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Introduction

access to adequate amounts of safe and nutritious
foods (USDA 2018). Experiencing food insecurity has
negative impacts on onefs health and well-being, including
increased risks for chronic diseases, obesity, and mental

Food insecurity refers to having limited or uncertain
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and insecurity. The focus groups also asked teens to provide
ideas for teen food insecurity initiatives and solutions.
Thirteen teens that had completed the primary focus
groups were recruited to also participate in photovoice. These
teens were provided disposable cameras and asked to take
photos of what teen food insecurity looks like in their com-
munity and their ideas for solutions. Photovoice participants
then came together for a ynal focus group at three community
centers. Two of the community centers remained the same
(same location where the initial focus group was held).
However, because one of the initial community centers did
not have any photovoice participants, the site for the photo-
voice focus group changed to accommodate the center that
had bussed the students for the initial focus group. Thus, we
added a new community center for the ynal photovoice focus
group. Photovoice participants shared their photos, provided
captions, and answered the following questions in relation to
their pictures: (1) What do you see here? (2) What is really
happening here? (3) How does this relate to our lives? (4)
Why does this condition exist? (5) What can we do about it?

Analysis

Survey and food insecurity data were analyzed using
IBM Statistics SPSS Version 24.0. Descriptive statistics were
obtained for sociodemographic and food insecurity variables.
Due to a printing error, thirteen of the teens had incomplete
food security questionnaires. Thus, these teens were removed
from any statistical analyses related to food insecurity, bring-
ing the sample for the food security statistics to twenty-yve.
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up the eggs and water would drip out. Disgusting. Therebs
water in the pan.o
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waste they witnessed daily at their schools. This only ex-
acerbated their perception that school administration is not
concerned with food security. Correspondingly, participants
believed they had very little autonomy in their food choices
unless they brought their lunch or had the resources to pur-
chase from the competitive food options.

The belief that teens are not allowed to use food assis-
tance programs outside of school if they are under eighteen
was another perception that limited food security. In addition,
participants felt teens would not feel welcome at food pantries
or shelters due to mistrust and stigma from adults.

School and Programming Issues

Teens felt they did not receive enough foad yll them
up or to prevent feeling hungry while at school or summer
programs. Whether a student is on the free and reduced-price
lunch program or not, they must pay extra if they want more
food than what is provided in the school lunch or breakfast.
One student explained, fiThereds barely enough food on the
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and throw it out and wait there until lunch ends because you
dondt feel good about yourself.0 Thus, bullying and stigma
can keep teens, even those who most need food at school,
from eating or accepting food assistance.

Socioeconomics of the Household

Teens were knowledgeable of the ynancial circumstances
of their households. They viewed income, spending habits,
and the demographics of their homes as factors behind food
insecurity. Spending habits that teens felt limit food security
included spending money on other items besides food (such
as shoes and drugs) as well as purchasing cheap but unhealthy
foods. Homes with small children and older adults, or house-
holds with only one parent, were believed to be associated
with less access to income and nutritious foods. However,
teens also discussed that adolescents living in the home
increased the rate in which food ran out, due to the growing
needs and appetites of teens. As one teen described:

Like | said earlier, maybe some people live with their
grandparents or aunts or somebody. Or takes care of them-
selves. Like, | have a friend, she lives with her grandparents
and her little brothers and sisters, and theybre like yve and
under. And her grandma cantt take care of all of them. So, she
has to go out and ynd a way to get food for all of them, too.

Coping Strategies

Teens employed many creative strategies to deal with
or prevent hunger, which sometimes results in socially un-
acceptable behaviors such as stealing. The most common
strategy was to turn to their community. Community included
churches, neighbors, friends, and community centers, such as
their after-school and summer program sites. Some teens got
jobs to provide for themselves or to help their families, and
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some participate in illegal activities. Stealing food, as well
as other necessities such as school supplies, was a common
and justiyed coping mechanism. Selling drugs and fiselling
themselveso were other illegal activities mentioned, although
the teens did not elaborate on what they meant by fiselling
themselves.0 One example came from a teen describing a
classmate:

This girl, she couldndt get food so people would, like, pick
on her. And then one day, she came to school and she had
her backpack. At the end of the day, the teacher couldndt
ynd the iPad so they were going through and checking
everyonefs backpack, and then the teacher dumped out her
backpack and she had, like, canned foods and everything
fall onto the poor and stuff because she had to steal it
from the store.

Relying on cheap and convenient food items such as fast
food, snack foods, and candy was another way teens dealt
with hunger. They explained that these foods were more af-
fordable than a full meal at school or healthy food options
(e.g., a McDonaldés hamburger costs less than a salad; skittles
only cost $0.75 compared to the $3 school lunch).

Lastly, teens relied on help from their teachers. They
positively discussed teachers who would provide snacks or
lunch food to those who were hungry or did not have money
for the school lunch. They explained that some teachers would
let them utilize the school food assistance programs more
than allowed if needed. In addition, teens were appreciative
of teachers that allowed them to eat in the classroom, as this
gave them more opportunity to eat during the day.

Teens’ Ideas for Solutions

Teens were asked to recommend solutions for teen food
insecurity in their communities during focus group discus-
sions and with their photovoice photos. The most common
recommendation was to improve the quality of food served
at school and within community food assistance programs,
as well as increase the quantity of servings. Similarly, teens
felt that if programs and schools would consider their prefer-
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Lastly, teens felt that social support groups and mentor-
ships could help strengthen community and social networks
and build conydence among teens. In addition, more local
food and income assistance to families and parents were
mentioned as a short-term solution for households in need.

Discussion
School Food and Prioritization of Teen Needs
Free food at schools may be some of the only free
food immediately accessible to teens since most food assis-
tance programs are not targeted to them (Shtasel-Gottlieb et

al. 2015). Despite the importance of school food to the teen
diet, many of the participants in this project were seeking
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The presence of competitive foods in schools is a con-
troversial topic in studies of school nutrition (Templeton,
Marlette, and Panemangalore 2005). Access to competitive
foods is only available to those teens that have the economic
resources at their disposal. What this means, in the hierarchi-
cal landscape of high schools and middle schools, is that ac-
cess to competitive foods becomes an economic dividing line
between categories of students (Bhatia, Jones, and Reicker
2011; Mirtcheva and Powell 2009; Poppendieck 2010; Stein
2008). It has been argued that the stigma related to food ac-
cess in high schools will never completely disappear until
competitive foods are eliminated or made free for the whole
student body (Poppendieck 2010). However, the economic
beneyt of competitive foods for the school system makes
their elimination unlikely. Most schools cannot afford to only
offer school lunch.

The most popular food support services in schools were
those that were not visible to other students. This included
using a swipe card and pin to purchase food because all stu-
dents accessed food the same way without a clear indication
of who was getting free or reduced lunch. Vending machines
were also a popular option for avoiding stigma because extra
foods could be purchased quickly and then saved in a back-
pack to be eaten later. However, the most popular support
options were teacher-led and occurred in the classroom. Many
students brought up examples of teachers who had supplied
food to the whole classroom or had a snack box available for
any students who needed a snack. The classroom environ-
ment was less exposed, and therefore, put a student at less
risk for stigma. In addition, students seemed to respect and
trust their teachers more than school administration. Thus,
we recommend that school food security initiatives, outside
of the national school lunch program, be moved to individual
classrooms where the setting is more intimate and trustful.

Autonomy and Choice

Teens may be the experts on their own lives, but they do
not always have much control over their food resources (Bas-
sett, Chapman, and Beagan 2008). In the school environment,
the choices of availability, quality, and quantity are made for
them by school administrators. In their homes, parents are

20

HUMAN ORGANIZATION



most favored foods were included on local school menus.
In addition, the local food services department let each high
school design their own hamburger, which appears on the
school lunch menus county-wide for one week out of the
school year. Future initiatives and goals will include con-
necting teens at school to form fichampion groupso that will
act as a mediator between the school body and the food and
nutrition manager and be included in food planning, issue
recognition, and implementing food security and nutrition
programs. Champion groups will also bring awareness of
food insecurity and work to stop bullying and stigma in
their schools. Other future initiatives include student tours
of school kitchens, implementing a youth farm at a local
high school, meetings between high school students and the
superintendent, and development of a youth council at the
Juvenile Welfare Board. The local Juvenile Welfare Board
has added a section on teen food insecurity to their Childhood
Hunger Initiative Workplan and will provide support for all
the initiatives mentioned. The work plan includes increasing

VOL. 79, NO. 1, SPRING 2020

21



Aviv, Diana
2015 Bringing Teens to the Table: A Focus on Food Insecurity in
America. Chicago, IL: Feeding America.

Bassett, Raewyn, Gwen E. Chapman, and Brenda L. Beagan
2008 Autonomy and Control: The Co-Construction of Adolescent
Food Choice. Appetite 50(2-3):325-332.

Bernard, Russel
2011 Research Methods in Anthropology, Qualitative and
Quantitative Approaches. Lanham, MD.: AltMira Press.

Bhatia, Rajiv, Paula Jones, and Zetta Reicker
2011 Competitive Foods, Discrimination, and Participation in the

22

HUMAN ORGANIZATION






