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Outline and sources for presentation

• Definitions of food insecurity

• What do we know about food insecurity among children?
• New Zealand Health Survey data
• Growing Up in New Zealand cohort

• How has COVID-19 changed this?

• What is the impact of food insecurity on children’s 
nutrition, health and wellbeing?

Quotes in this presentation are 
from children involved in  
research conducted by the 
Office of the Children’s 
Commissioner

http://www.occ.org.nz/listening2kids/what-children-tell-us/
https://www.health.govt.nz/publication/household-food-insecurity-among-children-new-zealand-health-survey
https://www.msd.govt.nz/about-msd-and-our-work/publications-resources/research/food-hardship/index.html
https://www.cpag.org.nz/assets/191107%20CPAG%20Food%20Poverty%20Part%203%20FINAL%20WEB1.pdf
https://www.growingup.co.nz/sites/growingup.co.nz/files/documents/GUINZ_Now_We_Are_8_ONLINE.pdf


International definition of food (in)security 
The New Zealand Government has committed to the United Nation’s 
Sustainable Development Goals, which includes Goal 2 to 
“end hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition.”

www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/hunger



Food insecurity in New Zealand

In 2015/16, the Ministry of Health found one in five (19 percent) children 
aged 2-14 years lived in households with moderate to severe food 
insecurity (2019/20 and 2020/21 figures will be released late 2021).

1.6%

17.4%

81.0%

and 2015/16 NZHS (Ministry of Health, 2019)



Definitions of food (in)security 

In New Zealand, food security is defined as when a household has: 

• access and availability to nutritionally adequate and safe foods 

• the ability to acquire such foods in a socially acceptable way

• the ability to meet cultural needs with food (e.g. hosting and gifting).

Measured with an 8-item questionnaire in the NZ Health Survey, repeated 
in the Growing Up in New Zealand longitudinal study when children were 8-
years old. At earlier data collection waves, GUiNZ used three indicators 
from the NZiDep (Salmond et al 2014) questionnaire:

Parnell WR, Gray AR. 2014. Development of a food security measurement tool for New Zealand households. British Journal of Nutrition 112(8): 1393–1401.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007114514002104


Food insecurity indicators at 8-years of age

Morton et al. 2020 Now We Are 8: Life in Middle Childhood. Growing Up in New Zealand, Auckland.

https://www.growingup.co.nz/sites/growingup.co.nz/files/documents/GUINZ_Now_We_Are_8_ONLINE.pdf


Who is more likely to be food insecure?

Food insecurity is strongly patterned by socioeconomic position. 

More common for children who: 

•  Live in the most deprived neighbourhoods; 

•  Have low household income; 

•  Are supported on a government benefit; 

•  Live in a rented home, either in public or private housing;

•  Are Pacific or Māori ethnicity; 

•  Live in larger households (more than 2 children);

•  Are younger? (9 months compared to 4 years, and possibly older*).

“Money may not be the 
key to happiness, but it 
is the key to living, and 
I know many people 
who struggle.”

* Currently investigating with 8-year Growing Up in NZ data.
Ministry of Health (2019) Household Food Insecurity Among Children: New Zealand Health Survey. Ministry of Health, Wellington
Gerritsen S, et al (2021). Food Hardship and Early Childhood Nutrition. Ministry of Social Development, Wellington. 

https://www.health.govt.nz/system/files/documents/publications/household-food-insecurity-among-children-new-zealand-health-survey-jun19.pdf
https://www.msd.govt.nz/about-msd-and-our-work/publications-resources/research/food-hardship/index.html


Households move in and out of food security
“‘Sometimes you can’t 
afford what you need. 
Can’t afford 
experiences: camps 
and school trips, 
education, food”
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Gerritsen S, et al (2021). Food Hardship and Early Childhood Nutrition. Ministry of Social Development, Wellington. 

https://www.msd.govt.nz/about-msd-and-our-work/publications-resources/research/food-hardship/index.html


Childhood exposure is greater than NZHS suggest
“We need more food, 
water, fruit and 
vegetables.”

Gerritsen S, et al (2021). Food Hardship and Early Childhood Nutrition. Ministry of Social Development, Wellington. 

https://www.msd.govt.nz/about-msd-and-our-work/publications-resources/research/food-hardship/index.html


Food insecurity may have worsened due to Covid

Toby Morris (2021), K Shaped Recovery, The Spinoff

https://thespinoff.co.nz/society/the-side-eye/25-03-2021/the-side-eyes-two-new-zealands-the-k-shape/


Effect of food insecurity on nutrition
“Families have to turn 
to cheap food like 
takeaways.”

Children experiencing food hardship were more likely than other children to have:

• Stopped breastfeeding before their first birthday.
• Had fewer servings per day of fruit or vegetables at 9-months of age.
• Had tried unhealthy food and drinks before 9-months of age.
• Low or moderate variety of fruit or vegetables at age 4 years.
• Consumed three or more soft drinks a week at age 4 years.

More susceptible to the wider ‘obesogenic’ food environment?

Reduced accessibility of healthy food options and easier availability and promotion 
of unhealthy food and drinks appears to impact more on children experiencing 
food insecurity.

Gerritsen S, et al (2021). Food Hardship and Early Childhood Nutrition. Ministry of Social Development, Wellington. 

https://www.msd.govt.nz/about-msd-and-our-work/publications-resources/research/food-hardship/index.html


Relationship between food insecurity and child health
“If you have bad health 
because you can only 
afford the bad stuff, 
you’re never gonna get 
healthy.”

Ministry of Health (2019) Household Food Insecurity Among Children: New Zealand Health Survey. Ministry of Health, Wellington

“Can’t buy food –
without food you can’t 
focus and learn.”

“Kids get mocked, 
sometimes kids tease 
kids who don’t have 
lunch or breakfast.”

• Childhood obesity? Growing evidence in NZ (Utter 2018, Ministry 
of Health 2019)

• Lower caregiver rated self-health (Ministry of Health 2019) and 
more concern about child’s health and development

• Child behaviour and social development (Ministry of Health 2019)

• Psychological distress and depression (currently being explored 
with Growing Up in NZ data)

• Bullying, cognitive development and educational impacts (all still 
to be explored) 

https://www.health.govt.nz/system/files/documents/publications/household-food-insecurity-among-children-new-zealand-health-survey-jun19.pdf


More information

Thank you to the participants and researchers involved in this work, and the funders:

https://www.health.govt.nz/publication/household-food-insecurity-among-children-new-zealand-health-survey
https://www.msd.govt.nz/about-msd-and-our-work/publichttps:/www.msd.govt.nz/about-msd-and-our-work/pubhttps:/www.msd.govt.nz/about-msd-and-our-work/publications-resources/research/food-hardship/index.htmllications-resources/research/food-hardship/index.htmlations-resources/research/food-hardship/index.html
https://www.cpag.org.nz/assets/191107%20CPAG%20Food%20Poverty%20Part%203%20FINAL%20WEB1.pdf
https://www.growingup.co.nz/sites/growingup.co.nz/files/documents/GUINZ_Now_We_Are_8_ONLINE.pdf
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