing them back into poverty and food insecurity (Fitzpatrick & 

Willis, 2020). Similarly, Pourmotabbed et al. (2020) report a relationship between food insecurity 

and depression and stress in adults. A more recent longitudinal study also correlated high UPF 

consumption with a higher level of psychological distress, thereby suggesting a direct association 

between the foods often available through food relief and depressive symptoms (Lane et al., 

2023).  

 Poor mental and physical health 

In addition to the stress of adverse events and from being food insecure, participants were often 

dealing with poor health, which could be linked to their experience of high allostatic load and 

resulting physical symptoms (Guidi et al., 2021). Examples of physical symptoms include anxiety, 

irritability, insomnia, and restless sleep (Guidi et al., 2021).  

S1 participants reported they were struggling to afford medications and specialist visits required 

to maintain good health and manage their conditions. Mental health issues were described by 

every S1 participant, with one specifically stating that all food insecure people will experience 

poor mental health. This current study also found that some food insecure adults were having to 

choose between buying food or their medications, despite the substantial discounts provided by 

the PBS (Glossary). One study on the relationship between food insecurity and coping strategies 

reported over a third of participants were forgoing medical care for their diabetes due to the cost 

(Mayer et al., 2016). Similarly, a recent survey of people on social assistance payments by ACOSS 

(2023) (Glossary) reported two-thirds of respondents could not afford their medications, with 

nearly all surveyed stating that living with food insecurity and poverty was affecting their mental 

and physical health. There are also the detrimental effects of suddenly stopping some 

medications, and this was exemplified by one S1 participant who, after rationing her diabetes 

medication, experienced a stroke and was hospitalised. Abruptly ceasing insulin therapy for type 2 

diabetes is reported to cause severe hyperglycaemia (high blood sugar levels) (Chan et al., 2021). 

Other prescription medications can have similar side effects when abruptly ceasing treatment, for 

example, suddenly stopping antidepressants can cause a resurgence of psychological symptoms 

such as anxiety, mania, cognitive impairment and insomnia (Bangert & Aisenberg, 2020). 
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 Domestic and family violence 

The majority of S1 participants shared their experiences of domestic and family violence and this 

finding was supported by S2 participants as one of the reasons people sought food relief and 

financial counselling. Recent figures from the WHO (Glossary) state around one in three women 

aged 15 to 49 years have experienced DV (WHO, 2024). DV is “behaviour by an intimate partner or 

ex-partner that causes physical, sexual or psychological harm, including physical aggression, sexual 

coercion, psychological abuse and controlling behaviours” (WHO, 2024). In Australia, domestic and 

family violence affects an estimated 3.8 million adults (approximately 20% of the population), with 

2.2 million experiencing violence from a current or ex-partner (Australian Institute of Health and 

Welfare [AIHW], 2024)41 (Glossary). In November 2023, four women were killed by their intimate 

partner, with Embolden42 (Glossary) calling for a royal commission into the complexity of this 

systemic issue (Shepherd, 2023).  

In the current study, many women had escaped violent relationships, leaving them food insecure 

and homeless, and this has been reported in other literature. Waterman et al. (2023, p. 1) found 

DV and food insecurity are linked and that there is a “meaningful connection” between the two 

issues. The authors of this study recommend policy changes that focus on the perpetrators rather 

than the victim/survivors of DV to avoid re-traumatisation (Waterman et al., 2023). Another 

recent systematic review also found being food insecure resulted in “an increased likelihood of 

experiencing” DV (Frank et al., 2024, p. 834), suggesting the economic stress of being food 

insecure leads to violence in the home. The authors of this study emphasised the importance of 

trauma-informed approaches in EFR agencies to acknowledge adversity and stressors being 

experienced by their clients to avoid re-traumatising, stigmatising, and shaming them (Frank et al., 

2024). Adding to the discussion about causality and the relationship between DV and food 

insecurity, a systematic review by McKay and Bennett (2023) reports an inability to establish a 

directional relationship between DV and food insecurity and suggests there is evidence of a bi-

directional relationship. For example, for some women who are economically trapped, a lack of 

financial resources and inability to purchase food might lead to food insecurity, which might lead 

to violence in the home from the resulting stress and relationship conflict (McKay & Bennett, 

 

41 The Australian Institute of Health and Welfare is an Australian Government agency responsible for information and 
statistics on health and welfare data; https://www.aihw.gov.au/about-us/what-we-do  

42 Embolden, formerly the Coalition of Women’s Domestic Violence Services SA, is South Australia’s peak body of 
domestic, family and sexual violence services; https://embolden.org.au/about  

https://www.aihw.gov.au/about-us/what-we-do
https://embolden.org.au/about
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2023). Often women leaving violent relationships experience food insecurity from withdrawal of 

financial support provided by the perpetrator (McKay & Bennett, 2023) and this was also reported 

by S1 participants.  

 Navigating Centrelink and mutual obligation requirements 

In addition to the stressful and traumatic life events food insecure adults experience, another 

stressor is navigating Centrelink (Glossary) to receive social assistance payments. Figures from the 

Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW) show that around 5 million Australians are 

receiving social assistance payments; of that 5 million, the majority are receiving the Age Pension 

(52%), with 32% receiving JobSeeker, Youth Allowance or the Disability Support Pension (AIHW, 

2023). During COVID-19, the number of people accessing social assistance payments increased 

due to the government-imposed social restrictions, with JobSeeker access doubling from 886,200 

people to 1.6 million people between March and June 2020 (AIHW, 2023).  

A recent study into the Australian welfare system has shown that recipients face a multitude of 

challenges when navigating the Centrelink system to receive their social assistance payments, with 

many aspects of the system not complementing each other, ambiguities around payments and a 

lack of help from staff, leaving the responsibility to the individual seeking help (Lindberg, 

McKenzie, Haines, & McKay, 2021; McKenzie, Lindberg, & McKay, 2023). Often social assistance 

recipients have their payments halted or reduced due to these systemic failures (McKenzie et al., 

2023). Even moving from one social assistance payment to another, for example moving from 

JobSeeker to the Disability Support Pension, is time consuming, requiring “significant document 

and evidence … and a nightmare”, sometimes taking over a year, with multiple specialist and 

doctor visits (McKenzie et al., 2023, p. 5) or applicants being “inadequately recognised by the 

scheme” (Zorbas et al., 2023, p. 162). These experiences were also shared by focus group 

participants in Pollard et al. (2020), who described accessing Centrelink and other services as 

frustrating, unhelpful and uncaring. 

In this study, over half of S1 participants were receiving either JobSeeker, Parenting Payment, or 

Youth Allowance, which are subject to mutual obligation requirements. Mutual obligation 

requirements “are tasks and activities you agree to do while getting certain payments from us” 

and “penalties may apply if you don’t meet them” (Services Australia, 2023a). For example, those 

on JobSeeker and Youth Allowance agree to a Job Plan and attend appointments with their 

employment services provider, they must look for work, go to all job interviews, and accept any 



 

 
 

PAGE 127 

offer of suitable paid work (Services Australia, 2023a); this offer of paid work is often unsuitable, 

and recipients are under threat of having their payments suspended (Considine, 2022). These 

mutual obligation requirements have been considered the “strictest and most punitive in the 

world” (Azize, 2022, p. 16; Klein, Cook, Maury, & Bowey, 2022) and a “potentially humiliating 

experience” (Considine, 2022, p. 38), often compounded by poverty and food insecurity.  

Furthermore, in the current study, all S1 participants were experiencing mental and physical 

health challenges, which means those on JobSeeker, who should possibly be receiving the 

Disability Support Pension, are continually subjected to “being ritually humiliated by welfare 

officers” and the demoralising process of mutual obligation requirements (Kurita, 2022, p. 180). 

This is made worse when their mental and physical health challenges mean they are potentially 

unable to engage in paid work but cannot navigate the necessary paperwork to move from 

JobSeeker to the Disability Support Pension (McKenzie et al., 2023). 

 

6.3 The use of orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition practices 

Research Question 2: What orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition practices are being utilised 

by food insecure people to mitigate the effects of food insecurity? 

6.3.1 A bland diet with limited food choices – the long-term effects of poor nutrition 

This study found food insecure adults were utilising a variety of orthodox and unorthodox food 

acquisition practices to supplement their food intake; however, they were still consuming an often 

repetitive and bland diet based around the available food. This finding has also been documented 

by Pollard et al. (2018), who cited poor nutrition knowledge of the EFR staff and volunteers, a lack 

of healthy food options being donated to the EFR agency, and the unreliability of food supply as 

contributors to a poor diet. Similarly, Wingrove, Barbour, and Palermo (2016) found the 

availability of nutritious food for food insecure adults is dependent on the types of food being 

donated. Other studies have also reported the impact food insecurity has on physical and mental 

health, which is partly due to the poor quality of food available to people on a low income (Bigand, 

Dietz, Gubitz, & Wilson, 2021; Moubarac et al., 2013; Papan & Clow, 2015; Pollard et al., 2018; 

Pourmotabbed et al., 2020; Stinson et al., 2018). Foodbanks and EFR agencies are often given food 

donations that have a long shelf-life; however, these tend to be UPFs (Wingrove et al., 2016). UPFs 

are high in sugars and saturated fats and low in protein and fibre, and have been shown to be 
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linked with an increase in chronic diseases such as type 2 diabetes, obesity and cardiovascular 

disease (Guo et al., 2023; Lindberg et al., 2022; Machado et al., 2020; Moubarac et al., 2013). A 

more recent longitudinal study also aligned high UPF consumption with a higher level of 

psychological distress, suggesting an association with poor mental health (Lane et al., 2023) and a 

systematic review found UPF foods increased cardio-cerebrovascular disease (Guo et al., 2023). 

Another study in the Netherlands identified that food bank parcels did not meet nutritional 

guidelines for a healthy diet as they were low in fruits and vegetables, dairy and meat products 

(Neter, Dijkstra, Visser, & Brouwer, 2016), and a study conducted in Texas, US, reports similar 

results where food donations were lacking in macro- and micro-nutrients (Mousa & Freeland-

Graves, 2019).  

However, these findings are not new. A study in 2008 by Tse and Tarasuk (2008) identified that 

meals served to homeless people in Toronto, Canada did not meet nutritional needs. The authors 

of this study also commented that this was not unique to Canada, but also affected Australia, 

Europe and the US (Tse & Tarasuk, 2008), suggesting the emergency food response in these 

countries compromises the health and physical wellbeing of food insecure adults. This 2008 study 

and other more recently published literature suggest that the foods provided to food insecure 

adults by EFR agencies and food banks is contributing to and exacerbating their poor health, which 

could be considered re-traumatising, and another spiral of oppression that they cannot escape 

(Bigand et al., 2021; Caraher & Davison, 2019; Food & Research Action Centre, 2017; Kaur, Lamb, 

& Ogden, 2015; Mousa & Freeland-Graves, 2019; Neter et al., 2016; Pourmotabbed et al., 2020; 

Tse & Tarasuk, 2008; Turnbull & Bhakta, 2016; Wingrove et al., 2016). 

Other studies have assessed the nutritional quality of the diets of food insecure households, with 

one study reporting only a third of their participants met the Australian Dietary Guidelines to 

Healthy Eating43 (Glossary) for vegetable and meat consumption, and none met the requirements 

for fruit intake (Lawlis, Bowden, Lo, & Devine, 2022). Furthermore, Lawlis et al. (2022) found the 

impoverished women in their study were consuming a diet high in white bread, pasta and energy-

dense nutrient-poor foods. Another study from the US reports the diets of low-income adults 

changed depending on their finances, and when money was tight, they were consuming a 

carbohydrate-rich diet of canned and packaged foods because they were a cheaper option (Darko, 

 

43 The Australian Guidelines for Healthy Eating have been developed to promote health and wellbeing by providing 
information about the types and amounts of foods, food groups and dietary patterns needed for a healthy life; 
https://www.eatforhealth.gov.au/guidelines/about-australian-dietary-guidelines  

https://www.eatforhealth.gov.au/guidelines/about-australian-dietary-guidelines
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Eggett, & Richards, 2013). One recent study reported similar findings to national and international 

research. After assessing the diets of food insecure households, the authors reported that 

participants had lower fruit, vegetable and whole grain cereal intake compared to food secure 

households, and lower overall intakes of energy, protein, fibre and monounsaturated fat (Lindberg 

et al., 2022).  

In addition to consuming a bland diet with limited variety, S1 participants often skipped meals or 

ate one meal a day, and this was also reported in the recent survey by ACOSS (2023) (Glossary) 

where respondents were eating less, skipping meals, and cutting back on foods essential for good 

health. Similarly, Lawlis et al. (2022) report that the women in their study consumed inadequate 

amounts of food, with 27% of participants only eating one meal a day, and this was despite their 

creativeness and resourcefulness when seeking food. One reason given for only eating one meal a 

day might be because the participants were shielding their children from household food 

insecurity, a practice where the parent hides or conceals food insecurity by skipping meals to 

ensure their children have adequate food intake (Lawlis et al., 2022; Velardo et al., 2021). Other 

literature also identifies this practice, noting that the unintended consequences of skipping meals 

often resulted in disordered eating behaviours, including binge eating when food became 

available (Stinson et al., 2018; Watson, Booth, Velardo, & Coveney, 2022). Another recent meta-

analysis of the literature supports this relationship between food insecurity and a higher incidence 

of binge eating, identifying a link between the experience of childhood food insecurity and this 

practice (Abene et al., 2023).  

6.3.2 Social capital and social networks 

Social networks were an integral part of S1 participants’ lives and a necessary survival mechanism. 

Stories were shared about the generosity of these social networks, where help was given to them 

during times of need. S1 participants spoke of how financial counsellors, people in their 

community, friends and family helped them out with food, money to buy food, transport to 

shopping and food relief agencies, and even a place to stay. There was also a level of reciprocity 

from the food insecure adults as well, sharing what little they had with others in similar 

circumstances. 

Social capital is one of the forms of capital described by Bourdieu (1986) as having access to a 

network of people who rely on each other to provide support through material exchanges. This 

network can comprise family, friends, community groups or other people in similar circumstances 



 

 
 

PAGE 130 

(Bourdieu, 1986). This ability to access and utilise social networks is an important factor to 

consider with regard to food security. Baum (2008) states that social capital is often higher in 

those who are in a better economic position as it provides them with more opportunities and 

potential to seek out and receive help when needed, whereas low social capital can result in social 

exclusion, leading to poorer health outcomes, less resistance to diseases, and a reduced ability to 

cope (resilience). Additionally, Nosratabadi et al. (2020) found that social capital improved food 

security in two ways – knowledge sharing and food sharing – through the social networks of 

family, friends and the community. This practice was true of S1 participants, who were utilising 

their social networks in a reciprocal manner, sharing their own resources and information with 

others as well as accessing food and knowledge themselves. This is a similar finding to Leddy et al. 

(2020) who highlight the importance of these social networks, in particular assistance with 

transport, shopping, cooking and sharing food. Information sharing on where to access financial 

assistance and food relief was also reported by Leddy et al. (2020) and Nosratabadi et al. (2020), 

and this activity was also mentioned by both S1 and S2 participants.  

However, the utilisation of social networks can be disrupted by ACEs, with Chilton et al. (2015) 

suggesting these events affect the development of valuable social skills, resulting in an inability to 

access and utilise support from others. This may be true for the current study, with several S1 

participants stating they did not feel comfortable asking for help from friends and family, yet the 

reasons they were uncomfortable could not be linked with childhood adverse events and may 

have been due to the stigma and shame of being food insecure. Leddy et al. (2020) similarly report 

that food insecure women in their study were not accessing their social networks, citing shame 

and embarrassment, and because of this, they often went hungry. The authors of this study also 

commented that social capital was not reliable and often was limited by feelings of 

embarrassment and shame (Leddy et al., 2020). 

The impact of not having a social network to rely on was mentioned by several S1 and S2 

participants, and this left participants without any options of where to access food, or the money 

to purchase food. Two S1 participants specifically mentioned the loss of a parent who provided 

support and helped mitigate the effects of poverty and food insecurity and the impact of losing 

this valuable social network. No conclusions can be drawn from this, and perhaps warrants further 

research on the impacts of having/not having a social network to draw on when experiencing 

poverty and food insecurity. 
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6.3.3 The debt spiral and long-term financial implications of using for-profit organisations 

A variety of organisations provide quick financial assistance to people who may not have access to 

other loan services due to a bad credit rating (Bos, Carter, & Skiba, 2012; Eisenberg-Guyot, Firth, 

Klawitter, & Hajat, 2018; Prager, 2014). These include for-profit organisations such as 

pawnbrokers and BNPL services (Glossary), which are heavily advertised, easy to use, and provide 

quick cash and credit options without extensive credit checks (Pollard et al., 2020). Utilising these 

for-profit organisations often leaves food insecure people in a worse financial position than 

before, due to the high interest rates and penalties for late payments (Financial Counselling 

Australia, 2023; National Debt Helpline44, 2020 (Glossary); Treasury, 2022).  

 Selling or loaning items to a pawnbroker for money 

In the current study, Cash Converters (Glossary) was the most popular organisation used by all 

participants. Common items accepted for pawning were electronic goods, including phones and 

gaming equipment, and jewellery (Cash Converters, 2023a, 2023b); however, S1 participants also 

spoke of pawning their household whitegoods and even their cars. Cash Converters allows an 

individual to get on-the-spot cash by ‘loaning’ them money on an item of value, and once the loan 

plus interest is paid off, the item will be returned. Nowhere on their website is information about 

how much interest is paid on these loans (Cash Converters, 2023a); however, Pollard et al. (2020) 

state it is around 35% per month. The use of these for-profit organisations is often due to the lack 

of awareness of other non-profit loan options that are available, for example from organisations 

such as Good Shepherd, which provide no-interest loans (Good Shepherd, 2023; Pollard et al., 

2020). There is further evidence that this for-profit industry is exploiting low-income adults, 

supported by the 23% increase in Cash Converter’s revenue for 2023 (Cash Converters 

International Ltd, 2023).  

A recent scoping review on the various coping strategies used by food insecure adults 

documented the practice of this financial strategy and highlighted the lack of consumer protection 

and danger their use poses to people on low incomes (Watson et al., 2022). The lack of existing 

literature suggests this is an under-researched area and one that needs to be investigated (Bos et 

al., 2012). Bos et al. (2012) suggest this might be due to loans through a pawnbroker not having an 

impact on an individual’s credit score, and therefore would not be reported. 

 
44 The National Debt Helpline is a free service that offers non-judgemental and confidential financial counselling 
services to help people with their debts; https://ndh.org.au  

https://ndh.org.au/
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 Using Buy Now Pay Later services – another debt trap 

BNPL services were the next most commonly cited financial strategy. Almost all S1 participants 

had used BNPL to help pay their bills and make other non-food related purchases. BNPL became 

popular in the 2010s as a way to bypass the financial burden and high fees of credit cards and 

bypass credit checks, and to make purchases that could not be afforded outright (Big Commerce, 

2023; Insider Intelligence, 2023). The service allows people to purchase items and pay in a pre-

determined number of instalments over time and has been cited as a more affordable way to 

finance purchases (Big Commerce, 2023; Economics Reference Committee, 2019). BNPL services 

do not charge interest on the purchases; however, some charge a small account-keeping fee 

(Economics Reference Committee, 2019). There is a variety of BNPL services such as Klarna and 

Afterpay, and their use has steadily grown since 2016 with the number of transactions in each 

month increasing from over 50,000 transactions in April 2016 to 4.8 million in June 2020 

(Australian Securities & Investments Commission [ASIC45] (Glossary), 2018, 2020). More recently, 

the Australian family-owned supermarket chain, Drakes, announced it was partnering with 

Afterpay to allow the use of BNPL services to purchase groceries (Megelus, 2023). Afterpay is now 

offering a $10 per month subscription to activate BNPL services anywhere that accepts mobile 

payments such as Apple Pay, Google Pay and Samsung Pay (Blakkarly, 2023).   

While there is a lack of academic literature on the topic of BNPL service use by food insecure 

adults, there are some concerns about how BNPL creates a debt trap for consumers, by enabling 

them to make purchases they cannot afford, and on impulse (ASIC, 2018; Economics Reference 

Committee, 2019; Raj, Jasrotia, & Rai, 2023). There is also some concern over the BNPL industry 

being unregulated, unlike the credit and financial industry (ASIC, 2018; Economics Reference 

Committee, 2019; National Debt Helpline, 2020; Powell, Do, Gengatharen, Yong, & Gengatharen, 

2023) because they do not fall under the National Consumer Credit Protection Act 2009 (Treasury, 

2022). This means individuals with a poor credit rating or on a low income can still be approved for 

the purchase without having to demonstrate their ability to make repayments (ASIC, 2018; 

National Debt Helpline, 2020; Powell et al., 2023; Treasury, 2022). However, missed repayments 

can result in suspension of further use of the service (ASIC, 2018) potentially placing an individual 

in further financial difficulties if they had been relying on the service to pay their regular bills. 

Indeed, these missed payment fees totalled $43 million in the 2018‒19 financial year (ASIC, 2020) 

 

45 The Australian Securities & Investments Commission is a government organisation that focuses on providing a fair, 
strong, efficient financial system for all Australians by acting against misconduct; https://asic.gov.au/  

https://asic.gov.au/
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suggesting BNPL services are a debt-trap. The National Debt Helpline (2020) also cites the high 

risks of using BNPL because of the difficulty in tracking spending leading to unaffordable debt, late 

payment fees can add up quickly, and a person’s credit rating can be affected if defaulted. 

Furthermore, research conducted by ASIC reports that 20% of BNPL users had to cut back or go 

without food, and one in five missed or were late paying other bills because of the BNPL debt 

(ASIC, 2020). A recent survey by Financial Counselling Australia (2023) reports that 62% of clients 

utilising financial counselling services have BNPL debts, with the majority having three or more 

accounts, leading to a “vicious cycle where they cannot afford food because they are paying off 

the BNPL debt” (Financial Counselling Australia, 2023, p. 8). The financial counsellors surveyed by 

Financial Counselling Australia also stated that BNPL providers lacked empathy when clients are 

experiencing hardship. In addition to these concerns, Australia’s consumer watchdog, CHOICE46 

(Glossary), every year nominates a variety of business and services a ‘shonky’ award where they 

“name and shame the products and services that have added distress … to our lives” (CHOICE, 

2023a). In 2021, they nominated the BNPL service provider humm the Shonky Award for 

“unaffordable debt”, its exploitation of the National Credit Code loophole by not assessing their 

customer’s ability to repay the debt, lending amounts over $15,000 and the high monthly fees 

charged (CHOICE, 2023b). 

6.3.4 Shoplifting and dumpster diving for food 

Participant interviews in the current study revealed an interesting aspect of unorthodox food 

acquisition practices – those on JobSeeker and the Disability Support Pension were more likely to 

shoplift food, with almost half of S1 participants sharing their use of this practice. The sample size 

in this study is too small to make a definitive correlation; however, this would be a unique 

opportunity for further research. 

When asked how they shoplifted food, S1 participants shared the strategies they used to 

circumvent the self-serve checkouts in major supermarkets, which included hiding the item 

underneath shopping bags or selecting a lower price for the item. The installation of self-serve 

checkouts, which rely on consumer honesty, has created a new type of shoplifter, where the 

checkout is being used to facilitate theft by selecting an item that is cheaper by weight (Taylor, 

 

46 CHOICE is Australia’s leading consumer advocacy group; it tests, researches and conducts investigations to bring the 
latest advice on what to buy, and what to avoid; https://www.choice.com.au/  

https://www.choice.com.au/
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2016, 2018). The Australian comparison website Finder,47 (Glossary) reported from its nationally 

representative survey that almost one in five people admitted to stealing food from the 

supermarket, similarly using the self-serve checkouts and selecting a lower priced item (Kwiet-

Evans, 2022).  

In the current study, it was not always ascertained what type of food was being stolen; however, 

one S1 participant shared that she was stealing meat because her son was coming to stay. Theft of 

meat from a supermarket was also mentioned by a S2 participant; she cited the lack of meat 

available at EFR agencies was what drove food insecure people into this unorthodox practice. In 

opposition to the current study’s findings, Watson et al. (2022) in their scoping review of orthodox 

and unorthodox food acquisition practices identified only a small number of reviewed articles that 

mentioned shoplifting food, and the number of people participating in this practice was quite low. 

Similarly, there is a lack of academic literature on food insecurity driving the need to shoplift; 

however, some newspapers are reporting an increase in supermarket theft and linking it with the 

recent cost-of-living increases and increasing food prices (Barrett & Taylor, 2023; Luu, 2023). This 

recent increase in shoplifting has resulted in supermarkets implementing security measures such 

as double entry gates, trolley locking systems, surveillance cameras and scan technology at self-

serve checkouts (Barrett & Taylor, 2023; Luu, 2023). Similarly, Crime Stoppers South Australia48 

(Glossary) and major Australian supermarket Coles have recently joined forces to address the 

recent increase in shoplifting and retail crime (Crime Stoppers South Australia, 2023). Its media 

release cites South Australia Police data, reporting a 29% increase in retail crime in the last 12 

months to May 2023 (Crime Stoppers South Australia, 2023). The purpose of this collaboration is 

to upskill staff on how to handle incidents of retail crime, and also how to deal with physical and 

verbal abuse from shoplifters (Crime Stoppers South Australia, 2023). Coles supermarket’s annual 

report for 2023 also showed a 20% increase in total ‘stock loss’; however, these losses also 

included waste and mark-downs, so it is difficult to identify how much was from shoplifting (Coles 

Group Limited, 2023). Similarly, Woolworths, in its latest annual report, mentioned higher rates of 

theft due to rising cost-of-living pressures but did not stipulate how much this was costing the 

supermarket (Woolworths Group Limited, 2023). South Australian crime statistics for the financial 

 

47 Finder is Australia’s financial comparison site; they provide clear and simple comparisons for a wide range of 
products and services; https://www.finder.com.au/  

48 Crime Stoppers South Australia is an independent community organisation that works with police, government, 
media, corporate partners and the community to help solve and reduce crime; https://crimestopperssa.com.au/  

https://www.finder.com.au/
https://crimestopperssa.com.au/


 

 
 

PAGE 135 

year 2022‒23 show around 11,000 people engaged in “theft from shop” (Government of South 

Australia, 2023); however, this dataset does not identify what was actually stolen, or whether it 

was from a major supermarket, department store or speciality store. 

While nearly half of S1 participants shared their practices of shoplifting food from supermarkets, 

the opposite was true for dumpster diving. Indeed, Jobseeker and Disability Support Pension 

recipients were less likely to dumpster dive in comparison to shoplifting, with the majority of S1 

participants stating they did not, and would not, engage in this practice. Similarly, a recently 

published scoping review also found that dumpster diving was more likely being done by ‘waste 

warriors’ and by ‘freegans’ in a way to minimise the impact on the environment by reducing food 

waste, rather than to alleviate food insecurity (Watson, Booth, Velardo, & Coveney, 2023). 

However, despite the lack of recent literature linking food insecurity with the practice of dumpster 

diving, several media reports have focused on the cost-of-living increases and how dumpster 

diving has allowed people to save money and survive (Lang, 2022a, 2022b; Myers, 2022). 

S1 participants also shared the strategies used by supermarkets to reduce theft of food from their 

dumpsters, for example, locking them at night, pouring bleach or other noxious substances over 

the food, and the use of security guards who regularly patrol the property. Similarly, the use of 

bleach to render food inedible and unsafe was reported by Boyle (2010), Delman (2015), 

Fernandez, Brittain, and Bennett (2011), and Jenke (2018), forcing divers to decontaminate their 

food before consumption. There are also other public health implications of dumpster diving, 

including physical harm associated with climbing into the dumpster and the consumption of food 

that may have perished (Anater et al., 2011; Munoz, Wagner, Pauli, Christ, & Reese, 2021). Food 

storage advice from SA Health (2019b) states all food should be stored at 5° Celsius (41° 

Fahrenheit) or colder to prevent the growth of harmful bacteria. Correct storage of raw meats is 

also important to avoid any juices dripping on other foods (SA Health, 2019c); this is something 

that is unavoidable when food is randomly thrown into a dumpster, increasing a diver’s risk of 

food poisoning. Food safety recalls are also problematic for dumpster divers. Supermarkets are 

typically advised to throw any affected product out, potentially increasing the food-borne 

contaminant risks for dumpster divers who might not be aware of the recall. It is also important to 

note that contaminated food may not look, smell or taste any different (SA Health, 2019a), 

therefore dumpster divers may have no indication of how long the food has been in the dumpster, 

what temperature it has reached, and whether it is safe to consume. Also of concern is that 

dumpster divers are unlikely to report any occurrences of food poisoning due to the illegal nature 
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of the activity (Anater et al., 2011). Symptoms of food poisoning include nausea, vomiting, 

diarrhoea and stomach cramps; it is a notifiable condition in Australia, therefore legally any cases 

of food poisoning must be reported to SA Health (SA Health, 2019a). Food poisoning can be 

serious and may cause illness and death in the elderly, people with compromised immune systems 

or pregnant women (SA Health, 2019a). 

 

6.4 The COVID-19 economic payments and their impact on food insecurity  

Research Question 3: What did the COVID payments and cost-of-living payments mean for food 

insecure people? 

Let’s be clear, food insecurity is not caused by a lack of food but a lack of political will 

by policy makers and decision-makers. It is caused by systemic injustices, structural 

racism, and unequal privilege.  

Katie S. Martin (2021) 

Co-incidentally, during the period of this study, the Morrison Liberal government’s financial 

response to the COVID-19 pandemic in March 2020 provided a unique ‘natural experiment’ on 

how easy it was to lift thousands of people out of poverty. When food insecure adults were given 

an increase to their social assistance payments, accessing food using orthodox and unorthodox 

practices diminished, and participants were temporarily able to shop at a regular supermarket, as 

well as pay bills, and seek previously unaffordable medical and personal care. Then in April 2021, 

the Australian Government progressively dropped the payments back to pre-pandemic levels (see 

Figure 1 on page 15 for detailed information on these payments and when they were 

implemented/withdrawn); since then, there have been small increases but not enough to lift food 

insecure people out of poverty.  

S1 participants openly shared the difference the CS and ES payments (Glossary) made to their 

lives. The impact of being temporarily lifted out of poverty was unexpected and resulted in them 

being able to afford to shop at regular supermarkets, pay bills, seek medical care and not stress 

about money. This finding was also reported by ACOSS (2020b) (Glossary) and Klein et al. (2022), 

with participants in both studies stating they were able to meet their basic nutritional needs, such 
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as being able to purchase fresh fruit and vegetables and, more importantly, purchase meat. 

Another recent study also highlighted how social assistance payments were “inadequate for 

surviving” and how the COVID-19 increase allowed them to stock up on food and purchase better 

quality food (Zorbas et al., 2023, p. 159). This natural experiment provided us with a clear 

understanding that food insecurity is not a lack of food, rather it is a lack of money to afford this 

basic human right that necessitates food insecure adults utilising orthodox and unorthodox food 

acquisition practices.  

As mentioned in earlier chapters, the Australian Government is responsible for ensuring all 

Australians have sufficient income, access to shelter, food and other basic necessities, without 

necessarily having employment (Keleher, 2016). However, social assistance payments were not 

designed with food security in mind, rather they were originally implemented to provide “a basic 

safety net to alleviate poverty” (Richards et al., 2016, p. 65) and yet despite this, most people on 

these payments are still impoverished (Davidson et al., 2023). Recent Australian figures have 

revealed more than 3 million people are living below the poverty line, and those who are affected 

most are barely existing on inadequate social assistance payments such as JobSeeker and Youth 

Allowance (Davidson et al., 2023). Similarly, ACOSS (2023) surveyed people who receive social 

assistance payments and reported they were inadequate, and people were struggling to pay for 

rent, food, medications and utilities. The poverty gap, which is the difference between the poverty 

line and how far under that line the social assistance payments fall, has been increasing steadily, 

from $168 per week in 1999, to $323 per week in 2020 before the COVID-19 supplement was 

provided (McKail, 2023). 

6.4.1 Requests to ‘Raise the Rate’ of social assistance payments  

Major welfare groups in Australia have been advocating for an increase to social assistance 

payments for the past two decades (Mendes, 2020). In 2018, there was a ‘Raise the Rate’ 

campaign asking the Morrison Liberal government to provide people on social assistance 

payments with a decent standard of living. This campaign, championed by ACOSS (Glossary) and 

supported by other organisations and some MPs, was seeking an increase to all social assistance 

payments (ACOSS, n.d.; Skattebol, 2011), citing an increase would help move people above the 

poverty line and provide the income they need to live a healthy life (Davidson et al., 2018; Raise 

the Rate, 2019). More recently, ACOSS has asked for an increase to all social assistance payments 

of at least $76 per day, to bring it in line with the Age Pension (ACOSS, 2023).  
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Similarly, Anglicare (Glossary) in a recent report recommends social assistance payments be 

increased to above the poverty line (McKail, 2023). Despite this agitation for change, both the 

previous Morrison Liberal government and the current Albanese Labor government refuse to 

provide a substantial increase to the rate of social assistance payments. In particular, the Morrison 

Liberal government believed that a more “generous [JobSeeker] payment” would discourage 

people to look for work (Mendes, 2020, p. 44). Yet in spite of this refusal, during the COVID-19 

pandemic the Morrison Liberal government very easily and quickly provided the CS and ES 

payments (Glossary) to everyone on a social assistance payment (refer to Figure 1 on page 15). 

This COVID-19 increase, specifically to JobSeeker, brought recipients in line with the Henderson 

poverty line49 of just under $600 per week (see Figure 12) (Johnson, 1996).  

Demonstrating the positive effect the CS and ES payments had for social assistance recipients, a 

recent report titled Poverty in Australia highlighted the sudden and dramatic reduction in the 

number of people affected by poverty. This report documented the number of people 

experiencing poverty decreased by 49% in the period March to June 2020 when the payments 

were introduced, equating to a drop from 323,000 people to 61,000 people Australia-wide who 

were experiencing poverty (Davidson et al., 2023). Furthermore, during this period (March to June 

2020), the average poverty gap for JobSeeker recipients reduced from $269 per week, to being 

$49.10 per week above the Henderson poverty line (Davidson et al., 2023). Figure 12, produced by 

the Grattan Institute, demonstrates how suddenly JobSeeker payments were increased and 

decreased in relation to the Henderson poverty line and relative poverty line. 

The CS and ES payments were only temporary, and the Morrison Liberal government progressively 

reduced the JobSeeker payment, until in April 2021 it was back to pre-pandemic levels (see Figure 

1 on page 15). In April 2021, the Morrison Liberal government ceased the CS and ES payments, 

and then increased JobSeeker by $25 per week. Since then, there have been subsequent increases 

to all social assistance payments, but still not enough to lift people out of poverty (Commonwealth 

of Australia, 2023b).  

 

49 The Henderson poverty line is the most widely used scale in Australia and stems from the Commission of Inquiry 
into Poverty in 1975 where Professor Henderson advocated for a reference or benchmark of poverty 
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Figure 12 – Demonstration of the impact the Coronavirus Supplement and Economic Support payments had on JobSeeker, the 

reduction of these payments, and the extra $25 a week; in relation to the Henderson poverty line 

Source: Coates & Cowgill (2021a) and the Grattan Institute 

Apart from the CS and ES payments, there has not been a substantial and liveable increase to 

JobSeeker since 1994 (Booth & Pollard, 2020; Mendes, 2020; Morris & Wilson, 2014; Musolino et 

al., 2020). Furthermore, poverty and the relationship of JobSeeker to the Henderson poverty line 

is noteworthy because it is the only social assistance payment that is adjusted in line with the 

consumer price index, whereas the Disability Support Pension and Age Pension are all adjusted 

according to wage increases (Coates & Cowgill, 2021b). Additionally, Australia’s JobSeeker 

payment is currently the second-lowest unemployment benefit in comparison to other OECD 

countries, equating to approximately 25% of the average Australian’s wages (Coates & Cowgill, 

2021b). By comparison, other countries such as Switzerland and The Netherlands support 

unemployed citizens with close to 75% of the average wage, an amount similar to the CS payment 

given by the previous Morrison Liberal government (Coates & Cowgill, 2021b). Furthermore, the 

Interim Economic Inclusion Advisory Committee report to the Australian Government (2023‒2024) 

concluded that JobSeeker and other non-pension social assistance payments are “seriously 

inadequate” against existing benchmarks, and “people receiving these payments face the highest 

levels of financial stress in the Australian community” (Interim Economic Inclusion Advisory 

Committee, 2023, p. 15).  
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6.4.2 Universal basic income – an unconditional end to poverty and food insecurity 

The idea of a government-provided basic income is not new. In the 1970s, and in addition to his 

work on establishing an Australian poverty line, Professor Ronald Henderson produced a report on 

poverty that proposed a “guaranteed minimum income scheme” (Büchs, 2021; Howe, 2018). In 

Australia, the COVID-19 CS and ES payments (Glossary) are possibly the best example of a basic 

income, that provided people with an unconditional and liveable income, effectively lifting them 

above the poverty line and providing them the opportunity to afford basic necessities such as food 

(Klein et al., 2022). Henderson believed that income support was a basic human right, and not a 

favour bestowed by the Australian Government (Howe, 2018). 

Endo and Choi (2023) believe the implementation of a universal basic income would increase 

people’s autonomy and ability to participate in the economy without dependence on social 

assistance payments. Klein et al. (2022) also mention this autonomy, whereby the participants of 

their study identified that the COVID-19 economic payments freed up their time for more 

important activities such as further education. This finding aligns with the current study where 

participants were engaging in a time consuming, ritualistic and systematic approach to acquiring 

adequate food, effectively reducing their time for activities such as job hunting or updating their 

skills for future employment. One participant in the study by Klein et al. (2022) referred to this as 

“busywork ticking off boxes” and identified that this mutual obligation requirement had affected 

her ability to study. These barriers to work and study can affect physical and mental health, 

increasing an individual’s allostatic load, and “reducing [their] capacity to focus on anything other 

than survival” (Klein et al., 2022, p. 6). 
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6.5 Emergency food relief agencies inadvertently contributing to the re-
traumatisation of food insecure adults  

Research Question 4: How do food relief workers perceive emergency food distribution? 

Societies can choose to address the structural causes of poverty and commit to providing 

all of their members with a decent rights-affirming existence. Or they can blame the 

poor for their own plight, take steps to further marginalise and stigmatize them, and 

make it ever more difficult for them to enjoy their right to social security. Australia 

appears to be in the process of opting for the second of these alternatives. 

Philip Alston, the Special Rapporteur on extreme poverty and human rights (2017) 

Food relief was originally implemented as an emergency response to immediate needs and a 

short-term solution for hunger (Wills, 2017); however, EFR agencies have become normalised and 

mainstream as a solution to poverty and hunger (Booth, 2014). This normalisation has led to 

foodbanks becoming a “long-term industry”, with Booth and Whelan (2014, p. 1396) suggesting 

their establishment as emergency food relief has become commonplace and normalised as an 

accepted way of dealing with food insecurity and poverty in Australia. Silvasti (2015, p. 478) states 

that because the EFR sector is now a business, food insecure individuals become “consumers” and 

the basic human right to food becomes one of monetary transactions, rules, and regulations 

before the receipt of food, and of profit-making rather than aiding those in desperate need. These 

“efficient systems … overlook the costs in human dignity” creating a toxic relationship between 

the EFR agency and the food insecure adult (Lupton, 2011, p. 54). There have been suggestions 

that the direct and indirect organisations involved with food relief are more aligned with a charity 

economy, one which profits through the distribution and sale of surplus, overproduced and 

unwanted goods to the poor or needy (Kessl, Oechler, & Schroder, 2019). These organisations 

target food insecure and impoverished people who cannot purchase food and other material 

items through the usual channels, for example, a supermarket, therefore ensuring their own 

perpetuity without addressing the actual drivers of food insecurity and poverty (Kessl et al., 2019).  

There is also the consideration of surplus food being diverted to EFR agencies. Currently in 

Australia, the focus is on diverting this food from landfill, coupled with the immediate need of 

feeding those who are hungry. However, the channelling of food waste and rejected product into 
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the EFR sector continually reinforces the belief that waste and surplus food is only fit for those 

who are the most impoverished in our community, contributing further to their stigmatisation, 

marginalisation and oppression (Styklunas, 2023). Furthermore, it does little to address the social 

issue of food insecurity through the provision of what has been termed “leftover food for leftover 

people” (Dowler, n.d., as cited in Caraher & Furey, 2018, p. 34). Supporting Dowler’s view, 

Andriessen and van der Velde (2023) state the idea of being given surplus food, food that would 

otherwise have been fed to animals or composted, impacts negatively on a food insecure adult’s 

dignity and self-worth. Additionally, recent research has discovered that 4% of donated food is 

either unsuitable (safe to eat but damaged, deteriorated or perished), potentially unsafe (foods 

that are close to becoming unsafe for consumption) or unsafe (food that is likely to cause 

significant harm to a person consuming it) (Mossenson et al., 2024). Although this is a low 

percentage, the authors estimate it equates to around 170,000kg of food donated annually, 

posing a risk to vulnerable clients (Mossenson et al., 2024), further contributing to the negative 

impacts of accessing food relief. 

Likewise, food relief agencies do not foster the human right to food, which in turn contributes to 

humiliation, indignity and shame for those who access food relief (Andriessen & van der Velde, 

2023; Caraher & Furey, 2017; McIntyre, Tougas, Rondeau, & Mah, 2015; Silvasti, 2015) as well as 

providing a platform for “unequal power relations” between the EFR agency and the client 

(Styklunas, 2023, p. 165). The increasing number of these businesslike, profit-driven organisations 

could also be viewed as a direct result of government policy failure in not addressing poverty and 

the resultant food insecurity (Booth & Whelan, 2014; McIntyre et al., 2015; Silvasti, 2015). Indeed, 

there is further evidence these agencies are not addressing the issue of poverty and food 

insecurity through their struggle to meet the ever-increasing demand for their services (Bourke, 

2022; Caraher & Furey, 2017; Foodbank Australia, 2023; Miller & Li, 2022; Riches, 2018). 

Martin (2021) states that because EFR agencies were conceived as ‘emergency food relief’, and a 

short-term solution and immediate response to a ‘crisis’, the provision of food relief tends to focus 

on the compassionate service being provided for ‘poor people’ (the perspectives of the service 

provider) rather than the perspectives of the user. This is clearly demonstrated by the annual 

Foodbank Hunger Report, which continually documents an increase in people accessing its services 

and how it is struggling to keep up with demand (Foodbank Australia, 2023). Food relief is 

measured by how much food is given out, which is “quick and easy to quantify and report”; 

however, this leads to a belief that the sector is successful in addressing food insecurity, whereas 
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the focus should be on the people who receive the food and whether their lives have improved, 

otherwise they are just perpetuating the social issue (Martin, 2021, p. 153). Focusing on the short-

term provision of food, not the long-term social issue of poverty and food insecurity provides 

quick gains; however, this is contributing to the food relief clients’ experience of shame, stigma 

and indignity of utilising food relief repeatedly (Martin, 2021). Robert Lupton in his book Toxic 

Charity also states that when we are focused on meeting a need (food insecurity), “we often 

ignore the basics: mutuality, reciprocity, accountability” (Lupton, 2011, p. 57) creating a toxic 

relationship that re-traumatises the food insecure adult even further. 

Furthermore, Silvasti (2015, p. 478) states EFR agencies do not constitute “socially acceptable 

ways of acquiring food” as they contribute to humiliation and demotivation of people who are 

seeking a humanitarian response to their hunger and poverty. Similarly, Pineau, Williams, Brady, 

Waddington, and Frank (2021, p. 114) identify that stigma often leads to food insecure adults 

utilising “socially unacceptable” coping strategies to avoid relying on foodbanks, which has also 

been reported by others (Middleton, Mehta, McNaughton, & Booth, 2017; Purdam, Garratt, & 

Esmail, 2016; Rosa et al., 2018; Tarasuk et al., 2019) and in this current study. McIntyre et al. 

(2015, p. 856) go further to identify five “ins” (invisibility, invalidation of entitlements, inequality, 

institutionalization, and ineffectiveness) that could be considered barriers to food relief, thereby 

questioning whether EFR agencies are actually helping food insecure people or making the 

problem worse. This dominant response to food insecurity feeds into the neoliberal stance of 

pushing the responsibility of the ‘problem’ onto the individual and the community rather than 

addressing structural causes of food insecurity and poverty (Booth, 2014), creating ‘neoliberal 

stigma’. 

6.5.1 Neoliberal stigma 

To understand the concept of neoliberal stigma (De Souza, 2019), neoliberalism should first be 

explained. The term was coined by von Mises and Hayek in 1938 as a response to the growing 

concerns that social democracy was linked to collectivism, Nazism and Communism (Monbiot, 

2016). In Australia, neoliberalism became more prevalent in the 1980s, with an emphasis on 

individual independence and freedom, and a private market economy that reduced the role of 

government and the welfare state (Ife, 2016; Musolino et al., 2020; Watts & Hodgson, 2019). This 

reduction of the government’s responsibility and welfare spending led to the rise of community-

based services and charitable organisations to meet the increasing demand for services that were 
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no longer being provided by the government (Ife, 2016; Musolino et al., 2020). More specifically, 

neoliberalism has contributed to increased disadvantage and unfairness, through policy changes 

that remove or reduce social protection measures and safety nets that were designed to help 

people in times of need, and with robust economies valued more highly over social justice and 

human rights (Jamrozik, 2009; Morris & Wilson, 2014; Musolino et al., 2020; Watts & Hodgson, 

2019). In turn, neoliberalism fosters inequality through the concentration of individual wealth, 

power and privilege; some people are advantaged by this, others are not (Baum, 2008; Musolino 

et al., 2020; Watts & Hodgson, 2019). 

De Souza (2019, p. 21) states that neoliberal stigma is the “stigmatizing narratives” that surround 

food insecurity and poverty, and attributes blame to the individual for their circumstances. It 

forces food insecure and impoverished people into being classified as ‘deserving’ or ‘undeserving 

poor’ and subtly influences the responses of people working within the EFR agency (De Souza, 

2019; Turkkan, 2021). Furthermore, because food insecure people tend to be unemployed, their 

value to society is judged, not because they are unemployed, but because they are not producing 

value in the marketplace or contributing to the economy (De Souza, 2019). Similarly, Andriessen 

and van der Velde (2023, Access to food aid section) suggest the process of determining need and 

the eligibility criteria in order to access food relief creates a “social hierarchy of ‘deservingness’, by 

reinforcing moral judgements, and by violating recipient’s integrity”. This finding was also 

documented by Turkkan (2021, p. 11), who found that the process of establishing a food insecure 

adult’s need for food relief identified those who were “deserving” and those who were 

“undeserving”. Moral judgements from the staff and volunteers in EFR agencies is also mentioned 

by McNaughton et al. (2021, p. 6) through their assessment of food relief clients as “deserving and 

undeserving poor”, further perpetuating the discourse and feeding into the neoliberal stigma of 

food relief. 

6.5.2 Discourses, blame and learned helplessness 

In addition to adverse and stressful childhood and adulthood events, and the continual stress from 

being food insecure and impoverished, there are discourses and narratives that surround food 

insecurity and poverty that continually impact the lived experience of food insecure adults. 

Interestingly, during the period of interviewing S1 participants, the current Labor Prime Minister, 

Anthony Albanese, in response to a question on budget reform, referred to those on social 

assistance payments as “a burden on the welfare system” (Albanese, 2022). This serves as an 
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example of the ways in which language can continue to marginalise, stigmatise and oppress 

people further, effectively keeping them ‘down the well without a ladder’. Bacchi (2009) states 

discursive language, when used in reference to a social issue, nullifies the options and 

effectiveness of social interventions. In this instance, the language used by the Prime Minister, and 

some media outlets, creates a division between those who are employed and those who are on 

social assistance payments, effectively stigmatising and oppressing them further (McKail, 2023). 

One study also highlights that the discursive language surrounding people on social assistance 

payments contributes to the stigma of being food insecure and impoverished (Zorbas et al., 2023). 

The language used by some staff within the EFR agencies could be considered a form of structural 

violence as it constantly demeans the food insecure adult when seeking food, potentially leading 

to further stigmatisation and oppression, and feeding the narrative that they are unworthy. 

Structural violence occurs when policies and procedures legislated by governments suppress 

options and choices for people (Galtung, 1969, p. 168; Garver, 1970). It is also a form of social 

injustice because these ‘acts’ of violence are being committed by the system, government policies 

or procedures, rather than by an actual person, resulting in unequal power, life chances and 

resource distribution (Booth & Pollard, 2020; Farmer, 2004; Galtung, 1969; Johnson, Drew, & 

Auerswald, 2019). Structural violence is invisible and silent, and is fast becoming normalised 

within society (Booth & Pollard, 2020; Rylko-Bauer & Farmer, 2016). Furthermore, these acts of 

structural violence contribute to the traumatic experience of food insecurity, for both the food 

insecure adult and the staff and volunteers at the EFR agencies (Hecht et al., 2018). Although the 

EFR agencies have altruistic intentions, the demonstration of need required before being given 

second-hand food, is undignified and stigmatising, feeding into neoliberalism and structural 

violence by placing the responsibility for sourcing enough food onto the individual (Booth, 2014).   

There is also the assumption that with an abundance of wealth and prosperity in Australia, 

everyone should have enough food to eat (Pollard et al., 2016). These notions often lead to 

judgements and stereotyping of individuals who are unable to afford food (McNaughton et al., 

2021) as they are viewed as “no hopers” and people who “mismanage their money” or have 

“tastes beyond their means” (Economics Reference Committee, 2019, p. 2; Wahlqvist, 2011, 

p. 61). Such beliefs contribute to the lack of recognition of how prevalent poverty and food 

insecurity is in society (Wahlqvist, 2011), without addressing the structural inequities (Mendes, 

2020), and further oppressing food insecure people. In addition, the Australian Government could 

be seen to be blaming the individual and punishing them for the extrinsic life events that led them 
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into poverty, causing them to be continually oppressed (Alston, 2018; Mendes, 2020). In addition, 

if the food insecure adult is not seen to be accepting of the food, the response is often that 

“beggars can’t be choosers” or similar phrases (Andriessen & van der Velde, 2023; McKay, 

McKenzie, & Lindberg, 2022; McNaughton et al., 2021, p. 7). This exchange between the staff and 

volunteers of the EFR agency and the food insecure adult can reinforce feelings of stigma and 

shame (Andriessen & van der Velde, 2023; Bruckner, Westbrook, Loberg, Teig, & Schaefbauer, 

2021; McKay et al., 2022; McNaughton et al., 2021; Pineau et al., 2021; Purdam et al., 2016).   

In the current study, interviews with EFR agency staff and volunteers revealed that their discursive 

language and intrusive questioning of food insecure adults could also be contributing to the use of 

orthodox and unorthodox coping strategies. According to Koc (2013, p. 4), the discourses around 

food insecurity reflect the “conditions of food provisioning in modern society”, the price paid to 

receive food. Additionally, EFR agency staff and volunteers could be contributing to a food 

insecure adult’s learned helplessness through their demeaning interview process and 

demonstration of need requirements. Similarly, the unrealistic expectations their client will 

perform ‘budget’ and ‘financial counselling’ tasks in return for food relief, and from not 

acknowledging other coping strategies their clients utilise, indicates a need to consider the impact 

of this on food insecure adults and the re-traumatising effect it may have. 

Confirming previous research, the majority of S1 participants spoke of experiencing judgement 

and stigmatisation from staff and volunteers at EFR agencies and how these experiences 

discouraged them from seeking food relief and forced them to seek food in other ways. Although 

these experiences have been previously documented by many authors, including Bruckner et al. 

(2021); Hill and Guittar (2022); McKay et al. (2022); McNaughton et al. (2021); Parsell and Clarke 

(2022); Purdam et al. (2016), the examination of S1 participant experiences demonstrates the 

ways in which people are continually oppressed over a sustained period and are ‘down the well 

without a ladder’. 

In this study, S1 participants also expressed ‘self-talk’ and blame, which potentially reinforces the 

discourses surrounding food insecurity and poverty, creating a cycle of learned helplessness. 

Maier and Seligman (1976) explored the concept of learned helplessness through experiments on 

animals and humans. What they found was when people were faced with an inescapable, 

traumatic situation, they are not motivated to respond, rather they passively accept the situation, 

and this passivity is based on previous experiences of failure (Maier & Seligman, 1976). Learned 
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helplessness could be considered “passive acceptance of suffering” where no matter what the 

individual does, the situation will not improve, which leads to an inability to identify coping 

strategies (Barber, 1991, p. 33). Abramson and Seligman (1978) critiqued this hypothesis, stating it 

did not distinguish between which people were unable to cope with uncontrollable situations. 

Furthermore, Bandura (1977, p. 204) states the theory developed by Maier and Seligman (1976) 

focused solely on the “response-outcome expectations”, rather than a lack of self-efficacy being 

the cause of adverse outcomes. Bandura also recommends consideration of the two different 

sources of futility – efficacy-based and outcome-based – to identify whether there is a 

requirement for competency development (self-efficacy) or changes to the environment and 

structures enabling people to access them using the competencies they already possess (outcome-

based). Additionally, Dixon and Frolova (2011, p. 1 & 12) explain that poverty, material 

deprivation, marginalisation, and disadvantage are “life-disempowering”, resulting in learned 

helplessness and a lack of “psychological capital”, which is the inability to develop self-efficacy and 

resilience. The authors link this lack of psychological capital and learned helplessness with long-

term social assistance dependence which “intensifies [recipients’] sense of the futility and 

pointlessness of setting themselves any aspirations and goals, and the taking of any instrumental 

action toward them” (Dixon & Frolova, 2011, p. 12). Furthermore, this sense of futility may be 

reinforced through stereotyping, stigmatising, or even penalising an individual (Dixon & Frolova, 

2011).  

6.5.3 Do volunteers perpetuate the stigma and marginalisation? 

There is a large reliance on volunteers in charitable and not-for-profit organisations, with more 

than half operating without any paid staff (Volunteering Australia, 2022). In 2020, over 5 million 

people were engaged in volunteering, and they were more likely to be women, aged between 40 

and 54 years (ABS, 2020; Volunteering Australia, 2022). In South Australia, 26.2% of the population 

were volunteering in 2020 and this number was down slightly from 2019 (27.1%), possibly due to 

the COVID-19 restrictions (Volunteering Australia, 2022). Foodbank SA reported receiving over 

100,000 volunteer hours in the 2021‒22 financial year, provided to their warehouse operations, 

Food Hub, transport, events and fundraising, and office administration (Foodbank Australia, 2024). 

The most commonly cited reason for volunteering was to help others in the community and for 

personal satisfaction/to do something worthwhile (Volunteering Australia, 2022). Similarly, a 

Canadian study reports altruism as the most important personal motivation to volunteer, stating 

this finding was similar to other studies (Rondeau, Stricker, Kozachenko, & Parizeau, 2020).  
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Andriessen and van der Velde (2023) found the interactions between food insecure adults and the 

volunteers at EFR agencies contributed to stigma and the indignity of food relief, and this was 

through the social hierarchy that existed between them. The authors of this systematic review 

also report this social hierarchy was upheld through volunteers making food choices on behalf of 

the food insecure adult, removing any dignity, autonomy and self-identity (Andriessen & van der 

Velde, 2023). Parsell and Clarke (2022, p. 443) found that EFR agency volunteers believed their 

role as “one of thorough assessment” of the client’s needs before food relief could be provided, 

echoing a comment in this current study from one agency volunteer that “the [client’s] story has 

to resonate as one of need” (Brianna, S2, F, V, CBBC). Furthermore, Parsell and Clarke (2022) 

report that volunteers believed food relief clients were picky, not desperate enough and were 

trying to exploit the system, and this was based on the volunteer’s perception that food relief 

clients were lying to them about their circumstances. 

Even EFR agencies suggesting their client attend a financial counsellor in exchange for food relief 

suggests their clients are mismanaging their money. In a study on charity and shame, Parsell and 

Clarke (2022, p. 443) report that a volunteer at an EFR agency suggested to other volunteers that 

if the client does not attend financial counselling, they are encouraged to say, “no budget training 

[signals with his hands waving goodbye]”, further contributing to the experience of shame and 

indignity. This response is similar to those reported in the current study where an EFR agency 

volunteer checked the client’s records to ascertain if they had completed the required financial 

counselling and other tasks in order to receive a fifth food relief visit50. As the current study 

demonstrates, food insecure people are very capable with their money; however, there is little 

money left over from their social assistance payments to meet the basic needs of housing, health 

and food. This current study also demonstrates that a lack of food is not the issue, rather it is a 

lack of money, so the suggestion of seeking financial help is again blaming the individual for their 

situation and not providing any remedy to their poverty. 

In response to the interview questions about orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition strategies 

of their clients, staff and volunteers in the EFR agencies were not inquiring into where and how 

food insecure adults sourced their food. Similarly, clients arguably did not feel comfortable 

divulging this information. Indeed, one S2 volunteer emphatically stated the EFR agency did not 

ask their clients for this information as it was perceived as “personal and private”. This is despite 

 

50 Most EFR agencies only provide between three to five visits for food relief PER YEAR. 
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their continual questioning of clients about their need for food relief and asking them to provide 

information on their social assistance payments and their outstanding bills, which also could be 

considered personal and private information. However, it was evident that some EFR agency 

volunteers were aware of food insecure adults ‘shopping around’ other agencies, yet they did not 

enquire about any other food acquisition strategies being utilised. In comparison, the paid staff at 

EFR agencies knew more about orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition practices, and this may 

be that more grant funding meant they had more time to spend with a food insecure client. The 

importance of spending more time with food insecure adults and listening to their stories cannot 

be emphasised enough. The Centre for Public Impact (2022, p. 11) identifies that listening helped 

build relationships, allowing the food insecure adult to confide in the EFR agency worker, and 

enabling them to be “heard and valued”. Further research into why the food relief client refrains 

from sharing information about their orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition practices could 

reveal insights into the reasons behind this occurrence. Similarly, this information might highlight 

the EFR agency operating outside a trauma-informed care framework. 

The larger agencies, such as Foodbank Australia, Anglicare Australia, Uniting Communities and the 

Salvation Army, are beneficiaries of large grants from the Australian Government, whereas the 

smaller, community and faith-based EFR agencies receive little to no money to run their EFR 

provision. For example, Uniting Communities had a revenue stream of over $88 million for the 

financial year ending June 2022, with $55.3 million of that income from government subsidies 

(Uniting Communities, 2022). This revenue increased substantially for the financial year ending 

30 June 2023, up to $105.8 million, with government subsidies of $61.2 million (Uniting 

Communities, 2023). Similarly, government grants and donations totalling nearly $7 million were 

given to Foodbank Australia in 2022 who in turn, received just over $13 million from food 

purchases by food insecure people (Foodbank Australia, 2022). In stark contrast, the smaller EFR 

agency located within the CBBC received only $3,800 in government grants in the financial year 

ending 2022, with donations and bequests from the church community making up the larger 

portion of their operating revenue ($156,690) (Australian Charities and Not-for-profits 

Commission, 2022). It is possible the differences in funding might contribute to the reliance on 

volunteers and therefore a lack of time with a food insecure client, which also means the EFR 

agency is missing vital information on the orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition practices of 

food insecure adults. The lack of funding could also mean that volunteers are not adequately 

trained in trauma-informed care, potentially re-traumatising the client further. 
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6.6 Implications for practice, policy, and further research 

This chapter has discussed and elaborated on the results of the data collection and analysis. 

Increasingly, the lack of trauma-informed care has been raised as potential challenges that food 

insecure adults continually face. This section provides a definition of trauma-informed care and 

why it is so important, discusses the utilisation of a trauma-informed care framework, and outlines 

potential recommendations for practice, policy and further research.  

6.6.1 Definition of trauma-informed care and intersectionality 

Trauma-informed care recognises the impact and intersectionality of food insecurity, poverty and 

structural violence on an individual (Bowen & Murshid, 2016). Trauma-informed care changes the 

narrative from blaming the individual, to acknowledging the extrinsic life events that have 

occurred and “understanding, recognizing, and responding to the effects of different types of 

traumas” (Brase et al., 2019, p. 11). Bowen and Murshid (2016) recommend six core principles be 

utilised when applying a trauma-informed framework as detailed in Table 8. 

 

Table 8 - Bowen and Murshid’s six core principles of trauma-informed social policy 
 

PRINCIPLE DEFINITION 

1. SAFETY Ensure physical and emotional safety; prevent further trauma from 
occurring 

2. TRUSTWORTHINESS AND 
TRANSPARENCY 

Maintain transparency in policies and procedures, with the objective of 
building trust among stakeholders 

3. COLLABORATION View policy’s target population as active partners in policy development 
and implementation and as experts in their own lives 

4. EMPOWERMENT Share power with policy’s target population, giving them a strong voice in 
decision-making 

5. CHOICE Preserve meaningful choices for policy’s target population to maintain a 
sense of control 

6. INTERSECTIONALITY Focus on awareness of identity characteristics and the privileges or 
oppression these characteristics can incur 

Source: Adapted by Hecht et al. (2018) 

 

 Intersectionality 

Of specific importance is the sixth principle identified by Bowen and Murshid (2016). 

Intersectionality was first used to understand racism and sexism faced by Black women in the US, 
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but is now being used in academic and policymaking contexts to describe the complexities of 

social issues such as food insecurity (Browne & Misra, 2003; Scottish Government, 2022). In the 

context of this thesis, intersectionality is understood as structural, societal and power inequities, 

where the “intersection” of several social categories creates the inequality (Scottish Government, 

2022, p. 11). Similarly, Styklunas (2023) states that food insecurity does not occur in isolation or as 

an insular issue, it is a multifaceted social issue of poverty, power imbalances, stigmatisation, 

discrimination and oppression. Styklunas (2023) also states the problem with viewing food 

insecurity as a stand-alone social issue means the complex intersectionality of these multiple 

issues are harder to address. Similarly, Bacchi (2016) and Marmot and Allen (2014) believe this 

reductionist view does not acknowledge the complexity of the social issue, nor does it address the 

intersectionality and the impact of the social determinants of health that create the inequity in the 

first place. For example, in this study S1 participants were not only food insecure; they had 

experienced trauma in both their childhood and adulthood, they were impoverished, experienced 

multiple health concerns, as well as marginalisation, stigma and shame from being food insecure. 

Additionally, the majority of S1 participants had experienced difficulties accessing services such as 

Centrelink (Glossary) and EFR agencies for food relief, and this is due to the intersectional 

problems and structural inequities they experience (Scottish Government, 2022). As Cho, Williams 

Crenshaw, and McCall (2013) state, intersectionality is the power and inequality that influences 

individual disadvantage, and this current study demonstrates the inequality and power differences 

facing food insecure adults every day. 

6.6.2 Recommendations for practice and social policy – implementing a trauma-informed 
care framework 

The Emergency Relief Handbook produced by ACOSS (Glossary) documents a “client’s right” to 

respect, non-judgemental service provision, one that encourages self-reliance, and the inclusion of 

the client in the decision-making process as “best practice service standards” (ACOSS, 2011, p. 53). 

Although this handbook is dated, there is abundant literature supporting the need for a dignified 

service provision to clients (Andriessen & van der Velde, 2023; Booth et al., 2018; Crawford et al., 

2014; Hill & Guittar, 2022). More recently the Australian Institute of Family Studies reiterated 

these principles with a focus on a trauma-informed, welcoming and non-judgemental service 

(Kleve & Gallegos, 2022). Similarly, research by Pettman et al. (2022) refer to the Guiding 

Principles for the SA Food Relief Charter, which acknowledges dignity, equity, collaboration, 

respect and client choice as paramount principles and a shared vision for the food relief sector. 
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Given the findings of the current study, it appears the EFR agencies are taking a ‘business as usual’ 

approach to food relief that is not supporting their food relief clients; rather it is re-traumatising 

them and creating an oppressive and continuous cycle they cannot escape. This current study 

identifies that food insecure adults are continually experiencing trauma when accessing EFR, 

through the constant demonstration of need, invasive questions, judgement from staff and 

volunteers, and a lack of dignity, autonomy and choice in the food they receive. This is in addition 

to the childhood and adulthood adverse events that have been identified, further contributing to 

their stress and allostatic load when seeking help. Taking a trauma-informed care approach 

ensures the individual is not being re-traumatised in the process of obtaining food and other 

assistance (Bowen & Murshid, 2016).  

Recommendation 1: Service delivery changes to improve accessibility and universality – (a) removal 

of the demonstration of need, and (b) increase choice and autonomy for the client 

It has been well documented in the literature that the demonstration of need, limited food 

options and poor food quality, and the limits on how many times a person can access food relief, 

are barriers continually facing food insecure adults (Booth, 2014; Booth, Pollard, Coveney, & 

Goodwin-Smith, 2018; Enns, Rizvi, Quinn, & Kristjansson, 2020; Kleve et al., 2023; Lindberg et al., 

2015; Martin, 2021; McNaughton et al., 2021; Middleton et al., 2017; Pollard et al., 2018; Rizvi, 

Enns, Gergyek, & Kristjansson, 2022; Turkkan, 2021, 2023). To improve the accessibility and 

universality of food relief provision, existing models must be addressed to avoid re-traumatisation 

of people accessing services and to provide them with a dignified experience.  

There are several examples of successful trauma-informed service delivery at the EFR agency/food 

relief charity level. The Center of United Methodist Aid to the Community Ecumenically Concerned 

with Helping Others (CUMAC/ECHO) in the US is one example where the focus is not on providing 

food relief but ‘helping people heal’ through acknowledging the traumas people have experienced 

(Food Bank News, 2024). CUMAC/ECHO was initially providing food relief for students who were 

coming to school hungry but recognised the social issue was far greater than food (CUMAC/ECHO, 

n.d.). The organisation has grown to provide accessible food relief that gives food insecure adults a 

choice, their dignity, and acknowledges that trauma is the root cause of hunger and injustice 

(CUMAC/ECHO, n.d.). Another US-based organisation is Leah’s Pantry, which approaches food 

relief through the lens of trauma and resilience and also offers training programs on trauma-

informed care for like-minded community organisations (Leah’s Pantry, 2024). Bowen and 
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Murshid (2016) suggest that by being more trauma-informed and offering alternatives to the 

existing dominant EFR agency models, any barriers to food relief will be reduced. 

Another option is to change the service delivery model to improve accessibility and provide 

universality by establishing an SSM (Glossary) of food provision – an operational model that allows 

anyone access, without needing an interview to determine need, and can be accessed as often as 

required. SSMs are a “blended food relief service model” which provides referral services and 

employment pathways (Pettman, Dent, Goodwin-Smith, & Bogomolova, 2022, p. 4) plus a 

supermarket where consumers can make their own food choices and pay with “conventional 

currency” (Wills, 2017, p. 64); they are non-profit, social enterprises that operate as a community 

hub with different services included in the location, for example a café or an opportunity shop51 

(Pettman et al., 2022; Pettman et al., 2023; Stettin, Pirie, & McKendrick, 2022). SSMs have also 

been identified as a means to address food insecurity by increasing social capital, social networks, 

empowerment, and community engagement through community development (Stettin et al., 

2022). 

In Adelaide, South Australia a pilot study was conducted on the feasibility of implementing the 

SSM model into existing EFR agencies and reported the model presented “promising solutions” to 

food provision (Pettman et al., 2022, p. 6). Other positive effects noticed in this SSM pilot study 

was the change in language of the staff and volunteers, who transformed their conceptualisation 

from one of “food relief” or “handout” to an “inclusive capacity building opportunity, with the 

emphasis on a pathway out of food insecurity” (Pettman et al., 2022, p. 11). However, this study 

identifies several challenges moving from the dominant food relief model to an SSM; staffing, 

funding, resources and moving from the existing model were cited as challenging by the EFR 

agencies as well as a difference in values and principles between the two (Pettman et al., 2022). 

Wills (2017, p. 67) also reports similar findings, identifying barriers to the SSM include “resistance 

from powerful [supermarket] donors” who do not support a social enterprise selling their donated 

food to clients as that would “undermine” the brand’s identity and associate it with a lower 

available price. Food banks also had similar concerns as it would affect their relationships with the 

large food donors (Wills, 2017). The Food Centre52 has overcome this issue with donated food by 

 

51 Opportunity shops, or op shops, are volunteer run places where people can buy pre-loved clothing, homewares, 
bric-a-brac and collectables at a low price 

52 The Food Centre at Gepps Cross in metropolitan Adelaide is an example of a social supermarket; 
https://thefoodcentre.com.au/  

https://thefoodcentre.com.au/
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sourcing wholesale and surplus manufactured produce (Pettman et al., 2023). The advantages of 

this is a consistent supply of food that meets consumer needs and preferences (Pettman et al., 

2023), plus it negates the “Good Samaritan”53 legislation in Australia that prohibits the sale of 

donated food as part of the protection from liability (Parliament of South Australia, 1936; Wills, 

2017). 

If changing to an SSM is not achievable and the preference is to continue with the agency’s 

existing operational model of food relief, another option would be to have a ‘co-shopper’, 

someone who still assists the client when they are in the food pantry, but does not bag the food 

on their behalf and without their input (Martin, 2021). Co-shopping and helping the client select 

their own food provides dignity for the client as well as interaction and conversation (Martin, 

2021). Specifically, Bowen and Murshid (2016) suggest this collaboration between food insecure 

clients and EFR agency volunteers and staff is essential to allow empowerment, providing clients 

with a voice in the decision-making process, and giving them meaningful choices and options. 

Recommendation 2: Implement staff and volunteer training on trauma-informed care and practice 

to deepen understanding of the social determinants of health 

This current study establishes that the interactions between a food relief client and staff and 

volunteers at EFR agencies contributes to stigmatisation, marginalisation, indignity and an overall 

traumatic experience. A pilot study by Powers, Langhinrichsen-Rohling, Sonu, Haynes, and Lathan 

(2023) found that trauma-informed care training was effective at increasing knowledge and 

helped implement staff behavioural change when interacting with clients who have experienced 

trauma; however, they identified that ongoing support would be required to maintain trauma-

informed care. Additionally, training would help EFR agency staff and volunteers identify the 

differences between empathy and sympathy, something Martin (2021) suggests enables them to 

listen to the client’s stories, reinforcing they are not alone, and the EFR agency is there to help. 

Bowen and Murshid (2016) suggest that adequate training of staff and volunteers establishes a 

level of trust between them and the food relief client, providing the opportunity for disclosure of 

any activities without judgement.  

 

53 The Civil Liability Act 1936, Division 11A – Food donors and distributors; 
https://www.legislation.sa.gov.au/lz?path=/c/a/civil%20liability%20act%201936  

https://www.legislation.sa.gov.au/lz?path=/c/a/civil%20liability%20act%201936
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Recommendation 3: Acknowledge the impacts of vicarious trauma on staff and volunteers and 

implement policies to support 

The expectation that we can be immersed in suffering and loss daily and not be 

touched by it is as unrealistic as expecting to be able to walk through water without 

getting wet.   

Naomi Rachel Remen (2010) 

The experiences of trauma are not one-way; there is also documented evidence that vicarious 

trauma affects frontline workers when engaging with people in need (Ashley-Binge & Cousins, 

2019; Compassion Fatigue Australia, 2024; Office for Victims of Crime Training and Technical 

Assistance Center, 2024; Roberts, Darroch, Giles, & van Bruggen, 2022). The term ‘vicarious 

trauma’ first appeared in the 1990s and has been expanded to include workers’ feelings of 

compassion, responsibility, helplessness and lack of control (Ashley-Binge & Cousins, 2019) and 

“negative personal repercussions” (Pearlman & Caringi, 2009, p. 202) such as compassion fatigue 

and burnout (Office for Victims of Crime Training and Technical Assistance Center, 2024). Vicarious 

trauma has been identified as a risk for people working in communities with high rates of trauma 

(Roberts et al., 2022). Also referred to as “compassion fatigue”, vicarious trauma is the “inevitable 

effect of compassionate engagement with others in distress” (Ashley-Binge & Cousins, 2019, p. 

193). Symptoms of vicarious trauma are similar to post-traumatic stress disorder and include 

psychological, emotional and physical symptoms such as dissociation and depersonalisation, social 

isolation, and loss of meaning and hope (Office for Victims of Crime Training and Technical 

Assistance Center, 2024; Pearlman & Caringi, 2009). Vicarious trauma has been identified as part 

of expressing empathy to a person who is or has experienced traumas in their life (Pearlman & 

Caringi, 2009). Kragt and Holtrop (2020) found that some volunteers were experiencing mental 

health issues when they were not able to access the necessary supports. The authors identified 

that volunteers may resort to utilising ineffective coping strategies; however, it was not identified 

what these were and what impacts this had on their interactions with food relief clients and the 

service provided (Kragt & Holtrop, 2020). Since S1 participants in this study have experienced 

adverse childhood and adulthood events, there may be far-reaching implications for not only 

themselves, but also the staff and volunteers at the EFR agencies who support them.  
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Some individual strategies to manage the effects of vicarious trauma include supportive 

colleagues, social networks and family support, adequate supervision, a team environment, 

training around vicarious trauma and self-care, such as maintaining good health and participating 

in exercise (Ashley-Binge & Cousins, 2019; Pearlman & Caringi, 2009). Organisation-based 

strategies include debriefing meetings, ensuring balance or variety in caseload, ongoing 

professional development and a positive workplace culture (Ashley-Binge & Cousins, 2019; 

Roberts et al., 2022). Pearlman and Caringi (2009) also recommend spirituality as an essential part 

of addressing vicarious trauma as it allows for community support and connection to self through 

faith and belief.  

However, it is important to note that there is limited evidence around the efficacy of these 

strategies (Ashley-Binge & Cousins, 2019), therefore it is recommended that this information be 

shared with EFR agencies so they can implement their own organisational and individual 

approach. Supervision of volunteers and training in what vicarious trauma is and how to manage it 

effectively is also highly recommended (Ashley-Binge & Cousins, 2019). However, the reliance on 

volunteers in the EFR agency sector might preclude intensive training, therefore a focus on 

effective supervision is warranted.  

Recommendation 4: Include the trauma-informed care framework in social policy 

Further to training for EFR staff and volunteers, Bowen and Murshid (2016) state that trauma-

informed care can also be adopted as social policy change to recognise the intersectionality and 

traumas experienced by food insecure and impoverished people. Trauma-informed care should 

start upstream with policy changes to address poverty and the social determinants of health 

(Bowen & Murshid, 2016). As this current study demonstrates, food insecurity is not a lack of food, 

rather it is a lack of money, and in the past, the Australian Government has been reluctant to 

implement permanent increases to social assistance payments, therefore addressing the root 

cause of food insecurity may not be achievable. Considering this, it is recommended that both EFR 

agencies and government institutions implement policies that aim to understand and 

acknowledge the systemic and structural levels that contribute to an individual’s traumatic 

experiences. 
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Recommendation 5: Implement routine and ongoing measurement and monitoring of food 

insecurity in Australia 

There has been no formal assessment of the levels of food insecurity in Australia since the ABS 

reported on its single-question survey in 2015 (ABS, 2015b). This single-question assessment has 

been deemed insufficient to capture the temporality, severity and occurrence of food insecurity, 

and it is recommended that surveys be conducted more thoroughly and more regularly. This 

recommendation is also supported by the recent Parliamentary Inquiry into food insecurity where 

it is suggested this occurs every three years using the validated HFSSM (Glossary) (Standing 

Committee on Agriculture, 2023). 

6.6.3 Recommendations for further research 

Several recommendations for further research arise from this thesis. First, research on a larger 

sample of food insecure adults and the agencies and organisations that support them is warranted 

as the sample sizes of this study were small. Second, the inclusion of the voices of diverse 

populations, for example a wider age range, culturally diverse and equal gender representation, 

would be beneficial as they were under-represented in this study. Third, an Australia-wide study 

that includes regional and remote communities accessing EFR might shed light on the different 

experiences in these locations. Fourth, conduct and evaluate a trial intervention on what models 

of EFR work best to reduce trauma and improve the overall health of food insecure people, and 

identify the most effective trauma-informed care training model for staff and volunteers. This 

research could be done with the involvement and formal partnerships between academics, public 

health researchers, psychologists, trauma-informed specialists, nursing researchers, healthcare 

practitioners, the charitable food system (both large and small organisations) and policymakers. 

Additionally, further research is needed to document the underlying issues, not just poverty and 

food insecurity, to uncover the intersectionality of a food insecure adult’s life. As this study shows, 

food insecurity is not only a lack of food, it is also poverty and other traumas in a person’s life that 

creates this cycle of adversity and oppression they cannot escape.  

This study has established that food relief clients do not willingly share their orthodox and 

unorthodox food acquisition practices with EFR agency staff and volunteers. Further research into 

their orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition practices and why they refrain from sharing this 

information could reveal insights into the reasons behind this occurrence. Similarly, this 

information might highlight the EFR agency operating outside a trauma-informed care framework. 
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This study has also found that food insecure adults rely on their social networks quite heavily to 

manage their food insecurity and poverty. Further research on this phenomenon is warranted to 

understand the impact of having/not having a social network to draw from when experiencing 

poverty and food insecurity. Finally, the differences between the use of unorthodox food 

acquisition practices such as shoplifting and dumpster diving, and the types of social assistance 

payments participants were receiving was also noteworthy; however, a correlation could not be 

made in this study, therefore it provides a potential area of further research. 

 

6.7 Strengths and limitations of the study 

There are several strengths to this thesis. This study is the first of its kind to examine the 

underpinning drivers of orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition practices and to identify the 

adverse childhood and adulthood events that lead to food insecurity, poverty, and the use of 

these practices. The identification of these events that altered the life course and trajectory of 

participants, and the need to access EFR, also uncovered food insecure adults are being re-

traumatised by the narratives and discourses surrounding food insecurity and poverty, as well as 

having to meet the strict eligibility criteria to receive second-hand food. It has also identified an 

under-researched area of adverse life events and poverty and will enable further research on 

larger populations and across multiple EFR agencies to be conducted. This study has provided a 

unique and original contribution to research that paints a complex picture of intersectionality, 

adversity and trauma experienced by food insecure and impoverished adults.  

Second, this study captured the events of COVID-19, the CS and ES payments (Glossary) and other 

cost-of-living increases, effectively documenting the food insecure adults’ journey through these 

increases and decreases in payments, demonstrating how impoverishment and oppression 

affected them. Third, CGT guided the data collection and analysis and therefore did not influence 

theory development. Theory development occurred as part of the data collection and analysis 

stage, and also during writing the results and discussion. This contributes to a robust and well-

developed theory to explain the lived experience of food insecurity and the resulting adversity, 

oppression and the strategies used to cope. The prolonged immersion of the researcher in the 

field contributes to the credibility of the study’s results. Another strength to this study was the 

ability for the interview script to remain responsive to the changing economic climate in Australia 

and Adelaide. Finally, this study has highlighted an insight into the workings of social policy, clearly 
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demonstrating that food insecurity is not about food, rather it is the inadequacies of social 

assistance policy and the payments provided.  

There were also several limitations to this study. The EFR agency gatekeeper role may have subtly 

influenced the study population, therefore the sample is not necessarily representative of the 

entire food insecure and impoverished population in Adelaide, South Australia. Recruitment of 

food insecure adults through the EFR agencies influenced the results of one outcome of orthodox 

and unorthodox food acquisition practices as all participants had experiences with the agencies. 

However, this also resulted in confirmation of previous research on the clients’ perceptions and 

use of EFR agencies and foodbanks. Participant recruitment via Facebook community groups was 

limited by the researcher’s own engagement with these groups, therefore potentially restricting 

participation from other community groups of food insecure and impoverished people. Similarly, 

most participants were women, therefore the voices of men were not emphasised to the same 

degree, making the sample unrepresentative of the lived experience of all food insecure adults. 

 

6.8 Chapter summary 

The chapter discussed the results of the data analysis, comparing the findings to existing 

literature, and reported how adverse childhood and adulthood adverse events tipped adults into 

food insecurity, necessitating the use of orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition practices and 

other coping strategies. The orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition practices of this study’s 

participants was discussed, highlighting some potential drawbacks but also the benefits of these 

practices. The impact of the COVID-19 CS and ES payments and withdrawal were also discussed 

and a summary of previous requests to government to ‘raise the rate’ was included to provide 

context. The consequences of discourses and the narratives that surround food insecurity and 

poverty were also discussed and linked with EFR agency practices. Food relief as a business and 

the impact neoliberalism has on society was linked to the oppression of food insecure people. 

Finally, this chapter concluded with a summary of the implications for practice, social policy, and 

further research, and the strengths and limitations of the study. The next and final chapter 

provides some concluding statements.  
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CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSION 

This study aimed to identify and understand the set of circumstances, or tipping points, into food 

insecurity, and ultimately into utilising orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition practices to 

cope. The scoping review identified a lack of literature on the tipping points into these food 

acquisition practices; however, data collection and analysis of S1 participant interviews uncovered 

adverse childhood and adulthood events that could be considered precursors to becoming food 

insecure and impoverished. These extrinsic life events created an environment of toxic stress, or 

an altered stress response, leading to physical and mental health issues, disrupting participants’ 

ability to cope by increasing their allostatic stress load. The impact of this stress created deficits in 

the individual that followed them into adulthood and created a cycle of learned helplessness. The 

exploration of these extrinsic events, identification of adversity and oppression continually being 

experienced by food insecure adults, and the resulting orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition 

practices, provides an original contribution to the existing knowledge on food insecurity.  

The results of the data collection were presented as three main themes, with sub-themes, which 

mapped to the four research objectives. Discussion of these themes, along with the presentation 

of existing literature on adverse childhood and adulthood events, the use of orthodox and 

unorthodox food acquisition practices, COVID-19 financial payments, and the impact of staff and 

volunteers in the EFR agencies was also presented and elaborated on using existing academic 

literature. Interviews with S1 and S2 participants revealed both orthodox and unorthodox food 

acquisition practices were being used to mitigate the effects of food insecurity and poverty. Some 

strategies posed risks to the individual, through poor nutrition and the resulting chronic diseases 

from consuming a diet high in UPFs. Some financial coping strategies adopted also exposed food 

insecure adults to short and long-term risks. For example, the unregulated BNPL (Glossary) 

services were regularly used by participants, which increased their financial dependence on the 

service, potentially placing them in further financial difficulties through missed payment fees and 

high interest rates. Other food acquisition practices that posed risks to the individual included 

shoplifting and the less-common practice of dumpster diving. There is a scarcity of literature on 

food insecure people utilising these unorthodox coping strategies, providing a need for further 

research on why and how often they are engaging in risky and illegal practices. Participants were 

also utilising their own social networks as sources of food, money to buy food, or information 

about where to source assistance. There was also reciprocity, with participants sharing their own 
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food and knowledge with others in a similar position, demonstrating the generosity of 

participants/food insecure adults, even when they were experiencing their own difficulties. 

The significance of this study’s findings is novel, with the events of COVID-19 providing a unique 

research opportunity to identify the impact on impoverished people when they were given a 

significant increase to their social assistance payments. The prolonged immersion in the field 

provided an opportunity to accurately capture Australia’s changing economic climate, both 

through the COVID-19 pandemic and the resulting cost-of-living crisis. This study has identified 

that food insecurity is not a lack of food, rather it is driven by poverty, adversity, and the resulting 

discourses, blame and learned helplessness that keep someone food insecure. The Australian 

Government had been reluctant to provide an increase to social assistance payments, until the 

COVID-19 pandemic, suggesting it has the ability, just not the inclination, to lift people out of 

poverty permanently. 

Additionally, the interviews with EFR staff and volunteers revealed a troubling aspect to 

emergency food provision – it is a normalised and a mainstream solution to hunger that is no 

longer serving its purpose effectively enough. The neoliberal stigma driving discursive language 

and blame contribute to the stigmatisation, marginalisation and oppression of food insecure 

adults seeking help. The process of seeking food relief has been identified as re-traumatising food 

insecure adults, creating an oppressive and continual cycle they cannot escape. Recommendations 

for practice changes have been identified that are inclusive, universal and acknowledge the 

trauma experienced, all of which facilitate healing instead of re-traumatising when receiving the 

basic human right of food. Changing the service delivery model to one of inclusion and universality 

will provide dignity, autonomy and choice for food insecure and impoverished people.  

There were also social policy recommendations and recommendations for further research. First, 

regular measurement of food security using the validated USDA 18-item HFSSM might shed light 

on how prevalent this social issue has become. Further, Australia-wide research that involves a 

larger sample of food insecure adults and more EFR agencies was suggested, along with the 

inclusion of the voices of more diverse populations. Additionally, further research is needed to 

uncover the intersectionality of a food insecure adult’s life. For example, the use of social 

networks was reported, and further research on this phenomenon is warranted to understand the 

impact of having/not having a social network to draw from when experiencing poverty and food 

insecurity. The differences between the use of unorthodox food acquisition practices such as 



 

 
 

PAGE 162 

shoplifting and dumpster diving, and the types of social assistance payments participants were 

receiving was also noteworthy and a potential area for further research. 

Finally, this study has provided an original contribution to knowledge by clearly identifying that 

food insecurity is not a singular social issue, it is a complex picture of intersectionality, adversity 

and trauma being experienced by food insecure and impoverished adults who are being re-

traumatised in the process of seeking EFR. Similarly, this study has uncovered the inadequacies of 

social policy to address this social issue. In particular, their experiences of trauma and being re-

traumatised is creating a cycle of adversity and oppression that food insecure adults cannot 

escape.  
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Appendix 1. The orthodox and unorthodox food acquisition practices and coping 
strategies used by food insecure adults: A scoping review (published in the Journal 
of Hunger & Environmental Nutrition January 2022) 

Available online: https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/19320248.2021.2021121 

 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/19320248.2021.2021121
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Appendix 2. Participant Pack (presented to EFR agencies for recruitment)  
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Appendix 3. Recruitment of staff at EFR agencies 
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Appendix 4. Survey Instrument [6-item US Household Food Security Survey 
Module] and demographics survey 

 

What is your age?  ......................................................................................................................  

 

What suburb do you live in?  ......................................................................................................  

 

Do you live alone or with someone?  .........................................................................................  

 

What level of schooling have you completed? (please circle) Primary / High school / TAFE / University 

 

Are you currently employed? YES / NO 

Do you receive any Government payments? If so, which one?  ................................................  

 .....................................................................................................................................................  
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These questions will help me understand the level of food insecurity you’re experiencing. There is 

no right or wrong answer, and you don’t have to answer a question if you don’t want to. 

Below are some statements that people have made about their food situation: 

“The food that I bought just didn’t last, and I didn’t have money to get more.” 

In the last 12 months, was that often, sometimes, or never true for you?  

 Often true 

 Sometimes true 

 Never true 

 Don’t know 

 

“I couldn’t afford to eat balanced meals.”  

In the last 12 months, was that often, sometimes, or never true for you? 

 Often true 

 Sometimes true 

 Never true 

 Don’t know 

 

1. In the last 12 months, did you ever cut the size of your meals or skip meals because there 

wasn’t enough money for food?  

 Yes 

 No (Skip and go to Question 2) 

 Don’t know (Skip and go to Question 2) 

 

1a. How often did this happen? 

 Almost every month 

 Some months but not every month 

 Only in the past 1 or 2 months 

 Don’t know 
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2. In the last 12 months, did you ever eat less than you felt you should because there wasn’t 

enough money for food? 

 Yes 

 No 

 Don’t know 

 

3. In the last 12 months, were you ever hungry but didn’t eat because there wasn’t enough money 

for food? 

 Yes 

 No 

 Don’t know 
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Appendix 5. Interview guide for Sample 1 (showing modifications made to the 
guide during data collection) 

Interview questions used for pilot sample (February 2021) 

Food Insecure Adults – Participant Sample 1 

1. Can you tell me why you chose to come to [insert emergency food relief organisation’s 
name here] for food? 

a. Can you tell me what were the circumstances that led you here to get food 
assistance? 

b. How did you find out about food assistance being available here? 
c. What was the process you had to go through in order to get food assistance? 
d. How long have you been coming here? 
e. How often do you come here? 
f. What does it mean to you to be able to get food from here? 
g. How has COVID-19 impacted on your ability to access food generally (and in terms 

of emergency relief? 
 

2. Thinking about the times you’ve received food from [insert organisation’s name here], 
what have you done when you can’t get food from here?  

Prompt: 
- Where else might you go to get food?  
- Are there other sources of getting food that you have used? (borrowed, gone to extended 

family/friends/neighbours, pinched food from supermarket, servo or other retail outlet, 
church, taken food out of a bin or skip,  
 

3. Some people describe using food assistance service as undignified and very confronting. 
There have been examples where people decide not to use food relief agencies but to seek 
food in other ways. Can you tell me of any times where you or someone you know have 
sourced food from a place that may have been illegal, risky or physically dangerous, or?  

Follow-up questions: 
a. What were the circumstances that led you/your friend to consider using this 

source? 
b. Can you walk me through step by step of the process of how you got the food? 

Prompt:  
Did you go alone or with a group of other people? 
What time of day/night did you go? 
What happened next? 
How did you get the food home? 

a. How often do you / your friend use [insert food source here]? 
b. How did you/ your friend etc find out about [insert food source here]? 
c. What does it mean to you to be able to get food from [insert food source here]? 

 
4. Thinking back to a time when you’ve needed food, what happened within the household or 

to you personally that made you decide to access [insert food source/s mentioned above 
here] for food? 
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Interview questions modified from pilot sample (highlighted areas show modifications made 

between this interview guide and the subsequent guide, to capture changes in economic 

landscape in Australia) 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS – FOOD INSECURE ADULTS 

PREAMBLE 

Thank you for taking time today to chat with me about your experiences. The aim of my study is to 

understand the strategies you use to get food and the circumstances in your life that led to the 

use of these strategies. I’m also very interested in where you go for food when you can’t or don’t 

want to go to a charity or agency. Talking to people such as yourself will provide valuable insight 

into the food relief sector and how people manage food insecurity. 

Everything you say to me is confidential and there are no right or wrong answers. Please answer 

as honestly as you can and if there are any questions that you’d prefer not to answer, please let 

me know and I can move on. Similarly, if you don’t want to continue with the interview, please let 

me know. 

I thought I’d start the interview with a little bit about myself – I became interested in food 

insecurity at uni and from volunteering with OzHarvest; I also volunteer with the OFSC and have 

done research on school breakfast programs in SA. I couldn’t believe in Australia there were 

people who struggled to afford food and that’s why I’m here now interviewing people like yourself 

so I can gain your perspectives. I’m keen to find out what has happened in your life that led you to 

using these different strategies to source food. So, that’s enough about me …. 

 

ABOUT THEMSELVES AND POTENTIAL CIRCUMSTANCES 

1. Can you tell me what happened in your life that led you to using food relief agencies? 
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USING FOOD ASSISTANCE AGENCIES 

These next questions are to determine your use of food relief agencies, the process you go through 

to get food, and what they give you. 

2. Have you ever gone to an agency to get food? For example, an agency can be a Foodbank, 

the Salvos, a church? 

a. IF NO: 

i. Are there any particular reasons you don’t use these services? 

ii. Using these picture cards, how did using these services make you feel? 

iii. Then progress to Q9 

b. IF YES, progress to Q3 

3. How did you find out about the food assistance agencies in your area? 

a. Probe – can you tell me what those agencies are? 

4. How many times over the last six months have you needed to go to an organization that 

provides food? 

5. Can you walk me through the process that you’ve got to go through to get food assistance? 

(Pick a location if they mention one) 

a. How do you get an appointment? 

b. Prompts – waiting list, ring up times, weekends, opening times/days etc 

c. How many times a year are you allowed to get food from here? 

d. Is this different at other agencies? Can you tell me the process at the other agencies 

you go to? 

e. What happens when you use up all your visits? 

f. Who do you show your Health Care card to? Then what happens next? 
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6. Can you show me using these picture cards how it feels getting food assistance from these 

agencies/organisations? 

a. Prompt: Can you explain to me why you feel [insert emotion chosen] about getting 

food assistance? 

b. That’s really interesting because many people find it awkward or embarrassing. How 

come you don’t find it embarrassing? 

7. What do you get from these organisations? (Prompt – food parcel, food voucher, shopping 

card, free bread, etc.) 

a. How do they work out what you get? 

b. Food parcel: 

i. How many times do you get a food parcel? 

ii. What’s in a food parcel? 

iii. Do you find this meets your needs? What would you prefer to get? 

c. Food vouchers: 

i. How much are the vouchers worth? 

ii. Does the agency pay or do you? 

iii. Are you able to walk me through your shopping experience at Foodbank? (Prompt 

– foods chosen; how do they feel using this service?) 

d. Coles/Woollies vouchers: 

i. Are you able to walk me through your shopping experience at the supermarket? 

(Prompt – foods chosen; how does it feel shopping there versus shopping at 

Foodbank?) 

8. What do you do when these agencies are closed? Eg. public holidays 

9. Is there anything else you’d like to share with me about your experiences with food 

assistance agencies?  
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ACCESSING FOOD (both orthodox and unorthodox ways) 

These next questions focus on the ways people survive in terms of getting food or money for food, 

outside of the food relief services. 

10. What ways have you or people you know used to get food or money to buy food outside of 

the emergency food relief agencies? 

a. Prompt: eg. buying food in bulk, shopping discounts, sharing food with friends, 

pawning items, short term loans or the buy now pay later schemes, etc. 

b. expand on these eg. ask what items they pawned, did they get them back and how 

much extra did it cost them; have they ever been in trouble with debt collectors? 

11. There’s been some studies that have shown people also go to family or friends for food or 

money to buy food. Can you tell me about any occasions where you’ve done this?  

a. Can you share with me the circumstances that led to you going to family or friends? 

12. Can you tell me about any times where you or someone you know have sourced food from 

a place that may have been unsafe, physically risky, or illegal? [show photos] 

a. eg. pinching food from a supermarket, servo, or other retail outlet, or taking food out 

of a skip or bin. 

[if they say no, go straight to question 13]54 

b. Probe: What were the circumstances that led you/your friend to consider using this 

source?  

c. Is it your preference to access food in this way? Why/why not? 

13. I hear you when you say this is something you’d never/not do, but others have done this. 

Given that people are only allowed a limited number of visits to agencies, I can understand 

 
54 This highlighted section, and others that follow in these Appendices, are indicative of the changes in wording from 
earlier drafts of interview questions 
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people who are desperate turn to other means to get food. What sort of stories have you 

heard from people that have done this? 

a. (Probe – Who, what, when, where, why) 

 

FOOD RELIEF DURING COVID 

Now I’m going to ask you some questions about COVID and food. 

14. We’ve spoken about the ways you get food from different places/sources; how much did 

this change during the COVID-19 pandemic (specifically in 2020/2021 when the tighter 

restrictions were in place? 

a. Prompt – were any agencies closed? What did you do then? Bring in their ‘creative 

ways’ too; did the amount of food change in the dumpsters? 

15. What did you do for food during the last lockdown in Adelaide? (20-27th July 2021) 

a. Prompt – were the agencies closed? What did you do then? 

16. The next questions are about the extra payments you got during COVID: 

a. What did this extra money mean for you? 

b. What did you use this money for? 

i. if they paid bills, ask what bills they were; were they overdue or had debt 

collectors? 

c. Did you use less food assistance or use these other food sources when the COVID 

supplement was provided? Why? 

d. (for those on JobSeeker) What has happened since the supplement stopped in 

March 2021? 

17. We’ve covered a lot of topics today, is there anything else you’d like to add? 
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Addition of the below questions in August 2022 to capture cost-of-living increases and other 

economic events in Australia 

18. What did you use the most recent cost-of-living $250 payment for (offered by the Federal 

Govt in April 2022)? Or the SA Govt cost of living concession payment for? 

19. Cost of living questions here*****  
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Appendix 6. Interview guide for Sample 2 (showing modifications made during the 
interview process) 

 

Initial draft of interview questions 

Emergency Food Relief Workers – Participant Sample 2 

1. Can you tell me a little bit about your role here and how long you’ve been a part of [insert 

organisation’s name]? 

2. Are you aware of any anecdotal evidence of how clients may get obtain food – other than 

via emergency food relief services?  

3. Prompts: extended family 

4.  [skip question if they are aware of no other food sources being used by clients] Are you 

aware of any anecdotal evidence of clients accessing food in unorthodox ways that might 

be illegal, risky or unsafe for example from supermarket bins, theft, sex for favours etc…  

5. Prompts: 

6. What might be some of the factors that drive people to access food in illegal, risky or 

unsafe ways? 

Prompt – why do you think they don’t use emergency food relief instead?  

7. Does the organisation have a policy response when it comes to their attention that a 

known/previous client might be engaging in risky, unsafe, or illegal practices to get food? 

8. What do you think are some of the barriers clients of XXX service face in accessing food via 

emergency relief? 

9. How do you think COVID-19 may have impacted on client’s ability to get food? 

 

Interview guide used to for pilot (October 2022) 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS – EMERGENCY FOOD RELIEF SECTOR WORKERS/VOLUNTEERS 

PREAMBLE 

Hi [name] thank you for taking time today to chat with me about your experiences of working with 

clients who access the food relief services provided here. The aim of my study is to understand 

their use of these services, the circumstances in their lives that led to them coming here for food 

relief and where they go for food when they can’t access it here.  

 

There are 7 questions in this interview and it should only take around 30 minutes of your time. 

Everything you say to me is confidential and there are no right or wrong answers. Please answer as 

honestly as you can and if there are any questions that you’d prefer not to answer, please let me 

know and I can move on.  
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1. Can you tell me a little bit about your role here and how long you’ve been a part of this 

organization? 

2. Can you step me through the process a client uses to get food relief? 

a. What do clients do during the times you’re not open for EFR? 

b. What does your organisation do for clients who’ve got dietary restrictions or food 

allergies? 

3. Can you share with me any stories you’ve heard from clients about other strategies they 

use to get food or money to buy food? 

a. Prompt: other than via emergency food relief services, or practices that have come 

up in the interviews, eg AfterPay, pawning items for cash etc 

4. Can you share with me any stories you’ve heard from clients about them accessing food in 

ways that might be illegal, physically risky, or unsafe? e.g., from supermarket bins, theft, 

sex for food etc? 

a. Why do you think they might access food in this way rather than use emergency 

food relief? 

5. What does this organisation do when they hear about people engaging in risky, unsafe, or 

illegal practices to get food? 

6. From your perspective, what is some of the barriers or challenges clients might face when 

accessing emergency food relief? 

7. What changes did you notice to the EFR service during COVID-19 and in particular the time 

when the government were offering support payments (eg. JobSeeker was increased 

during 2020)? 

a. How do you think this might have impacted on a client’s ability to access food via 

food relief, or in illegal ways?  

Thank you etc. 
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Interview guide post-pilot with extra question included about funding, plus inclusion of cost-of-

living specific questions, clarification of screening and eligibility criteria, and links to Sample One 

results (modifications highlighted) 

Interview Questions – Emergency Food Relief Sector Workers/Volunteers 

Preamble 

Hi [name] thank you for taking time today to chat with me about your experiences of working with clients 

who access the food relief services provided here. The aim of my study is to understand their use of these 

services, the circumstances in their lives that led to them coming here for food relief and where they go for 

food when they can’t access it here.  

There are 10 questions in this interview and it should only take around 30 minutes of your time. Everything 

you say to me is confidential and there are no right or wrong answers. Please answer as honestly as you can 

and if there are any questions that you’d prefer not to answer, please let me know and I can move on.  

1. Can you tell me a little bit about your role here and how long you’ve been a part of this agency? 

2. Can you tell me a little bit about the agency? 

a. Prompt: how the agency is funded? 

b. In your opinion, what sort of impact would there be on people seeking emergency food 

relief services if the agency was having to meet KPIs (key performance indicators) and grant 

funding requirements? 

3. Can you step me through the process a client uses to get food relief? 

a. How does this agency screen clients and determine their eligibility? 

b. What do clients do during the times you’re not open for EFR? 

c. What does your organisation do for clients who’ve got dietary restrictions or food 

allergies? 

4. From my interviews with food insecure adults, I’ve uncovered stories where their life’s not gone 

according to plan and this has left them food insecure and dependent upon agencies like this one. 

Can you tell me of any stories you’ve heard from clients about what’s led them here to your 

agency? 



 

 
 

PAGE 189 

5. Can you share with me any stories you’ve heard from clients about other strategies they’ve used to 

get food or money to buy food? 

a. Prompt: other than via emergency food relief services, or practices that have come up in 

the interviews, eg AfterPay, pawning items for cash etc 

6. Can you share with me any stories you’ve heard from clients about them accessing food in ways 

that might be illegal, physically risky, or unsafe? e.g., from supermarket bins, theft, sex for food 

etc? 

a. Why do you think they might access food in this way rather than use emergency food 

relief? 

7. What does this agency do when they hear about people engaging in risky, unsafe, or illegal 

practices to get food? 

8. From your perspective, what are some of the barriers or challenges clients might face when 

accessing emergency food relief? 

9. What changes did you notice to the EFR service during COVID-19 and in particular the time when 

the government were offering support payments (eg. JobSeeker was increased during 2020)? 

a. How do you think this might have impacted on a client’s ability to access food via food 

relief, or in illegal ways?  

10. What changes have you noticed this year in relation to the rising cost of living, interest rate 

increases, petrol price and grocery price increases? 

a. Has there been an increase in clientele here and what reason did they give for seeking out 

emergency food relief? 
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Appendix 7. Active recruitment via social media: examples of Facebook posts 

 

Anti-Poverty Network SA Forum 

Posts were made in September 2021, May 2022, and October 2022 (see screenshots below). 
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Current Members Only – Anti-Poverty Network SA 

One post was made in May 2022. 

 

 

Adelaide Dumpster Trading and Adelaide Dumpster Diving and urban Foraging Community 

Posts were made in April 2019, June 2021, September 2021, and in May 2022.  
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Appendix 8. Dean of Research and the College of Nursing & Health Sciences data 
collection requirement during COVID-19 
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Appendix 9. Sample codebook for Theme 1 

 

Name Description 

1. Life’s not gone according to plan  

1a. How did I get here includes "brought up privileged" 

Brought up privileged  

Cultural lens and expectations  

Things have gone wrong  

1b. Relationship breakdown and divorce  

Relationship breakdown  

Single parent  

Dad not paying child support  

Making sacrifices for their 
children 

 

1c. Trauma and loss  

i) Domestic violence  

ii) Childhood trauma  

Generational poverty and FI  

iii) Loss of loved one  

iv) Job loss & unemployment  

4 pay packets away from 
financial strife 

 

v) Homelessness  

Evicted or kicked out of home  

Living in my car  

Living with family or friends 
(couch surfing) 

 

Sleeping rough or squatting  

1d. Health issues  

Children  

Self  

Mental health  

Substance abuse  
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