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Abstract 

 

 

While the sociology of food has attended to what symbolisms of presence can 

tell us about society, the same attention has not been attributed to symbolisms 

of absence.  Within the context of affluent post-industrial societies, food 

insecurity means that people are άŀǘ ǘƛƳŜǎΣ ǳƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ƻŦ ƘŀǾƛƴƎΣ ƻǊ ǳƴŀōƭŜ ǘƻ 

acquire, enough food for all household members because they had insufficient 

money and other resourŎŜǎ ŦƻǊ ŦƻƻŘέ όbƻǊŘ et al. 2009, p. 2). This project is a 

comprehensive study of responses to, and experiences of, food insecurity in 

Hamilton City.  

The issue of food insecurity has been difficult to politicise in New Zealand. One of 

the reasons for this is that the demand for food aid is usually reported by 

individual organisations, rather than across the entire food support sector. The 

first phase of this research was a multi-provider survey that documented the 

demand for formal food support in Hamilton over a one year period in 

2006/2007. The findings show that during this time the community absorbed 

$1,157,623 worth of state funded Special Needs Grants for Food, while 

philanthropically funded third sector organisations provided 4,232 food parcels 

and 25,557 community meals. The survey findings demonstrate that the  

socio-political environment in which formal food support takes place is 

characterised by the unwillingness of the state to fully realise its role in affirming 

the right of citizens to be free from hunger. At the same time, there is evidence 

of a corresponding willingness to delegate provision of food aid to charity based 

third sector organisations that receive no state funding. 
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The second phase of the study was a qualitative exploration of the experiences 

of ten community members who were confirmed as food insecure using the 

ΨStandard 6-ƛǘŜƳ LƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊ ǘƻ /ƭŀǎǎƛŦȅƛƴƎ IƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘǎ ōȅ CƻƻŘ {ŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ {ǘŀǘǳǎΩ 

(Bickel et al., 2000). The data showed that, as far as they were able, respondents 

exercised a range of endogenous strategies (the means that individuals and 

households applied in the private domain to manage food insecurity and hunger), 

but ultimately, the utility of these diminished. In this event, respondents pursued 

either informal exogenous strategies (through social networks), or, particularly 

where there were limitations on social capital, formal exogenous strategies in 

the form of service use. This study points to food insecurity as an experience that 

is shrouded with secrecy, shame and fear of stigma. Further, the experience 

carries with it a range of social implications in the form of exclusion, 

marginalisation and disempowerment, all of which have seldom been recognised 

elsewhere in the literature. 

In acknowledging the complex and non-linear nature of food insecurity at macro, 

meso and micro levels, Rittel and ²ŜōōŜǊΩǎ όмфтоύ ŎǊƛǘerƛŀ ŦƻǊ ΨǿƛŎƪŜŘ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎΩ 

is utilised as a theoretical framework for synthesising the findings. The thesis 

advocates for a collaborative approach to re-solving the persistence of food 

insecurity in which the range of stakeholders involved is broadened to include 

ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ Ψǘŀƭƪ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳƻǳǘƘǎ ƘŀƭŦ ŦǳƭƭΩΦ 
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- Chapter 1 - 

Entrées: An Introduction 

_______________________________________ 

 

Absence is a theme that permeates much of this thesis. Rather than telling a 

story about the symbolisms of presence and what they imply ς the usual 

approach of sociological investigations into food ς this work posits that 

symbolisms of absence can also tell us a great deal about the conditions of the 

social world.  

The topic of this study is the culmination of personal and political interests in the 

sociology of food, in issues of social justice and a humanitarian awareness of the 

symptoms and prevalence of relative poverty and deprivation in New Zealand 

society. In 2005, I returned to live in the neighbourhood of my childhood after an 

absence of over two decades. I answered a knock on my front door one Sunday 

afternoon to greet a man in his early twenties seeking donations of food. He 

explained that there were no services open that could help him at this time. 

Although I did not ask after his personal circumstances (he may well have been 

feeding others too), I was able to provide him with some canned goods and fruit. 

I ate my own dinner that night wondering about the nature and prevalence of 

foodlessness in my community. What had happened in my old neighbourhood 

that people were now reduced to door knocking to meet basic human needs? 

What did that feel like? How did people cope? What implications did not having 

enough food have for health, for relationships and for social participation?  Given 

that this instance of absence had generated so many questions, the decision to 

apply a sociological lens to answering them was not a difficult one.  

As I was to discover later, foodlessness and hunger within the context of relative 

poverty is addressed in a body of literature that explores the somewhat sanitised 

ǘŜǊƳ ΨŦƻƻŘ ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅΩΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎŜŘ Ƴy initial 



2 
 

curiosity with regard to the experiences and implications that accompany what I 

have (quite intentionally) referred to throughout this study as food insecurity. In 

fact, due to the quantitative nature of most inquiries, the accounts of the 

individuals most affected seemed to have disappeared almost entirely. It has 

been both my quest and my privilege to augment existing accounts of food 

insecurity with some of the voices of these individuals. The product is a 

testament to the various members of the Hamilton community who came 

forward to talk about a social issue that is often stigmatised, de-politicised and 

silenced. Following an assessment of the significance of this study, an outline of 

the overall structure of this thesis is provided. A brief contextual profile of 

Hamilton City has also been added for those readers unfamiliar with the 

community in which this research is located. 

The significance of this study 

Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the 

health and well-being of himself (sic) and of his family, including 

food, clothing, housing and medical care and necessary social 

services, and the right to security in the event of unemployment, 

sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or other lack of livelihood 

in circumstances beyond his control. (Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights, Article 25(1)) 

Academically, the sociology of food is still in relative infancy as a discipline in 

New Zealand. While there is growing interest in examining the cultural modes 

attributed to the presence of food, the sociological literature that contemplates 

ŦƻƻŘΩǎ ŀōǎŜƴŎŜ, as elsewhere, remains relatively scant. Although a review of the 

literature highlights a number of other disciplines that have tended to dominate 

and delimit research on food insecurity, the addition of a sociological perspective 

is particularly useful as a means of structuring ideas about a complex social 

problem, the dimensions of which interact across macro, meso and micro levels. 

The sociological imagination also supports an analysis that considers the 

historical, cultural, structural and critical contexts in which the problem of food 

insecurity is embedded. 
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A small number of academic, non-governmental and (to a lesser extent) 

governmental reports on poverty assert that issues of foodlessness often affect 

low income New Zealanders.  However, portrayals of meso-level responses to 

food insecurity are usually provided via statistical accounts of the demand for 

formal food aid, and these are often fractured because of the micro-

organisational manner in which service use is reported. Further, within the 

literature, micro level accounts of how people experience or address food 

insecurity are almost entirely absent. The current study distinguishes itself by 

drawing together both micro and meso responses to food insecurity and, as far 

as the author has been able to tell, is the first comprehensive work to do so in 

the New Zealand context. 

The research that underpins this thesis has endeavoured to overcome some of 

the limitations and problems that have plagued micro-organisational, academic 

and policy constructions of food insecurity in New Zealand. A grounded 

methodology overlays quantitative data collected across local service providers 

with a more substantial qualitative dimension in which members of the Hamilton 

community who are affected by food insecurity share their stories, strategies, 

aspirations and concerns in an attempt to give form and voice to the lived 

experience of food deprivation in the social world. 

Although an experiential approach1 to understanding food insecurity is emergent 

in the limited international literature, this study distinguishes itself as one the 

first of its kind in New Zealand to engage with personalised accounts of 

foodlessness2. The title of this thesis ς Talking With Their Mouths Half Full ς 

ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿǊƛǘŜǊΩǎ ŦƛǊƳ ŎƻƴǾƛŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǇƻǿŜǊŦǳƭ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǾŜȅ ǘƘŜ 

consequences of hunger and foodlessness is not through the statistics gathered 

by service providers, but through documenting the shared thoughts and stories 

of those who live with the absence of food on a day-to-day basis. 

                                                           
1
 ¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴǘƛŀƭΩ ƛǎ ǳǎŜŘ ƘŜǊŜ ǘƻ ŘŜƴƻǘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ ƻŦ ŀ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴƻƴ ŀǘ 

the micro level. 
2
 A comprehensive literature search conducted in 2006 located only one New Zealand study that 

incorporated experiential accounts. Woodhouse (1999) has applied a qualitative approach to 
examine the realities of food poverty in a little known report undertaken for the Wairarapa Public 
Health Service. 



4 
 

The correlation between poverty and food insecurity in industrialised countries is 

well established, and to that end this study adds to an existing platform of 

knowledge. This work challenges some of the traditional constructions of poverty 

in New Zealand by asserting that food insecurity is a symptom of relative poverty 

and not just synonymous with absolute poverty3. It is hoped that this study 

provides a voice which is heard and a face which is recognised by service 

providers and policy makers both locally and nationally. Furthermore, by giving 

the phenomenon of food insecurity a human rather than statistical identity, 

decision makers are reminded that as a society we have accountabilities in terms 

of the rights which we must extend to all. 

Thesis structure 

Chapter two positions this study within the sociology of food and establishes a 

framework for conducting a review of the literature by asking historical, cultural, 

structural and critical questions about foodlessness. This review informs the 

working definitions of food security and its opposite - food insecurity - that are 

applied throughout the thesis, and accepts that within the context of wealthy 

post-industrial societies (as distinct from those characterised by absolute poverty) 

the primary cause of food insecurity is income inadequacy. With regard to the 

New Zealand context, three dominant discourses are uncovered in the form of 

Third Sector responses from non-government social service providers and their 

advocates, academic responses based in the health and nutrition framework 

(and to a lesser extent social policy and poverty studies), and government 

responses by way of social security policies and commitment to population 

health initiatives. The key measures by which the issue of food insecurity is 

formally addressed are identified as state funded Special Needs Grants for Food, 

and philanthropically funded foodbanks.  The review also notes that existing 

accounts of food insecurity are largely quantitative, and that there is marginal 

ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ΨǾƻƛŎŜΩ ƻƴ ōŜƘŀƭŦ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ŜƴŎƻǳƴǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ 

problem as a lived experience.  

                                                           
3
 The distinction between absolute and relative poverty in relation to food insecurity is addressed 

in more detail in Chapter 2. 
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Chapter three outlines the theoretical and methodological orientation of the 

research and proposes overcoming the limitations observed previously by 

implementing a mixed methodology that (i) surveys the nature of provision and 

level of demand for food support services in order to verify the existence of food 

insecurity in the Hamilton community, and (ii) engages with the lived experience 

ƻŦ ŦƻƻŘ ƛƴǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǾƛŜǿ ǘƻ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ 

strategies for addressing it and gaining grounded perspectives on its implications. 

As such, the overarching theoretical approach of grounded theory is considered 

as a basis for developing an applied method that utilises sociological 

ethnography and interpretive field research. The process of developing the 

instruments for a survey of formal food support providers within the confines of 

existing organisational data is described, as is the procedure involved in 

constructing a schedule for in-depth interviews with community members who 

are measurably food insecure. A number of definitional issues - particularly those 

pertaining to formality of service provision and confirming respondentsΩ status as 

food insecure - are explored and resolved, and a descriptive account of how the 

two dimensions of the research are operationalised in terms of ethical 

considerations, sample refinement, recruitment and data analysis is provided. 

Chapter four presents the surveyΩǎ findings.  An optimal participation rate across 

the organisations identified as formal food support providers is achieved, 

including IŀƳƛƭǘƻƴΩǎ two major foodbanks, a coordinated programme of six 

community meal providers and the Ministry of Social Development, which 

oversees ǘƘŜ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ {ǇŜŎƛŀƭ bŜŜŘǎ DǊŀƴǘ ŦƻǊ CƻƻŘ όΨŦƻƻŘ ƎǊŀƴǘǎΩύ Ǿƛŀ 

Work and Income New Zealand. The findings demonstrate that in the 2006/07 

year there was sufficient community demand to absorb 4,232 food parcels (each 

catering for a household for three days), 25,557 community meals, and food 

grants to the value of $1,157,623. While these findings are not considered a 

precise measure of the prevalence, they indicate that food insecurity is 

experienced by a significant minority of Hamilton residents. On the basis of the 

data, the socio-political context in which third sector organisations operate is 

also able to be explored. The results confirm that these services receive no state 
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funding despite regular referral of clients by Work and Income New Zealand. 

Provision is entirely dependent on community philanthropy in the form of 

donations and volunteerism. A number of organisations from this sector report 

constraints on the level of provision they are able to offer due to high levels of 

demand and limited resources.  

Chapter five profiles the sample of community members who participated in  

in-depth interviews about their experiences of food insecurity. All respondents 

(n=10) were able to be confirmed as experiencing low (n=2) or very low (n=8) 

food security using a robust instrument. While each individual is introduced 

ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊΩǎ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƛƳǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴǎΣ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ōŀƭŀƴŎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ 

objective description of their demographic attributes and environmental 

circumstances (including income and fixed expenditure). The amount of money 

with which respondents are able to purchase food constantly falls below (and in 

some cases well below) the Estimated Weekly Food Costs indicator at the Basic 

level, confirming that food insecurity is primarily a result of inadequate income. 

In examining respondentsΩ ideas about what underpins food insecurity, food is 

identified as a flexible cost that can be easily eroded by other essential expenses 

that, for one reason or another, take priority. Respondents also highlight the 

impact of increasing costs (including food) on purchasing power, and identify a 

ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊ ΨǎƘƻŎƪǎΩ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ƘŀǾŜ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ status as 

food insecure. 

Chapter six identifies the endogenous strategies that participants use to respond 

to food insecurity as part of the day-to-day way in which the experience is 

privately (and often, secretly) managed. Respondents describe the usual ways 

that they obtain food and the strategies they apply to maximise their purchasing 

ǇƻǿŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŦƻƻŘΩǎ ǳǘƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦƻƻŘ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŜŀǘƛƴƎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎΦ 

Disrupted eating patterns are universally observed amongst the sample, and 

avoiding or alleviating hunger is often accompanied by compromised nutrition, 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ŦƻǊ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ǿƘƻ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŦƻƻŘ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀōƻǾŜ 

their own. As far as they are able, participants exercise a range of approaches at 

the micro level before engaging with exogenous strategies to alleviate their 
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situation. The findings also acknowledge that there are limits to the endogenous 

strategies that people with insufficient income are able to apply, at which point 

exogenous means of addressing foodlessness and hunger must be considered. 

Chapter seven reports on the exogenous strategies applied to address food 

insecurity. While social, family and community networks provide important 

means of informal support, respondents are conscious of the potential for loss of 

social standing and the stigma that publicising their food status can bring. The 

data show that those with strong proximate networks tend to experience food 

insecurity in less extreme forms, and consequently their engagement with formal 

services is not as extensive as those who have limited social capital. As all 

participants were users of formal food support services, in this chapter they 

share their experiences of the various services available. The process of obtaining 

a state funded food grant has been experienced as invasive and demeaning. In 

some cases respondents have developed a high level of reliance on foodbank 

and community meal services, although the latter is identified as holding much 

appeal due to the absence of any formal assessment of eligibility and the 

opportunity for social  interaction. On the basis of the results, a hierarchy of 

strategies is proposed that models the transition from endogenous strategies to 

exogenous strategies of an informal nature based in social relationships, and 

finally, formal exogenous strategies through interaction with food support 

services. 

Chapter eight addresses ǘƘŜ Řŀǘŀ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜƎŀǊŘ ǘƻ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

ƛƳǇŀŎǘǎ ƻŦ ŦƻƻŘ ƛƴǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅΦ ΨCƻƻŘ ŀƴȄƛŜǘȅΩ ƻǊ Ŏƻƴǎǘŀƴǘƭȅ ǿƻǊǊȅƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ŦƻƻŘ 

absorbed a considerable amount of psychological energy and could be a cause of 

tension in household relationships - particularly those between parents and their 

children. The impacts of anticipated or actual hunger are also noted, and a 

number of psychological and active strategies for coping with this are identified, 

ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǿƛǘƘŘǊŀǿŀƭΦ !ƴ ŀōǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ΨŦƻƻŘ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭΩ ƛƳǇƻǎŜǎ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ƭƛƳƛǘǎ 

on social participation and the ability to extend or reciprocate hospitality. There 

are also implications for participation in citizenship processes, and the 

experience of food insecurity can be accompanied by a sense of social injustice, 



8 
 

political alienation and disempowerment. As part of their strategies for 

addressing these impacts, respondents compare themselves with those whose 

circumstances they perceive to be more challenging than their own. The chapter 

concludes by examining the themes of resilience and resistance, and 

acknowledging respondentsΩ desire for change. 

Chapter nine draws together the findings of the survey and interviews by 

ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ŀƴ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻŦ ŦƻƻŘ ƛƴǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ Ǿƛŀ ǘƘŜ ΨǿƛŎƪŜŘ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΩ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ 

initially proposed by Rittel and Webber (1973). In justifying the use of this 

framework within a sociological context, food insecurity is constructed as a 

multi-causal non-linear social problem that can only be tamed through reflexive 

re-solution, rather than solved. Recognition of the complex and interrelated 

elements of the problem is achieved by examining the drivers that exist at the 

macro (global) level, before an analysis at the meso and micro levels based on 

the findings of this research as a community case study is presented. Specific 

attention is paid to the values and paradigms that underpin existing responses to 

food insecurity, and likewise, to the perspectives based in the experiential 

accounts of food insecurity that are presented in earlier chapters. Subsequently, 

five key points consistent with the wicked problem framework are developed, 

and the chapter concludes by advocating for collaborative approaches to  

re-solving the problem that include a broader range of stakeholders - particularly 

food insecure people themselves. A methodology that has potential for 

operationalising such a process in the future (General Morphological Analysis) is 

also briefly introduced. 

Chapter ten concludes the thesis by acknowledging that there are social and 

political limitations on taming the wickedness of food insecurity. An assessment 

of the strengths and limitations of the research is made, and directions for future 

research are suggested. The question of what sociology - and more specifically 

food sociology - could bring to processes of re-solving the persistence of food 

insecurity in Hamilton (and elsewhere) is also addressed, and developments that 

have occurred in the literature and in the community over the duration of this 

project are recognised.  
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IŀƳƛƭǘƻƴΥ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƛǘΩǎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴƛƴƎ 

Figure 1.1. Hamilton City in the Waikato Region 

 

  Source: Department of Internal Affairs 

Having described the structure of the thesis, it is pertinent to inform readers 

about the social, environmental, cultural and economic context in which this 

study is embedded. Those familiar with Hamilton will recognise the sub-title of 

this section as the catch phrase of a long running branding campaign to 

distinguish the city as a desirable cosmopolitan locale. ¢ƘŜ ΨǎƴŀǇǎƘƻǘΩ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ 

that follows is based on a selective review of secondary material sourced mainly 

from local and central government organisations. The review has purposely been 

limited to capture the context as it was around the period that the research took 

place (2006 and 2007), and to an examination of community characteristics that 

are considered likely to have some interaction with food insecurity. 

Hamilton city is located in the heart of the Waikato region in the central North 

Island of New Zealand (see figure 1.1 above). The region is acclaimed for its 

fertile soils and temperate climate and considered to be one of the richest 
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agricultural and pastoral areas in the world. Due to the concentrated nature of 

the dairy farming industry, the Waikato is also bŜǿ ½ŜŀƭŀƴŘΩǎ most significant 

regional exporter. 

According to the last national Census of Population and Dwellings (Statistics New 

Zealand, 2006), Hamilton ƛǎ bŜǿ ½ŜŀƭŀƴŘΩǎ ǎŜǾŜƴǘƘ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ city by population, 

with its 129,249 usual residents distributed across 40 suburbs. It is also a growing 

city. Between the 2001 and 2006 censuses, the usual resident population 

increased by 12.5 percent, compared with an increase of 7.8 percent for New 

Zealand over the same period. tǊƻƧŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊŜŎŀǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ IŀƳƛƭǘƻƴΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ 

growth will continue to outstrip national averages well into the future, adding 

around 43,000 people by 2031 (Statistics New Zealand, September 2007). 

Figure 1.2. Age Composition of Population, New Zealand and Hamilton City, 
2006 

 

   Source: Ministry of Social Development (2007). 

Hamilton has a notably youthful population, with 41 percent of its people aged 

24 years or younger and 21.9 percent of the population aged between 0-14 years 

(Ministry of Social Development, 2007). In 2006, the median age was 31.2 years, 

as compared with the national median of 35.9 years (Quality of Life Project4, 

                                                           
4
 The Quality of Life Project is a longitudinal survey that reports bi-annually on a range of social 
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2007). As shown in figure 1.2, there were higher proportions of people aged 15-

29 than those found across the population nationally. Compared with many 

other localities in 2006, Hamilton had a low proportion of older people; 8.91 

percent of the population were aged 60-74, and only 4.9 percent were over 75 

years of age (Crothers, 2006).  

On census night 2006, there were 32,619 families in Hamilton. Of these,  

38.2 percent were couples without children, 40.2 percent were couples with 

children, and 21.6 percent of families were headed by a sole parent. As shown in 

table 1.1, Hamilton has a slightly larger proportion of one parent families than 

that found nationally. 

Table 1.1. Family Types in Hamilton and New Zealand, 2006 Census 

Family Type Hamilton City (%) New Zealand (%) 

 
Couple without child(ren)  

 

38.2 39.9 

 
Couple with child(ren)  

 

40.2 42.0 

 
One parent with child(ren)  

 

21.6 18.1 

Total 100.0 100.0 

  Source: Statistics New Zealand 

At least 70 different ethnic groups live ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ ōƻǳƴŘŀǊƛŜǎ (Ministry of 

Social Development, 2007). According to census data5 (summarised in table 1.2) 

around two ǘƘƛǊŘǎ ƻŦ IŀƳƛƭǘƻƴƛŀƴǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ŀǎ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ƻǊ ΨbŜǿ ½ŜŀƭŀƴŘŜǊǎΩ 

όтрΦфл ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘύΣ ŀ ŦƛŦǘƘ ŀǎ aņƻǊƛ όмфΦфн ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘύ6, 10.57 percent Asian, and 4.17 

ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘ ŀǎ tŀŎƛŦƛŎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜǎΦ [Ŝǎǎ ǘƘŀƴ ǘǿƻ ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ ŀƴ ΨƻǘƘŜǊΩ 

ethnicity (1.55 percent). Of the 12 cities monitored by the Big Cities project, 

IŀƳƛƭǘƻƴ Ƙŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ƘƛƎƘŜǎǘ ǇǊƻǇƻǊǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ aņƻǊƛΣ ōǳǘ ŀ ƳǳŎƘ ǎƳŀƭƭŜǊ 

proportion of the population identify their ethnicity as Pacific or Asian than in 

the cities that make up the neighbouring Auckland region (Quality of Life, 2007). 

                                                                                                                                                               
indicǘƻǊǎ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ bŜǿ ½ŜŀƭŀƴŘΩǎ 12 largest cities. 
5
 Census respondents could indicate which ethnicities they identified with and this data includes 

people who identified more than one. 
6
  This compares with 14.6 percent nationally (Statistics New Zealand, September 2007, p. 13). 
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Table 1.2. Ethnic Groups in Hamilton City, Auckland Region and New Zealand 7,8, 
2006 Census 

Source: Statistics New Zealand (2006). 

Census 2006 data for labour force status showed that 48.07 percent of working 

age Hamiltonians were in full time employment, while just over 14 percent 

(14.08) were in part time work, and 29.45 percent did not participate in the 

labour force12  (Crothers, 2006). In 2005, the labour force participation rate was 

around 67 percent - slightly below the national average. HamiltonΩǎ dependency 

ratio (the ratio of people not of working age to those of working age) has 

consistently fallen below the national average, probably due to the high numbers 

                                                           
7
 All percentages are for the census usually resident population count, and have been rounded to 

two decimal places. 
8
 Includes all of the people who stated each ethnic group, whether as their only ethnic group or 

as one of several ethnic groups. Where a person reported more than one ethnic group, they have 
been counted in each applicable group.  
9
 'Middle Eastern, Latin American and African' was introduced as a new category for the 2006 

Census. Previously, Middle Eastern, Latin American and African responses were allocated to the 
'other ethnicity' category. 
10

 'Other ethnicity' includes responses for a number of small ethnic groups and for 'New 
Zealander.' For 2006, New Zealander responses made the largest contribution towards the 'other 
ethnicity' category.  
11

 The calculation of this figure is affected by the rounding process used by Statistics New 
Zealand. 
12

 Additional to these categories, the proportion of people who were unemployed in Hamilton at 
the time of the census was 4.54 percent. 

Ethnic Groups % Hamilton 
City 

% Auckland 
Region 

% New Zealand 

 
European  

 

65.34 56.47 67.60 

 
aņƻǊƛ  

 

19.92 11.08 14.65 

 
Pacific peoples  

 

 4.17 14.38  6.89 

 
Asian  

 

10.57 18.93  9.18 

 

Middle Eastern/Latin 
American/African9 

 

 1.50  1.50  0.90 

Other ethnicity10 

      New Zealander  
 

10.56  8.02 11.12 

      Other ethnicityςother  
 

 0.05  0.05  0.39 

     Total other ethnicity 10.61  8.07 11.1611 
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of students attending its three tertiary institutions, and relatively small numbers 

of retirees in the composition of the population (Hamilton City Council, 

September 2005). 

Levels of home ownership (see figure 1.3) in Hamilton are slightly lower than the 

national average (51.2 percent). Census 2006 data reviewed by the Quality of Life 

Project (2007) showed that 47.7 percent of Hamiltonians owned the dwelling 

that they lived in13, just over one third (33.7 percent) lived in rented dwellings, 

and 18.6 percent lived in accommodation provided through other 

arrangements14. Of the 12 cities monitored, Hamilton had the third lowest 

incidence of people living in temporary dwellings in 200615. 

Figure 1.3. Ownership of Dwelling by Household, Hamilton City and New 
Zealand, 2006 Census 

 

  Source: Statistics New Zealand 

Between 2001 and 2006 the cost of buying a house in Hamilton rose by 84.5 

percent - the third highest increase in the country over the same period (Quality 

of Life Project, 2007). aŀǎǎŜȅ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΩǎ Home Affordability Report (cited in 

Quality of Life Project, 2007, p. 109) demonstrates that mortgage affordability in 

                                                           
13

 With or without a mortgage. 
14

 For example, people who were living rent free. This category also includes people whose 
answers did not fall within one of the two prior categories (that is, home owners or rental 
tenants), as well as those whose response was unidentifiable or not stated. 
15

 Temporary dwellings include makeshift dwellings, tents, caravans, boats, and mobile homes. 
Typically they are less habitable than permanent dwellings in terms of health and safety and 
physical hazards. 
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the Waikato/Bay of Plenty region is fractionally lower than average affordability 

nationally.  

Household Economic Survey 200416  (HES) data for the Waikato region 

demonstrated that the average proportion of household income used for rental 

tenure in the Waikato was 24.3 percent, as compared to 16.3 percent in privately 

owned housing (cited in Quality of Life Project, 2007, p. 11). Median rents in 

Hamilton increased by a third (33.3 percent) between 2002 and 2006, the second 

ƘƛƎƘŜǎǘ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ bŜǿ ½ŜŀƭŀƴŘΩǎ ǘǿŜƭǾŜ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ŎƛǘƛŜǎΦ   

Longitudinal data reported in the Quality of Life Project showed that in 2006 the 

average ordinary time earnings for working Hamiltonians was slightly less than 

the national average. Of the 12 cities monitored, Hamilton was one of only two 

in which average ordinary time real (inflation adjusted) earnings had decreased 

over the period 2003-200617  (Quality of Life Project, 2007).  

 
Figure 1.4. Income for People Aged 15 Years and Over, Hamilton City and New 

Zealand, 2006 Census 

 

Source: Statistics New Zealand 

                                                           
16

 This is the last year in which the HES was available in regional form. From 2005 Waikato data 
are  ŀƎƎƭƻƳŜǊŀǘŜŘ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ΨǊŜǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ bƻǊǘƘ LǎƭŀƴŘΩ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅΦ 
17

 The other city was Wellington, which decreased by 0.5 percent. Hamilton decreased by 3.1 
percent. 
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In terms of income distribution (see figure 1.4 on previous page), census 2006 

data for Hamilton city shows that around a fifth  (20.47 percent) of people over 

the age of fifteen had a personal income of less than $10,000 annually, and a 

further quarter (25.47 percent) had income of between $10,000 and $25,000.  

While personal income levels in Hamilton are described as being very similar to 

the national levels, there are slightly higher proportions of people who earn less 

than $10,000. This may be attributed to Hamilton being a university/polytechnic 

city with a high number of students on relatively low incomes (Hamilton City 

Council, September 2002). 

In 2006, the median household income in Hamilton was $52,800, compared with 

a national median of $51,400. Almost a quarter (23.5 percent) of all Hamilton 

households had income of less than $30,000 (Quality of Life Project, 2007). 

In the year ending March 2006, 11 percent of the Hamilton population was in 

receipt of a Work and Income New Zealand benefit - the second highest level of 

benefit receipt of the 12 cities included in the Quality of Life Project. A Sickness 

Benefit was received by 4,633 people (or 3.6 percent of the Hamilton population), 

4,444 people (3.4 percent of the population) received a Domestic Purposes 

Benefit, and 2,685 people (or 2.1 percent of the population) were receiving an 

Unemployment Benefit. A further 2,442 (1.9 percent of the Hamilton population) 

were in receipt of other types of benefit, bringing the total number of 

beneficiaries to 14,204. 

In 2006 the proportion of Hamiltonians with gross real income of less than  

60 percent of the median equivalised national income18 was 18.2 percent. 

Although this was an improvement on the conditions over the period 1991-2001, 

by applying this measure of relative poverty longitudinally, Hamiltonians were 

slightly more likely to be poor in 2006 than they had been in 1986 when the 

proportion was only 16.6 percent. People whose ethnicity was non-European 

were over-represented within this group, as were those in the non-working age 

groups (0-24 years, and 65+). Hamilton females were slightly more likely to have 

                                                           
18

 Benchmarked at 2001 
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low incomes (19.6 percent) than Hamilton males (16.7 percent) (Ministry of 

Social Development, 2007).  

The New Zealand Deprivation Index (NZDep01) provides a scale that ranks 

relative deprivation at area unit levels, where an index score of 1 indicates the 

lowest level of deprivation and a score of 10 indicates the highest19. On the basis 

of an application of the index to Hamilton, more than a quarter (26 percent) of 

the population ranked either a decile 9 (16 percent) or 10 (10 percent), with 

nearly half (49 percent) of Hamilton residents ranking between 7 and 10 (Quality 

of Life Project, 2007). Seventy-ǘǿƻ ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘ ƻŦ aņƻǊƛ ŀƴŘ тоΦн ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘ ƻŦ tŀŎƛŦƛŎ 

peoples living in Hamilton fell within the decile 7 - 10 range, as did 50.8 percent 

of children and 41.1 percent of those aged 65 and over (Waikato District Health 

Board, 2007). 

Discussion 

Hamilton city has exceeded national trends in population growth in the recent 

past, and will continue to do so for some time into the future. The distinctions 

observed between Hamilton and New Zealand as a whole are attributable to a 

comparatively high proportion of younger people in the local population, 

substantial proportions of beneficiaries and students living on low incomes and a 

ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ ŎƻƴŎŜƴǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ aņƻǊƛΦ hǾŜǊŀƭƭ ǘƘƻǳƎƘΣ ƛǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ 

that Hamilton is fairly indicative of middle New Zealand: levels of home 

ownership are consistent with national trends, incomes run close to national 

averages, and patterns of income distribution are fairly evenly matched with 

those found over the whole of New Zealand. 

Given that this thesis has committed itself to addressing the theme of absence, it 

has been of interest to the author to note that although multiple sources 

confirmed the presence of relative deprivation and its prevalence within certain 
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 The index incorporates eight dimensions of material and social deprivation including: the 
proportion of people who receive a means tested benefit, live in a household with income below 
an income threshold (adjusted for household size), do not live in their own home, live in a sole 
parent family, are unemployed, are without qualifications, experience household overcrowding, 
have no access to a telephone and no access to a car (Salmond, Crampton & Atkinson, 2007). 
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factions, there is scant information about how the Hamilton community 

responds to this. Population growth has the potential to place increasing 

pressures on responses already struggling to address demand. Further, in an 

environment of economic downturn, it is likely that the available pool of 

philanthropic funding will contract as belts are tightened by both public and 

business sponsors. Hamilton has already experienced local debates about 

whether community resources that third sector social service organisations have 

traditionally relied on for funding should be redistributed as consumer rebates or 

community grants20. With these points in mind, subsequent chapters of this 

thesis explore some of the challenges faced by this sector in terms of its 

existence as a formal response to the issue of food insecurity. 
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 A striking example of this process was played out by the WEL Energy Trust in 2008, when 
disbursements were frozen as elected representatives failed to agree on this issue. Consumers, in 
electing a new membership, were essentially asked to vote on whether the profits from the 
community owned electricity provider should be redistributed via rebates on domestic power 
bills, or as grants to community organisations which service both WEL energy customers and non-
customers. In the 2007/2008 funding round, the Trust had provided $2.1 million of community 
grants. The result of the election confirmed that voters wished to maintain the status quo and 
the Trust subsequently resumed redistributing profits through community based organisations. 



 
 

- Chapter 2 - 

Food for Thought 

 

 

This chapter outlines the literature that has informed the working definitions of 

food security and food insecurity which have been applied in this study. In 

assessing the range of portrayals of food insecurity in New Zealand and 

elsewhere, a number of limitations within existing accounts are identified. On 

the basis of these, a sociological framework is proposed as a means of inquiring 

into the historical, cultural, structural and critical significance of food insecurity 

at the local level. The questions generated within this framework provide the 

foundation for exploring food insecurity via an approach based in the sociology 

of food. 

What is Food Security? 

At its most basic level food security describes a situation in which people do not 

live in hunger or in fear of hunger. In 2003, the Food and Agriculture 

Organisation estimated that there were 852 million people worldwide who were 

chronically hungry due to extreme poverty, while up to 2 billion people lacked 

food security intermittently due to varying degrees of poverty (Food and 

Agriculture Organisation, 2003). 

Early concepts of food security were generally applied at the macro level, rather 

than at the ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘ ƻǊ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΦ ! ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ food security status 

was able to be calculated by dividing its total food production by the level of 

consumption required according to a demographic breakdown and the calorific 

value needed to sustain the population. Countries that could not feed their 

inhabitants by means of their own production forecasts and which were not 

economically equipped to import adequate food to supplement local supplies 
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were deemed to be food insecure1. This approach to conceptualising food 

security is problematic in that it assumes an equitable distribution of available 

food amongst the population according to nutritional requirements. For this 

reason it has largely been abandoned (Ayalew, 1997) and (at least in 

industrialised countries) contemporary measures of food security are more likely 

to be applied at individual, household or community levels. 

Food security exists when all people, at all times, have physical and 

economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food to meet their 

dietary needs and food preferences for an active life. (Food and 

Agriculture Organisation, 1996, p. 37) 

The definition of food security adopted by the FAO is consistent with the 

principle that everyone has a right to adequate food, to be free from hunger and 

to enjoy the general human dignity enshrined in the International Bill of Human 

Rights (United Nations Economic and Social Council, 1999). The definition 

encompasses the criterion of affordability and acknowledges that food 

production does not always equate with food security ς if food is available in 

fields or in stores, but people cannot afford to acquire it, then their food security 

is jeopardised. The dimension of affordability is further reiterated in a definition 

developed by the World Bank (1986) and subsequently adopted by the USDA. 

Food security for a household means access by all members at all times to 

enough food for an active, healthy life. Food security includes at a 

minimum (1) the ready availability of nutritionally adequate and safe 

foods, and (2) an assured ability to acquire acceptable foods in socially 

acceptable ways (that is, without resorting to emergency food supplies, 

scavenging, stealing or other strategies). (United States Department of 

Agriculture (USDA) Economic Reserve Service, 2000) 

While the notion of food security has been defined and applied in numerous 

ways over the past two decades, contemporary definitions tend to express its 

dimensions in terms of three common attributes: availability, access and utility. 

Access to food is considered to be derived from opportunities either to produce 

food directly, or to obtain food by means of exchange for other commodities or 

                                                           
1
 This has been the experience of many industrialising countries where advanced malnutrition 

constitutes a major humanitarian issue. 
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services. Within the ¦{5!Ωǎ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴΣ ǘǿƻ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ŀǊŜ ŎǊǳŎƛŀƭΦ 

Firstly, access must be sufficient for activity and health. Sufficiency is usually 

measured in terms of caloric intake relative to physiological requirements for a 

specified period of time. Secondly, access to food must be sufficient at all times 

in all possible circumstances, and in a manner which is sustainable. However, the 

accessibility of food is subject to fluctuations. Environmental events and changes 

in the market forces that impact on the price of food in relation to affordability 

can mean that the food security of an individual or household is vulnerable if 

there is an inability to cope with these fluctuations. Chronic vulnerability occurs 

in situations where insufficient resources (including lack of income) are able to 

be accessed in order to obtain food in socially acceptable ways (USDA Economic 

Reserve Service, 2000).  

Food Insecurity 

Having considered the concept of food security, the thesis must then inquire as 

to how its inverse term ς food insecurity ς can be conceptualised. Internationally, 

food insecurity has been described ǉǳƛǘŜ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ ŀōǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŦƻƻŘ ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅέ 

(Millennium Project Task Force on Hunger, 2004, p. 33).  

Although a number of international definitions seek to conceptualise food 

insecurity in terms of a range of other factors - including war, terrorism, 

corruption and environmental degradation (World Food Summit, 1996)  

- conceptualisations emanating from industrialised western countries tend to 

correlate food insecurity with relative poverty and inadequate resources, 

including income. Nord, Andrews and Carlson (2009) provide an example of this 

approach in recognising that food insecurity means that households are άŀǘ 

times, uncertain of having, or unable to acquire, enough food for all household 

members ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ƛƴǎǳŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ ƳƻƴŜȅ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ŦƻǊ ŦƻƻŘέ  

(p. 2). 

Within the context of affluent nations, it is worth noting that the condition of 

food insecurity and the experience of hunger are not necessarily synonymous. 

²ƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ aƛƭƭŜƴƴƛǳƳ ¢ŀǎƪ CƻǊŎŜ όнллпύ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎ ƘǳƴƎŜǊ ŀǎΥ ά! ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴΣ ƛƴ 
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which people lack the basic food intake to provide them with the energy and 

ƴǳǘǊƛŜƴǘǎ ŦƻǊ Ŧǳƭƭȅ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛǾŜ ƭƛǾŜǎ Χ ώŀǎϐ ŀƴ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ŦƻƻŘ ƛƴǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅέΣ ƛǘ ŀƭǎo 

Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ά!ƭƭ ƘǳƴƎǊȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ ŦƻƻŘ ƛƴǎŜŎǳǊŜΣ ōǳǘ ƴƻǘ ŀƭƭ ŦƻƻŘ ƛƴǎŜŎǳǊŜ 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ ƘǳƴƎǊȅέ όǇΦ ооύΦ In essence then, food insecurity in wealthy nations 

can occur with or without hunger where adequate, nutritious and safe food 

cannot be acquired in socially acceptable ways - usually a result of inadequate 

income. In New Zealand, the Ministry of Social Development (MSD) describes 

ŦƻƻŘ ƛƴǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ ŀǎ ŀ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǇǇƭƛŜǎ ǘƻ ά¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻǇƻǊǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ 

who report that their household can afford to eat properly only some of the time 

(Ministry of Social Development, 2002). 

Poverty, Deprivation and Food Insecurity 

It is now over a decade since the Rome Declaration of World Food Security 

asserted that: 

Poverty is a major cause of food insecurity and sustainable 

progress in poverty eradication is critical to improve access  

to food. (World Food Summit, 1996) 

Discussions about food insecurity commonly refer to the concepts of poverty and 

deprivation. Historically, the discipline of economics had defined poverty in 

terms that were essentially financial, with weak purchasing power or low per 

capita incomes widely accepted as the main indicators. However, agencies 

attempting to address the complex interplay between poverty and deprivation 

ultimately found the stringent economic criteria of the terms restrictive. As a 

result, a number of attempts to redefine and broaden conceptualisations of 

poverty are reflected in most contemporary definitions, many of which address 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ǎŀǘƛǎŦȅ ōŀǎƛŎ ƴŜeds ς whether they are those required for 

basic existence, material parity or social participation (Gross, 1997).  

Relative Poverty 

Robert Holman (1978) explains the emergence of the concept of relative poverty 

as a response to the deficiencies of using ΨǎǳōǎƛǎǘŜƴŎŜΩ ōŀǎŜŘ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ 

those developed by Booth and Rowntree at the turn of the twentieth century.  
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The inadequacies of the subsistence concept have contributed to 

the formulation of an alternative ς the concept of relative poverty. 

From this perspective, the poor are not defined as those who fall 

below a fixed subsistence level, but as those whose incomes are 

considered too far removed from the rest of the society in which 

they live. In short, the poor are identified in relation to or relative to 

other people. (Holman, 1978, pp. 13-14) 

Internationally, contemporary definitions of absolute poverty refer to an inability 

to obtain the necessities of life such as food, clothing and shelter (Giddens, 2002, 

p. 682). In contrast, relative poverty ς the measure used by most OECD countries 

including New Zealand ς refers to: 

Χ a lack of access to sufficient economic and social resources that 

would allow a minimum adequate standard of living in that 

society. (Waldegrave, Stephens & King, 2003, p. 198) 

The subjective nature of relative poverty remains open to contestation and even 

broad agreement on functional definitions is usually followed by debate about 

how it should best be measured. This lack of consensus is based on what 

Waldegrave et al. (ibid.) describe as the need for judgements to be made as to 

what constitutes a minimum adequate income or minimum adequate standard 

ƻŦ ƭƛǾƛƴƎΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨŀŘŜǉǳŀŎȅΩ Ƙŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǘƻ ōŜ ƳŀƴƻŜǳǾǊŜŘ 

according to the agenda being served. This is perhaps especially true in research, 

policy and political spheres. 

Statistics New Zealand evaluates poverty by ranking households in order of their 

incomes (after adjustments to allow for differences in size and composition), 

effectively dividing the population into income quintiles. Rather than adopting an 

official poverty line, the Ministry of Social Development (MSD) has implemented 

ŀ ŘŜŦŀǳƭǘ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ ΨǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ƭƻǿ ƛƴŎƻƳŜǎΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

measures the proportion of the population in economic family units with 

equivalent disposable income net-of-housing costs below three thresholds 

benchmarked to 1998 medians2. The proportion of the population who fall below 

                                                           
2
 The three thresholds are referred to as low, medium and high, and correspond to 40 percent,  

50 percent and 60 percent of net-of-housing incomes. 
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a threshold of 60 percent of the median disposable household income before 

housing costs are deemed to fall within the auspices of low income and by 

implication, relative poverty.  

A more comprehensive income based measure has been applied by the New 

Zealand Poverty Measurement Project which has sought to develop a poverty 

line more in keeping with the subjective notion of income adequacy, rather than 

with an arbitrary fraction of the mean or median household income. This ΨōŀǎƪŜǘ 

ƻŦ ƎƻƻŘǎΩ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ǘƻ ŘǊŀǿ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭ 

experiences of low income householders in order to: άestimate minimum 

adequate household expenditure over a full range of household expenditure 

ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎΦέ (Waldegrave et al., 2003, p. 198). The findings of this approach have 

also supported a relative poverty threshold set at 60 percent of median 

disposable household income after adjusting for housing costs. By this measure 

around 19 percent of New Zealand households were below the poverty line 

between 1993 and 1998 (ibid.). A 2005 report by the Ministry of Social 

Development on population with low incomes confirmed that the figure of  

19 percent has continued to persist over time at the 60 percent threshold,  

indicating that within the contemporary context about one in five New 

Zealanders experiences relative poverty (Ministry of Social Development, 2005). 

Deprivation 

 
In terms of the current study, the conceptual relevance of deprivation ς of which 

food insecurity is certainly a symptom - should also be acknowledged. Townsend 

(1987) supplies a useful commentary in his description of deprivation as a state 

of observable and demonstrable disadvantage relative to the local community or 

the wider society in which an individual, family or group lives. Townsend also 

makes an important distinction between deprivation and poverty in arguing that 

while poverty is associated with the objective control and exercise of resources, 

deprivation is associated with subjective conditions, and as such takes an 

experiential form (Townsend, 1993). Regardless of the measure used3 , 

                                                           
3
 A useful outline of the three main methodological approaches for measuring deprivation is 
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determinations about deprivation will vary according to the social context in 

which the experience is located and the subjective norms used to characterise 

ΨŀŘŜǉǳŀŎȅΩΦ 

 
Deprivation can occur in both material and social forms. Material deprivation 

refers to the material apparatus, goods, services, resources, amenities and the 

physical environment and location of life. In contrast, social deprivation refers to 

roles, relationships, functions, customs, rights and responsibilities implied by 

membership in a society and all its subgroups (community, family, household, 

etc.). Within these categories, people may experience singular or multiple forms 

of deprivation (Townsend, 1993). Socio-economic deprivation specifically refers 

ǘƻ ŀ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ŦƻǊƳ ŘŜƭƛƴŜŀǘŜŘ ōȅ άΧ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

influence what position(s) individuals and groups hold within the structure of 

ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅέ ό[ȅƴŎƘ & Caplan, 2000, p. 20). Food insecurity can be understood as part 

of the spectrum of deprivations that occur in situations of poverty. Food is often 

one of the few flexible costs that low income households are able to manipulate 

in order to service other fixed financial demands. While an absence of food 

certainly denotes a form of material deprivation, the relationship between food 

insecurity and social deprivation is less clear. 

Food Insecurity: experiences and social implications 

Several qualitative research projects undertaken in Canada document the 

experience of food insecure households in terms of social implications. Hamelin, 

Habicht and Beaudry (1999) found that these included impaired learning for 

children, loss of productivity, increased need for health care, feelings of 

powerlessness and exclusion, erosion of the ability to transfer food knowledge to 

the next generation, and decreased participation in social life. They also noted 

attitudinal shifts with regard to the acceptability of the behaviours that people 

engaged in to obtain food - including increased reliance on social agencies and 

criminality, and on extended family and credit. Tarasuk (2001), in considering the 

experiences of food insecure women, reported that a number of common 

                                                                                                                                                               
provided by Carr-Hill and Lavers (2000) 
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strategies used to augment resources in situations of food hardship. These 

ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ǇǳǊŎƘŀǎƛƴƎ ŦƻƻŘ ƻƴ ŎǊŜŘƛǘΣ ǎŜƴŘƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǘƻ ŀ ŦǊƛŜƴŘ ƻǊ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜΩǎ ƘƻƳŜ 

for a meal, delaying bill payments, giving up non-essential services such as 

television, and selling or pawning possessions in order to purchase food. The 

number of strategies that women used was directly correlated with the severity 

of household food insecurity. 

The approaches taken in these Canadian studies provide a useful basis for 

examining the experience of food insecurity in New Zealand society by 

augmenting quantitative data that documents the levels of support provided by 

social service agencies. Qualitative experiential research also has the potential to 

highlight important social implications of food insecurity which impact negatively 

on key aspects of both human development and the development of society 

more broadly.  

Food Insecurity in New Zealand  

Sources that addreǎǎ bŜǿ ½ŜŀƭŀƴŘΩǎ ŦƻƻŘ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ Ŏƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ 

describe the young nationΩǎ ŜŀǊƭȅ ŀǇǇŜŀƭ ǘƻ ǎŜǘǘƭŜǊǎ ƛƴ terms of abundance with 

regard to food and the resources necessary for the production of food (see for 

example Bailey & Earle, 1999; and Bawden, 1999). The realities of accessing this 

abundance, however, proved challenging for a substantial number of the 

optimistic new immigrants. Sutch (1969) and Tennant (1989) provide accounts of 

provincial soup kitchens and ration programmes operating through the 1860s 

and 70s to accommodate settlers who often arrived into a situation of labour 

oversupply with few resources in reserve. By the late 1880s responsibility for the 

provision of formal relief had been legislated to provincial Hospital Boards4, and 

there is evidence that many of the poor relied on a combination of these 

provisions in tandem with what they were able to obtain through church based 

charity to relieve their foodlessness. 

                                                           
4
 See for exampƭŜ IǳǎōŀƴŘΩǎ όмффпύ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ IƻǎǇƛǘŀƭ .oard relief from 1886 to 1913 in 
CǊŜŜƳŀƴΩǎ .ŀȅΣ !ǳŎƪƭŀƴŘΦ 
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¢ƘŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŘŜǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ мфолǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ bŜǿ ½ŜŀƭŀƴŘΩǎ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ς but 

notably, most visible ς era of food insecurity. In 1932, the Auckland City Mission 

provided over 102,000 meals as access to government relief tightened and public 

demand expanded (Uttley, 1997). Other reports (such as Simpson, 1974) have 

noted the prevalence of malnutrition in New Zealand children in the mid-1930s. 

Food insecurity in its third era is a phenomenon that has occurred over the past 

two and a half decades. Cuts to social security benefits in 1991, the passing of 

the Employment Contracts Act and comparatively high levels of unemployment 

in the early 1990s, along with the introduction of market rents for state housing, 

reductions in real wages, and rising levels of beneficiary indebtedness to the 

state through growing reliance on recoverable welfare advances are factors that 

various authors have identified as contributing to the increased visibility of food 

insecurity in New Zealand since the late 1980s (Mackay, 1995; Waldegrave et al. 

1999, 2003; McGurk & Simmers, 1999; and Wynd, 2005).  

Thematically, much of the research provided in the early 1990s concentrates on 

the increased need for, and use of, service delivery to alleviate food insecurity in 

an era of economic and structural adjustment. Growing disparities in  

socio-economic status in the late 1990s resulted in food insecurity becoming the 

subject of commentaries on both poverty (Waldegrave, King & Stuart, 1999) and 

health (Else, 2000). 

Lƴ tŀǊƴŜƭƭΩǎ όмффтύ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ ƭƻǿ-income households, one third of respondents 

reported that they often did not have enough food, and 40 percent worried 

constantly about feeding their households. The 1997 National Nutrition Survey 

(see Russell, Parnell, Wilson & Faed, 1999) supported these findings, noting that 

in New Zealand half of Pacific households, one third of aņƻǊƛ and one tenth of 

households identifȅƛƴƎ ŀǎ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴκƻǘƘŜǊ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ Ψfood runs out often or 

ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎΩ. Almost ƘŀƭŦ ƻŦ aņƻǊƛ ŀƴŘ tŀŎƛŦƛŎ households and one quarter of 

European/other said that the variety of food they were able to eat was limited by 

lack of money. Significant numbers of respondents reported having to rely on 

others to provide food or money for food in order to feed their households, and 
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4 percent of the sample reported making use of special food grants and 

foodbanks. The incidence of service use was significantly higher for some groups, 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ aņƻǊƛ (19 percent), Pacific Peoples (14 percent) and younger people 

(9 percent). Women were also recorded as accessing these kinds of assistance 

more often than men. 

The New Zealand Poverty Measurement Project (NZPMP) considered food 

insecurity in a national survey (Waldegrave et al., 1999) that drew its sample 

from respondents in the lowest 20 percent of household income. Over 60 

percent of the sample reported being unable to buy essential food items at some 

time in the previous three months, and many (24 percent) could not afford to 

buy essential items most times that they shopped for food. Nearly half had been 

unable to provide a meal for their family at some point in that same three 

months, and 28 percent had been unable to provide four or more meals in that 

period. The findings of the NZPMP study reinforced those of the 1997 National 

Nutrition Survey by reiterating that food insecurity was a lived experience for 

Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ bŜǿ ½ŜŀƭŀƴŘΩǎ ǇƻƻǊΦ 

Else (2000) uses an assessment of research on the implications of poverty for 

health and nutrition to debunk a number of persistent social myths about food 

insecurity. She reports that by the late 1990s urban foodbanks estimated that 

they supplied up to 10 percent of households in their areas, including people 

who were in work. Further, she confirms some of the health implications 

identified in the results of the 1997 National Nutrition Survey: that levels of 

obesity and overweight were increasing in the New Zealand population; that one 

third of adults did not consume the recommended three servings of vegetables a 

day, and that half did not achieve the recommended two servings of fruit. Those 

living in the most socio-economically deprived areas were found to be at higher 

risk of inadequate intakes of vitamin A5, riboflavin6 and folate7 (B vitamins) than 

                                                           
5
 Vitamin A deficiency is not usually observed within the context of developed nations, however 

sub-ŎƭƛƴƛŎŀƭ ǾƛǘŀƳƛƴ ! ŘŜŦƛŎƛŜƴŎƛŜǎ Ƴŀȅ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ Ǌƛǎƪ ƻŦ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ ǊŜǎǇƛǊŀǘƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ 
diarrheal infection, decrease growth rates, slow bone development, and decrease the likelihood 
of survival from serious illness. Common dietary sources include eggs, liver, whole milk, highly 
coloured fruit and vegetables, and fortified foods such as margarines and cereals (Biochemistry - 
Vitamin A) 
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those in less deprived areas. 9ƭǎŜΩǎ ŎƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ŀŦŦƛǊƳǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ bŜǿ ½ŜŀƭŀƴŘ 

context a position that was already well established by earlier observers in a 

number of other affluent nations8: that the health of poorer people is at risk due 

to limits placed on food purchasing, for which lack of income is the major cause. 

²ƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ bǳǘǊƛǘƛƻƴ {ǳǊǾŜȅ όaƛƴƛǎǘǊȅ ƻŦ IŜŀƭǘƘΣ нллоύ ŀǎƪŜŘ 

households if they could afford to eat properly, 20 percent reported that they 

could only ΨsometimesΩ afford to do so. Further, when asked if food ran out in 

their household due to lack of money, 18.5 percent of households responded 

ΨǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎΩ, and 3.6 percent considered that this occurred in their household 

ΨƻŦǘŜƴΩ. This study also highlighted that limitations on the variety of food 

consumed were caused by lack of money and that many people were relying on 

support from outside the household to meet the demands of feeding their 

families. Within the sample, 8.6 percent of respondents confirmed that they had 

sought some form of assistance in addressing their food needs in the previous  

12 months. Further, the 2003 survey confirmed that the situation for the 

vulnerable groups identified in the comparable survey of 1997 had shown little 

improvement in the interim period. 

Food Insecurity: indicators of prevalence 

In New Zealand, rates of provision of food parcels supplied via third sector 

foodbanks and (to a lesser extent) uptake data for food grants provided via the 

state welfare apparatus are commonly cited indicators of food insecurity. It is 

worth noting, however, that the accuracy of these indicators in estimating 

prevalence is indicative rather than absolute.   

 

                                                                                                                                                               
6
 Prolonged deficiency of riboflavin (also known as vitamin B2) impairs growth and may cause 

chapped lips, soreness of the tongue, and corner of the mouth, and certain eye disorders 
including poor visual acuity and abnormal sensitivity to bright light. Rich dietary sources include 
liver, milk, eggs, whole grains, brewer's yeast, and green vegetables (Biochemistry - Riboflavin).  
7
 Folate is more commonly known as folic acid. Deficiencies can result in megaloblastic anaemia 

and folic acid is important in reducing the risk of neural tube defects in foetal development. 
Folate is found naturally in leafy vegetables, citrus fruits and juices, wholemeal bread, yeast, liver 
and legumes (New Zealand Ministry of Health).  
8
 Including Brown (1987) in America; Crotty, Rutishauser and Cahill (1992) in Australia; and Lang 

(1992), Leather (1995) and Cullum (1997) in the United Kingdom. 
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Food Grant uptake 

Work and Income New Zealand administers the payment of a Special Needs 

Grant for Food όŎƻƭƭƻǉǳƛŀƭƭȅ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ ŀ ΨŦƻƻŘ ƎǊŀƴǘΩύ that is intended to 

alleviate food insecurity where an applicant demonstrates a lack of financial 

resources available to meet immediate food needs, and where this lack has been 

pre-empted by another essential expense. Applicants must meet a number of 

eligibility criteria9, and other than in exceptional circumstances there are strict 

limits as to the dollar amounts of relief that can be accessed over any 52 week 

period (Work and Income New Zealand, n.d).  

Evaluations of an ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀƴǘΩǎ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ special or unusual costs, their 

age and health and that of any of their dependents, their ability to improve their 

financial situation, whether or not they are considered to have spent their 

money in an Ψunwise mannerΩ, and the extent to which access to the basic 

necessities of life would be compromised if the Special Needs Grant for Food was 

not obtained (Work and Income New Zealand, n.d.). 

¢ƘŜ aƛƴƛǎǘǊȅ ƻŦ {ƻŎƛŀƭ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΩǎ όнллсύ Statistical Report for the year 

ending June 2005 showed that during the period 2000 to 2005, the most 

common reason for payment of Special Needs Grants - which can also be 

approved in a number of other emergency situations - was to purchase food. 

Despite substantial reductions in the numbers of people who received benefits 

or were registered job seekers/unemployed over the same period10, approvals 

for Special Needs Grants for Food continued to rise from 274,601 in 2000/01, to 

299,739 in 2004/05. Food grants are available regardless of whether household 

income is derived from benefit payments or from waged work, and the increase 

in applications may therefore encompass working families and individuals, as 

well as beneficiaries.  

                                                           
9
 These include evidential income or asset testing, evidence of another essential need or 

emergency which has compromised the resources available for the purchase of food, and proof 
ƻŦ ǇŜǊƳŀƴŜƴǘ ƻǊ ΨƻǊŘƛƴŀǊȅΩ bŜǿ ½ŜŀƭŀƴŘ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴŎy. The eligibility criteria for food grants are 
examined in further detail in Chapter 4. 
10

 The number of people receiving benefits (excluding superannuation) reduced from 362,014 in 
2001 to 301,389 in 2005, and the number of registered unemployed decreased from 191,855 in 
2001 to 83,633 in 2005 (Ministry of Social Development, 2006). 
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Applications for assistance with emergency food costs are routinely declined 

once clients have used their maximum entitlement, and it is worth noting that 

the Statistical Report makes no reference to the number of applications that 

were declined. Further, at the time this study took place, the eligibility criteria 

and limits on the monetary amount of assistance available had not been 

adjusted since December 1994 (Mackay 1995, p. 7)11. By implication, existing 

levels of entitlement failed to reflect any upward changes in the cost of food that 

had occurred over a 13 year period12. 

Foodbanks 

There is no comprehensive deŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨŦƻƻŘōŀƴƪΩΣ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ²ȅƴŘΩǎ 

(2005, p. 6) suggestion that they are άΧ a not for profit organisation serving 

peƻǇƭŜ ƛƴ ƴŜŜŘ ōȅ ǎŜŎǳǊƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƴƎ ŦƻƻŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƭƻŎŀƭ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ŀƎŜƴŎƛŜǎέ 

appears to fit the way in which most of these services operate in the New 

Zealand context. Wynd (ibid.) warns against using service provider data to assess 

the prevalence of food insecurity for a number of reasons. Firstly, many of the 

agencies involved in providing these kinds of services are more occupied with 

service provision than with record keeping, and consequently there is potential 

for under-reporting. Secondly, there is broad variability in the recording of data 

across agencies, and inaccuracies are likely. Thirdly, a small number of foodbank 

ŎƭƛŜƴǘǎ Ƴŀȅ ΨǇƭŀȅ ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩ ōȅ ǳǘƛƭƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ƻŦ ŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ 

agencies, or giving bogus details (for example, claiming more dependents than 

they actually have) in order to access higher levels of assistance. While the 

limitations of using foodbank data to assess the prevalence of food insecurity are 

obvious, it is still useful to consider the prevalence of foodbanks themselves, and 

to profile likely users of their services. 

                                                           
11

 In 1994, entitlements to Special Needs Grants for Food were increased in response to an 
explosion in demand for food parcels, and an expansion in the number of foodbanks opening in 
the period 1991-1992. The rapid increase in demand for food support over this period has been 
attributed to benefit cuts (Mackay, 1995). 
12

 The levels of entitlement as they existed at the time when the research took place are reported 
in Chapter 4. Changes were made during the period over which this thesis was written, and these 
adjustments are referred to in Chapters 4 and 9. 
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In 1989 there were 16 foodbanks in Auckland, but by 1994 this had escalated to 

over 130 (Mackay, 1995), with an estimated total of 365 foodbanks in operation 

nationally (Downtown Community Ministry, 1999). The economic reforms of the 

late 1980s and the subsequent rolling back of the welfare state in favour of the 

neo-liberal model are consistently cited as the drivers for increases in both the 

prevalence of foodbanks and visibility of food insecurity over this period (see for 

example Mackay 1995; McGurk & Simmers 1999; and Wynd 2005). 

A 2005 report issued by the Poverty Indicator Project (NZCCSS, 2005) featured a 

national survey of New Zealand Council of Christian Social Services (NZCCSS) 

affiliated foodbanks. The project identified a range of income related reasons 

that cause people to use these services including housing costs, debt servicing 

(most notably, debt repayments made to Work and Income New Zealand), health 

and medical costs, problem gambling and childcare costs. While most of these 

are consistent with other literature, the project also established a number of 

more complicated situations contributing to foodbank use, including pressure to 

give money to the church among the Pacific peoples, asylum seekers awaiting 

decisions on residency appeals, and people migrating to Auckland where housing 

was expensive and work was sometimes poorly paid. The study also 

demonstrated that many people were habitually factoring the existence of 

foodbanks into their economic arrangements as part of the institutional setting 

in which the poor of New Zealand have often come to operate. 

The most common client group in the NZCCSS study was sole parents, with 

beneficiaries accounting for 70 percent of clients overall. Groups who were 

disproportionately represented included women, aņƻǊƛ and Pacific peoples. 

More than half of foodbank users were from households with children, but 

surprisingly, there were few clients over the age of 65. Again, these findings lend 

further support to the dimensions of poverty that give rise to food insecurity, 

including gender and ethnicity. 
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Hamilton Foodbank Data 

The NZCCSS study (2005) was intended as a national undertaking, but provides 

some statistical and demographic data specific to its Hamilton affiliates, 

collectively known as The Hamilton Combined Christian Foodbank. To date,  

this is the only expansive assessment of provision that has been made in 

Hamilton beyond the current study. 

The demographic profile of Hamilton foodbank users did not alter significantly 

over the four year period reported, with the exceptions of a decline in the 

numbers of Pakeha applicants (down from 40 percent of clients in 2001, to  

25 percent in 2004), and an increase in the numbers of aņƻǊƛ applicants (up from 

51 percent in 2001, to 67 percent in 2004). Other variables, including sole 

parenthood, gender, households with children, and age had remained constant 

over time. Longitudinal data show that while the average number of applications 

for food parcels trended downwards slightly over the four year period, requests 

for assistance began to escalate again in the final quarter of 2004, with a 

monthly average of around 120 applications. 

Consistent with the national profile, 85 percent of clients in Hamilton reported 

that their sole form of income was a social security benefit, and 15 percent 

received some income from wages 13 . Notably, the average equivalised 

disposable income of applicants had not increased over the period of the study. 

Debt levels were identified as an issue of significance for users of the Combined 

Christian Foodbank, with more than 80 percent of respondents demonstrating 

personal indebtedness, and 65 percent of applicants naming Work and Income 

New Zealand as a creditor. 

Based on these 2004 figures, the 1300 people per month14 that the Hamilton 

Combined Christian Foodbank assisted in accessing food indicated significant 

levels of food insecurity in Hamilton. Later parts of this thesis offer updated 

                                                           
13

 Around 10 percent of applicants received income from working only. 
14

 Based on the household size of the primary applicant. 
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assessments that take into account levels of provision in a number of other 

Hamilton services whose objective is also to alleviate food insecurity. 

Frameworks for Documenting Food Insecurity in New Zealand  

Within the literature it is possible to locate three dominant approaches to 

constructions of food insecurity in New Zealand. It is worth exploring each of 

these in further detail in order to understand some of the complexities and 

limitations with which they are imbued. 

Third Sector Social Service Provider Responses to Food Insecurity 

As identified earlier in this chapter, foodbanks have flourished in New Zealand 

since the late 1980s. These, alongside a number of other services which provide 

food relief, are run primarily by third sector organisations. Food insecurity has 

been difficult for these organisations to politicise, in part due to ad hoc and 

inconsistent record keeping. Data inconsistencies have made quantitative 

research difficult, if not impossible. It was these difficulties that, in 2004, led the 

New Zealand Council of Christian Social Services (NZCCSS) to withdraw from the 

Poverty Indicator Project which has provided key research and policy advice on a 

number of other poverty related issues. NZCCSS explains its reasons for 

withdrawing from the project in the following: 

The fundamental problem was unreliability in the collection and 

measurement of [foodbank uptake and client] data. As noted, 

there are issues of definition of terms, and measurement, as well 

as consistency within agencies. Ultimately, this difficulty around 

the inconsistency of the data was insurmountable, and was a 

major factor in the decision to terminate the project. 

In addition to the quality problems of the data, collating and 

publishing the results of the surveys was a resource-intensive 

process. Disappointingly too, it was difficult to maintain media 

interest, and it was felt resources could be better employed for 

other poverty work. (Wynd, 2005, p. 12) 

Historically, third sector organisations ς particularly those that are faith based 

initiatives ς have been dependent on public philanthropy to resource their 
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activities. However, in the neo-liberal environment their survival has been reliant 

on the adoption of more corporate models of operation. This includes identifying 

ΨŎƻǊŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛǾŜ ǘendering processes to gain state 

funding for delivery of services. Further, social services of this nature are actively 

encouraged by government to find alternative income streams and to form 

relationships with the corporate sector to access sponsorship in the form of 

donations of cash or resources. The culture of competition that exists around 

funding means those third sector providers must often work against - rather than 

with - each other. In light of this, research data are usually obtained and analysed 

at the micro or organisational level. While the competitive funding environment 

encourages better data collection in terms of demonstrating outputs, it is not 

conducive to the production of collective data sets that allow measurement of 

outputs across the entire food support sector, as organisations may be reluctant 

to open their books to others on the basis of Ψcommercial sensitivityΩ. 

Fragmented approaches have contributed to a failure on the part of the third 

sector to politicise food insecurity, to make convincing policy arguments, and to 

sustain its momentum as a public issue. The core business of food support 

providers is, after all, to feed people - an activity that already takes considerable 

effort and coordination without the additional burden of an advocacy role.  

Academic Responses to Food Insecurity 

As indicated earlier in this chapter, food insecurity in affluent countries is 

something to which food sociologists have only recently begun responding. 

Academic responses have predominantly utilised either health and nutrition 

frameworks, or examined food insecurity as part of a broader range of issues 

within the disciplines of social policy or poverty studies. 

The most common point of departure for the health and nutrition paradigm has 

been to use data sources such as nutrition surveys to associate food insecurity 

with malnutrition and the myriad of allied conditions that result from 

deficiencies in essential vitamins and minerals. Particular attention has been paid 

to the health impacts of a poor quality diet on children, which include 
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developmental, learning and behavioural implications, and more recently, an 

epidemic of obesity and early onset diabetes correlated not with  

over-consumption as one would expect, but with foods high in empty calories 

and saturated fats. Foods that fit this profile are often cheaper than their more 

nutritious counterparts and therefore attractive to low income households. The 

health and nutrition approach has also recognised that the implications of food 

insecurity are gendered ς women, given their over-representation in the lower 

income ranges, are more likely to suffer health impacts than men. Women are 

also more likely than men to head one parent households and to make tradeoffs 

in their own nutrition to mitigate the impacts of food insecurity on their 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ όhƭǎƻƴΣ нллрύΦ  ! ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǎƘƻǿƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŦƻƻŘ 

insecuriǘȅ ƛƴ ǿƻƳŜƴ ƛǎ ŎƻǊǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ΨǇƻƻǊΩ ƻǊ ΨŦŀƛǊΩ self-rated health and 

physical limitations (Siefert, Heflin & Williams, 2001), and one American study 

reported that 60 percent of the food insecure women in its sample fit the 

diagnostic criteria for clinical depression  (Olsen, Anderson, Kiss, Lawrence & 

Seiling, 2004). 

Academic responses to food insecurity also encompass those drawn from 

poverty studies and social policy perspectives, particularly with regard to welfare 

ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎΦ wƛŎƘŜǎΩ ό9ŘΦύ όмффтύ First World Hunger provides an excellent example of 

this genre of analysis, in which cross national comparisons are made in order to 

critique the modes of relief offered by various western welfare states. A more 

current local account is provided by McPherson (2006) who applies a  

socio-political perspective in a study of Christchurch foodbanks. In taking this 

approach she highlights a significant tension between state and third sector 

provision.  

Governments have become too dependent on the provision of 

food parcels from foodbanks. They have factored foodbanks into 

their welfare policies, allowing them to continue to under-fund 

and under-provide essential welfare services. The foodbank 

industry allows the public to believe that the problem of hunger in 

our communities is being answered. Furthermore, government 

agencies such as WINZ will regularly refer clients on to foodbanks, 
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despite New Zealand foodbanks receiving no direct state funding.  

(McPherson, 2006, p. 5) 

While academic explorations of food insecurity have certainly helped to position 

its existence as a social negative, they have been predominantly quantitative, 

and with regard to the New Zealand context, rely heavily upon (organisational) 

data that report client profiles, levels of service uptake and growth in the 

numbers of service providers (see for example Mackay, 1995). Within these 

approaches the challenges are identified as structural or organisational. The 

voices of the food insecure are subsumed in the statistics as incidences of food 

deprivation or its health consequences. There is little room within such academic 

approaches to examine the social implications that the experience of food 

insecurity brings with it at the level of the individual. 

State Responses to Food Insecurity 

Direct state assistance to alleviate food insecurity is limited to the Special Needs 

Grant for Food administered by Work and Income New Zealand. Indirectly, state 

commitment to moving people out of situations of income inadequacy that 

underpin food insecurity is administered through income support policies such as 

Working for Families15. While this policy package has been effective in lifting the 

household incomes of many low and low-to-middle income families since its 

introduction in 2004, some critiques argue that rather than reducing economic 

inequities, Working for Families has actually perpetuated them by incentivising 

labour market attachment to the detriment of those families who ς for whatever 

reason ς are unable to achieve this16.  

Other indirect state responses have dedicated resources to population health 

measures with a view to limiting the social and fiscal costs of the health burden 

                                                           
15

 Working for Families is a policy package that offers a range of income tested tax credits, as well 
as transfer payments to assist in meeting the costs of housing, and subsidies to improve the 
affordability of childcare (Ministry of Social Development, n.d.)  
16

 The in-work payment that forms part of Working for Families has been roundly criticised by the 
Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG) for discriminating against children on the basis of their 
parentǎΩ employment status (Child Poverty Action Group). Replacement of Special Benefit with a 
less generous Temporary Additional Support supplement coincided with the Working for Families 
roll-out, and progressively reduced the level of social security payments received by over 50,000 
beneficiaries and people on low incomes (Wellington People's Centre, 2006). 
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associated with poor diet. One of the most contemporary examples of this is the 

ΨIŜIŀΩ (Healthy Eating/Health Action) initiative17 which actively promotes three 

key nutritional messages on a national basis: eat a variety of nutritious foods; eat 

less fatty, salty, sugary foods; and eat more fruit and vegetables (HeHa, 2008). 

While public education measures such as HeHa are useful in mitigating some of 

the negative impacts associated with poor diet choices, they do little to 

ameliorate the immediate situation for those whose choices are restricted or 

enforced by a lack of resources with which to acquire the recommended foods in 

the required amounts.   

Discussion 

Although foodlessness and hunger have been considered extensively in regard to 

industrialising nations in which absolute poverty prevails, there is a 

demonstrated preference within the literature addressing post-industrial 

ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎ ǘƻ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜ ŦƻƻŘΩǎ presence and the practices that surround it, rather 

ǘƘŀƴ ŦƻƻŘΩǎ absence. This reluctance is reiterated in the New Zealand context by 

the lack of attention that the issue has received in the state sector. Food 

insecurity as a social indicator has progressively disappeared from relevant 

government studies and publications, despite its incidence fluctuating only 

moderately according to reports by health authorities, social agencies and 

advocacy groups. Since 2003, The Ministry of Social Development has excluded 

food security as an indicator of social wellbeing in its annual Social Report18. This 

absence coincides with the governmenǘΩǎ expression of a desire to see foodbanks 

Ǝƻ άƻǳǘ ƻŦ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎέ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƛƳŜ ƛƴ 5ŜŎŜƳōŜǊ ƻŦ нллмΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

aƛƴƛǎǘǊȅΩǎ CƻƻŘōŀƴƪ {ǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ƛƴ нллн ό²ȅƴŘΣ нллрύΦ !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǳƴŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 

a{5Ωǎ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǾƛŜǿΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎy is referred to in a number 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ aƛƴƛǎǘǊȅΩǎ ǇǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜǎ ŎƭƻǎŜǊ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ 

between the state and third sector provision of food support. Almost a decade 

                                                           
17

In accordance with the goals of the New Zealand Health Strategy, Healthy Eating ς Healthy 
Action (HeHaύ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ aƛƴƛǎǘǊȅ ƻŦ IŜŀƭǘƘΩǎ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾƛƴƎ ƴǳǘǊƛǘƛƻƴΣ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ 
physical activity and achieving healthy weight for all New Zealanders (HeHa, 2008). 
18

 The first edition of this was produced in 2001. 
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after the government announced its aspiration to see them gone, foodbanks 

ǊŜƳŀƛƴ ŀƴ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŜŘ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ bŜǿ ½ŜŀƭŀƴŘΩǎ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ 

challenges that food poverty presents have effectiǾŜƭȅ ōŜŜƴ άǘŀƪŜƴ ƻŦŦ ǘƘŜ 

ƳŜƴǳέΣ despite evidence suggesting that the social consequences and 

pervasiveness of food insecurity are far reaching. 

There is irony in the common construction of New Zealand as a land of plenty in 

terms of the abundance of natural resources available to sustain the food 

requirements of its population. Underpinning this construction is the fact that a 

substantial part of the economy relies upon the ability to exploit these resources:  

ǘƘŜ ŦƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ ōŜǾŜǊŀƎŜ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ΨƭȅƴŎƘǇƛƴ ƻŦ bŜǿ ½ŜŀƭŀƴŘΩǎ 

ǇǊƻǎǇŜǊƛǘȅΩ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ƳŀƴǳŦŀŎǘǳǊƛƴƎ ǎŜŎǘƻǊ ōȅ ǘƻǘŀƭ ƻǳǘǇǳǘΣ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘƛƴƎ 

for half of all merchandise exports at a value of $14 billion per annum (NZTE 

2005). In New Zealand, issues of hunger and foodlessness are generally 

associated with emotive media images of distressed and malnourished children 

in developing or war-torn nations which reference absolute poverty, and 

environmental or political obstacles. The discourse around food security in 

wealthy nations ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘǎ ƛǘ ŀǎ ŀ ǎǇŜŎǘŀŎƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴǎ ΨƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜǊŜΩ 

ǘƻ ΨǘƘŜƳΩΦ Lƴ bŜǿ ½ŜŀƭŀƴŘΣ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜǎ ǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ 9ƭǎŜ όнлл0) refers to as 

ΨƘƛŘŘŜƴ ƘǳƴƎŜǊΩ ς a situation in which the issue of food insecurity is publicly and 

politically marginalised, and the significant minority who suffer from it are 

trivialised, silenced and invisible. The scant local literature summarised in this 

review confirms that enforced food deprivation is one of the ways in which 

poverty is expressed in New Zealand, and that food insecurity amongst some 

members of the Hamilton community is demonstrable rather than hypothetical.  

The literature selected for review documents the rise of relative poverty and 

deprivation in New Zealand society over recent decades ς a rise that parallels the 

prevalence of food insecurity. Two formal mechanisms that offer some relief 

have been identified: foodbanks run by third sector social service organisations, 

and the Special Needs Grant for Food administered by the state. That these 

mechanisms are necessary in an affluent society is not in dispute. Rather, there 

seems to be a lack of consideration as to their adequacy in meeting the needs of 
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the food insecure. It is doubtful that uptake levels for formal relief provide an 

accurate measure of the real incidence of food insecurity in our society, given 

that research in this realm faces substantial practical and methodological 

challenges that are not easily resolved. The existing local literature with regard to 

formal assistance, while confirming that food insecurity is certainly present in 

New Zealand society, fails to inform as to the other kinds of networks or 

strategies that people utilise to resolve their varying states of foodlessness. 

Recent work in the New Zealand context has primarily applied service provider, 

nutrition or population health perspectives which, without exception, rely upon 

quantitative analyses. Such frameworks contribute little to understandings of 

how food insecurity is experienced in the daily lives of a significant minority 

within our society. 

New Zealand has ratified a number of covenants, declarations and conventions in 

international law that affirm the right to food security. These include the United 

bŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ LƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ /ƻǾŜƴŀƴǘ ƻƴ 9ŎƻƴƻƳƛŎΣ {ƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ /ǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ wƛƎƘǘǎ όмффсύ 

and the Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989), both of which recognise 

the right of people to an adequate standard of living including the right to food. 

New Zealand has also committed to furthering the aims of the World Declaration 

on Nutrition (Rome, 1992) and the Declaration and Programme of Action World 

Summit (Copenhagen, 1995) which invite member states to draft national 

programmes of action to defeat poverty and improve nutrition (Riches, 1997). 

Given that the right to food is acknowledged in international law, it is vital that 

questions about the adequacy of services that aim to address food insecurity be 

raised - particularly when a large part of the sector which services the food 

insecure relies upon philanthropic rather than state funding in order to meet 

demand. Reliance on a competitive charity model is at least in part to blame for a 

lack of useful quantitative data that could assist the issue in gaining political 

traction. However, collecting this kind of information is not among the key tasks 

or priorities of most of the organisations working in this sector. By offsetting the 

demand for public provision, charity has inadvertently contributed to removing 

accountability for the issue of food insecurity from the political domain. 
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The single source that refers specifically to the demand for food support in 

Hamilton (NZCCSS, 2005) was limited to a quantitative analysis of foodbank use. 

While this study confirms that the client profiles of Hamilton service users 

parallel those nationally, its contribution to developing an in-depth 

ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŦŀŎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ ŦƻƻŘ 

insecure is minimal and presents, in many ways, more questions than answers. 

Research approaches such as those applied in Canadian studies of food insecurity 

provide useful frameworks for exploring some of these questions. An 

experiential approach to understanding food insecurity enables implications to 

be identified at both social and individual levels. Further, experiential accounts 

have the potential to serve as a means of returning the debate surrounding 

strategies to alleviate food security to one premised on the rights of citizenship.  

There is a paucity of academic literature, both internationally and locally, that 

positions food insecurity in post-industrial nations as an issue that can be 

examined via food sociology.  Watson and Caldwell (2005) support this point in 

observing that: 

...more research needs to be done on the absence of food in 

everyday social life. Often depicted in policy studies as a 

consequence of economic or environmental factors, food 

deprivation is deeply embedded in the cultural, political and 

religious processes that people take for granted. Furthermore, the 

actual lived experience of hunger differs dramatically in response to 

cultural circumstances (p. 3). 

Sociology as a framework for examining food insecurity: an appetiser 

Stephen Mennell (in Germov & Williams, 2004) contemplates why sociologists, 

until recently, have paid so little attention to food and eating, which are, after all, 

universal human activities essential to survival and requiring a substantial 

amount of social organisation.  He also ponders why it is only recently that food 

has had its coming of age as the centre of so much sociological attention. 

aŜƴƴŜƭƭΩǎ ƭƛƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ƛǎ ŀ ǳǎŜŦǳƭ ǇǊŜƭǳŘŜ ǘƻ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎƛƴƎ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŜǎƛǎ 
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perceives as a substantial oversight in the development of the sociology of food, 

at least within the context of post-industrial nations. 

Mennell maintains that the lack of consistent sociological investigation into food 

has been determined in the first instance by the dominance of the Marxian 

tradition within the discipline, which while busying itself with an analysis of the 

nature of industrial production neglected to develop parallel critiques of the 

domestic realm. Secondly, examinations of food within the social sciences have 

been confined mainly to the discipline of anthropology which has supplied 

extensive investigation into food beliefs and taboos, and cultural practices to do 

with ŦƻƻŘΩǎ production and consumption. More recent anthropological 

endeavours have turned their attention to structural concerns involving food, 

such as the history of exploitation in colonised and developing countries in order 

to supply the wealthy west with commodities such as sugar19 and coffee. 

Mennel also believes that part of the reason that sociology has neglected a 

systematic examination of food until recently is the lack of prestige that domestic 

(and by implication, female) preoccupations have held as areas of popular 

research. He observes that: 

For much of the twentieth century, the prestigious topics [within 

Sociology] tended to be stratification and class inequality, politics 

and power, industry, organisations and bureaucracy. All were in 

some sense masculine concerns. The inequality between the sexes 

was taken for granted, while that between the social strata was 

ƴƻǘΥ ǿƻǊƪ ǿŀǎ Ƴŀƛƴƭȅ ŀ ƳŀƴΩǎ ǿƻǊƭŘΣ ǘƘŜ ƘƻƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƪƛǘŎƘŜƴ ŀ 

ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎΦ [ŜƛǎǳǊŜΣ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΣ ŎƻƴǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴ ς and food ς were widely 

considered to be peripheral and even frivolous concerns. (Mennell, 

S. in Germov & Williams (Eds.), 2004, p. vi) 

Although improvements in the status of women cannot be granted with full 

credit for the development of food sociology as a sub-discipline, ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 

movement in post-war capitalist societies drew fresh attention to the concerns 

of the domestic sphere and almost certainly had a role to play in positioning the 

activities that surround food as worthy of sociological attention. Further, 

                                                           
19

 See for example: Mintz (1985). 
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Mennell notes that the shift in sociological focus from production to 

consumption contributed to by the likes of Riesman (1950) in the 1950s, and 

developed further in the 1970s and 80s by theorists of the post-modern or  

post-industrial society such as Bell (1974, 1976), has also contributed to the 

development of sociological discourses about food. 

Just as sociology has historically neglected food as an area of concern, food 

sociology itself has been equally negligent in addressing the issue of food 

insecurity, at least with reference to affluent societies in the industrialised world. 

Contemporary commentaries in food sociology tend to take the perspective that 

where there is food, there is an observation to be made about the way in which 

the social world operates. Substantial attention has been paid to the way in 

which individuals construct and relay social identity through what they consume 

(or conversely, choose not to consume), and to the socio-political analysis of 

global food systems and multinational agribusiness. Various food movements 

including fast food (Ritzer, 2000), slow food (Pertini, 2003), gastro-tourism (Hall 

et al., 2003) and gastro-porn (see McBride, 2010) have also received attention. 

The point here is that assumed presence has dominated sociological thinking 

about food in wealthy nations to the extent that the absence of food and what 

that implies within this context has largely been ignored. As such, the current 

project sits precariously within the existing parameters of food sociology, while 

hoping to assist in developing a more inclusive and comprehensive sociology of 

food as a platform for examining the significance of fooŘΩǎ absence. 

Willis (1999) has ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎŜŘ /Φ ²ǊƛƎƘǘ aƛƭƭǎΩ (1959) concept of the 

sociological imagination by suggesting a template that Germov and Williams 

(2004) consider a useful starting point for asking questions that concern the 

sociology of food. The four strands of this model form a framework that supports 

sociological analysis via an analysis based in historical, cultural, structural and 

critical factors. Although it is most likely that this approach was described in the 

first instance to cater for circumstances in which food is present rather than 

absent, the framework has been adopted in this study as a useful starting point 

for positioning the research within the sociology of food, for orientating a review 
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of the existing literature and for generating research questions. As such, the 

initial conceptual framework that guided this study has taken the following form. 

Historical factors 

The literature review points to three substantial periods of food insecurity in 

New ZealandΩǎ Ǉƻǎǘ-colonial history. The most recent appears to have been 

underpinned by the structural and economic reforms of the late 1980s and early 

1990s. Historically, the charity model (overseen in New Zealand by what is now 

ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ΨǘƘƛǊŘ ǎŜŎǘƻǊΩ20) has become an embedded response in which 

issues of hunger and foodlessness have been depoliticised. The questions this 

research asks about the historical factors that underpin food insecurity in the 

Hamilton community include: 

· What are the historical drivers that have shaped contemporary discourses 

about food insecurity? 

· What are the social, economic and political conditions that have influenced 

patterns of production, distribution and consumption in the current era of 

food insecurity? 

· What strategies have been used to address food insecurity in the past, and 

what bearing do these have on current strategies at political, service provider 

and individual levels? 

Cultural factors 

The literature review has pointed to a number of personal shifts that occur in 

situations of food insecurity. These changes are likely to impinge on social 

patterns and have the ability to alter previously accepted cultural norms.  

The themes and questions developed under this heading largely refer to 

strategies for addressing food insecurity at micro and meso levels. 

· What social mechanisms and resources do people make use of ς either 

formally or informally ς including social and cultural capital, in order to 

                                                           
20

 ¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǘƘƛǊŘ ǎŜŎǘƻǊΩ ƛǎ ǳǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǘƻ ŘŜƴƻǘŜ ƴƻǘ-for-profit non-government 
organisations that are active in social service provision. 
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respond to food insecurity? 

· What role does food insecurity have in shifting or reinforcing cultural norms 

around the acquisition and consumption of food? 

· What limits does food insecurity place on social and cultural participation, 

and what are the implications of these limits in terms of social costs? 

· In terms of bearing these costs, what are the consequences for the 

community in particular and society in general? 

Structural factors 

The literature has indicated that in New Zealand measures such as foodbanks, 

community meals and Special Needs Grants for Food (each of which will be 

examined in some detail in later parts of the thesis) contribute to a growing 

ǊŜƭƛŀƴŎŜ ƻƴ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŀƭ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǊŜƭƛŜŦ ŀǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŀǊǊŀƴƎŜƳŜƴǘǎΦ 

The questions and themes under this heading refer mainly to what this study 

deems as formal responses to the issue of food insecurity.  

· Is there any relationship between formal and informal strategies21 for 

addressing food insecurity, and if so what form does it take? 

· How adequate are the structural mechanisms for relieving food insecurity? 

How are they resourced? How is eligibility determined? What experiences of 

these mechanisms do people have? 

· How do existing structural mechanisms impact on the development of 

informal strategies to address food security at individual and community 

levels? 

Critical factors 

The critical aspect of this research examines why things are the way that they are, 

and incorporates an experiential approach to food insecurity in order to suggest 

how they could be otherwise. This aspect also includes issues of disadvantage 

                                                           
21

 The distinction that this study makes between formal and informal strategies at community 
level is explored at length in Chapter 3. The distinction between formal and informal strategies at 
the micro level is explored in the chapters addressing the qualitative findings. 
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and marginalisation. As such, the critical questions that underpin this research 

include: 

· Are the various ways in which food insecurity is assessed adequate, and are 

corresponding responses satisfactory? 

· 5ƻ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘ ǘƻ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΚ LŦ 

not, what are the immediate and future implications? 

· Do experiential accounts of food insecurity indicate that New Zealand is 

meeting its obligations under international law in terms of ensuring food 

security as a basic human right? 

· In what ways could current relief mechanisms (both formal and informal) be 

further enhanced or developed? 

· What does the experiential approach to understanding food insecurity have 

to offer the process of change? 

In acknowledging the limitations to the study of food insecurity identified in the 

literature review, and in seeking to extend current approaches to the sociology 

of food by inclusion of the dimension of absence, the thesis now turns its 

attention to describing the development and implementation of a 

methodological approach that seeks to answer these research questions. 
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- Chapter 3 - 

A Recipe for Research: Methodology 

 

 

Lƴ ƻǳǊ ŦƛŜƭŘǿƻǊƪ ǿŜ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƭƻƻƪ ŦƻǊ ŎƻƴŦƛǊƳŀǘƛƻƴǎ ōǳǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƻǊȅΩǎ 

refutations. We need first the courage of our convictions, then the 

courage to challenge our convictions, and finally the imagination to 

sustain our courage with theoretical reconstruction. (Burawoy, 1998, 

p. 20) 

This chapter provides a detailed outline of the methodology that this study has 

used to explore food insecurity in the Hamilton community. A mixed-method 

approach has been applied, and as such, data collection was essentially carried 

out in two phases. The first of these ς a postal survey of food support services ς 

collected existing quantitative data with a view to establishing an aggregate 

account of the level of formal food support being provided in Hamilton. The 

survey also granted an opportunity for service providers to provide additional 

qualitative responses which, as well as contextualising the quantitative data, 

allowed an exploration of some of the challenges presented by the meso-level 

operating environment. The second (and more substantial) phase of this 

research took the form of in-depth qualitative interviews where members of the 

Hamilton community shared their experiences of food insecurity. The particular 

focuses of this phase were the micro level strategies that respondents applied to 

avoid or address foodlessness, and identification of the impacts of food 

insecurity at personal, household and social levels.  

Although the two substantive components of this research are interrelated in 

that they both describe responses to food insecurity, it is acknowledged that 

each needs to be able to take its place independently. The socio-political 

contexts that provider organisations must navigate are very different to the 

micro level contexts experienced by food insecure individuals. While both are 

valuable in tandem they are informed by quite different motivations, logics and 
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values. With a view to presenting an approach that is both unifying and divergent, 

the results of the quantitative and qualitative phases have been presented 

independently before undergoing synthesis in the theoretical chapter. 

Methodological perspectives 

The methodological perspectives adopted to inform the applied methodology of 

this study are based in grounded theory. As a general method for social scientists, 

grounded theory was initially developed by Glasser and Strauss (1967) as a 

means of testing theory generated within an inductive framework. The approach 

is conǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ΨƎǊƻǳƴŘŜŘΩ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇǎ out of, and then is 

organised around, an emerging explanation of the data. Martin and Turner (1986, 

ŎƛǘŜŘ ƛƴ aȅŜǊǎΣ мффтύ ŀǎǎŜǊǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƎǊƻǳƴŘŜŘ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƛǎ ŀ άΦΦΦǘƘŜƻǊȅ ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊȅ 

methodology that allows the researcher to develop a theoretical account of the 

general features of a topic while simultaneously grounding the account in 

ŜƳǇƛǊƛŎŀƭ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻǊ ŘŀǘŀέΦ CǳǊǘƘŜǊΣ ƎǊƻǳƴŘŜŘ ǘƘŜƻǊȅΩǎ ŀǎǎŜǊǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ Ψŀƭƭ ƛǎ 

ŘŀǘŀΩ allows mixed-method findings to be complemented by a broader 

consideration of contextual and secondary data and a continuous interplay 

between systematic data collection and analysis (Myers, 1997). 

Figure 3.1. Methodological framework 

 

Figure 3.1 illustrates the methodological framework applied in this study. 

Interpretive field research is a methodology located within grounded theory, and 

encompasses both sociological ethnography and critical research. As such, 

interpretive field research supports the collection of data to address the research 

Grounded Theory

Interpretive Field Research

Sociological Ethnography Critical Research
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questions at both general and specific levels1 , typically by applying a  

mixed-method approach that attracts both qualitative and quantitative data. 

Klein and Myers (1999) distinguish the interpretive field research approach from 

the positivist tradition on the basis that άΧǘƘŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ƛǎ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ǎŜǘ ƛƴ 

its social and historical context so that the audience can see how the current 

ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ǳƴŘŜǊ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘƛƻƴ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŀǎ ƛǘ ƛǎέ όǇΦ 24). The value of mixed-method 

approaches is increasingly recognised within the Social Sciences on the basis that 

the strengths of one method can balance the limitations of another. This is 

particularly true where quantitative approaches undermine understanding a 

phenomenon from the point of view of its participants and omits consideration 

of the social and institutional contexts in which the phenomenon occurs (Kaplan 

& Maxwell, 1994).  

Within the discipline of sociology, the ethnographic approach differs from that 

taken in anthropology in that aspects of social life or sets of social relations are 

examined, rather than the multitude of activities that take place in a whole 

society2. Within sociological ethnography, ά¢ƘŜ ŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘŜǊ ŀƛƳǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ 

represent some independently existing life-world or culture, but rather to give a 

fictive account of a self-ŜȄǇƭƻǊŀǘƻǊȅ ΨŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊΩΦΦΦέ όDƻƭŘǘƘƻǊǇŜΣ 

2007, pp. 64-65) with a view to understanding the dimensions of these 

experiences and how they are shaped by the social contexts in which they occur. 

Critical research recognises that peopleΩs abilities to change their circumstances 

are constrained by various forms of social, cultural and political power relations. 

By bringing to light the inequalities implicit in these relations and questioning the 

status quo, some degree of emŀƴŎƛǇŀǘƻǊȅ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ŜƭƛƳƛƴŀǘƛƴƎ άǘƘŜ 

ŎŀǳǎŜǎ ƻŦ ŀƭƛŜƴŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŘƻƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴέ ƛǎ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ǎƻǳƎƘǘ όaȅŜǊǎΣ мффуύΦ The 

current project adopts the critical research approach as a means by which the 

structural inequalities that perpetuate food insecurity can be described through 

a sociological analysis and challenged through social critique. 

                                                           
1
 Klein and Myers (1999) offer a useful outline of the interpretive field research process, 

alongside a number of principles that have practical implications. 
2
 For a useful discussion of this distinction see Campbell (2000), p. 37. 
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Adopting the investigative field research approach in this research has been 

useful for a number of reasons. Firstly, the scope of data collection was limited 

only by the availability of data ς which could include anything from reflective 

field notes about conversations with staff at community agencies, to raw survey 

data or audio recordings of semi-structured interviews, to the broad range of 

secondary sources found in both the literature review and the community. Such 

a diverse range of data supports a sociological analysis that encompasses policy, 

provider, community, household, and individual accounts of food insecurity. 

Secondly, due to the constraints of time under which post-graduate research is 

often carried out, this approach supports a cross-sectional (versus longitudinal) 

ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǳǎŜŦǳƭ ƛƴ ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ŀ ΨǎƴŀǇǎƘƻǘΩ ƻŦ food insecurity within a fixed 

spatial, social and historical context. 

Developing the methodology 

In line with sociological ethnography, the development of the research 

methodology used in this project was influenced by the community setting and 

some of the events that were receiving public attention during the early period 

of the study3. Having commenced a review of the literature and looking for ways 

in which the research could be of use in a practical sense, several community 

houses in Hamilton were visited and informal discussions were held with staff 

about how the people in their neighbourhoods were faring in terms of food 

security. These visits provided a background for the development of early ideas 

about existing community responses to food insecurity, both formal and informal.  

One community house worker passed on a piece of advice that was to prove 

particularly valuable while undertaking the fieldwork that preceded the applied 

ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΥ άDŜǘ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜǊŜΣ ǇƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǾŜƳŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘŀƭƪ ǘƻ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦ ¸ƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ Řƻ 

ƛǘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀƴ ƻŦŦƛŎŜέΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ ǊŜŦŜǊǊƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀŦŦΣ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŜŜǊǎ ŀnd 

clients who ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘŜŘ IŀƳƛƭǘƻƴΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ōŀǎŜŘ 

                                                           
3
 This includes the level of public concern generated by statistics about the levels of child poverty 

in New Zealand, and the release of estimates of the number of New Zealand children attending 
school without having had breakfast. Both of these issues became highly politicised during the 
early stages of the research, and the debates surrounding them received considerable coverage 
in popular media. 
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organisations. This mantra was rigorously applied over the subsequent three 

months, prompting many further discussions that cultivated support for the 

research idea. Neighbourhood development officers, community youth workers, 

population health experts and social service organisations dedicated to 

advocating for their specific client groups4 passed on information that eventually 

paved the way to the coorŘƛƴŀǘƻǊǎ ƻŦ IŀƳƛƭǘƻƴΩǎ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇŀƭ food aid organisations. 

The support for the research idea amongst community organisations was 

substantial and many snowball type recommendations were made about further 

ƪŜȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎǳƭǘŜŘΣ ƻǊ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ŀǎ ΨƭŜŀŘǎΩ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

next source of information. Although largely informal, the information captured5 

during these interactions helped to inform an emergent understanding of the 

operating environment in which the research would eventually be undertaken.  

This operating environment necessitated the development of a methodology 

that reflected the limitations and realities faced by both service providers and 

those experiencing food insecurity. In terms of service providers, it is to be 

remembered that their core business is not data collection or research 

participation, and that their primary accountabilities are to funders and clients. 

This fact necessitated the development of research questions that fit with the 

data already being collected for organisational purposes rather than requesting 

that providers undertake new forms of data collection specifically for use in this 

project. Additionally, those individuals who experience food insecurity face many 

of the accompanying challenges that are symptomatic of poverty ς the least of 

which should be participation in research. In considering these realities, every 

effort was made to minimise the resource demands that participation put on 

individual and organisational respondents. Their generosity in terms of the time 

and thought that they put into the responses that have been utilised as data in 

this study should not go unrecognised. 

 

                                                           
4
 Including Pacific Peoples, sole parents, people with mental health challenges, new immigrants, 

youth and older people. 
5
 These meetings were recorded in field note form and formed the basis for a running record of 

local networks ς ŀ ƭƛǘŜǊŀƭ ΨǿƘƻΩǎ ǿƘƻΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ IŀƳƛƭǘƻƴ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ǎŜŎǘƻǊΗ 
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Methodological Challenges 

The problem of definition  

There was a need to develop practical parameters for identification of two 

distinct samples in this research: one being providers of food support, the other 

being community members who experience food insecurity. Decisions had to be 

made about which of the various forms of food support could be used as 

indicators of the presence of food insecurity, as well as how participants in the 

qualitative part of the project could be confirmed (or refuted) as being food 

ƛƴǎŜŎǳǊŜΦ /ƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳǎ ΨŦƻƻŘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŦƻƻŘ ƛƴǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅΩ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ 

defined very specifically. By way of illustrating this requirement, we can think of 

a situation in which a person attends the home of a relative for an evening meal 

because they have run out of food and have no financial resources with which to 

purchase more. Alternatively, the same person may elect to attend a community 

meal provided by a local social service organisation in order to relieve their 

situation. Both strategies have involved accessing food support ς but it is more 

likely that the latter will be able to be evidenced quantitatively. With regard to 

ΨŦƻƻŘ ƛƴǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅΩΣ ƛǘ ǿŀs necessary to consider whether respondents should be 

able to self-define their status as food insecure, or whether some more objective 

diagnostic test should be applied to verify their claim  ς despite the potential for 

externally imposed definitions to undermine personal constructions of identity. 

Food Support 

The literature review that informed this research confirmed that within the New 

Zealand context one of the main indicators of food insecurity is foodbank use. 

What had also become clear during the discussions with community 

organisations in Hamilton was that foodbanks were not the only means by which 

people were accessing help when they were unable to meet their food 

requirements independently. Social support agencies reported that they often 

assisted people by supplying ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ²ƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ LƴŎƻƳŜ bŜǿ ½ŜŀƭŀƴŘΩǎ 

Special Needs Grant for Food (or ΨŦƻƻŘ ƎǊŀƴǘΩύ ς although there was scant 

reference to this as an indicator of food insecurity within the literature. Further, 
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a number of agencies in Hamilton were coordinating regular provision of free6 

Ψcommunity mealsΩ where no form of needs assessment or eligibility testing was 

required. Many schools in Hamilton were supplying breakfasts or occasional 

snacks and lunches to children who came to school hungry or without food. 

There was also evidence of  fruit and vegetable cooperatives where participants 

could pool their resources to access regular boxes of fresh produce at a low cost, 

of meals delivered to the homes of people whose mobility or ability to source 

ŀƴŘ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŜ ŦƻƻŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ǿŀǎ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘΣ ƻŦ ŦǊŜŜ Ψƛƴ-ƘƻǳǎŜΩ ƳŜŀƭǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ 

attendees were fed as part of another activity or event in which they were 

participating7, and of community garden arrangements in which people swapped 

their labour for fresh produce. While there is the possibility that this list may not 

be exhaustive there is reasonable confidence that each of the significant forms of 

publicly available food relief that exist in Hamilton have been considered in this 

research. 

Formality 

It was decided that the criteria for defining food support and the basis for sample 

selection could be found in the degree of formality with which a food support 

activity was imbued. As this distinction excluded a number of the activities 

described above, it is worth considering how the notion of formality has been 

applied. 

The first criteria for determining formality was that the activity must involve a 

response to personal or household food insecurity that required the recipient to 

seek food assistance from outside of informal networks such as the extended 

household, family, friends or neighbours. Formal providers were conceptualised 

as universally accessible, provided ς in most cases8 - that an individual met 

                                                           
6
 In some instances providers requested a non-ŎƻƳǇǳƭǎƻǊȅ ƎƻƭŘ Ŏƻƛƴ Řƻƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻǊ ΨƪƻƘŀΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ 

koha is dŜǊƛǾŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ aņƻǊƛ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŀƴŘ ǳǎŜŘ Ŏƻƭƭƻǉǳƛŀƭƭȅ ƛƴ bŜǿ ½ŜŀƭŀƴŘ ǘƻ ŘŜƴƻǘŜ ŀ ƎƛŦǘ 
(often of money) or token presented to a host to acknowledge hospitality. 
7
 Examples of this include a church offering a cooked lunch to university students following the 

Sunday service, and a community house that provided young people with dinner following an 
afternoon Hip-Hop workshop. 
8
 The obvious exception to this would be community meals, in which there is no test for eligibility 

other than attendance. 
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eligibility criteria. In formal provision eligibility is usually achieved on the basis of 

ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƻǊ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎΦ  

Secondly, formal food support providers were considered on the basis of self 

identification where there was evidence that all or part of their operational 

mandate was food relief. There was a requirement within this provision that this 

mandate was recognised by other social support organisations in the form of 

referring clients on for assistance with accessing food support. 

Another aspect that contributed to the evaluation of an activity as formal was 

the regularity and continuity of food support provided. Formal support was 

considered to exist when the provider operated out of a fixed venue with stated 

times at which assistance could be sought. Further, there were likely to be 

policies in place with regard to eligibility as opposed to providing food support in 

an ad hoc manner. 

Formality denotes some means of reporting or accountability in terms of record 

keeping. It is unfortunate that a number of the activities that were initially 

identified had to be excluded from the sample on this basis, as without records 

about the levels of assistance that they were providing ς either in terms of cost 

or quantity - there was simply an absence of data that could be utilised for the 

purposes of this study. This was particularly regrettable in regard tƻ IŀƳƛƭǘƻƴΩǎ 

58 schools, given that more than one third of them had responded positively to 

an email enquiring whether they were feeding hungry students. Only one school 

that responded in the affirmative kept data about the amount of food support 

that it supplied. 

Formality was also indicated by the legal or affiliated status of an organisation. A 

number of providers were registered as trusts, and amongst the eventual sample 

of organisations, most had received the status of a registered charity for tax 

purposes, or operated under the umbrella of a larger organisation that held this 

status. 
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The food support services that best fit the criteria of formality as outlined above 

included foodbanks, the Special Needs Grant for Food provided by Work and 

Income New Zealand, and community meals9. Ultimately, these were the 

services that constituted the sample canvassed by the organisational survey of 

formal food providers.  

Food Insecurity 

For the qualitative aspect of the research it was necessary to establish some non-

invasive and objective means of determining which interview candidates were 

food insecure so that the sample of participants accurately reflected the 

experience of food insecurity as it had been constructed in the literature review. 

There were two ways in which this was achieved. 

The first was that interview candidates were asked to indicate whether or not 

they had used one of the formal food support services (a foodbank, community 

meal or food grant) in the 12 month period leading up to the return of a research 

recruitment flier (see Appendix II). While the decision to interview people who fit 

this criteria potentially excluded those who may have been experiencing food 

insecurity but were able to utilise other informal support within the community, 

the decision was justified on the basis that those who were utilising formal 

assistance were more likely to be open to discussing food insecurity as a personal 

issue given that they had already registered their need for assistance with a 

formal food support service10. A number of services that had participated in the 

survey research had indicated their willingness to assist in advertising the 

                                                           
9
 Although community meal services did not meet the requirement of the criteria in terms of 
ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǊŜŎƛǇƛŜƴǘǎΩ ŜƭƛƎƛōƛƭƛǘȅΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛŘ Ŧƛǘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŦƻǊƳŀƭƛǘȅΦ 
Their inclusion in the survey is considered justified on the basis that preliminary discussions 
between the researcher and service providers indicated that these services were well utilised by 
low income people who were vulnerable to experiencing food insecurity. Further, respondents in 
the qualitative aspect of this study reported using community meals as an exogenous strategy for 
addressing food situations. Community meals do not appear to have attracted any research 
attention in New Zealand, and in the absence of any literature to offer further guidance on the 
matter of whether they constitute a formal response to food insecurity, the researcher has 
elected to include them. 
10

 It is acknowledged that accessing potential respondents in this way may have imposed limits 
on the scope of the sample, as people who had not used formal food support services as a 
strategy for addressing food security were ineligible for the research. 
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research (for example, through distribution of fliers with food parcels) as part of 

the recruitment process for interview respondents, which made for ready access 

to a pool of potential interview candidates. 

Given that the purpose of the qualitative research was to gather experiential 

data from people who could be objectively identified as food insecure it was 

necessary to apply some instrument that could confirm this status. The interview 

schedule (see Appendix II) included a section of screening questions drawn from 

the United States Department of AƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΩǎ ό¦{5!ύ Guide to Measuring Food 

Security (Bickel, Nord, Price, Hamilton & Cook, 2000). The instrument selected11 

provides a 12 month Food Security Scale and enables food security and food 

insecurity12 to be categorically differentiŀǘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛǎ ƻŦ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ 

to six screening questions. While the 6-item measure is a shortened form of 

another widely used 18-item measure it has still been shown to demonstrate 

άΦΦΦǊŜŀǎƻƴŀōƭȅ ƘƛƎƘ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǎŜƴǎƛǘƛǾƛǘȅ ǿƛǘƘ ƳƛƴƛƳŀƭ ōƛŀs with response to 

the 18-ƛǘŜƳ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜέ ό.ƭǳƳōŜǊƎ et al. (1999) cited in Bickel et al. (2000), p. 60). 

One limitation of using the shortened form is that it does not enable 

ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ άΦΦΦ the more severe levels of food insecurity at which child 

hunger Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘέ ό.ƛŎƪŜƭ et al. (2000), p. 60).  

However, as this project was directed solely at gathering the experiences of 

adults it was appropriate to use the short form to confirm the food security 

status of respondents. Further, taking a qualitative approach enabled 

participants who were parents to express their observations with regard to the 

ƛƳǇŀŎǘǎ ƻŦ ŦƻƻŘ ƛƴǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōǊƻŀŘŜǊ ŘȅƴŀƳƛŎǎ 

of relationships within their households. 

Ethical considerations 

Significant consideration of the ethical implications of this research for 

participating food support organisations and for individuals experiencing food 

                                                           
11

 ¢ƘŜ Ŧǳƭƭ ǘƛǘƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƴǎǘǊǳƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ Ψ{ǘŀƴŘŀǊŘ с-item Indicator to Classifying Households by 
Food Security StatusΩΦ 
12

 The application of these catageories in the current study, along with some critical reflections 
about their recent re-framing  are outlined more fully in Chapter 6. 
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insecurity was undertaken. Ethics approval for both phases of this project was 

sought via two submissions to the University of Waikato Faculty of Arts and 

Social Sciences Human Research Ethics Committee. A number of ethical issues 

have influenced the approaches this study has taken to data collection 

techniques and presentation of results. Ethical considerations also shaped 

recruitment practices and the nature of the sample. The preservation of 

ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎΩ ōŜǎǘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ (either organisational or individual) was paramount 

in both the development and implementation of the research activities. 

In keeping with the principle of minimising harm, anonymity of participating 

agencies and interview respondents was a central ethical consideration. With the 

exception of Work and Income New Zealand, who are the only provider of food 

grants and therefore readily identifiable, anonymity was granted to participant 

food support agencies and potentially contributed to the excellent rate of 

participation achieved in the survey. Service provider anonymity was considered 

important for operational reasons such as funding. There was the possibility that 

resources that had been granted for other activities may have been diverted into 

providing food support, and that any identification of this practice in the 

research could discredit service providers in the eyes of funders. Further, it was 

not considered appropriate to make the financial details or internal protocols of 

participant organisations available for public scrutiny. This provision had 

implications for the analysis of results, which has largely been undertaken on an 

aggregated basis across the food support sector, rather than at the level of 

individual support services. Agencies were not asked to supply any raw data that 

might identify their clients. Rather, the only data the survey requested was that 

pertaining to the quantity and costs of the food support that they supplied to the 

community. Further, the issue of ownership of service provider data was 

addressed by inclusion of  an Authorisation to Release Data form (see Appendix I) 

that could be signed off by an organisations designated signatory. 

Anonymity was also assured to all interview respondents. This was an ethical 

consideration on the basis that the details that many of them shared were 

intensely personal ς including commentaries about themselves and their 
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relationships, their personal practices and beliefs, and their financial status. 

Anonymity has been achieved by the use of pseudonyms and occasional changes 

to other details that may have allowed identification, such as referring to a 

relative or friend by title rather than name, and referring to a service type rather 

than the name of a particular service provider13. It was also recognised that 

interview participants were vulnerable at a number of levels, the most obvious 

being the extent of the deprivation that many of them faced. The research 

interactions aimed to minimise harm by treating respondents and their 

conditions with sensitivity and respect. Informed consent was only conferred  

when a clear understanding of the voluntary nature of participation had been 

clearly achieved14, and respondents understood that they had the right to 

withdraw from the project at any time without question if they so wished15. 

A coding system was applied to all of the raw data collected in the research 

activities. The coding key has been safely stored, as have all the sources (both 

electronic and hard copy) that document research responses. All of this 

information will eventually be securely destroyed. 

The research has been indirectly funded by a doctoral scholarship awarded to 

the researcher by the University of Waikato. Other than confirming satisfactory 

academic progress on this thesis, the university exercises no claim to the 

research data or findings. 

Negotiating the personal, the political and the professional 

Applied sociological research does not occur in a vacuum. As researchers, our 

own values, cultural understandings and experiences all have the potential to 

colour the lens through which we make sense of the social world.  

                                                           
13

 Square brackets have been used in direct quotes to denote where this has occurred. 
14

 No reward or inducement was offered for participation in the interview, but it was considered 
ethically acceptable to offer all those who returned the recruitment flier a chance to win one of 
five music CD vouchers regardless of whether or not they proceeded to the interview stage. 
15

 There were no instances in which participants expressed a desire to withdraw from this 
research. 
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From the point of view of the researcher, this project has presented personal, 

political and professional challenges at various times. There was a need to 

traverse the service provider sector and this was very much new territory. The 

culture of these organisations required careful navigation in order to build up the 

credibility, trust and rapport that would enable the research activities to begin. 

Thankfully, helping services are predominantly staffed by people who are by 

nature, helpful! In some instances the operational approaches taken by service 

providers were observed from a personal stance as punitive or coercive. 

However, it is not the role of the researcher or the purpose of the research to 

judge the way in which food support organisations or their personnel go about 

their daily operations from a moral vantage point. 

Entering into the private lives of individual respondents, many of whom are 

already vulnerable to the intrusions that accompany welfare dependency and 

service reliance, also presented challenges. As a sole parent who has raised a 

family on a sometimes meagre income there was some researcher empathy with 

ΨōŜƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŎŜƛǾƛƴƎ ŜƴŘΩ ς although it is intended that the experiences 

presented in this thesis are representative of the individuals to whom they 

belong rather than a reflection of some aspects of the researcherΩs own life 

experiences. 

Politically, this research is underpinned by a conviction that food poverty within 

the New Zealand context is an objectionable result of structural inequalities that 

perpetuate material and social deprivation, rather than an outcome of 

deficiencies at the level of the individual. This outcome has a very human face 

and several inquiries were received from people who had picked up recruitment 

information pertaining to this study after they had been declined a food grant by 

Work and Income New Zealand. In most instances simply providing information 

about other means of food support available was enough to satisfy these 

inquiries, but in a more extreme case, one of these calls came mid-week at 

dinner time. A grandmother with six children who had been left in her care by 

their parents had been declined a food grant that afternoon and was desperate 

to find some way of feeding her charges. As it was outside the operating hours of 
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any services, an immediate decisiƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǘŀƪŜƴ ǘƻ Ǉǳǘ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ŀ ΨŦƻƻŘ ǇŀǊŎŜƭΩΣ 

which was delivered by the researcher within the hour. Additionally, the 

following morning, follow-up contact with the grandmother was able to be made 

by a support service at the request of the researcher. In this instance the role of 

ΨŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ƳŜƳōŜǊΩ ǘƻƻƪ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘȅ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ΨǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊΩΣ ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ 

that the woman in question would have made an ideal interview candidate. 

Beyond food grants, the provision of formal food support in Hamilton is 

dominated by agencies that are ideologically influenced by the Christian faith. 

Understanding how this influences service delivery was integral to establishing 

successful rapport with these organisations. Faith seemed to assist the staff and 

volunteers working in this sector in coping with the levels of deprivation and 

hopelessness that they witnessed on a daily basis. For the researcher, 

maintaining a professional composure during interviews with some of the clients 

of these services was challenging at times, particularly where parents described 

the sacrifices they made to feed children, or where people described strategies 

that involved isolating themselves from their social networks. The interview and 

transcription processes were tasks accompanied by a degree of emotional upset, 

ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ΨǎŜŎƻƴŘ-ƘŀƴŘΩ ŘƛǎǘǊŜǎǎ ƛǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀ 

shadow of the daily reality faced by respondents16. Not being able to supply 

interviewees with any form of reward for their participation ς when it was so 

obvious that even a small token could have alleviated their situation in the short 

term ς was a persistent frustration, especially as the community that is the 

subject of the research was (and continues to be) is the same community in 

which the researcher lives, works and raises a family. Although a number of 

people who could have acted as respondents were known to the researcher 

personally, these community members were intentionally excluded from 

participation on the basis that the personal and the professional realms should 

remain distinct and that these relationships should not be treated in a manner 

                                                           
16

 Over the past two decades, the researcher has conducted interviews that number into the 
hundreds across a broad range of topics. However, few of these have had the level of emotional 
impact that was encountered in the series undertaken for this project. 
 



60 
 

that could be considered exploitative. Interestingly, the primary motivation of 

participants seemed to be that having their stories recorded could contribute to 

making a difference for others at some level. Perhaps, then, there is some 

comfort to be taken in the thought that this research offers an avenue for 

achieving this on their behalf. 

Methodology  - The Quantitative Dimension 

The quantitative component of the research involved evaluating the provision of 

food support with a view to examining the parameters and conditions of formal 

responses to food insecurity in the Hamilton community. The literature review 

(see Chapter 2) indicated that no comprehensive multi-agency assessment of 

food support services aggregated across the sector had been made previously, 

either in Hamilton or elsewhere in New Zealand. In fact, just two quantitative 

assessments were available. The first reported levels of provision by a national 

social service organisation that supplied food parcels through its affiliates at the 

sub-regional level (NZCCSS, April 2005). The second consisted of the Ministry of 

{ƻŎƛŀƭ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΩǎ ŀƴƴǳŀƭ Statistical Report which presents aggregated 

national data about the number of Special Needs Grants for Food made by Work 

and Income New Zealand annually. The current research adds to those sources 

that already exist by aggregating organisational data across the various 

providers that make up the formal food support sector - albeit at a local rather 

than national level. 

In mid-2007, a postal survey was administered to Hamilton food support services 

(namely foodbanks and community meal providers), and additional local data 

were requested from the Ministry of Social Development with regard to the 

Special Needs Grant for Food administered by Work and Income New Zealand. 

This request  framed questions in such a way that responses were able to be 

integrated with those obtained in the survey data so that, for the first time, an 

assessment of provision could be made across the range of providers that make 

ǳǇ IŀƳƛƭǘƻƴΩǎ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ŦƻƻŘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǎŜŎǘƻǊΦ 
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Establishing the survey sample 

During the fieldwork that informed the methodology a database was developed 

that identified all the known forms of food support in Hamilton and the 

organisations that were responsible for administering each of them. The 

database eventually tracked 60 organisations (including 25 schools) that were 

actively assisting people with accessing food. Broad categories were formed so 

that activities of a similar nature were able to be grouped under the 

classifications shown below in figure 3.2. Contact was made with representatives 

from as many of these organisations as possible to determine what kind of 

record keeping was available that could constitute data for a summary survey 

assessment of the levels and conditions of food support within the community. 

Problematically, the majority of services kept no records and there was a need to 

distinguish formal and informal provision on this basis (as discussed earlier). The 

fieldwork also assisted in understanding how formal programmes were 

ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǘȅǇŜǎ ƻŦ ΨƻǳǘǇǳǘΩ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳ 

to collate to support funding applications. Establishing a degree of consistency 

was integral in developing both an appropriate research sample and questions 

that providers were likely to be able to answer within the context of a survey. 

Ultimately, the survey sample was restricted to organisations that ran foodbanks, 

offered regular community meals or administered food grants - resulting in a 

total sample of 10 organisations17.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
17

 This figure includes nine community based providers, plus Work and Income New Zealand. 
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Figure 3.2. Summary of Food Support Activities identified in the Hamilton 
Community, 2007. 

 
 

Classification 
 

 
 

Description 

 
Number 

Identified 
 

 
Data 

Available 

 
 

Designation 

 
Retained 

in 
sample 

 
Foodbanks 

Provide food parcels for a 
household to applicants 
who can demonstrate 

need, or bread to client 
group. 

 
12 

 
Yes 

 
Formal 

 
3 

 
Community 

meals 

Regular free cooked 
meals at fixed venue. No 
assessment of need but 
well attended by people 

whose access to food and 
social contact is 
compromised. 

 
6 

 
Yes 

 
Formal 

 
6 

 
Food grants 

Provide food vouchers to 
applicants who can 

demonstrate an 
emergency which has left 
no resources with which 

to access food in the 
usual manner. 

 
1 

 
Yes 

 
Formal 

 
1 

 
In-house 

meals 

Free meals provided 
alongside another activity 

which is the main 
purpose of attendance. 

 
7 

 
Limited 

 
Informal 

 
0 
 
 

 
Food 

cooperatives 

Group purchasing of bulk 
fruit, veggies, meat or 
staples. Often supplied 
through a weekly not- 
for-profit box scheme. 

 
5 

 
Limited 

 
Informal 

 
0 

 
Schools 

Supply of food to 
students. Eligibility 

usually on the basis of 
observed hunger or as 

supplementary 
nutrition

18
. 

 
25 

 
Limited 

 
Informal 

 
0 

 
Community 

gardens 

Shared or allotted 
gardens in public spaces. 
Usually an expectation of 

a labour contribution. 

 
3 

 
No 

 
Informal 

 
0 

 
Direct 

financial 
assistance for 

food 

Cash assistance to access 
food in cases where need 

has been identified by 
organisation. Eligibility on 

basis of membership
19

. 

 
1 

 
No 

 
Informal 

 
0 

 

 

                                                           
18

 Such as the Fruit in Schools programme, where children in low decile schools are supplied with 
a piece of fresh fruit each day to support a more balanced diet. 
19

 In this case, the organisation concerned was a church that assisted congregation members in 
instances of hardship. 
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Foodbanks 

Although 12 foodbanks were initially identified, only 3 were retained in the final 

survey sample. It became apparent during the fieldwork that 7 of the 

organisations that had been identified as foodbanks provided food parcels to 

their clients on behalf of a foodbank collective to which they were affiliated, and 

that all of these outlets had commonly agreed eligibility protocols. The central 

foodbank collated excellent data about levels of provision across all these 

organisations, as it was also tasked with making funding applications on behalf of 

its affiliates. The other major foodbank in Hamilton was part of an organisation 

that provided a range of social services and operated independently. Three 

smaller organisations were also identified as foodbanks. One regularly 

distributed free bread to its client group and had records of this activity for 

ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ΨōǊŜŀŘ ōŀƴƪΩ ǿŀǎ ǊŜǘŀƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳǇƭŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘǿƻ 

organisations assisted congregation members or service users on the basis of 

informally identified need, but neither kept any records about the levels of 

support offered and both were omitted from the sample on the basis that they 

did not meet the criteria of formal provision in terms of assessment, regularity or 

record keeping.  

Community Meals 

The fieldwork had identified that the community meals provided in Hamilton 

were both well attended and well coordinated. Six different agencies took it in 

turn to supply meals on a fixed day of the week. Although there was no 

centralised data collection, each provider kept similar data about supply levels 

and the costs of provision, and all six were included in the survey sample. 

Food Grants 

Work and Income New Zealand was included in the sample on the basis of 

offering formal support via the Special Needs Grant for Food. As part of a central 

government ministry, it is a function of Work and Income New Zealand to collect 

data about Special Needs Grants for reporting purposes. As a major contributor 
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to food support in Hamilton it was important that the sample captured these 

data, although the service provider survey was not considered by the researcher 

to offer a format easily suited to completion by the Ministry of Social 

Development or Work and Income New Zealand. For this reason, the core survey 

questions were adapted to produce a request for information that could be 

coded according to the same schedule as responses from the other organisations 

included in the sample. Work and Income New Zealand also provided a range of 

additional (unrequested) data about the levels of food support delivered and the 

conditions under which this is administered, and where appropriate these have 

also been reported in the results chapter that follows. 

Developing the survey instrument 

The Survey Questions 

Development of the survey questions was influenced by the grounded theory 

and interpretive field research methodologies adopted in this study, and by the 

need to gather evidence that complemented an ethnographic account of food 

insecurity in the Hamilton community. The survey questions were designed to 

elicit data that would allow the levels of food support being dispensed to the 

community to be quantified. They also sought data with regard to the ways in 

which formal food support was being resourced and delivered, and the 

conditions that providers imposed (or did not impose) on eligibility. Additionally, 

it was hoped that the data would assist in highlighting features of the broader 

socio-political contexts in which these organisations operated, such as the 

relationship between state funded and charity based forms of food support. 

It was evident that there was no standard way in which provider organisations 

recorded a number of variables (internal policies, guidelines on eligibility criteria, 

value of goods supplied, etc.), and this presented a challenge for collecting data 

in survey form20. Question development was mindful of the need to record 

responses so that data could eventually be coded in a uniform way and a 

                                                           
20

 The lack of standardised data had already seen the quantitative dimension of one larger scale 
study of foodbanks in New Zealand abandoned. See discussion of Wynd (2005) in Chapter 2. 



65 
 

comprehensive data set measuring selected dimensions of provision across the 

formal food support sector could be collated. 

The development of the survey questions was also influenced by the literature 

review, and by insights gained in the preliminary fieldwork stage. Themes that 

arose in these early phases of the project included the reliance of service 

providers on community philanthropy, questions around the adequacy (or 

otherwise) of state responses to food insecurity, and the relationship between 

existing state responses and those of community based services.  

Survey questions were eventually themed in a way that would enable ease of 

completion and analysis. These themes included: the nature of the organisation, 

resourcing, descriptions of food assistance, client sourcing (including eligibility 

and referral relationships), and ability to meet demand. 

Piloting the survey questions 

Because of the relatively small size of the sample it was not considered feasible 

to pilot the survey questionnaire. Instead, two key informants who were familiar 

with the social services environment, the provision of food support and the data 

that were likely to be available were issued with drafts of the survey and asked 

to comment and provide feedback. Both were satisfied that the questions were 

appropriate, but suggested that space should be made available in some 

questions for further detailed comments from respondents. This suggestion was 

implemented before the survey was administered. The survey instrument in its 

final form can be found in Appendix I. 

Administering the survey 

The survey was administered to nine providers (three foodbanks and six 

community meal providers) by post in mid-May 2007 with a request for 

completion and return21 by mid-June.  At this point several non-returns were 

followed up by phone, and a 100 percent return rate was achieved by early July 

2007. 

                                                           
21

 By stamped addressed envelope to the post office box of the researcher 
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Additional Data from Work and Income New Zealand 

In May 2007, a request for information pertaining to Special Needs Grant for 

Food was submitted to Work and Income New Zealand via the Ministry of Social 

Development. A copy of the postal survey was included so that Work and 

LƴŎƻƳŜΩǎ Řŀǘŀ ƳŀƴŀƎŜǊǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ŎƭŜŀǊ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊŀƳŜǘŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

data that would be useful in developing a response. An additional list of specific 

questions was submitted. A copy of this request can be found in Appendix I. 

Data management and analysis 

Although the size of the survey sample meant that the number of responses was 

small, SPSS computer software was used to assist in managing the data. This was 

useful in that it allowed the data to be easily explored in different ways, including 

uni-variate, bi-variate and multi-variate analysis. All responses were coded, and 

data were aggregated across provider categories and the sector as a whole. 

Where data were insufficient or reported at an inconsistent level of detail across 

providers, a process of averaging and pro rata estimation has been applied. 

These instances are clearly noted in the presentation of results in Chapter 4. The 

presentation of the survey results has been kept intentionally simple as the 

sample size is small and a number of the hypotheses that the research aimed to 

test are easily supported without an advanced statistical analysis. 

Methodology ς The Qualitative Dimension 

The objective of the qualitative dimension of this project was to gather data that 

could give voice to the realities of the experience of food insecurity for an 

indicative sample of food insecure members of the Hamilton community. 

Between December 2007 and February 2008, 10 semi-structured interviews 

were carried out across respondents who were confirmed as food insecure using 

a standard international measure ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¦{5!Ωǎ {ǘŀƴŘŀǊŘ с-item 

Indicator to Classifying Households by Food Security Status (referred to earlier in 

this chapter). The research was interested in documenting the strategies that 

these people utilised in order to manage food insecurity, and how their 
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subjectivities were shaped in terms of the personal and social implications they 

experienced. Within the international literature (with regard to post-industrial 

societies) very few sources introduce the voices of those who endure food 

insecurity. The experiential approach taken in this research is in stark contrast to 

previous accounts of food insecurity in New Zealand, which are largely based on 

service provider data that quantify particular client groups and tangible outputs 

while obscuring the personal and human dimensions. 

Recruitment of the sample 

Gaining access to a pool of Hamilton residents who had a likelihood of 

experiencing food insecurity was critical in establishing a research sample. It was 

considered that those who had used a formal food support service in the past 12 

months were potentially vulnerable to food insecurity in either transient or 

ongoing forms, and that as these people had already engaged with service 

providers the probability of them self-identifying as possible interview 

candidates was promising. 

Recruitment posters and fliers22 advertising the study were developed (see 

Appendix II), and these were displayed by a number of social service provider 

offices in Hamilton. Additionally, the managers of all four Work and Income New 

Zealand branches in the city authorised the display of recruitment materials in 

client waiting areasΦ IŀƳƛƭǘƻƴΩǎ ǘǿƻ foodbanks also assisted in the distribution of 

fliers by including them with outgoing food parcels. The study was further 

promoted by emailing a small advertisement to all Hamilton schools for inclusion 

in school newsletters, and by way of a press release (see Appendix II) which 

generated an article in a free community newspaper that is delivered to homes 

city wide. All recruitment materials contained a land line phone number that 

could be used to contact the researcher for further information about the 

project, as well as a mobile phone number for contact by text messaging. 

Expressions of interest in participation could be recorded by completing a panel 

                                                           
22

 Fliers included two filtering questions ς one with regard to residency in Hamilton, and the 
other with regard to which of the formal food support services had been used in the past twelve 
months. 
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on the recruitment flier, which could then be forwarded to thŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊΩǎ Ǉƻǎǘ 

office box by freepost.  

In all, 23 eligible expressions of interest were received and these were tracked on 

an Excel spreadsheet. A recruitment pack (see Appendix II) including further 

information about the project and the interview process was sent by post. 

Candidates were again encouraged to contact the researcher by phone, text 

message or email in order to have any questions answered. If candidates decided 

to proceed to the interview phase, they were able to return a signed consent 

form by freepost, and were then contacted by the researcher to set up an 

interview at a time and venue that suited them. If no response had been 

received two weeks after the initial information pack was sent out, a reminder 

letter and new information pack was forwarded to the candidate. Thirteen of the 

consent forms were not returned and ultimately, a sample of ten respondents 

participated in semi-structured interviews, the majority preferring to do so in 

their own homes, with two requesting to meet at the rŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊΩǎ ƻŦŦƛŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ 

ƻƴŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƭƛōǊŀǊȅΦ  

Designing the interview schedule 

The interview schedule was designed using a mix of open and closed questions 

that allowed a range of information to be collected with regard to the 

ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŎƛǊcumstances and the extent of food insecurity within their 

household. More importantly, questions were designed with a view to 

identifying the strategies used to address food insecurity and capturing 

ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎΩ accounts of impacts associated with the experience.  Accordingly, 

the schedule was divided into three parts:  demographic and household 

information (including income and expenditure), the USDA Standard 6-item 

Indicator to Classifying Households by Food Security Status Level23, and an 

extensive section on household food strategies (incorporating personal and 

household impacts of food insecurity). Questions were ordered in a logical 

                                                           
23

 Although this instrument is comprised of closed end questions it also acted as a useful 
prompting device in the interview situation, with many respondents electing to explain their 
responses further, adding to the richness of the data that was able to be collected. 
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sequence that assisted in developing an ease of rapport progressively 

throughout each interview. By the time the open ended questions involving self 

reflection were posed, respondents were reasonably relaxed and responded well 

ǘƻ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ΨǇǊƻōƛƴƎΩΦ ! Ŧǳƭƭ ŎƻǇȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƛƴǎǘǊǳƳŜƴǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ŀǘ 

Appendix II. 

Carrying out the interviews 

All interviews were carried out by the researcher in person in accordance with 

the interview schedule. Before each interview commenced the consent form and 

information sheet were revisited with respondents to make sure that they were 

aware that no reward was offered for their participation24. In order to uphold 

best ethical practice the researcher reiterated respondentsΩ rights to terminate 

the interview at any stage, or to withdraw the use of part or all of their data on a 

Ψƴƻ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǎƪŜŘΩ ōŀǎƛǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘǿƻ ǿŜŜƪǎΦ  /ƻƴǎŜƴǘ ǘƻ make an audio 

recording of the interview was sought before any recording commenced, and 

contact details for both the researcher and the FASS Human Research Ethics 

Committee were again supplied. This was also a time in which respondents could 

ask any further questions about the research. Although it was anticipated that 

interviews would take around one hour, most respondents voluntarily continued 

the conversation well beyond 60 minutes. 

Immediately following each interview, reflective field notes were made by the 

researcher. These described any impressions about the respondent, the 

questions that elicited good responses or needed to be refined, and the main 

themes that had arisen in the course of the interview. Although there was 

considerable variation in the individual circumstances of each respondent, an 

initial impression of the main themes in each interview was noted. As the 

interview series progressed these themes were able to be more fully explored, 

and new themes and sub-themes were identified.  

                                                           
24

 It is considered highly improbable that the opportunity to win one of five CD vouchers offered 
to all those who returned a recruitment flier (regardless of whether or not they proceeded to the 
interview stage) provided an inducement for interview participation. 
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Managing and analysing the data 

After the period for withdrawal of  data by respondents had lapsed, recordings of 

the interviews were transcribed by the researcher. Because the nature of spoken 

ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ŘƛŦŦŜǊǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ŦƻǊƳΣ ǘƘŜ Řŀǘŀ ǿŜǊŜ ΨŎƭŜŀƴŜŘΩ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

transcǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǊŜƳƻǾŜ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ όǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΨŀƘhΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǳƳΩύ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ŘŜǘǊŀŎǘ 

from readability. NVivo8 computer software was used to manage the data and 

each interview was identified within the programme as ŀ ΨŎŀǎŜΩΦ ±ŀǊƛƻǳǎ 

attributes of each respondent (such as age, gender, level of household food 

insecurity, income, etc.) were able to be coded so that attributes such as gender 

or the level of food insecurity could be queried against differing strategies for 

addressing food insecurity or the variety of personal implications arising from the 

experience. Each transcription document was imported into the programme and 

a coding scheme based on the early observations about the interviews was 

ŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ ōȅ ǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ΨŦǊŜŜ ƴƻŘŜΩ function of the software. Within the data at each 

node it was possible to observe further sub-themes, and subsequent codings 

ǳǎƛƴƎ ΨǘǊŜŜ ƴƻŘŜǎΩ ǿŜǊŜ applied. Organising the data in this way enabled a 

hierarchical system of classification that resulted in clear themes and  

sub-themes, and these have been used as the basis for the description of results.  

Presenting the results 

The results of the survey and interview phases of this research are reported 

separately in the subsequent chapters of this thesis. The results of the survey are 

presented in the numerical form that typifies quantitative approaches and 

provide a reasonable basis for estimating the level of supply of both state and 

philanthropic food support within the Hamilton community. They also outline 

the criteria that those who experience food insecurity must meet in order to 

access assistance, and provide a number of insights about the limitations that 

formal food support organisations face in terms of meeting the demand for their 

services. Additionally, the results of the survey were presented by the researcher 



71 
 

in a summary report written specifically for participant providers (McNeill, 

2008a)25.  

The interview data are also presented in a way that is typical of this kind of 

research, and due to the questions that the research sought to explore it has 

been necessary to present these results thematically across a number of 

chapǘŜǊǎ όǎŜŜ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊǎ р ǘƻ уύ ǘƘŀǘ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ǇǳōƭƛŎ 

strategies for responding to food insecurity, as well as their impressions about 

what underpins it and the implications that accompany the experience. The 

themes associated with each of these aspects have been explored using direct 

quotes from the research interviews. Readers should note that truncation of 

quotes has been indicated by the use of ΨΧΩΣ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ ōȅ ŀ ǎǇŀŎŜΦ Lƴ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ 

where this notation occurs without a space it indicates that the respondent has 

paused before continuing their sentence.  

In some instances the extracts selected from the data are indicative, and in 

others a series of quotes from different respondents has been used to affirm a 

particular point or illustrate different aspects of a similar experience. As much as 

possible though, rather than the researcher imposing extensive reinterpretations 

or discourse analysis, the themes presented are expressed in the voices of those 

to whom the experience of food insecurity belongs. In this manner it is hoped 

that the reader is brought closer to an understanding that is consistent with 

respondentsΩ voiced experiences. 

Analysis 

Following the presentation of results from each phase, some mechanism for 

integrating the findings of both elements of the research was required. In 

responding to the grounded orientation of this study, the theoretical framework 

selected to achieve this synthesis is one that facilitates consideration of the 

complex and inter-related nature of non-linear social problems. Initially 

                                                           
25

 Some of the responses that made progress towards achieving the recommendations made in 
the summary report are discussed in Chapter 10. 
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proposed by Rittel and Webber (1973), the 10 characteristics26 ƻŦ ΨǿƛŎƪŜŘ 

ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎΩ have been developed to inform a critical sociological analysis which 

recognises that the experience of food insecurity is embedded in structural 

inequalities and power relations. Drawing on the findings of this study, the 

analysis acknowledges the relationships between food insecurity and the various 

contextual factors that underpin it at the macro, meso and micro levels. On the 

basis of this, five points informed by the results are developed to frame ΨǘƘŜ 

ǿƛŎƪŜŘ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ƻŦ ŦƻƻŘ ƛƴǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅΩ όǎŜŜ /ƘŀǇǘŜǊ фύ in a manner that advocates 

for changes in the way that it is identified, defined and addressed. 

 

                                                           
26

 In summary, Rittel and ²ŜōōŜǊ όмфтоύ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǿƛŎƪŜŘΩ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘƛŀǘŜŘ 
ŦǊƻƳ ΨǘŀƳŜΩ ƻƴŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛǎ ǘƘŀǘΥ мΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛǾŜ ŦƻǊƳǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ǿƛŎƪŜŘ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΤ 
2.Wicked problems have no stopping rule; 3. Solutions to wicked problems are not true or false, 
but good or bad; 4. There is no immediate and ultimate test of a solution to a wicked problem; 5. 
9ǾŜǊȅ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŀ ǿƛŎƪŜŘ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ƛǎ ŀ ΨƻƴŜ-ǎƘƻǘΩ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƻ learn by 
trial and error, so every attempt counts significantly; 6. Every wicked problem is essentially 
unique; 8. Every wicked problem can be considered to be a symptom of another problem; 9.The 
existence of a discrepancy representing a wicked problem can be explained in numerous ways. 
¢ƘŜ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ƻŦ ŜȄǇƭŀƴŀǘƛƻƴ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΩǎ ǊŜǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴΤ ŀƴŘ млΦ¢ƘŜ ǇƭŀƴƴŜǊ 
[or other actors who act as decision makers] has no right to be wrong. 
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- Chapter 4 - 

Taking Stock: An Evaluation of Formal Food 
Support in the Hamilton Community 

 

 

This chapter reports on the results of the quantitative component of the Talking 

With Their Mouths Half Full project ς a survey of formal food support providers 

that was carried out across 101  Hamilton organisations in mid-2007. The 

approach taken in this study is distinctive in its aim to capture a broader account 

of the demand for food aid in the Hamilton community than that which has been 

reported elsewhere (see for example NZCCSS (2005) on the provision of food 

parcels in Hamilton). By evaluating levels of demand and provision across the 

formal food support sector, this phase of the research responds to questions 

about the strategies that are used to address food insecurity at the meso level 

and the resources required to support the various structural responses that have 

been identified. The survey also aimed to capture data about the eligibility 

criteria that those who seek food support must meet, and the adequacy of 

existing formal measures.  Within the results there is also scope for examining 

the nature of the relationship between state and third sector measures to 

alleviate food insecurity. 

The literature review that informed this research identified the demand for food 

parcels as a commonly cited indicator of the prevalence of food insecurity (see 

for example: NZCCSS 2005; and Wynd 2000). Further, with regard to assessments 

at the community level, it is usual that evaluations of formal provision are 

reported on the basis of the observations of a single provider rather than across 

all the providers that service a particular community. Accordingly, these 

portrayals of prevalence have the potential to be misleading by way of under-

                                                           
1
 This includes the response from Work and Income New Zealand which, although not in survey 

form, provided data that in most cases were able to be aggregated with those supplied by other 
respondent organisations.  
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estimation. While the results of this effort do not attempt to quantify or estimate 

actual levels of food poverty in Hamilton, they certainly confirm that there is 

strong demand for services that assist people in alleviating food insecurity. 

Because participant organisations were able to provide qualitative responses to 

contextualise the quantitative data, these results also provide a more 

comprehensive understanding of the contextual environment in which formal 

food support services operate than that presented in similar studies. 

Foodbanks in Hamilton 

In total, five of the ten organisations surveyed reported providing a foodbank 

service. However, it is crucial to note that three of these were initially included in 

the sample on the basis of providing a community meal service. In instances 

where these services reported supplying food parcels and where they were 

members of a foodbank collective which was also included in the sample, double 

counting has occurred.  Data that were double counted has been removed in all 

calculations that follow so that this problem is not duplicated. As such, it is more 

accurate to conclude that the Hamilton community is serviced by two major 

foodbanks. One is collective in nature; its core activity is to supply parcels to 

eight participant social service organisations that act as distribution points 

around the city. The other provides a range of social services including a 

substantial foodbank2, and all applicants for food support undergo a broader 

needs assessment by an in-house social worker and can be referred internally to 

ƻǘƘŜǊ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ΨǿǊŀǇ ŀǊƻǳƴŘΩ ŀǎǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜΦ  

Both organisations identified dependence on a combination of volunteer and 

paid staff3 to operate their foodbank services, and both serviced clients who 

were self referred, referred internally within the agency, or by external 

                                                           
2
 The other services offered by this organisation included budget advisory services, life skills 

education, counselling, material assistance, limited financial assistance, and advocacy and 
information services. 
3
 Both employed one paid worker, and in one of the foodbanks this person was a full time 

employee. 
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community organisations and agencies - including Work and Income New 

Zealand4.  

Clients must meet eligibility criteria in order to access assistance from either of 

the two services. In the case of the foodbank collective, assessments are made 

by participating agencies who all adhere to an overarching eligibility policy. 

Clients are required to present a Community Services Card and a letter from 

Work and Income New Zealand verifying that they are unable to obtain 

assistance through the Special Needs Grant for Food programme. Likewise, 

IŀƳƛƭǘƻƴΩǎ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƳŀƧƻǊ foodbank requires clients to verify hardship, personal 

circumstances and exhaustion of other means of food assistance. One foodbank 

also requires clients to obtain verification from Work and Income New Zealand 

that they have been assessed to ensure correct levels of benefit entitlement5. 

Both organisations refer clients to budget advisory services if they regularly6 

access food support.  

Both foodbanks stipulated set hours and days of the week during which food 

parcels could be accessed by clients. One foodbank was open Monday to Friday 

from 10am until 12 noon. The other was open on four weekdays, but required 

parcels to be ordered by 1pm for collection on the same day. There was no 

availability of food parcels at weekends, although one provider reported 

responding to emergency after hours requests7. One organisation has a shut 

down period of three to four weeks over the Christmas period, but supplies 

supermarket vouchers in lieu of food parcels to several participating agencies 

that do stay open over the holiday season. 

 

                                                           
4
 At least two community houses spoken to in the course of developing the research had 

successfully assisted people in need with obtaining food parcels through both of the foodbanks, 
ǿƘƛŎƘ ǾŜǊƛŦƛŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŀƎŜƴŎƛŜǎΩ ŎƭŀƛƳǎ ƻŦ ŀŎŎŜǇǘƛƴƎ ŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŀƭǎΦ 
5
 This occurs after a client has used the foodbank service twice. 

6
 Both organisations refer clients to budget advisory services after providing food parcels to them 

twice. One organisation specified that it makes the referral after providing food twice within a six 
month period. 
7
 Further follow up with this organisation confirmed that the foodbank responds to occasional 

afterhours requests for food assistance made by New Zealand Police on behalf of an applicant. 
This is the only circumstance in which they offer afterhours assistance. 
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The content of food parcels offered by both services provide sufficient food for 

three days, and quantities are varied according to the number of people in the 

ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀƴǘΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƻǊ ƘƻǳǎŜƘold. One foodbank described the normal contents of 

its food parcels as bread, cereal, tinned fruit, tinned spaghetti and baked beans, 

soup, tinned vegetables, jam or another spread, tea or coffee, pasta and pasta 

sauce, packaged noodles, sugar, flour, rice, meat, butter, and fresh fruit and 

vegetables. 

The data show that the two organisations in combination provided 4,232 food 

parcels over a 12 month period during 2006 to 20078. This represents an average 

supply of 352 food parcels per month, or the receipt of more than 80 parcels per 

week by various members of the Hamilton community. One foodbank had 

calculated that its supply alone had addressed the emergency food needs of 

approximately 3,750 adults and 3,040 children over the period of its last 

reporting year. 

The data are unclear when it comes to calculating the cost of food assistance 

provided by the two foodbank agencies. This is due to the fact that much of their 

stock is donated, and therefore no cost is attributable to it. The differences 

between the concepts of cost and value had recently been explored by one 

foodbank, which had commenced monitoring the value of donated items. The 

results of this early monitoring allow an estimation of the value of donated food 

items which, on average, totalled $1,612 per month (or approximately $19,344 

annually). In addition to this, the same foodbank spent an average of $2,610 per 

month to purchase food supplies ($31,323 in the 12 month period ending 

February 2007). By these estimates, this foodbank (which supplies 21 percent 

fewer food parcels than the other service) provides food assistance with an 

average value of $4,222 per month, or $50,664 annually. Although the larger 

foodbank was unable to forward this level of data, it reported providing food 

parcels that meet the same levels in terms of quantity (that is, food for three 

days). On the basis of the calculations for its smaller counterpart, the average 

                                                           
8
 The reporting periods used by each organisation were slightly different: February 06 - January 

07, and April 06 ς March 07. 



77 
 

value of the food assistance offered by this provider would be $61,303 over a 

similar annual period. In total, the two foodbanks combined could be providing 

food with an estimated9 total value of $111,967 annually.  

Both foodbanks also reported a number of other costs associated with 

administering food assistance. The nature of costs they identified included: 

staffing (wages, training costs, ACC levies), utilities including electricity and 

phone, venue costs such as rent and insurance, maintenance, security, waste 

management and cleaning costs, administration costs including stationery and 

auditing fees, and costs for storing, packaging and distributing food. In one 

agency alone these additional costs totalled $42,725 (for the year ending 

February 2007). Added to the value of the food it provided, the total cost of food 

provision for this organisation (including the overheads and the value of food 

supplied as outlined above) for the 12 month period ending February 2007 can 

be estimated at $93,339. Again, using a pro rata approach to calculating 

overheads (on the basis that the other similar organisation provided 21 percent 

more food parcels) the larger foodbank would provide services at an estimated 

total cost of $113,000.  Based on estimates guided by the data provided in the 

survey, foodbank services in Hamilton had an estimated total cost of $206, 339 

per annum. 

The arrangements of both agencies were considerably different with regard to 

funding and resourcing of food support. This difference was based on the fact 

that while one organisation reported undertaking fundraising activities, the other 

reported that it was able to secure funding externally from both community and 

corporate charitable trusts. In the latter case, this meant that funding was tagged 

specifically to the provision of food support, whilst in the former no specific 

funding to supply food assistance was obtained. Other than this critical 

difference, both agencies reported that during their last annual reporting period 

                                                           
9
  1. A process of averaging has been used because the data addressing the value of donated food 

did not cover a full one year period; and 2. The figures for the value of the food supplied by the 
larger foodbank are based on informed pro rata calculations where the data from the smaller 
foodbank has been used as a baseline to make an estimation that takes into account the 
proportional difference in  numbers of food parcels delivered by each service.  
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they had secured resources through donations of money or food from private 

individuals10 and donations of food from businesses or the corporate sector. 

In order to assess the ability of organisations to meet the demand for food 

assistance the survey asked participant organisations to respond to two 

statements using a scŀƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŀƴƎŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ΨƴŜǾŜǊΩ ǘƻ ΨŀƭǿŀȅǎΩ11. When asked if 

the demand for food assistance through their organisations was higher than they 

had the resources to meet, one foodbank (the larger multi-service organisation) 

ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜŘ ΨƻŦǘŜƴΩΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ όŎƻƭlective foodbankύ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜŘ ΨǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎΩΦ 

Both responses indicate that providers consider that there is a shortfall in supply 

which leaves them unable to meet the level of community demand for food 

assistance as well as they would wish to. When asked if they had to ration food 

or compromise the quality of food supplied to their clients due to resource 

and/or funding constraints the answers in both cases matched those in the 

previous question ς again an indication that supply is compromised in terms of 

quality due to resourcing (or lack thereof).  

Discussion of foodbank findings 

The two major foodbanks that service the Hamilton community were both 

initiatives of faith-based organisations. Both provided parcels composed of 

enough basic food to meet the needs of the applicant individual, family or 

household for three days12. Normal services operated within a window of fixed 

hours during week days, with a gap in availability after hours and over weekends.  

Despite similarities in the nature of provision, there exist two quite different 

organisational models ς one collective and one part of a larger multi-service 

agency. Each of these models has structural advantages and disadvantages. The 

sole activity of the collective is the running of the foodbank and this provider is 

                                                           
10

 One of the organisations reported an arrangement with a local supermarket in which 
customers could specify a donation amount to be added on to the total cost of their groceries at 
point of sale. 
11

 The options for responses were: never, sometimes, often, and always. 
12

 It appears to be this criterion rather than one of balanced nutrition that determines food 
parcel contents. LƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ΨƴǳǘǊƛǘƛƻƴΩ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊ ƛƴ ŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ 
responses as a basis for determining what is supplied, though it should also be noted that the 
survey questions did not make specific reference to nutrition as a determinant either.  
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therefore able to better concentrate its efforts on attracting external 

(philanthropic) resourcing. At the same time it has a number of overheads that 

are not offset by virtue of being part of a larger organisation. The multi-service 

agency foodbank does not attract tagged funding for its foodbank services. 

Rather, the foodbankΩǎ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ Ŏƻǎǘǎ ŀǊŜ ŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ ŀǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōǳŘƎŜǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

larger organisation that relies on both philanthropic and contractual funding to 

provide a range of social services. 

The costs of running these services over and above the value of the food that 

they supply are informed estimates only. While one agency was able to give a 

concrete breakdown of its annual running costs, the other, as part of a multi-

service agency, was not. It is likely that in the latter case economies of scale were 

at work in terms of offsetting venue and other costs. Although foodbanks that 

operate under the umbrella of larger organisations are able to offset service 

costs in this way, a number of their overheads are subsumed into other aspects 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘƛƴƎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΦ 

From the data available, it has been possible to calculate an estimated cost of the 

food support provided by the two agencies on the basis of extrapolating the 

average value of the food and the costs of overheads. While these figures can 

only be regarded as indicative, they represent a replicable attempt at calculating 

the total cost ƻŦ ǘƘŜ IŀƳƛƭǘƻƴΩǎ ΨŦƻƻŘōŀƴƪ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅΩΦ Lƴ ŦŀŎǘΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎŀƭŎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ 

are arguably conservative ς they do not account for the value of the donated 

labour, without which foodbank services would have to meet further staffing 

costs in order to remain operational. It is apparent that the cost of delivering 

food relief via foodbanks was significant relative to the value of the food being 

delivered. According to the data supplied by one foodbank the service costs 

associated with providing food with an estimated value of $50,664 amounted to 

$42,725. In other words, every $1 worth of food value delivered attracted a 

service cost of 84 cents. 
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Even though the estimates of value and cost presented here are cautiously 

conservative13, both foodbanks acknowledged that levels of demand are higher 

than they have the resources to respond to, and both services were in a position 

where they sometimes needed to ration or adjust the quality of the food 

assistance in a downward direction in order to stretch their resources. The 

estimated $206,339 that it cost to provide 4,232 parcels in the 12 month period 

reported was all ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜŘ ōȅ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŎƘŀǊƛǘȅΦ IŀƳƛƭǘƻƴΩǎ ǘǿƻ foodbanks are 

entirely reliant on philanthropic resourcing. For as long as this continues to be 

the case, at the levels of demand evidenced by the survey, these services cannot 

be viewed as sustainable responses to food insecurity. 

Community meals in Hamilton 

The research identified six organisations in Hamilton that provide regular 

community meals and there appeared to be a good degree of co-ordination 

between them. Although each agency provided according to its means, meals 

were available every day of the week except Saturday. Four of the six 

organisations provided a cooked lunch, and two provided an evening meal. 

According to the data, approximately 25,557 meals were supplied across the six 

providers over a recent 12 month reporting period 14 - an average of 491 meals 

per week. There was a considerable variance in the number of meals provided by 

each agency, with largest contributing approximately 8,800 per year and the 

smallest 1,680.  

Client eligibility for participation in a community meal was not assessed by any of 

the providers, nor was there any referring of clients to other support services 

after multiple attendances. Two organisations reported an expectation that 

attendees should also participate in the services of their affiliated churches. 

                                                           
13

 Assuming that the food to supply 4,232 parcels is attributed a value of $111,967 each food 
parcel would contain food valued at $26.45. Even after estimated overhead costs are used in a 
similar calculation, the total cost of a food parcel would amount to $48.75. These figures are 
considered to be extremely low given that each parcel is intended to provide a household with 
enough food to last for three days. 
14

 Again, the reporting periods used by each provider were slightly different, but all covered a 12 
month period that had commenced in 2006 and ended in 2007. 
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However, both agencies also confirmed that they would not prohibit anyone who 

did not comply with this expectation from attending a meal. 

From the data, the standard of provision appeared to be a hot meal of meat (or 

fish), potatoes (one agency supplied pasta) and at least two other seasonal 

vegetables. A number of services also provided a dessert. Additionally, two 

reported providing a soup course depending on availability. Others offered bread 

and butter, drinks (those specified were tea, coffee, Milo or cordial) and 

occasional fresh fruit or muffins. 

All the agencies that supplied community meals reported providing more than 

one other social service15, and all were dependent on volunteers to carry out the 

work associated with providing a community meal programme, with only two of 

the agencies reporting a combination of paid and volunteer staff. 

Half of the community meal providers reported that they received specific 

funding for this service, although on close examination of the data none of these 

were funded by state organisations, and only one had been externally funded by 

a community organisation16. In at least two instances it was apparent that 

specific tagged funding was reserved for community meals under the umbrella of 

the organisation hosting them17. The data also showed that the most common 

resource base for these services was donations of money or food from private 

individuals. Only two of the six organisations reported donations (one of both 

money and food, and the other just of food) from the corporate or business 

sector. Two services reported partially funding their community meals with 

revenue derived from the operation of second hand stores18. 

                                                           
15

 Other services reported included: budget advisory services, life skill education, counselling and 
guidance, material assistance, financial assistance, advocacy and information services, support 
groups, residential care, adult education, computer education workshops, fitness and recreation 
services for people with intellectual disabilities, night shelters and religious observance. 
16

 Specifically community trusts or other charities. 
17

 This was clarified by the additional comments which were made by organisations in response 
to the question about sources of funding and resources. 
18

 It is unclear whether this revenue was tagged specifically for community meals or whether it 
subsidised a range of services within these organisations. 
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Five out of the six community meal services were able to report the cost to their 

organisation of the food that they had provided over a recent 12 month period19. 

Excluding the value of donated food and overhead costs (such as staffing and 

amenities), the aggregate cost of food amounted to $30,900. The average cost of 

food to each of these five organisations was $6,180, and on this basis an 

extrapolated cost for all six agencies can be estimated at $37,080 annually. 

Respondents also identified a range of costs beyond food that were necessary to 

provide community meals. These included rent for venues, power, phone, plant 

costs (such as catering equipment, cutlery and crockery, furniture) and the 

expenses associated with cleaning and maintenance. Only one organisation 

reported that it incurred no additional costs beyond food in providing its 

service20. The data supplied was not at a level of consistency that allowed the 

service costs of providing community meals to be estimated. 

Three of  the six  organisations that provided community meals reported that 

they considered that theȅ ǿŜǊŜ ΨƴŜǾŜǊΩ ƛƴ ŀ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ demand for their 

services was higher than they had the resources to meet. The remaining 

ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀǎ ΨǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎΩ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜΦ [ƛƪŜǿƛǎŜΣ ƘŀƭŦ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ΨǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎΩ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ Ǌŀǘƛƻƴ ƻǊ 

compromise on the quality of the food supplied in their meals due to resourcing 

ƻǊ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǎǘǊŀƛƴǘǎΣ ōǳǘ ǘǿƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊǎ ǎǘƛǇǳƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ΨƴŜǾŜǊΩ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ Řƻ 

this. The remaining agency commented that the biggest challenge it faced was 

estimating how many to cater for in advance21.  

Discussion of community meal findings 

Community meal services in Hamilton are situated within a number of larger  

faith-based organisations that exercise a degree of co-operation, providing meals 

on all but one day per week. All six services that responded to the survey were 

                                                           
19

Again, these reporting periods varied. However, they all ended in the period between 
December 2006 and May 2007. 
20

 This is likely to be because these costs were absorbed into the other activities and venue costs 
of the organisation. That is, in order to provide food support the organisation utilises resources 
which are available because of its other functions. 
21

 However, this organisation also noted that it was rare for someone to go without a meal, even 
if volunteers had to open a can of baked beans. 
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affiliated to Christian organisations, and there was an expectation amongst some 

providers that those who were supplied with meals would participate in other 

aspects of the church community, such as service attendance.  

In two cases there was evidence of innovation in terms of creating a sustainable 

funding base. The operation of small second-hand clothing businesses provided 

income that could be used to offset the costs of community meals (and possibly 

the provision of other social services as well). While these efforts are valuable, 

these businesses are still essentially reliant on community generosity in the form 

of donated goods. While tagged funding for community meal services had been 

obtained through community grants within some of the larger organisations, 

there was little evidence in the data that any of these programmes were widely 

supported by donations from the corporate or business sector. Resourcing was 

more likely to be derived from personal donations of money or food. 

The data reflect the absolute reliance of community meal programmes on 

volunteerism - an element common to all providers. It is possible that the use of 

volunteer staff offsets the service costs of providing community meals to a larger 

extent than the other kinds of formal food support examined in this study. 

Service costs are also likely to be more easily absorbed into provider 

organisations that already have appropriate infrastructure in place (staffing, 

venue, equipment, and utilities) to cater for other core activities22. 

The informality of the community meals ς with their absence of bureaucratic 

assessment for eligibility and an emphasis on the sharing of food as an 

opportunity for social participation and community cohesion ς may account for 

ǘƘŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΦ  ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŀǇǇŀǊŜƴǘ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ƻŦ ΨƛƴǎƛŘŜǊ 

ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΩ ŀǘ ǿƻǊƪ amongst recipients, as meals are held across six different 

venues, and at different times of the day23. On average, the 491 meals provided 

                                                           
22

 For example, a church is likely to have a working kitchen and furniture. 
23

 Interestingly, the original source document for tracing community meal services in Hamilton 
ǿŀǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊ ōȅ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ²ŀƛƪŀǘƻ 5ƛǎǘǊƛŎǘ IŜŀƭǘƘ .ƻŀǊŘΩǎ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ aŜƴǘŀƭ 
Health clinics. The list is generally supplied as a service to DHB clients who are vulnerable to food 
insecurity or isolation in the community context, although the DHB itself does not fund any 
community meal services. There are parallels to be drawn here with Work and Income New 
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to members of the Hamilton community every week tended to be of a high 

calibre, and with a two or three course cooked meal as the standard unit of 

ǇǊƻǾƛǎƛƻƴΣ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ƳŜŀƭǎ ŀǊŜ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ΨǎƻǳǇ ƪƛǘŎƘŜƴǎΩΦ 9ǾŜƴ 

though they faced such high levels of demand, providers considered that their 

resourcing allowed them to meet this adequately, and that they were not in a 

position where implementation of eligibility criteria or extensive rationing was 

necessary. 

Special Needs Grants for Food in Hamilton 

Work and Income New Zealand is a division of the Ministry of Social 

Development. It has responsibility for benefit transfer payments, including food 

grants, under the auspices of a broader programme of Special Needs Grants. 

According to the statement prepared by the Ministry in response to the research 

questions submitted24: 

These grants are one-off recoverable or non-recoverable 

payments to assist people who are facing hardship to meet an 

immediate essential or emergency need. When a person applies 

for a Special Needs Grant, including for food, Work and Income 

will also assist them to manage their costs in the longer term, by 

ensuring that they are receiving their full and correct entitlement 

to the assistance available and referring the person to a budgeting 

service if appropriate. 

In order to receive a Special Needs Grant a client must meet an income test and 

provide evidence that they have an essential need, emergency need or require 

payment for specific circumstances, and that they are unable to meet the cost 

from their own resources or through other sources. Additionally, they must be a 

New Zealand citizen or permanent resident (i.e. not be in New Zealand unlawfully 

or on a temporary permit), and be ordinarily resident in New Zealand. 

Applicants do not have to be receiving a benefit to qualify for a Special Needs 

Grant. An applicant who meets all of the qualifications may be able to receive a 

food grant if they (or their family) have an immediate need to purchase food, 
                                                                                                                                                               
Zealand referring its clients to foodbanks, which similarly, receive no state funding. 
24

 See Appendix 1. 
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have no resources to so, and would otherwise have to rely on a foodbank. 

Further, the need for food must have been caused by an essential expense. 

More than one application for a food grant can be made during the course of a 

year, but unless there are exceptional circumstances, the total grants awarded 

during any 52 week period could not exceed the amounts shown in table 4.125. 

Table 4.1. Maximum rates of entitlement to Special Needs Grant for Food per 
52 week period (as at July 2007) 

 
Household or Family Type 

Maximum $ available 
in a 52 week period 

Single person with no dependent children $200 
 

Married or civil union couple with no 
dependent children 

$300 

Married/civil union couple/sole parent 
with 1 or 2 dependent children 

$450 

 

It should be noted that the above amounts are not yearly entitlements: rather, 

they are used as a basis for calculation of the maximum amount which will be 

available at the time an application is received. Within this maximum, the actual 

amount provided per application άis based on each individual case, taking into 

ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ŀ ŎƭƛŜƴǘΩǎ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎέ26. 

Work and Income New Zealand has five service centres in Hamilton27, and 

provided aggregate data across these with regard to Special Needs Grants, and 

more specifically, Special Needs Grants for Food. Table 4.2 (see following page) 

shows the total number and value of Special Needs Grants in the year ending 

March 2007, and includes the income type of the applicant. It also shows the 

number of applications for Special Needs Grants that were declined, although 

there is no indication within the data of the basis for these decisions. 

                                                           
25

 These were the current maximums in July 2007 when the data were collected. New rates of 
entitlement were applied in August of 2008.  See also footnote 49. 
26

 Peter Hughes (Chief Executive, Ministry of Social Development), personal communication, July 
4, 2008. This quote is taken directly from the written response supplied by the Ministry of Social 
Development to answer the research questions. 
27

 These are located in Hamilton City, Hamilton East, Five Cross Roads, Dinsdale and Glenview. 
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The data show that a total of 16,637 Special Needs Grants with a value of 

$2,175,786 were approved in the 12 month period ending March 2007. Of those 

on benefits, applicants were most likely to be in receipt of the Domestic 

Purposes Benefit (6,546 instances with a value of $829,951). A substantial 

number of grants were also received by those who were not in receipt of a 

benefit (2,706 valued at $493,634). It should be remembered that this table 

addresses Special Needs Grants which cover a broad range of essential 

emergency needs. The following data, however, pays attention to Special Needs 

Grants that specifically address food. 

Table 4.2. Special Needs Grants in Hamilton by main income type                       
(year to March 2007) 

Income type Number of SN 
Grants 

$ Amount Number 
Declined 

Domestic Purposes Benefit related 28 6,546 829,951 382 

Emergency Benefit 176 27,543 16 

LƴǾŀƭƛŘΩǎ .ŜƴŜŦƛǘ 2,310 266,317 153 

Independent Youth Benefit 59 5,330 3 

Non Beneficiary Assistance 2,706 493,634 180 

bŜǿ ½ŜŀƭŀƴŘ {ǳǇŜǊŀƴƴǳŀǘƛƻƴκ±ŜǘŜǊŀƴΩǎ 
Pension 

332 45,498 21 

hǊǇƘŀƴΩǎ .ŜƴŜŦƛǘκ¦ƴǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜŘ /ƘƛƭŘΩǎ 
benefit 

18 2,622 4 

Sickness Benefit related 29 2,138 235,208 177 

Unemployment Benefit related 2,095 236,689 197 

Unemployment Benefit - Training related 30 181 23,688 23 

Unemployment Benefit  - Student Hardship 8 1,200 0 

²ƛŘƻǿΩǎ .ŜƴŜŦƛǘ 68 8,106 5 

Total 16,637 2,175,786 1,161 

                                                           
28

 Includes: Domestic Purposes Benefitς Sole Parent, Domestic Purposes Benefit ς Caring of Sick 
or Infirm, Domestic Purposes Benefit  - Woman Alone, and Emergency Maintenance Allowance. 
29

 Includes: Unemployment Benefit and Unemployment Benefit Hardship. 
30

 Includes: Unemployment Benefit Training, and Unemployment Benefit Training Hardship. 
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Table 4.3 below gives an indication of the demand for food support through 

Special Needs Grants for Food in Hamilton over a five year period. This data 

indicates a gradual but not insignificant increase in the level of demand across 

the Hamilton community over time. This increase was inconsistent with national 

trends, which saw the rate of food grant approval peak in the 2003/2004 period, 

but recede again by 2005/200631.  

Table 4.3. Special Needs Grants for Food approved in Hamilton in the five years 
ending June 2006 

Year to June Granted ς Hamilton Granted ς Nationally32 

2002 9,556 287,167 

2003 10,296 295,243 

2004 11,162 302,260 

2005 11,974 299,739 

2006 12,453 297,485 

 

The data provided in table 4.4 (see following page) shows that almost three 

quarters (74.8 percent) of the Special Need Grants approved in Hamilton in the 

12 months ending March 2007 were grants for food, with a total value of 

$1,157,623. Work and Income New Zealand clients who were in receipt of a 

Domestic Purposes related benefit33 accounted for 44 percent of approvals. The 

second highest rate of approval was for non beneficiaries (14 percent), closely 

followed in similar proportions by those in receipt of an InvŀƭƛŘΩǎ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘ όмо 

percent), an Unemployment related benefit (13 percent), or a Sickness benefit 

(12 percent).  

                                                           
31

 Although the data cannot explain this anomaly it is useful to contextualise these results. Over 
the period 2001-2006 Hamilton City experienced a rate of population growth (12.6 percent) that 
was significantly higher than that found nationally (7.8 percent) (Statistics New Zealand, 
September 2007). 
32

 In order to produce this table data supplied at the local level was matched with national data 
ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ aƛƴƛǎǘǊȅ ƻŦ {ƻŎƛŀƭ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΩǎ The Statistical Report: for the year ending June 
2006 (Ministry of Social Development, 2007), p. 146. 
33

 These are alǎƻ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŀǎ Ψ/ŀǊŜǊsΩ .ŜƴŜŦƛǘǎΩΦ 
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Table 4.4. Number of approved and declined Special Needs Grants for Food in 
Hamilton in the year to March 2007 by main income type 

Benefit type Number of 
SN Grants 

$ Amount Number 
Declined 

Domestic Purposes Benefit related 34 5,481 568,731 227 

Emergency Benefit 124 12,351 8 

LƴǾŀƭƛŘΩǎ .ŜƴŜŦƛt 1,648 127,134 74 

Independent Youth Benefit 48 3,250 0 

Non Beneficiary Assistance 1,738 175,030 95 

New Zealand 
{ǳǇŜǊŀƴƴǳŀǘƛƻƴκ±ŜǘŜǊŀƴΩǎ tŜƴǎƛƻƴ 

224 18,828 10 

hǊǇƘŀƴΩǎ .ŜƴŜŦƛǘκ¦ƴǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜŘ 
/ƘƛƭŘΩǎ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘ 

15 2,150 1 

Sickness Benefit related 35 1,494 117,292 107 

Unemployment Benefit related 1,504 119,186 117 

Unemployment Benefit - Training 
related36 

104 8,215 8 

Unemployment Benefit  - Student 
Hardship 

6 610 0 

²ƛŘƻǿΩǎ .ŜƴŜŦƛǘ 52 4,847 0 

Total 12,438 1,157,623 647 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
34

 Supra footnote 28 
35

 Supra footnote 29 
36

 Supra footnote 30 
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Figure 4.1. Monthly time series for Food Grants in New Zealand,  

June 2002 ς June 200637 

 

Figure 4.2. Monthly time series for Food Grants in Hamilton,  

June 2002 ς June 2006 

 

 

                                                           
37

 While the image quality of these figures leaves much to be desired, they have been taken 
directly from the electronic source provided by Work and Income New Zealand as an official 
response to the research questions submitted. 


