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We spend a lot of  money for food.

Whatever Melanie wants.



Diet disparities Health disparities

Cardiovascular disease
High blood pressure

Cancers
Type 2 diabetes

Mortality
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Shan Z, Rehm CD, Rogers G, et al. 2019. Trends in dietary carbohydrate, protein, and fat intake and diet quality among US adults, 
1999-2016. JAMA. 

Income
Education

Race/ethnicity

The US Burden of  Disease Collaborators. The State of  US Health, 1990-2016: Burden of  Diseases, Injuries, and Risk Factors 
Among US States. 2018. JAMA 319(14):1444–1472.
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What we eat is literally
a matter of  life and death. 
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What drives 
nutritional inequality?



Do differences in access to healthy food drive differences in diet?

Geographic Access Financial Access

Rose and Richards 2004; Powell et al. 2007; Larson et al. 2009; Chen et al. 2016 ; Andrieu 2006; Drewnowski 2010; Andreyeva 2010 
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The promise of  food access
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The limits of  food access
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Allcott et al. 2019. “Food Deserts and the Causes of  Nutritional Inequality.” The Quarterly Journal of  Economics 134(4): 1793-1844. 
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Food access accounts for
10% of  the nutritional gap.

10%



Allcott et al. 2019. “Food Deserts and the Causes of  Nutritional Inequality.” The Quarterly Journal of  Economics 134(4): 1793-1844. 
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Food access accounts for
10% of  the nutritional gap.

10%

90%



Food’s meaning to people is solely material.
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Food also carries 
symbolic meanings.

Bourdieu 1984; DeVault 1991; Beardsworth and Keil 1997; Delormier et al. 2009; Johnston and Baumann 2010; 
Cairns et al. 2013; Cairns and Johnston 2015; DeSoucey 2016; Best 2017; Oleschuk 2019

1. How do families vary in the symbolic 
meanings they assign to food?

2. How do these symbolic meanings 
shape how families eat?
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High-income125

Low-income325

Middle-income225

In-depth interviews 
among 75 families

Qualitative research on family dietary practices

160 interviews 
+

Ethnographic observations of  4 families 
across income and race/ethnicity | 120 hours

1Household income >350% of  federal poverty line
2Household income between 180-350% of  federal poverty line 
3Household income ≤180% of  federal poverty line
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Data Collected

Qualitative research on family dietary practices

Data Analysis
Qualitative content analysis1

1 round of  open-coding
4 rounds of  focused-coding

Analytical memo writing during data 
collection and coding

19
1 Graneheim, Ulla, and Berit Lundman. 2004. "Qualitative content analysis in nursing research: Concepts, procedures and 
measures to achieve trustworthiness." Nurse Education Today 24: 105-112.

3,362 pages of  transcripts
Interviews

446 pages of  field notes

Observations 244 pages of  field notes



San Francisco

Peninsula

South Bay

East Bay

North Bay

San Francisco Bay Area
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Mothers across the income 
spectrum valued their children’s 

diets and health.
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You are what you eat. Food is your medicine. As a mom, you tell them as much as
you possibly can throughout their life. Your health is gonna depend on what you put
into your body. Period.

Miranda Kirk1

Low-income | White 

I feel like food is an investment in our long-term overall health. 

Alma Garcia
High-income| Latina

1All names are pseudonyms. 24



Mothers across the income 
spectrum valued their children’s 

diets and health.
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Yet, families reported diets of  
varying quality.



Differences in access to healthy food drive differences in diet

Geographic Access Financial Access

Rose and Richards 2004; Powell et al. 2007; Larson et al. 2009; Chen et al. 2016 ; Andrieu 2006; Drewnowski 2010; Andreyeva 2010 
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Differences in access to healthy food drive differences in diet

Geographic Access Financial Access

Rose and Richards 2004; Powell et al. 2007; Larson et al. 2009; Chen et al. 2016 ; Andrieu 2006; Drewnowski 2010; Andreyeva 2010 
27

Most families did not reside 
in food deserts. 

Mothers did not report food access 
as a challenge.



Differences in access to healthy food drive differences in diet

Geographic Access Financial Access

Rose and Richards 2004; Powell et al. 2007; Larson et al. 2009; Chen et al. 2016 ; Andrieu 2006; Drewnowski 2010; Andreyeva 2010 
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Most families did not reside 
in food deserts. 

Mothers did not report food access 
as a challenge.

Low-income mothers more price-
oriented…

…but sometimes guided away from 
cheapest options to meet children’s 

requests.



Across income, mothers 
faced pressure from children 

to buy unhealthy foods…

But high, middle- and low-
income mothers navigated 

pressures differently. 
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Mothers who reported regularly 
denying kids’ food requests for 

health reasons
Middle-income54%

High-income96%

Low-income13%
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Moms’ feeding practices stemmed, 
in part, from what food symbolically 

meant to them.



Nyah Baker | Low-income
Dana Williams | Low-income
Renata Ortega | Middle-income
Julie Cain | High-income
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Nyah Baker | Low-income

Mariah (16) Natasha (14)

34



I think we’re eating way unhealthy because of a lot of the
snacks. Of course I know that’s junk food. I’mma keep it
real. I buy a lot of junk food. Snacks like donuts, Nutty
Buddies, the popcorn and stuff like that: chips, sodas.
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They always want potato chips, the cheesy kinds. Cheese puffs 
or Cheetos. Like, some things they do ask me and I don’t like 
to buy that stuff  for them. I end up getting it…

They win. They win all the time. 
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They’re the ones who choose it. Whatever they like is what
we eat … I really cater to what they like, so we do eat a lot
of pizza, corn dogs, hot dogs, fish sticks and tater tots.
Stuff like that.

Margaret Nicholson
Low-income | White
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Mothering in a context of  financial scarcity and insecurity
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You need cash to do stuff.



I told them it’s not all about fancy clothes and fancy cars. Be
happy you have a roof over your head, you have food in here,
you can watch TV when you want to and use the bathroom
whenever you want to. You have a fan inside to go to when you
get hot and a blanket to get under when you’re cold.

I’m just trying to survive.
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Poverty means having to say
no to most things.

Food is something to say 
yes to.
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Why is it so important for low-income mothers to say yes?

The ideology of  
intensive mothering

Hays 1996; McDonald, Bradley, & Guthrie 2005; Lois 2010; Christopher 2012; Reich 2014; Dow 2016; Elliott and Bowen 2018.

“Good” mothering is:
child-centered
labor-intensive

resource-demanding
self-sacrificing

white, married, affluent
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Why is it so important for low-income mothers to say yes?

Saying yes reflects commitment 
to intensive mothering

Hays 1996; McDonald, Bradley, & Guthrie 2005; Lois 2010; Christopher 2012; Reich 2014; Dow 2016; Elliott and Bowen 2018.
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“Good” mothering is:
child-centered
labor-intensive

resource-demanding
self-sacrificing

white, married, affluent



The way I feel about food is, like, if  they need food and they’re hungry, then I’m gonna
buy it. I don’t care how much money is in my pocket. I’ll spend my last $20. 

Scarcity of  opportunities 
to provide for children 

Scarcity of  opportunities 
to communicate love to children 
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One day, they’ll know I love them and that’s all that matters. If  she wants a $2 candy 
bar, I get it for her if  I have it. 



$100

$100

$60

$20
$20

Cash to Natasha

Electricity bill

Nyah Baker

Doritos & 18-pack beer
$300

Gas

Cash to Mariah $100

$100

$88

$12 Sushi

Cash to Lucy

Haircut & color

Cash to Maria

$300
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Low-income mothers gave most of  their ethnographic 
compensation to their children

Dana Williams



Low-income mothers use food to 
be responsible caregivers.

Food’s symbolic meanings 
shape how they accomplish 

this goal.
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Families, food and nutritional inequality: 
implications for policies, programs, and interventions
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Families, food and nutritional inequality: 
implications for policies, programs, and interventions

Marketing
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Families, food and nutritional inequality: 
implications for policies, programs, and interventions

Schools
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Families, food and nutritional inequality: 
implications for policies, programs, and interventions

Safety net
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Thank you | Questions?

priya.fielding-singh@fcs.utah.edu


