Asia Pac J Clin Nutr 2007;16 (3):448-454

448

Original Article

Food security, selection, and healthy eating in a Pacific
Community in Auckland New Zealand

Elaine Rush php"?, Naita Puniani MAppsc’, Neil Snowling Msc and Janis Paterson php*

Division of Sport and Recreation, Auckland University of Technology, New Zealand

’Ta Pasefika Health Trust, Primary Health Organisation, Auckland, New Zealand

%Centre for Physical Activity and Nutrition Research, Auckland University of Technology, New Zealand
*National Institute for Public Health and Mental Health Research, Auckland University of Technology, New

Zealand

When an infant is brought home to the family, it is often a time of emotional, economic and physical stress due
to the extra demands placed on parents. Household food security means “access at all times to enough and nutri-
tionally appropriate food to provide the energy and nutrients needed to maintain an active and healthy life”.
Questions about food security were asked of 1376 Pacific Island mothers (as part of the Pacific Island Family
Study) approximately six weeks after the birth of their baby. Due to lack of money food sometimes ran out in
39.8% of households and in a further 3.8% food often ran out. Variety of foods was limited by lack of money in
39.3%. Foods that were still bought when money was limited included bread (97%), milk (95%), meat and
chicken (91%), vegetables and fruit (83%), rice or pasta (82%), breakfast cereals (69%), fish or shellfish (50%)
and biscuits or chips (44%). Alcohol (1%), soft drinks (11%), ice cream (12%) and fruit juice (21%) were the
least often bought. Energy density (MJ/kg) and nutrient-density of typical foods limited by lack of money were
analysed. Rice, bread and fatty meats provided the most calories per dollar and fruit and vegetables the least.
The best protein-value for money was from minced beef, chicken and tinned tuna and the most fibre-rich foods
included baked beans and mixed vegetables. Food security is a major problem for Pacific families. The envi-

ronment of food availability, choice and cost requires attention to help close the health gap.
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INTRODUCTION

Obesity rates in New Zealand have risen sharply over the
past decade and more so in the New Zealand Pacific Island
population. By 2002, using ethnic-specific BMI cut-off
points 56% of New Zealand adults aged >20 years were
classified as overweight (35%) or obese (21%). When
analysed by the three major ethnic groups 82% Pacific
were overweight or obese: 44% male, 36% female over-
weight and 36% males and 47% of females obese.! The
high rates of overweight and obesity are also seen in chil-
dren. where using Cole cut-offs® to define overweight and
obesity, Pacific males (34%, 26%) and females (33%, 31%)
had higher rates of overweight and obesity respectively
than New Zealand European males (18%, 5%) and females
(19%, 6%).

One reason for rising obesity rates in Pacific Island fami-
lies in New Zealand may lie in the abundant choices of
relatively inexpensive calorie-dense foods that are conven-
ient and taste good. Pacific Island people are over-
represented both in the lower income bands, with 61%
receiving less than $20,000 per year in 2001,* and living in
areas of greater deprivation (using the deprivation index)’
compared to the rest of the population. Consumers with
limited resources may select energy-dense diets high in
refined grains, added sugars and fats as an effective way to
save money.” Buying cheaper foods because of financial
constraints is one aspect of food insecurity in addition to

running out of food, running out of money to buy food,
skipping meals, experiencing hunger and being unable to
buy food. Food insecurity is socially defined and includes
problems with the quantity and quality of the food avail-
able and uncertainty about the supply of food.” Food inse-
curity has been associated with unfavourable food choices®
and it has been suggested that it may predispose to the
development of obesity and subsequent diseases.” Findings
from The New Zealand Health Survey ' shows that in both
males and females, the prevalence of obesity was signifi-
cantly higher in the most deprived quintile than in the least
deprived. These findings suggest that food insecurity may
play a part in the high rates of obesity in Pacific people.

Therefore the aim of this study was to determine the rate
of food insecurity in Pacific Island families and the variety
of foods still bought when faced with financial constraints.
A secondary aim was to determine the best nutrition value
for money food to assist families with financial constraints
buy more nutritious foods for their money.
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MATERIALS AND METHODS
Approximately six weeks after the birth of their child,
mothers were visited in their homes by Pacific interview-
ers fluent in both English and a Pacific language. Once
eligibility criteria were established and informed consent
was gained, mothers participated in one-hour interviews
concerning the health and development of the child and
family functioning. Each interview was carried out in the
preferred language of the mother. All procedures and in-
terview protocols had ethical approval from the National
Ethics Committee. Questions asked about food security®
all concerned affordability of food: had the responses
never, sometimes or often, and are shown in Table 1.
Food choices influenced by lack of money were assessed
by asking the question: “When your variety of foods have
been limited by a lack of money, what are the main foods
that you would still buy?” Responses could include as
many of the choices from bread, fruit juice, ice-cream,
vegetables, rice or pasta, soft drinks, meat, chicken, fish
or shellfish, cereals, alcohol, biscuits or chips, fruit, milk
and the respondent indicated.

Representative foods of the above choices were se-

lected and priced (2005) from supermarkets and markets
in South Auckland where the Pacific Island Family study
was based. Food composition and nutrition was consid-
ered in relation to the edible portion, number of calories,
grams of protein for each dollar spent to determine which
food is the best protein value for money and also most
nutritious. Foods were ranked according to fibre content
as fibre is a surrogate measure of whole grain, fruit and
vegetable content. Food composition data was obtained
from The Concise New Zealand Food Composition Ta-
bles, 6th edition."”

Descriptive statistics including frequency tables were
used to analyse the responses using SPSS 14 for Win-
dows, Chicago, IL.

RESULTS

Food Insecurity

Because of financial constraints in about a third of the
1376 respondents reported occasions when food ran out,
less was eaten, variety was limited and others were relied
on to provide food (Table 1). Special food grants were
utilised in 198 of the 1398 households. Figure 1 shows

Table 1. Distribution of responses to food security questions (N=1398)

Household Food Security Question

% of respondents who answered

How often has this been true for you (or your household) over the past year? Never Sometimes Often
Food runs out due to lack of money 56.6 39.6 3.9
I /we eat less because of lack of money 63.6 33.0 34
The variety of foods I am (we are) able to eat is limited by lack of money 60.6 345 4.9
I/we rely on others to provide food and/or money for food, for my/our house-
, 69.8 27.7 2.5
hold, when I/we don’t have enough money
I/we make use of special food grants or food banks when I/we do not have
85.8 13.7 0.4
enough money for food
I feel stressed because of not having enough money for food 65.3 30.3 4.4
I feel stressed because I can’t provide the food I want for social occasions 75.7 21.4 2.9
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Figure 1. Percentage of respondents who would still buy selected foods when limited by money
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Figure 2. Scatterplot showing the relationship between price (logarithmic scale) and energy density of selected, commonly eaten foods
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Figure 3. Scatterplot showing the relationship between price per serving (logarithmic scale) and amount of protein in selected foods that

provide a large portion of the protein intake of the population

that foods that were still bought included bread (97%),
milk (95.4%), meat and chicken (90.5%). Foods less of-
ten bought were alcohol (1.1%), soft drinks (11.3%), ice-
cream (12.4%) and fruit juice (21%).

Nutrition Choices

An inverse relationship between energy density (MJ/kg)
of foods and energy cost $/kg) was shown such that en-
ergy-dense grains, fats, and sweets represent the lowest-
cost calorie dense options to the consumer (Fig 2). When
“healthy nutritious” foods defined by the 2006 nutrition
profiling model of the Food Standards Agency of the
United Kingdom'" > were analysed by the number of

calories for each dollar paid, foods such as rice, bread and
whole grain cereals without added sugar provided the
most calories per serving and meat, chicken, and fish the
least. But when the cost of the protein in the foods was
investigated minced beef, chicken, and canned tuna gave
the best protein value for money (Fig 3). Furthermore
these items were equivalent in cost per serve to conven-
ience foods such as coated fried chicken and fish. Vege-
tables, brown breads, wheat cereals and baked beans were
found to have at least 10 times more fibre per serve (Fig 4)
than other commonly eaten foods such as rice bubbles
and noodles.
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Figure 4. Grams of fibre per standard serve of selected foods
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DISCUSSION

Food security by definition incorporates aspects of af-
fordability and accessibility to appropriate food. Results
from this study show food insecurity is prevalent in Pa-
cific Island families with 43.6% of families either “some-
times” or “often” run out of food. When there are finan-
cial constraints food choices are also limited (39.3%).
This finding is in agreement with Parnell et al. (2001)"
who report in the 1997 National Nutrition Survey that
51% of Pacific males and 49% Pacific females said that
food in their house runs out due to lack of money. This is
in comparison to NZ Maori (27% and 37%) and NZ
European (7% and 11%) for males and females respec-
tively. Also in agreement with our findings, Pacific peo-
ples were also more likely to limit the amount of variety
of food due to lack of money (50% of males and 48% of
females). Once again this is higher than NZ Maori (47%
and 47%) and NZ European (20% and 26%) for males
and females respectively. However, Parnell et al.
(2001)" found that this trend is more apparent in young
Pacific adults compared to older people. This is of con-
cern because healthy eating is important in order to pre-
vent future diseases e.g. cardiovascular and diabetes.

Food insecurity is associated with unfavourable food
choices® and consumers with limited resources may select
energy-dense diets high in refined grains, added sugars
and fats as an effective way to save money.® It is there-
fore possible that Pacific Island families will decide to
buy foods that are high in added sugars and fats because
they are far more affordable than the recommended
“healthy” diets based on lean meats, whole grains, and
fresh vegetables and fruit to try and save money. It has
been suggested that food insecurity and readily available
relatively inexpensive calorie-dense foods may predis-
pose to the development of obesity and subsequent dis-
eases.” However when faced with financial constraints
Pacific Island families would more often choose to buy
more nutritious foods such as bread, milk, meat and
chicken rather than convenience, less nutrient-dense
foods such as ice cream, chips, biscuits and alcohol. De-
spite this evidence of knowledge vegetables and fruit
were still bought by only 86.3% and 83.1% respectively.
This is of concern as fruit and vegetables surpass many
other foods with respect to the number of nutrients-per-
calorie."

Furthermore, an inverse relationship between energy
density of foods and energy cost, such that energy-dense
grains fats and sweets represent the lowest-cost dietary
options to the consumer is demonstrated in our limited
analysis and by others.'”” When the foods limited by fi-
nancial constraints were analysed by the number of calo-
ries for each dollar paid, of the “healthy nutritious” foods,
rice, bread and cereal provided the most calories per serv-
ing and minced beef, chicken and fish the least. Rice,
bread, and cereals have less sugar and the costs were
found to be similar per serving to more energy dense
foods such as treats including ice cream. This has positive
implications for obesity rates. Foods low in sugar content
(low glycaemic index) promote fat oxidation'® and in-
crease post-prandial satiety.'® '’ Ludwig (1999)" found
that in obese children who had consumed high glycaemic
index breakfasts and lunches had a voluntary food intake

53% higher than those who consumed low glycaemic
index foods. BMI'® and body fatness'® have been shown
to decrease following a low-GI diet in obese adolescents
and one study" found an beneficial effect on body weight
when sugar-sweetened beverages, which account for 10-
11% of total energy intake, were removed from the diet.
Furthermore, trying to encourage “healthy” eating for low
cost requires reducing the availability of energy-dense
foods and increasing accessibility to foods with high fibre
and protein.

Foods high in protein foods have a high nutrient den-
sity whilst being low in energy”’ but are also more expen-
sive per calorie than fats, oils, and refined grains.” How-
ever, in this study, when the cost of the protein in the
foods was investigated minced beef, chicken and canned
tuna gave excellent protein value for money and were
more protein for the same cost per serve as convenience
foods such as Kentucky Fried Chicken™ and battered fish.
Furthermore, vegetables, brown breads, wheat cereals and
baked beans were found to have the greatest amount of
fibre per serve whereas once again treats and snack foods
were nutrient-poor with the least amount of fibre per
serve. The selection of cost effective healthy choices is
imperative in populations such as this Pacific Island
community.

Food insecurity is a major problem with Pacific Island
families. Strategies for identifying healthy nutritious
food, reducing pricing inequalities, consumer education
and being able to offer alternative nutritious food choices
need to be actively explored to help create small but sig-
nificant changes financially and health-wise.
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