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Abstract

Background: In 2012, 17.5 % of Nova Scotian households reported experiencing food
insecurity - a situation of uncertain or limited access to acceptable foods in socially acceptable
ways. Women are particularly vulnerable to this situation; a major concern given the negative
and interrelated impacts of food insecurity on multiple dimensions of human health. There is a
need for comprehensive approaches that address food insecurity, including the inequality and
inequity that underpins this issue.

Purpose: This thesis explored the potential contributions of a community-based program in
efforts to address food security for low-income women and their families. More specifically, by
drawing on the perspectives of staff members and participants and complementary data, it
explored: 1) the “everyday experiences” of food insecurity for women who utilize these
programs and, 2) the ways that a community-based program addresses issues of food insecurity
through their programs and broader engagement.

Methods: A qualitative, exploratory, single case study design was followed, using the Kids
Action Program (KAP) as the case. Data collection consisted of individual interviews (with
women participants and KAP staff members), document review and participant observation in
relevant KAP programs and activities. Analysis was informed by two theoretical frameworks - a
conceptual definition of Individual and Household Food Security and Bronfenbrenner’s
Ecological System’s Theory.

Results: These results describe the experience of food insecurity for women who participate in
KAP programs. Most prominent, was the coordinating power of money and its influence over
women’s “choice”, specifically their ability to access enough healthy foods for themselves and
their families. These individual experiences must be considered relative to interactions between
these women and their broader environments — this includes the ways that the cost of living, the
cost of food, organizational policy and household debt influence and interfere with participants
desire to be food secure. It also includes an understanding of how the broader ideological
environment, including labels, stigmatization and judgment, contribute to the persistence of
poverty and food insecurity as significant social issues.

These results further describe the ways in which the KAP contributes to food security, for the
women and families they work with, as well as others in their community. This encompasses a
spectrum of understanding of what is needed to build food security, where outcomes of
individual participation in KAP programs are realized in conjunction with organizational
commitment, partnership, and advocacy to realize systems change. It also highlights the
important role of organizational leadership and the philosophies and values of staff members in
developing meaningful programs and speaking out against injustice.

Conclusions and Recommendations: Participants experiences with food insecurity primarily
centered on their limited economic access to healthy nutritious foods for themselves and their
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families. It also included other broader consequences and barriers such as organizational policies,
and judgment from others. The KAP contributed to food security for these women at multiple
levels — temporarily providing them with improved access to resources, while also engaging in
partnership and education activities that aimed to address the social and political conditions in
which food insecurity exists.

To address food insecurity, community-based programs need strong organizational leadership,
founded on principles of social justice and long-term change. Institutions looking to address food
security must give community-based programs the autonomy they need to address the needs of
their participants and communities.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

Food insecurity is defined as a situation that occurs whenever the availability of
nutritionally adequate and safe foods or the ability to acquire food in socially acceptable ways is
limited or uncertain (Anderson, 1990). According to recent analyses of Canadian Community
Health Survey (CCHS) data, an estimated 17.5% of Nova Scotian households experienced
moderate or severe food insecurity at some point in 2012 (Tarasuk, Mitchell & Dachner, 2014),
up from 17.1% in 2011 (Tarasuk, Mitchell & Dachner, 2013). Of particular concern, is the high
prevalence of food insecurity among Canadian households with children (15.6%), more
specifically, those headed by female lone-parents (34.3%) (Tarasuk, Mitchell & Dachner, 2014)
as well as the disproportionate numbers of women (compared to men) living in households
characterized as food insecure (Health Canada, 2010; Matheson & Mclntyre, 2013). The
gendered nature of this experience is further recognized in regional studies within Atlantic
Canada, which suggest a high prevalence of food insecurity among low-income, lone-mothers
(Glanville & Mclintyre, 2006; Mcintyre et.al., 2003; Mcintyre, Glanville, Officer, Anderson,
Raine & Dayle, 2002); with some research indicating rates of food insecurity as high as 96.5%

among the populations studied (Mclntyre et.al., 2002).

The negative and interrelated impacts of food insecurity on multiple dimensions of
human health (Vozoris & Tarasuk, 2003a; Gucciardi, Vogt, DeMelo, & Stewart, 2009; Cook,
et.al., 2013; Muldoon, Duff, Fielden & Anema, 2013), give rise to the significance of this issue
as a serious public health concern. For women, food insecurity has been linked to a myriad of
poor health and nutritional outcomes, including elevated levels of distress and increased
incidence of chronic disease (Tarasuk, 2001a), and deteriorations in intakes of almost all food

groups (Tarasuk & Beaton, 1999; Tarausk, Mclntyre & Li, 2007; Glanville & Mcintyre, 2006),
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with particular sensitivity documented in the consumption of milk and milk products (Glanville
& Mclintyre, 2009; Mclntyre, Williams & Glanville, 2006; Williams, Mcintyre & Glanville,
2010) and fruits and vegetables (Tarasuk & Beaton, 1999; Ramsey, Giskes, Turrell, & Gallegos,
2012; Mello, Gans, Risica, Kirtania, Strolla, & Fournier, 2010). The negative experiences of
food insecurity for low-income women (often lone-mothers) and their children have been further
detailed through multiple analyses of a sample of women in Atlantic Canada. Generally, these
findings provide similar accounts the management of food at the household level, where mothers
are often the first to carry the burdens and consequences of food insecurity in order to spare the
negative effects for their children (Mclintyre, Officer, & Robinson, 2003; Mclintyre et al., 2002;

Mclintyre et al., 2003; Glanville & Mclintyre, 2006).

While many initiatives have been established to address food insecurity in Canada,
charitable food assistance programs, in the form of food banks, were the first and are arguably
still the most pervasive response to food insecurity and hunger in this Country (Tarasuk & Davis,
1996; Riches, 2002; Tarasuk & Eakin, 2003; Slater 2007; Wakefield, Fleming, Klassen, &
Skinner, 2012). Despite its necessity for providing short-term relief to food deprivation and
hunger, the charitable model fails to address food insecurity in any systemic or sustainable way
(Tarasuk, 2009; Emery, Fleisch & Mclintyre, 2013; Loopstra & Tarasuk, 2012a), and the
negative experiences associated with the use of emergency food assistance, including feelings of
shame, embarrassment and humiliation, have been well-documented (Hamelin, Beaudry &
Habicht, 2002; Gaetz, Tarasuk, Dachner & Kirkpatrick, 2006; Dachner & Tarasuk, 2002;
Williams et al., 2012a). What’s more, the basic premise of food banks divides society into ‘have’
and ‘have not’s’ (Power, 2005a) through the establishment of a two-tiered food system - market-

based for those who can afford it and subsistence-based for those who cannot (Power, 1999).
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Recognizing the deficits of the charitable model, and in pursuit of a more comprehensive
approach to food security, activists began to promote the idea of ‘community food security’
(CFS)* in 1994 (Allen, 1999). As a concept, CFS expands upon individual/household definitions
of food security, adopting the same basic anti-hunger frame, but merging this with sustainable
food systems perspectives, thus emphasizing longer-term, systemic approaches to building food
security and health for all community members (Hamm & Bellows, 2003). Strategies that fall
under this “community” frame include (though are not limited to) food-buying clubs, farmers’
markets, alternative food distribution networks, community-supported agriculture, and food
gardens (Tarasuk, 2001a; Kantor, 2001). While primary research (Kortright & Wakefield, 2010)
and systematic reviews (Carlsson & Williams, 2009; Brown et al., 2005) have critically
examined the impact and potential outcomes of community-based strategies from a food systems
and CFS perspective (Carlsson & Williams, 2009; McCullum, Desjardins, Kraak, Ladipo,
Costello, 2005; Brown et al., 2008), there are relatively few studies that have explored how these
responses address food security from a social justice or individual/ household food security lens

(Power, 1999).

What evidence is available from the latter paradigm has largely focused on the
participation, reach (Loopstra & Tarasuk, 2013a) and the potential for involvement in these
programs to significantly alter household resources for at-risk individuals and families (Tarasuk
& Reynolds, 1999; Tarasuk, 2001b; Vozoris & Tarasuk, 2003b). Cumulatively, the results of
these studies suggest that community-based responses lack the capacity to resolve issues of food

insecurity for their participants, an issue deeply rooted in chronic poverty and persistent income

! Community food security is defined as a situation in which “all community residents obtain a safe, culturally
acceptable, nutritionally adequate diet through a sustainable food system that maximizes community self-reliance
and social justice” (Hamm & Bellows, 2003, pg. 37).
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inadequacy (Tarasuk & Reynolds, 1999; Tarasuk, 2001b; VVozoris & Tarasuk, 2003b). While the
research completed by Tarasuk and Reynolds, (1999), Tarasuk (2001b) and VVozoris and Tarasuk
in 2003(b) has contributed significantly to our understanding of community-based approaches to
food insecurity in Canada, the main focus of these studies has been to assess the material
outcomes of individual participation in such programs, and thus, their capacity to address the
impoverished circumstance that undoubtedly underpins this experience. Less consideration,
however, has been paid to the environments in which these programs are embedded (i.e.
organizations, staff members, etc.), leaving the processes that occur within these systems and

their potential contributions to individual/household food security poorly understood.

In order to draw a more holistic and rich understanding of community-based approaches
to food insecurity, that includes the environments in which these programs are implemented, this
thesis study sought to explicate the food-security related work and contributions of the Kids
Action Program (KAP) - a network of outreach programs located in the Annapolis Valley region
that are funded through the Canada Prenatal Nutrition Program (CPNP) and Community Action
Program for Children (CAPC)?. Specifically, using a case study approach, this research project
presents a qualitative description of the everyday experiences of an “at-risk” population of
women, including their involvement in KAP’s food security related programs, KAP as an
organization, and how this relates to their experiences with individual/household food insecurity.

Through further analysis, these experiences have been considered in relation to the broader work

% The Canada Prenatal Nutrition Program (CPNP) funds community groups to develop or enhance programs for
vulnerable pregnant women. Through a community development approach, the CPNP aims to reduce the incidence of
unhealthy birth weights, improve the health of both infant and mother and encourage breastfeeding (Canada Prenatal
Nutrition Program, 2010a). The Community Action Program for Children (CAPC) provides long term funding to
communities to deliver programs that address the health and development of children (0-6) who are living in conditions of
risk. It recognizes that communities have the ability to identify and respond to the needs of children and places a strong
emphasis on partnerships and community capacity building. Both programs are funding streams of the Public Health
Agency of Canada (Community Action Program for Children, 2010c )
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of KAP staff members — including the ways in which they engage and position themselves
relative to the broader ideologies and policies that serve to maintain the unequal access to

resources, such as those that gives rise to food insecurity.

1.1 Problem Statement:

The high prevalence of food insecurity among Canadian women (Tarasuk, Mitchell &
Dachner, 2014) alongside numerous studies indicating the negative health implications that
coincide with this issue (Vozoris & Tarasuk, 2003a; Gucciardi, Vogt, DeMelo, & Stewart, 2009;
Cook, et.al., 2013; Muldoon, Duff, Fielden & Anema, 2013) highlight the need for
comprehensive approaches that address food insecurity, including the inequality and inequity
that underpins this issue. Given the negative experiences and impacts coinciding with the use of
charitable food assistance, there is an evident need for research that explores the potential of
capacity building and participatory approaches to addressing issues of food insecurity long-term,
particularly those that do so using a social justice (or individual/household food security) lens
(Power, 1999). Importantly, much of the available research has conceptualized the contributions
of these community-based strategies in terms of their capacity (as a program) to alter an
individual or household’s material circumstance (Tarasuk & Reynolds, 1999; Tarsuk, 2001b;
Vozoris & Tarasuk, 2003Db), leaving the broader environments in which these programs are
embedded, and the interactions and processes within these systems poorly understood. There is a
need for improved understanding of community-based approaches to food security, that
considers the experiences of those who utilize them, the agencies that implement them and both
their material and process-related outcomes. This research is particularly critical in Nova Scotia,

where provincial rates of food insecurity are the highest in the country (Tarasuk, Mitchell &
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Dachner, 2014) and food security has been named as one of four priority action areas in Nova

Scotia’s healthy eating strategy (Government of Nova Scotia, 2005).

1.2 Research Question(s):

How does the Kids Action Program (KAP), through their food-security related work, contribute
to household food security among low-income women and their families living in the Annapolis

Valley Region of Nova Scotia?

1.3 Research Objective(s):

(1) To explore the ‘everyday experiences’ of low-income women living in the Annapolis Valley
Region of Nova Scotia in relation to their involvement in KAP’s food security related programs,

KAP, and household food security.

(2) To explicate the levels in which the KAP is engaged in efforts that address the broader
inequities and dominant ideologies that underpin and maintain issues of household food

insecurity throughout Nova Scotia.

(3) To use lessons learned to create an understanding of the potential for community-based
agencies and the programs they implement to contribute to household food security in Nova
Scotia, and apply these learnings to the development of recommendations for community-based

programs across Canada.

1.4 Summary

This chapter has presented a brief introduction into the issues of poverty and household

food insecurity and the implications this has for women and their families. It has also highlighted
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current approaches to address these issues in Canada and Nova Scotia, differentiating charitable
from community-based responses as described in the current literature. Critical research
assessing the capacity and efficacy of community-based approaches has been presented
alongside the argument for more comprehensive explorations of the potential contributions of
these programs (including the work of organizations in which they are embedded) to individual/
household food security. In addition, this section has outlined the study presented here, which
sought to examine the ways in which a community-based program (KAP), contributes to
household food security; shaped by an understanding the experiences of women who use these
programs and the engagement of staff and the organization of KAP in efforts that seek individual

and systems change.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 The Prevalence of Hunger and Food Insecurity in Canada

Hunger - the “uneasy or painful sensation caused by a lack of food”” (Anderson, 1990,
pg.1560) - has emerged as a significant social problem and serious public health concern within
the developed world (Riches, 1997; Tarasuk, 2005). While the issue has likely always been a
reality for low-income families, public awareness and visible evidence of hunger in Canada did
not come until the early 1980’s, when ad-hoc community groups and coalitions began to respond
to growing concerns of people going hungry through the establishment of charitable food
programs, primarily in the form of food banks (Tarasuk, 2001b; Tarasuk, 2005) (See section 2.8

for a more comprehensive overview of responses to food insecurity in Canada).

Hunger is now understood as part of a broader spectrum of events and experiences,
collectively termed food insecurity (Radimer et al. 1990). Until recent (Health Canada, 2007),
the number of individuals using food banks was the primary marker of the existence and
prevalence of hunger and food insecurity (Davis & Tarasuk, 1994; Power, 2005). According to
the Canadian Association of Food Banks (2013), more than 833,000 Canadian households were
assisted by a food bank in a one-month period in 2013. Although highly sensitive to the hunger
state, food bank usage is not a specific marker of food insufficiency or insecurity (Mcintyre,
2003), with previous research suggesting that only a small proportion of food insecure
households are regularly accessing these services (Power, 2005; Mclintyre, Connor & Warren,
2000; Mclntyre, 2003; Kirkpatrick and Tarasuk, 2009; VVozoris and Tarasuk, 2003a) — the vast
majority of whom are likely to be characterized as severely food insecure (Kirkpatrick &

Tarasuk, 2009). In light of such evidence, it is probable that estimates of food bank usage have,
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and continue to under-represent the true proportion of individuals and households experiencing

food insecurity in Canada.

Since 2004, the prevalence of food insecurity in Canada has been more accurately
reported through the addition of valid food security questionnaires in national level population
health surveys (Health Canada, 2007). According to estimates from the most recent analysis of
Canadian Community Health Survey (CCHS) data, 12.6% of Canadian households reported
experiencing marginal to severe food insecurity over the previous year of data collection
(Tarasuk, Mitchell & Dachner, 2014). Of particular interest in the context of this thesis, in 2012,
the prevalence of income-related food insecurity in Canada was greatest among households with
children (15.6%), particularly those led by female lone-parents (34.3%). Provincially, Nova
Scotia has consistently demonstrated a higher prevalence of food insecurity than the national
average (Health Canada, 2007; Health Canada, 2010; Tarasuk, Mitchell & Dachner, 2013;
Tarasuk, Mitchell & Dachner, 2014); with current rates (17.5%) among the highest in the

Country (Tarasuk, Mitchell & Dachner, 2014)°,

When comparing geographical locations, rates of food insecurity tend to be (generally)
higher in urban centers versus rural communities. Notable, in 2012, Halifax had the highest rates
of food insecurity of any metropolitan cities in Canada (Tarasuk, Mitchell & Dachner, 2014) —
representing a statistically significant change in prevalence from that measured in 2007-2008. It
should also be noted, however, that these statistics highlight national trends; the most recent

provincial analysis of the CCHS data completed for Nova Scotia suggests that in 2005, the

 While it is possible that these changes can be partially explained by the increased national prevalence of this issue,
this discrepancy also represents changes in inclusion data - in terms of the age ranges and characterization of the
experience of food insecurity (including measurements of marginal food insecurity) and therefore represents a
broader, more encompassing (and arguably, more accurate) spectrum of those affected by this issue (Tarasuk,
Mitchell & Dachner, 2014).
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greatest proportion of food insecure households lived in rural (not urban) communities. What’s
more, these data identified the Annapolis Valley region of Nova Scotia (a predominantly rural
community and the area of focus for this thesis) as the only region in Nova Scotia with rates of
food insecurity significantly higher than the provincial average (Statistics Canada, 2005).
Concerns of food insecurity and poverty in rural communities has been raised by Coulhan (2013)
and others (Nova Scotia Participatory Food Costing Projects, 2012; Drouin, Hamelin, & Ouellet,
2009; Pouliot & Hamelin, 2009; Williams et al., 2012a; Annapolis Valley Poverty Coalition,
2012) who suggest, these individuals face a breadth of economic and social disadvantage,
including varied availability and accessibility to food and community-based services, poorer
income, education and employment opportunities and lesser access to transportation. In light of
the evidence, the alarming rates of food insecurity reported in the Halifax region should draw
equal (if not greater) concern for the barriers to food access faced by those living in isolated

communities in this province.

2.2 Food Security and Food Insecurity

Food security is a multi-faceted concept, warranting many interpretations and
approaches. The basis of concerns with food security can be traced back to the world food crisis
of the mid-1970s (Clay, 2002) and perhaps beyond that, to at least the 1948 Universal
Declaration of Human Rights, where the right to food was recognized as a necessary component
of an adequate standard of living (Maxwell & Smith, 1992). As this topic has grown, it has also
become more complex. This is best reflected in the number of levels in which food security can
be considered, including that of individuals, households, communities, regions, nations (Tarasuk,
2001c), and more recently, cultures (Power, 2008), and the near 200 definitions of this concept

said to exist in research and policy use (Maxwell & Smith, 1992).

19
Growing Food Security from the Ground Up



As proposed by Power (2005) in the Dietitians of Canada’s position paper on individual
and household food security in Canada — “the way we understand and define an issue is critical
in determining how we approach the solutions to address it ’(pg 2). For the purpose of this thesis
paper, food security will be defined using a combination of definitions proposed by Canada’s
Action Plan for Food Security (1998) and Anderson (1990). Modeled after MacAulay (2005),
these definitions have been chosen as to reflect a social justice or anti-poverty (versus sustainable
food systems) approach to promoting food security in Canada; a perspective based on the
premise that Canada has an adequate food supply, and that food insecurity in Nova Scotia arises
in the context of people’s lack of access to food (Power, 1999). Household and individual food
security (the primary focus of this thesis), also referred to as income-related food security, will
be defined as a situation in which, all people, at all times, have physical and economic access to
sufficient, safe and nutritious foods to meet their dietary needs and food preferences for an active
and healthy life (Canada’s Action Plan for Food Security, 1998) [and includes] assured ability to
acquire these foods in socially acceptable ways (Anderson, 1990). At the same levels, food
insecurity will be defined as a situation that occurs whenever the availability of nutritionally
adequate and safe foods or the ability to acquire acceptable foods in socially acceptable ways is

limited or uncertain (Anderson, 1990).

2.3 Determinants of Food Insecurity

The ability to access the foods one needs to achieve an ‘active and healthy life’ is
dependent on a variety of factors. In a market economy such as Canada, however, where food
acquisition is mediated through a cash exchange (Morton, Bitto, Oakland & Sand, 2008), income
remains the most significant and powerful determinant of both food insecurity and hunger.

Supporting this, is a myriad of research that demonstrates a strong relationship between income
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and measures of household food insecurity (Health Canada, 2007; Health Canada, 2010;
Kirkpatrick & Tarasuk, 2003; Tarasuk, 2001a; Vozoris & Tarasuk, 2003a; Tarasuk, Mitchell &
Dachner, 2014) — including that which indicates the likelihood and severity of food insecurity
increasing as household income adequacy declines (Vozoris & Tarasuk, 2003a; Health Canada,
2007; Health Canada, 2010; Tarasuk, Mitchell & Dachner, 2014; Loopstra & Tarasuk, 2013c). It
is from this perspective that food insecurity in Canada has come to be understood as a reflection
of our current neo-liberal ideologies (and corresponding policies) that contribute to ideas of

individualism, free markets and subsequently, unequal access to resources, including food.

Once considered a welfare state, the past decade has been depicted by significant, and in
many cases, unfavorable transformations to Canada’s economic and socio-political systems
(Tarasuk & Davis, 1996; Riches, 1997; Phillips, 2012). Predominantly, this has included shifts in
Canada’s employment conditions, including an expansive peripheral or ‘non-standard’ job
market of self, part-time and temporary employment, has meant less stable working conditions
for many Canadians (Cranford, Vosko, & Zukewich, 2003), particularly young adults and
women and those living in Nova Scotia (Buott, Haiven & Haiven, 2012). Critically, while
ensuring stable employment is critical, recent research suggests that employable income does not
always eliminate food insecurity for a significant proportion of Canadian households (Mcintyre,
Bartoo & Emerya, 2014). These findings do not contest the conceptualization of food insecurity
as an “economic condition”, rather, they challenge the ways in which we frame and approach
solutions to addressing this issue long-term, where access to opportunities that provide adequate
and stable income (not simply employment) becomes a central focus of efforts to ensure food

access (Mclntyre, Bartoo & Emerya, 2014).
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In addition to employment conditions, the devolution of federal support programs has
also meant more stringent eligibility criteria for welfare recipients (Power, 2005; Weavera,
Habibova & Fanb, 2010), while recurrent restructuring of social policy has led to an overall
reduction in social service expenditures (Power, 2005; Rideout, Riches, Ostry, Buckingham &
MacRae, 2007; Phillips, 2012) and a redirected focus of welfare services from that of
“guaranteed income” to the “self-sufficiency” and “employability” of individuals (Baker, 1997).
Cumulatively, such deteriorations to Canada’s social safety net have served as a major
contributor to deepening levels of poverty and increasing rates of food insecurity, at both the
national and provincial level (Weavera, Habibova & Fanb, 2010; Rideout, Riches, Ostry,

Buckingham & MacRae, 2007).

2.4 Food Insecurity: Concepts and Frameworks

Overall, our understandings of food insecurity and hunger have come from a broad range
of research studies, mostly qualitative, focusing on the food-related experiences of low-income
individuals (Hamelin, Beaudry & Habicht, 2002), primarily women (Radimer, 1990; Williams, et
al., 2012a; Mclintyre & Glanville, 2010). In particular, the work of Radimer and colleagues
(1990) has been foundational in shaping our understanding of the concept of food insecurity and
hunger among this population group (Radimer, 1990). Using an in-depth interview approach,
Radimer et al. (1990) recognized two dimensions to the experience of hunger among women
with children - the individual and household — each of which he further divided into four
descriptive components (the quantitative, qualitative, psychological and social). As Radimer et
al. (1990) discern, food insecurity is characterized at the individual level by insufficient food
intakes (quantitative component), diet inadequacy (qualitative component), disrupted eating

patterns (social component) and an interpretation of these experiences as problematic, incited by
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feelings of being deprived and/or without choice in eating this way (psychological component).
Similarly, at the household level, food insecurity can be characterized by the depletion of food
resources (quantitative component), unsuitable food intake (qualitative component), anxiety or
uncertainty over a household’s food supplies (psychological component), with the interpretation
of these elements as particularly concerning if foods are acquired in what is perceived to be

socially acceptable (or unacceptable) ways (social component) (Radimer, 1990).

Building on the work of Radimer et al. (1990), Hamelin and colleagues (2002) completed
a qualitative study of the experience of food insecurity through examinations of the perspectives
of 98 low-income households in Quebec. Notably, the results from this research helped to
distinguish differences between what was initially thought to be the core components of food
insecurity and what has now come to be understood as the subsequent reactions and potential
consequences that correspond with the occurrence and experience of this issue. Based on their
findings, Hamelin, Beaudry & Habicht (2002) proposed a more flexible characterization of food
insecurity, applicable to both individuals and households and across diversified population
groups. Overall, their framework emphasizes the necessity for sufficient foods in the present and
the future, and the need for individuals to gain control over their food situations - not only to
meet their basic needs, but also to achieve self-respect and social integration (Hamelin, 2002).
While many of the themes emerging through Hamelin et. al.’s (2002) work corresponded with
the previous findings of Radimer et al. (1990), important differentiations are made in their
depiction in relation to the monotony of the diet and the extremity of alienation of individuals as

an emergent concern (Hamelin et al., 2002).

More recently, research has also provided a more detailed look into the dimensions of the

experience of food insecurity as described by women involved in CPNP- and CAPC- funded
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Family Resource Centres/Projects throughout Nova Scotia (Williams et al., 2012a). Through a
process of structured dialogues, these women shared details of their everyday struggles in
accessing enough food for themselves and their families. These stories informed the
development and understanding of four interrelated themes that emerged as central to their
experience: (1) the struggle to obtain nutritious food; (2) the lack of supports within governing
systems; (3) the feelings of being judged by service providers and the public; and (4) the stresses
associated with food insecurity and its impacts. For these women, the supportive environment
needed to achieve food security was largely absent; further substantiating the conceptualization
of this issue as a reflection of our current economic and social-cultural climate — with influences
and implications at the personal, organizational, political and ideological levels (Williams et al.,
2012a). Indeed, the interrelations of these themes to Hamelin et. al.’s (2002) depiction of food
insecurity is apparent, further contributing to a growing and deepening understanding of what it

means to be food insecure in Canada.

Interestingly, the experience of food insecurity has also been explicated through
explorations of the challenges faced by low-income populations groups relative to their ability to
access enough milk (given its importance as part of providing a healthy diet) for themselves and
their families. Through qualitative investigations, Mcintyre, Williams and Glanville (2007)
found that for a population of low-income, lone-mothers in Atlantic Canada, milk is perceived as
an elite commaodity, vital to health and a source of stress and anxiety when access is limited. For
these mothers, milk had an emotive impact unlike any other food. It was, as the authors propose,
a social marker, an aesthetic experience, a source of meaning and a metaphor for the lives of
these women; a way in which they conveyed their “/ife struggles” (Williams, Mcintyre &

Glanville, 2010). In further investigations of this same sample, Williams, McIntyre & Glanville
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(2010) revealed that among these low-income, lone-mothers, poor access to milk is characterized
by a complex set of challenges, stressors, and coping strategies that can be understood in relation
to Radimer et. al.’s (1990) proposed dimensions of individual and household food insecurity and
each of their four respective components (quantitative, qualitative, psychological, and social).
Based on this association, researchers proposed the term ‘Milk Insecurity’ to define this
phenomenon as a distinct feature of food insecurity among this group of low-income, lone-

mothers (Williams, Mcintyre & Glanville, 2010).

It must be noted that while the core concept of food insecurity is understood in terms of
complete deprivation of one’s basic need for food (Radimer et al., 1990), it is further defined in
terms of frequency, periodicity, and duration (Tarasuk, 2001c; Hamelin et al., 2002) and has
come to be understood as a managed process (Radimer, 1990; Tarasuk, 2001c; Hamelin et al.,
2002). Temporal patterns of food insecurity are intimately linked to patterns of household
resource constraint (Tarasuk, 2001c; Hamelin et al., 2002). For example, Tarasuk (2001c)
suggests that a household may experience food insecurity on an ongoing basis if they are
continually faced with circumstances in which the inflows of monetary resources are simply
insufficient to meet their household’s basic needs. Alternatively, she signifies that for others,
food insecurity can be episodic and acute in nature, such that the sudden loss of revenue or
escalation of household expenses leaves a family temporarily devoid of the financial resources
necessary to purchase enough nutritious food (Tarasuk, 2001c). In both cases, the limited access
to food arises within the context of complex and competing demands for scarce resources
(Hamelin et al., 2002). Faced with difficult and seemingly ‘impossible decisions’ relative to
resource allocation (Williams, Mcintyre & Glanville, 2010), households will often forgo food in

order to free up money for other, more inflexible household expenses. As a result, in the
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presence of economic constraint, expenses such as housing and utilities have great influence on
the severity, frequency and duration of one’s experience with food insecurity (Kirkpatrick &
Tarasuk, 2011). At the same time, as the severity of food insecurity increases, so do the odds of
experiencing challenges paying rent and bills or having to up services and/or pawn possessions
(Loopstra & Tarasuk, 2013b). Indeed, the reciprocal relationship between food insecurity and the

experience of material hardships is becoming increasingly evident in the literature.

As a managed process, individuals experiencing food insecurity will often employ several
coping strategies to augment their food budget and help stretch their household food supplies. In
addition to the use of charitable food assistance programs, food insecure women report seeking
help from relatives and friends (MclIntyre, Connor & Warren, 2000), sending children to a friend
or relative’s home for a meal, delaying payment of bills, giving up services such as telephone
and cable television, or selling/pawning possessions in order to garner more money for food
and/or to prepare for impending food shortages (Tarasuk, 2001b). Other management strategies
employed by women relate exclusively to the ways in which resources are distributed at the
inter-household level (Tarasuk, 2001c). In their descriptions of the experience of food insecurity
and hunger, Radimer et al. (1990) first observed several coping tactics employed by women
aimed to delay or avoid the components of hunger for their children. These findings have since
been reiterated in more recent descriptions of low-income mothers experiences with poverty and
food insecurity — in which they will often report depriving themselves of food in order to first
preserve the quantity and quality of their children’s diet (Mclntyre et.al., 2000; Mclintyre, Officer

& Robinson, 2003; Mclntyre et al., 2002; Williams, Mcintyre & Glanville, 2010).
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Evidence of maternal sacrifice is further provided through research with low-income,
lone-mothers and their children in Atlantic Canada®, where dietary assessments indicate that the
nutrient intakes of these mothers were significantly and consistently poorer than that of their
children overall, and over a one-month period (including intakes of Vitamin A, C, B6, and B12,
Riboflavin, Thiamin, Folate, Iron and Zinc) (Mclintyre et al., 2003; Glanville & Mclintyre, 2006).
It is also demonstrated through exploration of the challenges faced by low-income lone-mothers
living in Nova Scotia in accessing enough milk for themselves and their families; all mothers
interviewed reported sacrificing their own milk needs and wants so that their children could have
more (Williams, Mclintyre & Glanville, 2010). More concerning, was the fact that that in that
same study, mother’s deprivation of milk was understood as more than just short term; they were
well aware of the health benefits of adequate milk consumption, and clearly recognized that part
of the sacrifice to provide more milk for their children was their own future health (Williams,
Mclintyre & Glanville, 2010). Although these findings relate specifically to the management and
allocation of food and nutrients, research by Mcintyre, Officer, & Robinson (2003) suggest that
maternal deprivation extends beyond the realm of food, to include the denial of clothes and other
small luxuries. In that study, Mclintyre and colleagues (2003) observed that mothers would often
describe such acts of self-sacrifice as a socially acceptable parental role for those of all income
levels; encapsulated in the following quote by one low-income mother participant, who stated “it
is not just poor moms who put kids first” (Mclintyre, Officer, & Robinson, 2003, pg. 321) —a
poignant difference being that mothers not experiencing situations of poverty or resource

constraint have more “room” in their material capabilities to sacrifice.

* This sample of low-income women in Atlantic Canada has been used to inform multiple analyses and published
reports (Mclintyre et al., 2002; Mclntyre et al., 2003; Glanville & Mclintyre, 2006: Williams, Mclntyre & Glanville,
2010)
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2.5 Women, Poverty and Food Insecurity

Around the world, the feminization of poverty or ‘the gender-desegregated denial of
opportunities and choices most basic to human life” (Fukuda-Parr, 1999), is a common reality.
Despite converging trends, the prevalence of low-income in Canada has, historically, always
been higher among women than that of men (Statistics Canada, 2014). Statistical data also
suggests a gender variation in the duration and persistence of poverty, with a higher proportion
of Canadian women (4.5%) than men (3.8%) living below the low-income cut-off for at least
four out of six years between 2005 and 2010 (Employment and Social Development Canada,
2014). In her critical analysis of the World Economic Forum report, Mclnturff (2013) further
highlights this pervasive discrepancy. She suggests that in the past decade, the economic gender
gap score for Canada has inched forward at less than .3% a year, from .728 to .788 (with 1.0
representing no gap between women and men). Most concerning is her statement on Canada’s
abysmal progress, in which she notes that at this rate, it will take at least 228 years for

Canadians to reach economic equality across gender groups (Mclinturff, 2013).

In Nova Scotia, 16.3% of women aged 18 years or older were reported to be living below
the poverty line in 1998; compared to 11.4% of men of the same age group. Nearly 10 years
later, these rates have declined to 8.6% and 7.8%, respectively (Statistics Canada, 2008),
suggestive of a potentially lessening gap. Such decreases, however, should be interpreted with
caution, given that the aforementioned statistics represent income information provided by
survey respondents in 2007 — the last full year of strong economic growth in Canada before the
downturn of the recession in 2008 (Townsen, 2009). In fact, Statistics Canada described the
overall rates of poverty experienced by Canadians during this year as the lowest on record in

nearly thirty years (Townsen, 2009). As Townsen (2009) suggests, estimates of the rates of
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poverty in Canada will most certainly increase once the impact of the recession is factored in —
this raises serious questions as to whether our most recent available statistics reflect the extent of
poverty currently experienced among women in Canada. What’s more, these numbers describe
the general trends in poverty rates among women in Canada; they do not illustrate the specific
differences and discrepancies among household-types in which poverty is shown to be most
prominent. For example, in 2007, despite record low rates of poverty nationwide, female lone-
parent families still experienced rates of poverty as high as 19.9%; almost five times that

reported among couple-led families in the same year (Statistics Canada, 2008).

Given its close relation to low-income, it is not surprising that in Canada, the prevalence
of food insecurity in Canada is similarly more pronounced among women than men. Not only are
women of all ages more likely to live in households characterized as food insecure (Statistics
Canada, 2013; Matheson & Mclintyre, 2013), they also represent a greater proportion of lone-
parent families in Nova Scotia (13.9%) (Government of Nova Scotia, 2011) - a population group
with consistently high rates of reported food insecurity (Tarasuk, Mitchell & Dachner, 2014).
According to the most recent statistics (Tarasuk, Mitchell & Dachner, 2014), the prevalence of
food insecurity among households led by female lone-parents (34.3%) was two times greater
than among households led by male lone parents (17.2%) and almost three times that of
households led by couples (11.7%). Corroborating population-level data, are regional estimates
derived from another, albeit proceeding, analysis of the same sample of 141 low-income, lone-
mothers living in one of the four Atlantic Provinces previously described in studies by Mclintyre,
et al. (2002) and Glanville and Mclntyre (2006). In the instance of McIntyre et. al.’s (2002)
work, the Cornell-Radimer Questionnaire was used to assess the occurrence of food security and

hunger over the past year among this population group. Given that income assistance (welfare)
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was named as the primary source of income for a near 90% of women studied, as expected, the
experience of food insecurity over the past year was virtually universal across this group; with
food insecurity occurring in an astonishing 96.5% of women and their families. Interestingly,
upon the use of stepwise multiple logistic regressions, one of two independent predictors of child

or maternal hunger over the past year were Nova Scotia residency (Mclintyre et al., 2002).

2.6 Women, Poverty and Food Insecurity: A Critical Perspective

A critical approach to women’s poverty begins with the premise that pervasive gender
inequalities and biases within households, labor markets and socio-political systems render
women more vulnerable to poverty than men. Despite efforts to achieve equality within these
systems, gender disparities still exist in Canada and Nova Scotia. This is illustrated not only
through significant gaps in men’s and women’s earnings, but also in the positions in which
women are most likely to be employed (Townson, 2009). Women are three times more likely
than men to be working part-time in Canada (Townson, 2009), while Nova Scotian women
represent nearly 66% of all minimum wage earners (Saulnier, 2009). The number of women
working for minimum wage earnings is of particular concern, given that in these employment
conditions women are likely to be paid just over $10 an hour (Government of Nova Scotia,
2014), placing their wages below Canada’s unofficial poverty line (as indicated by Canada’s

after-tax Low-Income Cut Off s (LICO)) (Buott, Haiven & Haiven, 2012).

Largely contributing to, and further increasing women’s vulnerability to experiencing
poverty are female gender roles, which have led to the construction and social expectation of
caring as central to women’s identities (Devault, 1991). As such, women are often responsible
for a disproportionate amount of what Devault (1991) has described as ‘caring work’, including

not only domestic labor, but also caring for husbands, children, elderly relations as well as
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neighbors and friends through informal volunteerism or work exchange (Devault, 1991).
Although these unpaid activities have long sustained life and community, and have for many,
been a source of deep satisfaction and pride, they have also served to constrain and oppress
women (Devault, 1991). As Devault (1991) suggests, participation in caring work often requires
the suppression of other capacities and desires; not excluding a reduction in the time women
have available to devote to furthering their education (Ross, 2006), securing gainful employment
and earning incomes (Ross, 2006; Pressman, 2003). It also can also prevent women from taking
jobs with longer hours or substantial travel - jobs, which of course, are also likely to come with
higher pay (Pressman, 2003). While the promotion of paid employment is consistent with liberal
feminist views that participation into the paid workforce is key to women’s emancipation, Power
(2005b) importantly notes that it is this same perception (the promotion of individual’s
responsibility to find work), that has positioned the burden and responsibility of poverty with
individual women and promoted only one route for its amelioration (pg. 656). Therefore, it is
important to remain conscientious that despite being necessary in the attainment of gender
equality, the notion that it is through work and consumption that members of contemporary
western industrialized societies — including women — reach full citizenship (Power, 2005b, pg.
656), is undoubtedly an ideology fueled by a consumer, neoliberal society; one which does not
recognize, nor merit the unpaid work many women are already doing raising children (Power,

2005).

Through this same lens, issues of food insecurity become closely linked to gender and
class relations, not only as a manifestation of dominance and oppression which impede
women’s’ ability to make an adequate standard of living, but also in the organization of family

relations, in which feeding is viewed as an important part of women’s “caring work” (Devault,
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1991). As indicated by Devault (1991), women relate feeding and meal preparation to
expressions of love and devotion to their families and the symbolic meaning of food, including
its expressive use by all family members, is significant. However, Devault (1991) also suggests
that the asymmetric divisions in the act of “feeding the family” can serve to reinforce a gender
distinction in which the service of giving is inherently womanly, and the role of receiving is the
function of men. As a result, blame associated with the inability to provide one’s family with
enough healthy foods becomes heavily weighted on women. These sentiments are captured in
Power’s study in 2005b, where lone-mothers living in poverty described the worry and anxiety
they felt in relation to their inability to provide their children with a “rnormal” childhood, both in
comparison with those around them, and to their own standards of acceptability. For these
women, the inability to meet such standards provided them with a sense of failure as a mother.
This is exemplified in an interview with one women (given the fictitious name Irene), whom
Power (2005b) described would console herself that her children had what they “needed for
survival”. However, in further descriptions of the context of this interview, Power (2005b) noted
that “between the lines of her words was a sense that she felt she had fallen short of what she
would like and ‘should’ be able to provide for them” (pg. 652). In locating such blame on
individuals rather than on the broader systems and structures in which the family is embedded,
Devault (1991) notes that these discourses further contribute to the legitimization of hierarchies

that produce inequitable access to resources, or in this case, food (Devault, 1991).

2.7 Food Insecurity, Income and Health: A Brief Introduction

Food security has been described as a prerequisite for health (Mclntyre, 2003), a key
strategy in chronic disease prevention (Heart and Stroke Foundation, 2014) and is in and of itself

a recognized social determinant of health (Mclntyre & Tarasuk, 2004; Mikkonen & Raphael,
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2010). It is also directly linked to the most important determinants of health - income and social
status (Mikkonen & Raphael, 2010). While mixed interactions between income, food insecurity
and other social determinants make it difficult to fully understand the independent effect of these
factors on health status, a wealth of evidence does suggest that income inadequacy and food
insecurity have negative and interrelated impacts on the health and well-being of Canadians.
Population-based data tell us that low-income Canadian adults have higher rates of mortality and
morbidity and are more likely to die at an earlier age than those Canadians of higher-income
brackets - regardless of age, sex, race, and place of residence (Mclntosh, Fines, Wilkins &
Wolfson, 2009). Similarly, other research suggests that households reporting food insecurity are
more likely to report poor or fair self-rated health, poor functional health, restricted activity and
multiple chronic conditions compared to their food secure counterparts (Mcintyre et al., 2000;

Vozoris & Tarasuk, 2003a; Che & Chen, 2001).

In addition to poor health outcomes, investigations into the consumption patterns of
Canadians reveal potential associations between food security status, income level and
nutritional adequacy of one’s diet. Analyses of population-based health data in Canada indicate
that food insecurity is systematically linked to lower nutrient intakes and higher estimated
prevalence of nutrient inadequacy among adolescents and adults, including marked differences in
protein, fiber, vitamin A, vitamin C, thiamin, riboflavin, vitamin B6, folate, vitamin B12,
magnesium, phosphorus, zinc, and iron (Kirkpatrick & Tarasuk, 2008). Low intakes of these
nutrients correspond with the limited consumption of certain food groups, particularly milk and
milk products and fruits and vegetables (Kirkpatrick & Tarasuk, 2008). Loosptra and Tarasuk
(2013b) have also highlighted the relationship between severity of food insecurity and adequacy

of household food supplies of nutrient rich food groups. As their work suggests, when compared
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to baseline characteristics, the odds of reporting inadequacies in supplies of milk, vegetables, and
fruit increases from 30% to 50% for every two more responses on the Household Food Security
Survey Module (a standard tool to measure and characterize food insecurity) answered
affirmatively (Loosptra & Tarasuk, 2013b). Interestingly, despite purchasing significantly fewer
servings of milk products and fruits and vegetables, it has also been observed that low-income
households tend to spend a larger proportion of their food budget on these foods than do higher
income groups (Kirkpatrick & Tarasuk, 2003). This suggests that healthy foods are no less a
priority among those with constrained resources, instead, access and availability to healthy food
reflects one’s socioeconomic position, with strong relations to household income adequacy

(Tarasuk, Fitzpatrick and Ward, 2010; Kirkpatrick & Tarasuk, 2003).

2.7.1 Food Insecurity: Implications on Women’s Health and Nutritional Status

As indicated in the above section, food insecurity is undoubtedly a factor influencing
women’s ability to access a nutritious diet. As household resources deplete, the dietary intakes of
low-income women have been shown to exhibit significant declines, though varying in
magnitude in conjunction with more severe levels of household food insecurity (Tarasuk,
Mclintyre & Li, 2007; Tarasuk, 2001a). In comparison to women in households without hunger
evident, women in households with severe or moderate hunger tend to fall further below the
daily servings recommended by Canada’s Food Guide to Healthy Eating (CFGHE) in almost all
food groups — with exception of intakes of milk products, in which all groups report very low-
intakes (Tarasuk, 2001b). These findings are consistent with subsequent analyses, which indicate
that while the intakes of women with moderate or severe food insecurity tend to show significant
declines in energy, carbohydrate and fruit and vegetable intakes as household resources diminish,

no similar patterns are apparent among those classified as either food secure or marginally food
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insecure (Tarasuk, Mcintyre & Li, 2007). Based on such findings, Tarasuk, Mcintyre & Li
(2007) propose that women’s food security status reflects their resilience or vulnerability to
deteriorations in dietary intakes; with intakes of those characterized by more severe levels of

food insecurity the most sensitive to changes in household economic resources.

Further support of the nutritional implications of food insecurity among women is
provided by the analysis of dietary intake among a sample of 141 low-income, lone-mothers
living in Atlantic Canada. In that analysis, Glanville and Mclintyre (2006) found that when
compared to CFGHE, the intakes of almost 95% of mothers did not meet their needs for grains
and fruits and vegetables, and a near 80% did not meet their recommended daily intakes of meats
and milk products (Glanville & Mclntyre, 2006). In addition to this, consistency in measures of
low intakes of milk products among food insecure women (Tarasuk, 2001a; Tarasuk, Mclntyre
& Li, 2007; Glanville & Mclntyre, 2006) have set the stage for subsequent research, indicating
that low-income women’s milk consumption is highly income-sensitive (Glanville & Mcintyre,
2009; Mclintyre, Williams & Glanville, 2007; Williams, MciIntyre & Glanville, 2010). Research
examining the beverage consumption of low-income, lone-mother led, “milk friendly” families
(families in which total milk consumption was 720mL on a single day during the month), shows
that women’s consumption of milk is highest at the time of the month when they have the most
money to spend and declines accordingly as time since last receiving income increases (Glanville

& Mclintyre, 2009).

Compromised dietary intakes among food insecure women are likely to lead to
inadequate intake of a number of important vitamins and minerals. In one of the only analyses of
nutrient intakes and household food security status among low-income women in Canada,

Tarasuk and Beaton (1999) found that even after consideration for economic, socio-cultural, and
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behavioral influences on dietary intakes, women who report hunger in their households have an
increased prevalence of inadequacies in excess of 15% for Vitamin A, folate, iron and
magnesium (Tarasuk & Beaton, 1999). Moreover, among these women, estimated group mean
calcium intakes were shown to be only 75% of the 700 mg/d proposed as suitable by Health
Canada at the time that study was completed (Tarasuk and Beaton, 1999). These results are
further corroborated by subsequent analyses of these data completed by Tarasuk, Mcintyre and
Li in 2007. These results highlight marginally significant linear declines in energy, carbohydrate,
vitamin B-6 intake calcium by food security status relative to the time since receipt of a monthly
income check. It is important to note data from Tarasuk and Beaton’s study (1999) reflect the
computation patterns, food supply and recommended dietary intakes of Canadians from more
than a decade ago; while there are many factors that have undoubtedly changed since this time,
more recent explorations of the experience of food insecurity (Williams et al., 2012) suggests
that food deprivation and inadequate access to healthy foods remains a defining characteristic of

this issue and thus, nutritional inadequacy likely remains a pressing concern.

2.7.2 Diet-Sensitive Chronic Conditions

The nature of illnesses in westernized nations has shifted significantly in this century.
Whereas infectious diseases were the major cause of health concern in the 1900s, non-
communicable diseases now account for the vast majority of death and disability within the
western world (World Health Organization, 2005). It is estimated that four types of chronic
illness (including cardiovascular disease, cancers, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease and
diabetes) kill nearly 5,800 Nova Scotians every year and account provincially for nearly three-

quarters of all recorded deaths (Colman, 2002). Critically, in Nova Scotia, more women die from
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cardiovascular disease (heart disease and stroke) and cancer than any other measured non-

communicable illness (Statistics Canada, 2009).

While a myriad of factors can lead to the development of chronic illness, researchers
propose that improvements in lifestyle behaviors (which includes adopting healthier eating
patterns) plays a strong role in disease prevention and can be associated with as much as a 40%
reduction in the risk of developing the most common chronic conditions (Colman, 2002). At the
same time, research also tells us that the consumption of more nutritious foods is highly sensitive
to changes in household financial resources (Ricciuto, Tarasuk & Yatchew, 2006; Mcintyre et
al., 2003; Tarasuk, Mclntyre, & Li, 2007; Tarasuk, Fitzpatrick and Ward, 2010), suggesting that
healthy eating is not simply a matter of lifestyle choice for low-income women. The reality is
that many low-income Nova Scotians are unable to afford the nutritious foods they need and
want, no matter how carefully they may choose or prepare their foods. Since 2002, Provincial
Participatory Food Costing data have illustrated that low income individuals and households
living in Nova Scotia, including those earning minimum wage (William et.al., 2006; Newell,
Williams & Watt, 2014), on public pensions (Green, Williams, Johnson, & Blum, 2008), or
income assistance (Williams et al., 2012b) do not have enough money left over to purchase the
food necessary to sustain an adequately nutritious diet after other essential expenses (such as
shelter, utilities and clothing) are factored in. As an example, in 2012, it was estimated that a
female-led lone-parent household with three children between the ages of seven and twelve years
would face a deficit of at least $823.03 each month after purchasing a basic nutritious diet on

minimum wage earnings (Newell, Williams & Watt, 2014).

The struggle for low-income women to access enough healthy foods for themselves and

their families is also partially related to the comparative cost of more nutritious, with less
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nutritious options. In examining the cost of food relative to energy density, analytical research
indicates that energy dense foods are not only the least expensive option for consumers
(Drewnowski and Specter, 2004), but are also the most resistant to inflation (Monsivais, and
Drewnowski, 2007). In their research of the costs relative to diet energy density among low-
income women in California, Townsend, Aaron, Monsivais, Keim, and Drewnowski, (2009)
found that for every dollar increase in estimated diet cost, diet energy density decreases by 0.94
MJ/ kg (0.225 kcal/g). The lower price of more-energy-dense diets is worrisome, when paired
with research, which suggests that these diets often contain more sugar, total fat, and saturated
fat and contain less dietary fiber and micronutrients such as vitamins A and C than diets that are
less-energy-dense (Townsend, Aaron, Monsivais, Keim, & Drewnowski, 2009) — as well as other
research that suggests that women experiencing food insecurity consume a high number of
serving of such foods (i.e. carbonated beverages, snack foods, cakes, pastries, etc) (Glanville &

Mclintyre, 2006; Tarasuk, 2001b).

These findings raise important questions as to the potential for chronic disease prevention
strategies that aim to increase consumption of fresh fruits and vegetables to be beneficial for
lower-income groups, in which price is the most salient factor influencing food-purchasing
behavior (Dachner, Ricciuto, Kirkpatrick, & Tarasuk, 2010). This also speaks to the need for
comprehensive approaches to health promotion, such as that outlined in Nova Scotia’s Healthy
Eating Strategy (Government of Nova Scotia, 2005) and THRIVE!; both provincial strategies
include a food security component, acknowledging the barriers that impede availability and
accessibility of healthy food choices for Nova Scotians. Acknowledging the interplay of social
determinants on healthy food choices and thus, chronic disease prevention and management

(Gucciardi, Vogt, DeMelo, & Stewart, 2009; Marjerrison et al., 2011), both the Canadian
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Diabetes Association (2014) and the Heart and Stroke Foundation of Canada (2013) have
released position statements in support of further research and action to help improve food
security for all Canadians. Notably, to achieve this goal, one of several recommendations put
forth by the Heart and Stroke Foundation of Canada (2013) included supporting research such as
that completed in this thesis project, which “examines the impact of community level strategies
for increasing access to healthy local foods (e.g., community kitchens, gardens, markets, food

policy councils and charters)” (pg. 3).

2.7.3 Mental, Psychological & Social Health

In addition to compromised physical and nutritional health, the psychological and social
consequences of economic disadvantage of food insecurity are numerous. When compared to
their food secure equivalents, food insecure women are more likely to report experiences of
depressive episodes (Casey et.al., 2004; Whitaker, Phillips & Orzol, 2006; Tarasuk, 2001b),
generalized anxiety (Whitaker, Phillips & Orzol, 2006) and increased levels of emotional distress
(Tarasuk, 2001b). Equally as concerning, are reports from food insecure women in Nova Scotia,
describing feelings of stigmatization and judgment from other community members and
organizations because of their inability to provide their family with enough healthy foods
(Williams et al., 2012a). The feelings expressed among these women correspond with previously
indicated research in Canada, which suggests that for at least some low-income households, food
insecurity is linked to a clear feeling of being constrained to go against one’s norms and values,
and is often related to a number of psychological perturbations such as loss of dignity as well as

feelings of sorrow and hurt (Hamelin et al., 2002).

Interrelated to the negative social and psychological reactions of food insecurity, are the

experiences described by women living in poverty; including feelings of being deprived, judged
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or degraded, guilty, isolated, dependent, and despondent (Mclntyre, Officer & Robinson, 2003).
Critically, in her study of lone-mothers living on social assistance in rural Nova Scotia, Power
(2005Db) describes the governing nature of poverty, including the ways in which low-income
women living on social assistance are constructed and disciplined as the ‘Other’ - a flawed
citizen without the financial resources to participate in a consumer society. Even more troubling,
was the awareness among women of Power’s (2005b) study of the negative of ways in which
they felt they were being perceived by those around them. These negative perceptions were
summed up by the label “welfare bum”, which the women of Power’s (2005b) study viewed as
referring to someone who was lazy, irresponsible, and who was getting something undeserved
(Power, 2005b). Such stigmatization was further voiced by low-income Canadian’s of Reutter et.
al.’s study in 2009 as well as in William et.al.’s work in 2012(b), where participants spoke of
“being labeled” and being “looked at and treated differently” by others of higher income status.
These stereotypes are what Reutter et al. (2009) describe as both overt and covert, encompassing
both the perception and enactment of stigmatization experienced among these participants. For
these low-income households, stigmatization was perceived to have severe consequences on their
mental health; exemplified through reported feelings of depression and low self-esteem arising in
the context of feeling inadequate and not being cared for or respected by others (Reutter et al.,

2009).

In response to such stigma, much like the strategies previously discussed in relation to
coping with food insecurity (Mclintyre, Connor & Warren, 2000; Tarasuk, 2001b), participants of
Reutter et. al.’s (2009) study employed a number of tactics to protect themselves from the
negative implications of poverty. This included disregarding responses from others, withdrawing

or self- isolating themselves from others, engaging in cognitive distancing and employing efforts
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to conceal their financial situation. However, despite such attempts to counteract and reconcile
their experiences, Reutter et al. (2009) note that such coping strategies are likely to contribute to
further social exclusion of these individuals from mainstream society — resulting in added

detriments to their health and well-being.

2.8 Responses to Food Insecurity in Canada

While many initiatives have been established to address food insecurity in Canada,
charitable food assistance programs, in the form of food banks, were the first, and are arguably
still, the most pervasive response to food insecurity and hunger in this Country (Tarasuk, 2001a;
Tarasuk & Eakin, 2003; Tarasuk, 2009; Power, 2005). Although initially instituted as a
temporary food relief operation during the post-war recession of the 1980°’s (Tarasuk, 2005;
Riches, 2002; Riches 1997), charitable food assistance did not diminish as Canada’s economy
improved (Tarasuk, 2001a; Tarasuk, 2005). Instead, the next several decades would be marked
by the proliferation (Tarasuk, 2005; Dachner & Tarasuk, 2009), institutionalization (Riches,
2002; Tarasuk, 2005) and eventual entrenchment of food banks in Canada (Wakefield, Fleming,
Klassen & Skinner, 2012). This “charitable safety net” (Wakefield, Fleming, Klassen &
Skinner, 2012) has been long argued by researchers as further enabling state retrenchment
(Tarasuk, 2001; Tarasuk & Eakin, 2003); under the veil and social construction of these

programs as a response (in principle) to hunger.

Studies depicting food bank usage suggest it is often a last resort for low-income
families (Loopstra & Tarasuk, 2012); an observation closely tied to the feelings of shame,
embarrassment, humiliation and degradation (Hamelin, Beaudry & Habicht, 2002; Gaetz,
Tarasuk, Dachner & Kirkpatrick, 2006; Dachner & Tarasuk, 2002; Loopstra & Tarasuk, 2012d)

associated with the use of these services. It can also have damaging effects on social cohesion,

41
Growing Food Security from the Ground Up



dividing society into “have” and “have not’s” (Power, 2005) through the establishment of a two-
tiered food system; market based for those who can afford it and subsistence-based for those who
cannot (Power, 1999). Furthermore, there are research to suggest that foods distributed by food
banks are often of poor quality, damaged or expired (Teron & Tarasuk, 1999; Loopstra &
Tarasuk, 2012d), further undermining the dignity of those who utilize them — serving to

characterize food banks as a socially unacceptable mode of food acquisition.

In addition to food banks, growing concerns of food insecurity and hunger among low-
income families in Canada has prompted the initiation of a number of charitable food assistance
programs specifically targeted at children. Unlike the United States where support for the
implementation of school feeding programs is nationally legislated (Kennedy & Cooney, 2001),
there are currently no federally mandated policies related to feeding children in schools or
communities in Canada (Dayle, Mcintyre & Travers, 2000). As such, the proliferation of these
food-based initiatives, including emerging child-focused meal and snack programs in schools,
churches and community centers (Mclntyre, Travers & Dayle, 1999), has largely occurred
through localized volunteer efforts (Dayle, Mclintyre and Raine-Travers, 2000). Much like food
banks, researchers from Atlantic Canada have documented the process by which children’s
feeding programs have become ‘institutionalized’ - characterized by their dependence on the
state for funding, a concern for program sustainability, the career interests of workers in these

programs and the competition with others for scarce resources (Mclntyre, Raine & Dayle, 2001).

An increase in the number of children’s feeding programs throughout the county has also
led to examinations of the effectiveness and appropriateness of these strategies as a response to
food insecurity and child hunger. In 1999, Mclintyre, Travers and Dayle applied qualitative

approaches to the examination of a sample of nine children’s feeding programs in the Atlantic
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Provinces; including participant observation and group/individuals interviews with program
operators, volunteers, staff, administrators, board members as well as participating children and
their parents. Results from this study showed that despite their positive intentions to promote
ideologies of equality and family, children’s feeding programs have the potential to reproduce,
rather than reduce, inequities by their “dragnet” functioning, or the ways in which they keep
people in a permanently needy or dependent state. Ultimately, as the researchers of this study
suggest, this has the potential to disesmpower individuals through a process by which their lives
become managed by others (Mclintyre, Raine and Dayle, 1999). Building on this concept in
further analyses of the same data sample, Dayle, Mclintyre and Raine-Travers (2000) suggest that
the “dragnet” of these programs continues as new services are added and the primary purpose of
these initiatives— to provide children with healthy foods — succumbs to the desire for efficiency

and maintenance of the program itself long-term.

Despite their unintended negative effects, Williams, Mclintyre, Dayle & Raine (2003)
illustrate a paradox of the ways in which children’s feeding programs are still perceived as
“wonderful ” by those who implement and utilize them. As these authors suggest, the overtly
positive perception of children’s feeding programs is innately built into their program design, in
that they are community-and charity-based, support a noble cause such as the elimination of
child hunger, engage good people as donors and volunteers, and provide a direct service to
children apart from their families (Williams, Mclntyre, Dayle & Raine, 2003, pg. 169).
Accordingly, Williams, Mclintyre, Dayle and Raine (2003) challenge health promoters to
critically examine the “wonderfulness” of child-feeding programs, as well as other strategies
which are similarly framed; as to not ignore the potential negative impacts of these programs.

Overall, while the dragnet and design of child feeding programs undoubtedly creates the illusion
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of feeding hungry children ad hoc charitable programs, no matter how well intentioned, are
inadequate to address the problem of child hunger in Canada (Dayle, Mclintyre and Raine-

Travers, 2000).

The understanding of food insecurity as an ongoing, rather than transitory problem,
coupled with growing concerns of the inadequacy of the charitable food assistance model in
addressing this issue long term, has led to the pursuit of alternative (Tarasuk, 2001a), and more
comprehensive responses. It is within this context, that activists began to promote the approach
of community food security® (CFS) in 1994 (Allen, 1999); framing food issues within a broader
scope -adopting the same basic principles of anti-hunger and income-related food insecurity
initiatives, but merging this with sustainable food systems perspectives, as to emphasize long-
term approaches that promote individual empowerment, community development and address
food security for all community members (Hamms & Bellows, 2003). As a concept, CFS
expands on previous definitions of food security, sharing views of health, sustainability, social
justice, and community self-reliance, but shifting the focus to communities of households and
individuals, not just the latter two, through a predominantly local food systems approach (Hamm

& Bellows, 2003).

Strategies framed within this movement are rooted in disciplines of community nutrition,
nutrition education, public health, sustainable agriculture, and community development (Kantor,
2001). In adopting this approach, these initiatives seek longer lasting solutions to issues of food
insecurity, and through their focus on capacity building and community self-reliance, claim an

‘alternative’ to the traditional charitable food assistance model (Tarasuk, 2001a). Examples of

> Community food security is defined as a situation in which “all community residents obtain a safe, culturally
acceptable, nutritionally adequate diet through a sustainable food system that maximizes community self-reliance
and social justice” (Hamm & Bellows, 2003, pg 37).
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these types programs include food-buying clubs, farmers’ markets, alternative food distribution
networks, community-supported agriculture, and community or school-based food gardens
(Tarasuk, 2001a; Kantor, 2001). In Canada, primary research and systematic reviews have
explored the impacts of school food gardens backyard gardening programs and community-
based programs from a community-food security and food systems perspective (Kortright &
Wakefield, 2010; Carlsson & Williams, 2009; Brown et al., 2005) few studies have examined
how these responses impact food security from an individual/household food security or social
justice lens. In the next section, what research is available from the latter perspective will
presented, as to provide insight into the effectiveness of community-based food programs as a

strategy to address individual and household food insecurity in Canada.

2.8.1 Critical Examinations of Community-Based Strategies to Household Food Security

Overall, the body of peer-reviewed research examining the contributions of community-
based food programs to household food security is limited, providing a rationale for further
research in this area. An inherent similarity, and potential limitation of much of this body of
research are the ways in which these studies have conceptualized the contributions of
community-based programs to household food security; using material and economic indicators
as a key marker of these programs potential to alter an individual or household’s food security

status (Tarasuk & Reynolds, 1999; Vozoris & Tarasuk, 2003Db).

In 1999, Tarasuk and Reynolds embarked on a qualitative study to examine the potential
for community kitchens to affect income-related food insecurity among households with
constrained resources in Toronto. Despite their many positive attributes, findings from this study
suggest that community kitchens do not provide substantial material benefits to participants -

with meals prepared in these kitchens contributing to less than 17% of household supper meals
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and less than 5% of household monthly food needs. In addition to this, the cost-sensitive nature
of low-income families’ participation in this type of community-based food programs is
elucidated in instances where the introduction of participant fees by kitchens resulted in the
withdrawal of participants unable to afford these costs and the systematic replacement of these
participants with those of higher income levels. Based on their findings, the authors of this study
propose that, despite their potential to enhance coping skills and provide individuals with
valuable support, community kitchens are limited in their ability to resolve issues of food
security issues that are rooted in chronic poverty, given their poor contributions to families

overall household economic circumstance (Tarasuk & Reynolds, 1999).

More recent investigations of community kitchen programs in Canada draw similar
conclusions to those put forth by Tarasuk and Reynolds (1999); that community-based programs,
such as community-kitchens lack the capacity to resolve the underlying issue, and do not replace
the need for fundamental social change to increase food security among the Canadian population
long-term (Engler-Stringer and Berenbaum, 2007; Milligan, 2010). This was evident in Engler-
Stringer and Berenbaum’s (2007) pan-Canadian qualitative exploration of community kitchens,
in which interviewees living with less severe food insecurity primarily described community
kitchens as a tool for making ends meet and a strategy for avoiding using a food bank or other
undignified means of coping with limited resources — rather than a resource that helped them to
overcome or ameliorate circumstances of poverty and food insecurity. It was also a common
thread through Milligan’s (2010) doctoral research, where despite their countless social,
educational and nutritional benefits, the “Cooking Fun for Families” community kitchen
programs central to her investigations in the city of VVancouver, did not show any significant

political or economic impacts for participating families, nor was political action an explicit or
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implicit goal of the program. As Milligan (2010) concluded, it is unlikely that community-
kitchens contribute substantially to the social change needed to resolve issues of poverty and

food insecurity that the clientele of these programs are living with.

Keeping with an economic-based assessment, Canada Prenatal Nutrition Program
(CPNP)-funded projects and child nutrition programs were the focus of a study by Vozoris and
Tarasuk (2003b), where the effects of program participation were measured in relation to its
impact on household financial circumstances, and thus, food security for low-income families.
Of the programs analyzed, only food supplements and vouchers were considered to contribute to
individual participants’ food needs and household food costs. These items were therefore the
central focus in determining and quantifying the financial contributions of the CPNP-funded
project and child nutrition program participation for low-income families. Basing their analysis
on the inputs and expenditures of four hypothetical welfare-supported households assumed to be
living in Toronto in 1999, Vozoris and Tarasuk (2003b) found that despite representing 21.2% or
37.6% of the estimated total monthly food needs based on cost (depending on whether a $5 or
$10 food voucher was provided weekly), food supplement and food vouchers, offered through
CPNP program participation, were insufficient to offset the deficits in monthly household
income (these program components accounted for only $27.92 or $49.57 of the estimated
$255.46 deficit that welfare recipients face every month) for a single pregnant women in her first
trimester. As was concluded in preceding findings on community kitchens, the contribution of
prenatal and child nutrition programs to households’ overall financial situations were suggested
to be minimal. Thus, authors of this study further suggest it is unlikely that these programs are

able to alleviate household food insecurity, which is inextricable to income inadequacy.

47
Growing Food Security from the Ground Up



In 2001(b), Tarasuk completed a more comprehensive examination of community-based
responses to household food security in Canada; drawing upon her and Reynolds (1999) previous
findings on community kitchens to inform more a generalized discussion of other approaches to
food security that fall within the realm of community development (i.e. those designed to foster
self-help and mutual support and/or promote local-level alternative food production and
distribution). In her analysis, Tarasuk (2001b) raises important questions as to the capacity of ad-
hoc, community-based programs to overcome or alter systems of poverty that underpin food
insecurity in Canada. Tarasuk (2001b) suggests that, of many things, the self-help orientation of
community-development programs, as well as their focus on food-skills and alternative food
acquisition, may act to depoliticize the issue of food insecurity by fueling the perception that
food insecurity is an issue related to the poor management of, rather than unequal access to,
resources. As a result, the need for fundamental social change the systemic issues of inequality
and inequity may be largely downplayed. In addition to this, because community-based strategies
have largely originated from the public and social sectors, it is postulated that these programs
tend to work within the origins that they have derived - helping people better cope with their
poverty - rather than focusing on activities that challenge the state and address the structures that
maintain issues of food insecurity. This, as Wakefield et. al.’s (2013) recent work suggests, is
reflective of how state resources have been redeployed (government funding accounted for a
substantial amount [40%] of the revenue garnered by community organizations studied) in
neoliberal restructuring. Although recognizing the importance of community-based food
programs in terms of the fostering of a more sustainable food system, Tarasuk (2001b) suggests
that the most effective responses to income-related food security are not those focused on food

behaviors, but those that improve economic conditions for poor households, albeit signifying the
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need for more work in the identification of strategies that may ameliorate issues of food access

(Tarasuk, 2001b).

Complementary to evidence-based critiques and assessments which suggest that
community-based food programs may be an inadequate response to household food security,
researchers have begun to query the appropriateness of community-based food programs in terms
of their utilization by the population groups they set forth to assist. In their survey-based study of
low-income families residing in high poverty neighborhoods in Toronto, Kirkpatrick and
Tarasuk (2009) found household participation in community-based food programs to be
surprisingly low - never exceeding more than one-third of the 484 families sampled. In fact,
participation in community gardens and kitchens were observed to be so low that associations
between participation in these programs and household food security status could not be
analyzed. Notably, a number of families did report regular participation in child-food programs
through schools or community agencies, however, upon analysis; no significant associations
were indicated between household participation in these programs and household food security
status or household socio-demographic characteristics. Complementing their statistical analysis,
Loopstra and Tarasuk (2013a) further explored the reasons for low-rates of participation among
these families using an in-depth interview process. Their results highlight lack of accessibility
(i.e. knowledge of how and where to participate) and fit (i.e. suited to meet their needs, interests

and schedule) as key determinants of non-participation in these programs.

Based on these data, both Kirkpatrick and Tarasuk (2009) and Loopstra and Tarasuk
(2013a) challenge the perception that community-based food programs play a valuable role in
addressing the unmet food needs of food insecure households, based largely on the premise that

these programs are underutilized by those most vulnerable to this situation (Kirkpatrick &
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Tarasuk, 2009; Loopstra and Tarasuk, 2013a). It should be noted, however, that these analyses
do not include a differentiation between sources of program funding, nor do they indicate
programs that support and facilitate participation among vulnerable groups through material or
social means. What’s more, these studies explore the use of community-based programs among
families living in a highly urban center; we cannot assume that these findings are transferrable to
rural settings, where both the experiences of food insecurity as well as the dynamics of

community-related supports have been differentiated (Coulhan, 2013).

In addition to critical examinations of the contributions of community-based programs to
food security, researchers have also drawn attention to potential differences in the perceptions of
this issue among households and community stakeholders (i.e., community workers, program
managers and representatives from donor agencies) (Hamelin, Mercier & Bedard, 2010). As
Hamelin, Mercier and Bedard (2010) illustrate, there are significant divergences in the
viewpoints of these groups, particularly in relation to characteristics of food insecurity, relative
importance of various risk factors related to food insecurity and the effectiveness of the
community assistance to enhance the households’ ability to face food insecurity. These
discrepancies not only suggest that community-based interventions do not always adequately fit
households’ needs (and realities of their experiences), they also point to serious implications in

the “implementation of sustainable upstream solutions to food insecurity” (pg. 411).

Accumulatively, the analyses brought forth in this section support a substantiated
argument that community-based programs lack the capacity to alter a household’s material
circumstance in any substantial way — as evidenced by the lack of exchange of resources,
discrepancies in the understanding of the experience of food insecurity and questionable rates of

involvement and participation. As such, they raise serious concerns regarding the effectiveness
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of food-focused programs and bring to question the capacity of community-based responses to
address the chronic poverty and persistent income inadequacy that underlie the experience of
food insecurity (Tarasuk & Reynolds, 1999; Tarasuk, 2001b; Vozoris & Tarasuk, 2003b).
Indeed, the need for more political efforts and systemic approaches to address food insecurity in

Canada long-term is evident.

2.9 The Benefits of Community-Based Food Programs
Although previous research (Tarasuk & Reynolds, 1999; Tarasuk, 2001b; Vozoris &

Tarasuk, 2003b) has raised important questions relative to the capacity of community-based
approaches to address issues the root causes of individual/household food insecurity in Canada,
the immediate and potential broader positive outcomes of such programs, including those, which
relate directly and indirectly to household food security, remain convincing. Research in this
area, however, is limited, with even less examinations being completed in Canada. There are no
known studies that examine the contributions of community-based approaches to food security
using an ecological lens (in which program and organizational contributions are considered);
what is available primarily focuses on the material outcomes of a few types of community-based

strategies, namely community kitchen and gardening initiatives.

The following sections will explore some of the potential benefits of participation in
community-based food programs, including how these programs may contribute to household
food security among low-income families. Given the lack of research in this field, 1 will draw on

insights from available research surrounding one such activity, gardening.
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2.9.1 Gardening: Benefits to Physical, Mental and Psychological Health

Despite remaining largely anecdotal in nature, evidence to support gardening as a health
promotion strategy is growing. As indicated by emerging research from Canada, as well as that
from the United States (US) and United Kingdom (UK), gardens have the potential to improve
health among adults and their families through increased physical activity, improved nutrition,
and improved mental wellness (Wakefield, Yeudall, Taron, Reynolds & Skinner, 2007; Kortright
& Wakefield, 2009; Alaimo, Packnett, Miles & Kruger, 2008; Nanney, Johnson, Elliott. &
Haire-Joshu, 2007; Van den Berg et al., 2010; den Berg, Maas, Verheij & Groenewegen, 2010;

Van den Berg & Custers, 2011; Nielsen & Hansen, 2007; Gross & Lane, 2007).

In two separate qualitative studies in Canada, participants most often describe gardening
(both communal and residential) as a positive contributor to their physical health. Active
community gardeners in South East Toronto reported improved access to fresh foods and
increased intakes of fresh fruits and vegetables as a central benefit of their participation in
gardening (Wakefield et.al, 2007). Similarly residential level gardeners report positive changes
in their eating habits because of growing their own food. As one gardener in a similar study by
Kortright and Wakefield’s (2009) described, “it [their home garden] does change the way you
eat. There’s always fresh, you take it, you bring it to the sink with the water, you wash it, and you
have fresh salad every day. It does change things; yes, it does” (Kortright & Wakefield, 2009,
pg. 46). Qualitative descriptions of the nutrition and health benefits of gardening are
corroborated by studies from the US that link participation in gardening and gardening programs
to self-reported improvements in the dietary and nutrient intakes both of primary gardeners as

well their non-gardening household members (Alaimo et al., 2008; Nanney, Johnson, Elliott. &
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Haire-Joshu, 2007) — suggesting a link between owning a garden and improved nutritional

health.

In addition to a myriad of physical health benefits, gardeners will often describe their
gardens as calming and relaxing atmospheres, thus contributing to a perceived improvement in
their overall mental, emotional and psychological well-being (Wakefield et al., 2007). Previous
research indicates that access to private or shared greenery is inversely related to individuals’
reported (Nielsen & Hansen, 2007) and biological measures (Van Den Berg & Custers, 2011)
of experienced stress — suggesting that in some mechanism, exposure to green space may
provide a buffer against stressful life events and their related negative health impacts (Van den
Berg, Maas, Verheij & Groenewegen, 2010). In their exploration of the meaning of domestic
gardens and of gardening throughout the lifespan, Gross and Lane (2007) completed 15
unstructured interviews with a diverse group of domestic gardeners aged 18 to 85 years. Through
the accounts and experiences of participants, themes of escapism, ownership, identity, and
relationships emerged. Participants described gardening as an escapist activity, in which they
were able to become completely absorbed in their gardens and as a result, mentally disengage.
By means of gardening, participants were able to escape from unwanted worries, anxieties or
thoughts. Thus, the garden became a place actively sought by participants for contemplation and
avoidance of stress, a place where they were able to handle concerns or emotions either through

addressing them or by disengaging from them (Gross & Lane, 2007).

2.9.2 Gardening: Empowerment and Social Capital

When examining the potential social benefits of gardening, the weight of evidence
centers around gardens in a communal, rather than an individual setting, although very few

empirical studies have addressed this topic overall. As a setting that brings together people from
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different social circles bound by a mutual interest in gardening, friendship building is often a
welcomed byproduct of participation in community gardens (Glover, 2004) and these friendships
will often transcend beyond the gardening atmosphere (Glover, Parry & Shinew, 2005). In their
exploratory study of Latino community gardens in New York City, Saldivar-Tanaka and Krasny
(2004) found that gardeners and garden members more often view their community gardens as
social and cultural spaces than agricultural production sites. These findings are consistent with
Wakefield et. al.’s (2007) research, in which participants described their community gardens not
only as a location for fresh food production, but also as a setting that facilitated positive social

interaction and community building.

Significantly, research has also shown that relationships that grow within the setting of a
garden are often relied upon for more than just assistance in garden-specific activities (Teig et
al., 2009). Friendships made within the gardens often blossom into informal agreements and
mutual reciprocity between individuals, to help one another outside of the garden sites (Teig et
al., 2009) — with individuals often reporting drawing upon these relations to acquire a number of
resources both related and unrelated to gardening (Glover, 2004; Glover, Parry & Shinew, 2005).
Building on this, Tieg et. al.’s (2009) qualitative exploration of community gardeners in the US,
suggest that through participation in community gardening, participants are able to gain
important social supports, and describe being able to rely upon these persons in the face of
illness or difficult times (Teig et al., 2009). In this sense, community gardens can become a
strategy in building social capital, by granting individuals social ‘credits’ related to their work
together within the garden that can be used to facilitate other purposive actions or supports

(Glover, Parry & Shinew, 2005).
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Although lacking empirical evidence, the potential for community gardens to influence
broader social processes has been theorized. As Glover, Parry & Shinew (2005) state, ‘the effects
of the community gardens [are] not necessarily bound within the context in which they were
originally generated’ (pg. 80). Based on their research findings, which signify that community
gardens can lead to further neighborhood organizing by providing a physical location for
residents to meet each other, socialize, learn about other organizations, activities and issues in
their local community, Armstrong et al. (2000) suggests that gardening may serve as a catalyst
for residents to begin to address issues collectively. Through their examination of the democratic
effects of community gardens, Glover, Shinew and Parry (2005) propose that through interaction
with others, participation in community gardening may facilitate social exchange and heighten
critical consciousness about neighborhood issues that could potentially prompt participants to
adopt and practice democratic values. Community gardens could therefore become a medium
through which democratic values are practiced and reproduced and issues of collective
importance to communities are addressed (Glover, Shinew and Parry, 2005). In this way, these
authors contend the notion that social issues must be addressed through existing administrative
and representative institutions, and instead, suggest that community gardens may represent an
important public health strategy to facilitate community organization and empowerment for

social change.

While building social capital is most often viewed as a positive attribute and outcome of
community gardening programs, researchers equally caution careful exploration of the ways in
which social capital is shared and experienced among diverse gardening members. Without
careful consideration and planning, those in weak social positions within a garden can feel

detached from planning processes and may feel excluded from transactions that are mediated
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through the building of friendships and social capital (Glover, 2004). In this way, the social
benefits related to participation in community gardening may become inequitable, such that
some members of the gardens are more privileged and engaged than others (Glover, 2004).
Noting the potential for this inequity, Glover, Parry & Shinew (2005) suggests that researchers
critically analyze social capital and study not only its collective value, but also its potential for

unequal application.

2.9.3 Gardening: Economic Benefits

Community and backyard gardens, as an alternative to the market system, have the
potential to be economically beneficial for individuals and households, by augmenting the food
budget, thus freeing up money, which can then be used for other necessary expenditures
(Fairholm, 1999). With very little peer-reviewed research specifically examining the economic
return of participation in food gardening, evidence relative to the cost-benefit of gardening
participation remains ambiguous. In some cases, gardeners perceive the substitution of garden-
grown produce for store-bought foods as making a significant difference in their household food
costs. As one participant of Wakefield et. al.’s (2007) qualitative study of community gardens
described, participation in gardening meant that during the harvest season they no longer had to
shop at “No Frills” shops (store which employ techniques to keep prices low) for food. In
contention to this, other research, such as that conducted by Kortright and Wakefield in 2009,
presents a portrait of food gardeners who typically do not grow food out of financial necessity,
and instead are motivated to grow food for cooking, teaching, environmental, hobby, and
aesthetic reasons. It should be noted, however, that in comparison to Wakefield et. al.’s (2007)
study, where community gardens were located in high poverty areas of the city of Toronto, only

one participant of Kortright and Wakefield (2009) research stated that their household sometimes
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did not have enough to eat; all others reported always having enough of the kinds of food they
wanted. As such, these studies portray the outcomes of gardening from two distinctly different
perspectives. This begs the question as to how motivators for growing food or the benefits

perceived from participation in such programs are relative to individuals experiences with food

deprivation or household resource constraint.

Earlier research also provides some insight into the potential economic savings of
gardens to participants through approximation of a predicted dollar value relative to food
production. In one such study, Patel (1991), using a USDA developed formula, converted the
gardening area of 905 community gardens in Newark, New Jersey, into a dollar value in order to
average a monetary output of production of these sites. Applying this formula to an average size
garden plot in this area (reported to be approx. 720 square feet) and assuming good crop quality
and frost-free days less than 200, Patel (1991) estimated the dollar value of production per
garden to be $475 per season (after accounting for $25 of input costs). The percentage return of
this involvement, as Patel (1991) denotes, is particularly advantageous since these savings are
also tax-free. Using early harvest yields and the 1987-1988 dollar market value of vegetables and
fruits, Blair, Giesecke and Sherman completed a similar investigation into the potential economic
benefits of gardening participation in 1995. Although unknown as to the average size of the
garden plot used to base their estimate, these authors suggest a more modest estimate than that of
Patel (1991), with the average economic gain of these gardens approximated at $113 per year;

accounting for an average of $47 per person spent on plants, inputs and fencing.

2.10 Participatory Approaches: Advocacy and Policy Change
As O’Connor (2009) suggests, the idea that scientific knowledge is the key to solving

social problems has been a longstanding pillar of positivist ideology. Nowhere is this more
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apparent than in North America’s current climate of poverty problems, where “poverty remains a
fact of life for millions...and remains stubbornly resistant to all that social scientists have
learned about its ‘causes, consequences and cures’” (O'Connor, 2009, pg, 3). Forefront in her
argument is that poverty knowledge, as currently constituted, needs to change — from that which
focuses on how social problems affect the poor, to that which looks to knowledge that is
systemic, action-based, and informed by the everyday lived experience of the poor. Very little is
known, however, of the role community-based programs play in engaging at-risk populations
and raising awareness of their lived experiences with food insecurity, particularly, how this
related to creating momentum and conditions within communities for change. There is also very
little understanding of successful ways that community-based agencies can work with low-
income participants in order to facilitate this process. There is research, however, that suggests
that within a policy framework, participatory approaches to research and program development
may be beneficial (Williams, 2014). In the following section, a brief overview of participatory
approaches to research and intervention strategies, including examples of how such collaborative
efforts have been effective in increasing political advocacy and advancing political action will be

provided.

Over the past several decades, Participatory Action Research (PAR) has become an
increasingly utilized research and intervention strategy in the realm of public health. Though
varied in their respective goals and traditions, PAR is often used synonymously (and in some
cases, inclusively) for other terms, such as, “community-based participatory research”, “mutual
inquiry” and “participatory research” (Minkler, 2000) - given the shared core principles and
values of these evolved approaches, in which the researcher assumes the role of co-learner and

the emphasis placed on community participation and the translation of research findings into
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social transformation and action (Minkler, 2000). What is distinct about PAR and other
community-centered approaches are not the specific methods employed, but rather, the equitably
involvement of the directly affected by (or with a direct ‘stake’ in) the issue being studied in all
phases of the research process. As such, Minkler (2000) suggests that academic researchers and
community partners share a commitment to consciously blurring the lines between the researcher

and the researched (pg. 192).

Participatory approaches are further differentiated from more “traditional” forms of
research and practice in terms of the participation and influence of diverse (and more specifically
non-academic) partners in the process of creating knowledge (Israel, Schulz, Parker & Becker,
1998). This means researchers acknowledge, respect, value and privilege local knowledge;
voices, which are often subjugated and marginal in the deliberations of mainstream policy and
program planning (Horowitz, Robinson & Seifer, 2009). By working together on issues of
identified importance to the community, it has been suggested that results will be relevant and
directly applicable to the problems at hand in order to change and improve them (Wadsworth,
1998). The successes of participatory approaches in addressing community health inequities and
mobilizing communities around public policy change have been well documented in the United
States (US). Researchers from the US have shown participatory approaches to be effective in
research and community-based health interventions that have led to healthy public policy change
relative to chronic disease management, including diabetes (Vasquez et al., 2007) and cancer
(Peterson, Minkler, Vasquez & Baden, 2006) as well as issues of environmental justice (Tajik &

Minkler, 2006) and health (Minkler, Brekwich, Vasquez & Shepard, 2006).

Importantly, within the context of this thesis research, participatory approaches have also

been shown to be beneficial in addressing issues of income related barriers to food access that
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are inextricably to the experience of food insecurity in Canada (Knezevic, Hunter, Watt,
Williams & Anderson, 2014; Williams, 2014). Since 2002, researchers from Nova Scotia have
conducted Provincial Participatory Food Costing research, assessing the cost of a basic nutritious
diet for families and individuals of various age and gender groups and applying these findings
comparatively to basic living expenses, current wages and income supports in order to assess the
affordability of a nutritious diet throughout the province (Williams et al., 2012b; Newell,
Williams & Watt, 2014). Although food costing has been conducted throughout the country for
decades, the process in Nova Scotia is unique in that it is the only province to use a participatory
food costing model (Williams et al., 2012c). This means that those experiencing food insecurity
play a central role in this research; including decision-making, data collection, analysis,
communication and dissemination of research findings. This participatory food costing project is
one of many initiatives that have helped to build relationships among individuals and
organizations who are committed to addressing issues of food insecurity in Nova Scotia. It has
brought together those with first-hand experience with food insecurity with those who have the
ability to influence policy change; enhancing our understanding of the issue, and bringing
together individuals with varied perspective in order to put forth community-based solutions to
address it. Since inception, the Participatory Food Costing Projects have played a key role in
influencing positive changes relative to building food security in Nova Scotia (Knezevic, Hunter,
Watt, Williams & Anderson, 2014; Johnson, Williams & Gillis, in press; Williams, 2014). Food
security has been identified as one of four priority areas in the Healthy Eating Nova Scotia
(Government of Nova Scotia, 2005), and food costing research has been the basis for modest
increases to minimum wage and Income Assistance rates (Williams et al., 2012b; Williams et al.,

2012c). Moreover, these projects have been significant in giving women experiencing food
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insecurity in this province a voice — by providing them with the opportunities to tell their stories,
and engaging them in efforts to address food insecurity, through action-based research (Williams

et al., 2012a; Williams et al., 2012b).

Overall, participatory approaches to health promotion have shown potential for
effectively addressing public policy change by engaging multiple stakeholders — including those
directly affected by an issue and those who have potential to influence policy implementation
and development. In the same way, there is potential for participatory approaches to be beneficial
in terms of aligning community-based food programs or community development initiatives with
more political efforts for social policy change. While clearly more research is needed to better
understand the role and integration of participatory approaches within program development, in
her aforementioned study of the “Cooking for Families” programs in Vancouver, Milligan
(2010) indicated that on a continuum of personal and community empowerment (Laverack, 2004
as cited in Milligan, 2010) — in which personal action and small, mutual, community-based
groups or partnerships lead into social and political action — community-based food programs
(such as the Cooking Fun for Families community kitchen program) “hold the potential for

developing community action” (pg. 226).

2.11 Community Action Program for Children/Canada Prenatal Nutrition Program: A
Brief Introduction

The Community Action Program for Children (CAPC) is a federal initiative of the Public
Health Agency of Canada (PHAC) that provides long-term funding to community groups and
coalitions across Canada to support the development of programs that promote health and social
development among child (0-6yrs) and families facing at-risk conditions (PHAC, 2010a).
Similarly, the Canada Prenatal Nutrition Program (CPNP) is another of PHAC’s child-focused
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initiatives, providing long-term funding to community groups to develop or enhance programs
for vulnerable pregnant women, aiming to improve the health of mothers and their infants,
reduce the incidence of unhealthy birth weights and promote/support breastfeeding (PHAC,
2010b). Both CAPC and CPNP were initiated because of federal commitment from Canada to
invest in the well-being of vulnerable children in response to international discussions during the

United Nations World Summit for Children in the early 1990’s (PHAC, 2010a; PHAC, 2010b).

More than two decades later, reports from the PHAC suggest that CAPC/CPNP
collectively fund more than 750 projects nationwide; 22 of which are located in the province of
Nova Scotia (PHAC, 2010c; PHAC, 2010d). The diversity of CAPC/CPNP projects are far
reaching, with programs ranging from drop-in childcare, to outreach and home visiting,
nutritional support and collective kitchens, cultural programs and celebrations and literacy
development etc. (PHAC, 2010d). As suggested by Williams, Langille & Stokvis (2005) in their
evaluative report of CAPC/CPNP programs in Canada — informed by deliberative dialogues with
CAPC/CPNP representatives and a review of relevant evaluation and knowledge translation-
based literature, it is this diversity that is key to the success of CAPC/CPNP projects (Williams,
Langille & Stokvis, 2005). By acknowledging that communities are well positioned to recognize
the needs of children and their families, CAPC/CPNP offers flexibility in the use of funds; such
that individual projects can shape their programs in response to the needs and wants of their
community (Williams, Langille & Stokvis, 2005) and can better adapt alongside the communities
changing dynamics. As one representative of Williams, Langille & Stokvis (2005) discussions
reported, “It’s great that CAPC/CPNP have let the projects be so diverse so long as they are
reaching the (target population), recognizing that communities change and develop...” (pg. 2).

The adaptable nature of project funding has undoubtedly contributed to CAPC/CPNP positive
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evaluations, which suggests that these programs continue to be relevant for Canadians, reaching
vulnerable children and their families living in conditions of risk and contributing to their health

and social development (PHAC, 2010c; PHAC, 2010d).

Central to this thesis project, the Kids Action Program (KAP) is one of many networks of
outreach programs in Nova Scotia funded through CAPC and CPNP. Located in the Annapolis
Valley Region, the KAP offers primary prevention services, family programming and countless
resources and supports to families with young children in the Hants, Kings and Annapolis
Counties of Nova Scotia (PHAC, 2010e). Participating families of KAP face multiple barriers
and most often include children of adolescent mothers, families with low incomes, and those
who are socially or geographically isolated (PHAC, 2010e). Increased awareness of the inability
of low-income families and individuals to meet their dietary needs has promoted the
development of KAP programming that addresses the unmet food needs of their clients. This
includes, but is not limited to, a subsidized Food Box Program, a community outreach garden
and backyard garden plots. Although the successes and drawbacks of these individual programs
are evident through previous project evaluations, more research (such as that completed in this
thesis) is needed to explore the contributions of their programs, and their collective work in

efforts to address food insecurity in Nova Scotia.

2.12 Summary

The literature review began with a discussion of the emergence of food insecurity, its
determinants and the implications of this experience on health and well-being. Poverty was
identified as on the key determinants of household food insecurity in Canada; the gendered
experience of both poverty and food insecurity for women was highlighted and supports the

specific lens of this case-study. A critical examination of current responses to food insecurity
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helps to paint a picture of the current landscape, and illustrates gaps in our understanding of how
to address this issue. Finally, because the current research lacks comprehensive and ecological
evaluations of community-based programs, including their benefits to individual and community
health, gardens were used as an example of the potential role of community-based programs in
addressing issues of household food insecurity. Chapter 3 will move beyond the current
research and literature, and seek to describe the theoretical framework and methods used to

structure this study.
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CHAPTER 3: THEORY AND METHODOLOGY
3.1 Theoretical Paradigm

3.1.1 Critical Theory

This study was framed and carried out using a critical theoretical perspective, an
approach in social science, which attempts to understand, confront, and change the process by
which a grossly inequitable society (or sphere within society) uses historically constructed
ideology to convince people that oppression (in its many guises) is normal, necessary or
inevitable (Kincheloe & McLaren, 1994; Brookfield, 2005). As Kincheloe and McLaren (1994)
suggest, such dominant ideologies are not simply imaginative or deceptive relations that
individuals and groups live out; they are very much inscribed and sustained in social and
institutional practice. Thus, critical theory is concerned with the ways in which the economy;
matters of race, class and gender; ideologies; discourses; education; religion and other social
institutions and cultural dynamics interact to construct systems in which differences in power

and injustice exist (Kincheloe &McLaren 1994).

Research within the critical realm assumes that knowledge is value-mediated, and
therefore, is dependent on the interpretation of a particular interaction between the research and
the researched (Guba and Lincoln, 1994). Methodologically, the contentions of critical theory are
evidenced in the intentional focus of this thesis on increasing critical consciousness
(understanding how power is embedded in how society is organized and striving for change)
(Guba and Lincoln, 1994) and illuminating the experiences and values shared by women
participants as central in understanding the contributions of community-based programs to food
security. Critical theory has guided not only who speaks and who listens in this thesis research,

but also whose voices are deemed most valid (Kincheloe and McLaren, 2002).

65
Growing Food Security from the Ground Up



Indeed, the assumptions of this paradigm have influenced the ways that I have
approached all stages of the research process; particularly the collection and interpretation of
data. Assuming a critical perspective has enabled a rich understanding of the food-security
related work of the KAP, particularly how, through their work, they are challenging an
environment that supports inequity and income inequality; such as that experienced by the
participants of their programs. By approaching this research through a lens that highlights power
relations and dominant values and ideologies, this study seeks a transformative purpose, situating

these data within the broader goal of achieving improved food security for all Nova Scotians.

3.1.2 Researcher Paradigm

Due to the value-mediated nature of research within the critical tradition, such that the
investigator and participant are interactively linked — with the values of the researcher inevitably
influencing the inquiry (Guba & Lincoln, 1994), Kincheloe and McLaren (1994) suggest that
researchers must “enter into an investigation with their assumptions on the table, so that no one
is confused concerning the epistemological and political baggage they bring with them to the
research site” (pg.140). As such, it has been important to state and remain cognizant of the
influence (and value) of my own subjectivity, including my previous involvement and
associations with the KAP, as well as my beliefs and perspectives relative to building food

security throughout this research process.

My involvement with the KAP began in 2010, when | was hired on as a research assistant
with Sub-Node Three (SN3)® of the Atlantic Social Economy and Sustainability (SES) Research

Network, a project in which my co-supervisor (Dr. Patricia Williams) and thesis committee

® One of six research clusters of the SES, with a research focus on Mobilization: Food Security and Community
Economic Development.
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member (Debra Reimer) were also involved. In this position, | became familiarized with the
varied efforts of the KAP in providing supportive services for at-risk women, children and
families in the Annapolis Valley Region of Nova Scotia. As one of my major tasks as an research
assistant, | was involved in the evaluation of KAP’s three gardening projects (a vegetable garden
at a children’s center, a community outreach garden and individual raised-bed backyard
gardening plots). | completed four focus groups (two with women participants of the garden and
two with their children), with the goal of exploring and understanding the benefits, barriers and
opportunities of participation in these programs from the perspectives of participants. It was
through my interactions in these focus groups; and hearing the true connections that participants
had to the gardens, to the KAP, and even more so, to each other, that lead me to want to learn
more about the experiences of participants involved in community-based programs, how this
relates to the food security related work of the KAP and the contributions of these efforts to

household food security.

My affiliation with the KAP has undoubtedly acted as an asset throughout this research
process. It has enabled me to quickly build rapport with KAP staff members and has provided
me with a foundational understanding KAP as an organization; | therefore entered this research
with preliminary insight into the benefits of KAP and their programming to women and their
families. Equally, I have remained acutely aware of the fact that, because of my prior
connections to the KAP as well as my background and interests, | bring with me to this research
some preconceptions, of which I have outlined here. My positive experiences with participants
and staff members involved in the KAP gardening projects, as well as my knowledge of the
committed efforts of KAP’s executive director, has shaped my feelings about KAP; that it

contributes positively to building household food security for women and their families. In
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addition to this, my own attitudes and beliefs related to food security, including my partiality
towards strategies that engage and empower marginalized groups, help to build community
capacity, and support local, sustainable food systems, have undoubtedly molded the ways in
which I view and hierarchically situate programs aimed at addressing food insecurity. |
acknowledge that my own subjectivity has influenced the direction of this research project and is
inherent in how this project has been positioned, structured and carried out. Thus, remaining
critically aware of my paradigm as a researcher through personal reflection and regularly
meeting and discussion with my supervisors has been essential in enabling me to remain

personally reflexive throughout all stages of this project.

3.2 Theoretical Framework(s)

3.2.1 Ecological Systems Theory

Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory is a theoretical perspective of human
development that focuses on the changing relations between individuals and the environments in
which they live (Bronfenbrenner, 1994). As Bronfenbrenner suggests, understanding human
development demands going beyond the direct observation of the behaviors of one or two
persons in the same place. It requires examining multi-person systems of interaction, not
exclusive to a single setting and must take into consideration the diverse environments outside

the immediate settings that contain the person or persons of interest (Bronfenbrenner, 1977).

Although initially instituted within the realm of developmental psychology,
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory Model has been applied in this thesis project in
harmonization with a critical theoretical paradigm, as a framework to help direct data collection
and analysis. Bronfenbrenner’s model meshes well with the principles of critical theory in that

the layers of the ecological framework allowed for multi-level explication of the experience of
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food insecurity for KAP participants as well as the contributions of KAP programs and staff
members in addressing these situations. This ranged from the inequalities that impeded
participant’s immediate access to food, to the broader injustices that underlie these issues and
systematically impel and keep these women in the oppressive state that is food insecurity. As
depicted in Figure 1, these levels have been categorized according to what Bronfenbrenner
(1977; 1979; 1994) has discerned to be five interlocking layers of the environment: the

micosystem, mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem and chronosystem.

The microsystem is the innermost layer of the ecological system, and includes structures
and relations contained within one’s immediate environment (for example, the impacts of
women’s participation in KAP programming on their immediate acquisition of food and
resources). The next layer, the mesosytem is comprised of the interconnections between and
among structures in one’s immediate environment (for example, KAP’s engagement in education
and awareness). External to the mesosystem, the exosystem includes linkages and processes that
indirectly affect the structures in women’s immediate environments (for example, KAP’s
network of partnerships and collaboration for the purpose of advocacy and policy outcomes).
The outermost layer, or the macrosystem, is often referred to as the blueprint in which all
preceding systems exist and manifest. Unlike the other systems, the macrosystem does not refer
to specific contexts that affect the life of a particular person; instead, it represents the general
culture or subculture, which, formally or informally, set the pattern for structures that occur at
the concrete level (for example, stigmatization relative to the experiences of poverty and food
insecurity). Lastly, the chronosystem is the final parameter that extends the environmental
systems to encompass changes or consistencies of a person or their environments over time (for

example, the commitment and engagement of the KAP in building food security long-term)
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(Bronfenbrenner 1977; 1979; 1994). Overall, as a framework, the ecological model has provided
a means of delineating the levels of the experience of food insecurity for women and their
families, as well as the ways in which the KAP is engaged in these efforts - thus embedding
women’s experiences in food security related programming within a contextual system,
exemplifying the work of the program-specific and organizational contributions that KAP (and

KAP staff) bring to each of these levels.

Microsystem

Mesosystem

Exosystem

Macrosystem

Chronosystem

Figure 1. Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Model adapted
from: (Bronfenbrenner, 1977; 1979 1994)

3.2.2 Household Food Security

To conceptualize the contributions of the KAP, all research questions have been
examined through the lens of individual and household food security. To inform this perspective,
a combined 