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The research examines the perspective of Israelis assisted by Non-governmental organization (NGOs) to
promote their food security. This qualitative study employed the Interpretive Phenomenological Approach.
The sample consisted of 16 recipients of food support aged 33-62, and they were interviewed in-depth semi-
structured protocol.

Five main themes emerged: The background of food insecurity; Forms of food support; The experience of
receiving food support,; The effect of the assistance on food security; and the responsibility for food security.

The participants indicated that the state welfare system should be responsible for food security, and they

prefer payment cards that enable them to purchase food suitable to their individual needs while maintaining
their dignity. Although the support provided does not entirely extricate families from food insecurity, they
gain confidence by being able to receive food in times of hardship. The findings indicate the importance of
considering the opinions of those in need when making policy decisions regarding food security.
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INTRODUCTION

Food security is the ability to access to enough food for an active, healthy life. But some individuals
and households experience food insecurity at times during the year. Food insecurity, defined as the limited
availability or inability to reliably and regularly procure nutritious food because of a lack of money and
other resources, is a serious problem in many industrialized countries (Bickel et al., 2000; Coleman-Jensen,
2019). The underlying causes of the condition lie in economic crisis or recession, the decline of the welfare
state, and globalization, any of which can lead to a rise in unemployment, debt, and a reduction in
purchasing power. The consequent cuts in the benefits granted to low-income families do not enable them
to obtain the food required to meet their needs (Leisinger et al, 2002; Loopstra et al., 2015; Reeves et al.,
2017).

Statistics show that in 2018, 11.1% of the households in the US and 18% in twenty-eight European
countries were food insecure (Coleman-Jensen et al., 2019; Davis & Geiger; Loopstraet al., 2016). In Israel,
a survey from 2016 (Endeweld et al., 2018) found 17.8% of the households suffering from food insecurity,
of which about half were (8.8%) severely food insecure. They consisted primarily of families in which the
sole source of income was social benefits, the head of the household had only an elementary school
education, both parents were unemployed, or there was only one provider. In addition, food insecurity was
prominent in large families (four or more children), Arab households, and single-parent families.
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Methods for Dealing With Food Insecurity

In addition to government benefits, such as the food stamps issued in the US, numerous charitable
programs operate in various countries to help promote food security by non-profit organizations, private
business (Farhat et al., 2019) For example, in the US, Canada, and Europe, food banks collect donations
for those in need, and meal centers or soup kitchens offer hot meals (Owen & Baumberg, 2017; Pettoello-
Mantovani, et al., 2018; Pruitt et al., 2016). In Israel, assistance is largely provided by NGOs by means of
food baskets or hot meals either delivered to the home or distributed at collection points or meal centers. In
2017, the Department of Social Services initiated a national food security program whereby families in
need receive a monthly stipend of 146 dollars, half in the form of an electronic payment card for use in
supermarkets and the other half in the provision of fruit, vegetables, and dry foods. The program also offers
help in applying for the benefits to which families are entitled, as well as workshops on nutrition and money
management Endeweld et al., 2018).

The Attitude of Recipients of Food Assistance

The results of twenty qualitative studies conducted in industrialized countries between 1999 and 2015
(Middletonet al., 2018) reveal that while people using the services of food banks appreciated the assistance,
for most the experience was negative. They were grateful to the volunteers, but at the same time reported
consistently on the inability to choose the food provided, so that they often received food they were not
accustomed to eating, did not know how to prepare, or that was of poor quality. Moreover, for many, the
food bank was their last resort, leading to feelings of embarrassment, shame, humiliation, and stigma.
Studies conducted in Australia (Booth et al., 2018a; (Booth et al., 2018b) show that although the recipients
of food support were thankful for the assistance, they felt they were forced to pay a heavy emotional price
because of their situation, and felt invalidated by the way in which the support was provided. They noted
their preference for help that gave them power and autonomy, such as supermarket coupons which enabled
them to choose food that was healthier, more varied, and more suitable to their needs, and to do so in a
socially acceptable manner. Studies from the US (Mousa & Freeland-Graves, 2019; Parks et al., 2019)
indicate that most visitors to meal centers and recipients of food support indeed suffered from food
insecurity. The assistance they received not only increased their food security, but also reduced the
economic stress they were under and enabled them to use their money for other household needs.
Furthermore, a review of thirty-two studies of the experience of food insecurity in the US, Canada, and
Australia (Piaskoski et al., 2020) suggests the need for interventions to enhance the coping skills of people
receiving food support, as well as to improve the systems providing this support.

A study evaluating the national program for food security in Israel (Endeweld, 2018) similarly found
that while it ameliorated the condition of the recipients, given that the starting point for most of the families
was extremely low, many of them still remained food insecure. In addition, it was found that the participants
were satisfied with the way they were treated and with the amount, quality, and variety of food they
received, but preferred assistance in the form of money rather than food products.

Recent years have seen heightened interest in the issue of food insecurity, along with closer examination
of the ways in which assistance is provided, particularly in the last year because of the global pandemic
(COVID-19). The pandemic has exacerbated economic vulnerabilities, increased unemployment, and
caused food insecurity in many countries (e.g. Boyact-Giindiiz et al., 2021; Kansiime et al., 2021; Kent et
al., 2020; O'Hara et al., 2021; Owens, 2020; Patrice et al., 2020). The current study sought to further this
line of inquiry by increasing our understanding of how food insecure individuals in Israel experience the
receipt of food support. Although the present study was conducted before the outbreak of the pandemic its
findings can help assess the situation of the people who need food support.

METHOD
Procedure and Participants

The study adopted a qualitative design based on interpretative-phenomenological approach (Smith &
Osborn, 2003; Smith et al., 2009) in an attempt to understand the meaning of food support from the
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perspective of the recipients themselves. After receiving approval from the university Ethics Committee,
participants were recruited through social workers in local welfare departments and the directors of meal
centers and food banks. Individuals who agreed to take part in the study were contacted by social work
students to arrange a time and place for the interview. Most of the interviews took place in the participant’s
home. At the start of the meeting, the purpose of the study was explained, and anonymity and confidentiality
were ensured: all the names that appear in this paper are fictitious, and no mention is made of the place of
residence or the source of the food support. Following this explanation, the interviewees gave their signed
informed consent to participate.

The interviews were conducted in 2017-2018 and lasted from forty to ninety minutes. They employed
an in-depth semi-structured protocol, and were recorded and transcribed with the consent of the participants.
The sample consisted of 16 Jewish Israelis. The sociodemographic characteristics of the interviewees are
presented in Table 1.

TABLE 1
SOCIODEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS (N=16)
Age (range) 33-62
Gender Men 7

Women 9
Marital status Single 4
Married 2
Divorced / Separated 10
Source of income Work 2
Work + Welfare benefits 4
Welfare benefits 10
Education Elementary 5
High school 11
Ethnicity European 5
Asian-African 11
Level of Religiosity Religious 7
Traditional 6
Secular 3

Data Analysis

The interviews were subjected to content analysis performed in three stages. First, the transcripts were
read and reread a number of times. The texts were then divided into units of meaning. Finally, the units
were compared and five main themes were identified.

RESULTS

Theme 1: Background of Food Insecurity
Category 1: Reasons for Requesting Food Support

The participants all reported having undergone some sort of crisis, such as economic hardship, a decline
in functioning, or loss of family support. Although many were contending with more than one challenge,
their main reason for requesting assistance was financial need. Thus, Ronit, a recently separated woman,
explained:

1 separated [from my husband] a few months ago. Before that, the family income was just
fine...I separated and immediately asked [for help]. I'm not getting any alimony yet.
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Similarly, Jacob, a single father raising two daughters, stated:

1 got into this situation because at the beginning with the girls I couldn’t work. The change
[when they came to live with me] was a psychological crisis for them. I didn’t work for
seven months, and that put me under financial pressure.

Category 2: Previous Ways of Dealing With Food Insecurity
The majority of participants reported that before requesting food support they had been helped by close
family, neighbors, and friends. Dorit, for example, described the help she had received from her family.

My sister helped. She lives nearby. And I simply cut back. I got help from the family and
good friends, from neighbors.

Several interviewees attempted to deal with the problem on their own, without turning to their family.
Jacob explained that there was no one he could ask for help.

I cashed in my pension and savings plans. I didn’t get help from anyone. I don’t have a
family that can help me out.

Theme 2: Forms of Food Support
Category 1: Food Banks

All the participants received assistance from volunteer organizations running food banks. Shlomit
described the difficulties she had encountered in the past and the positive change that had taken place.

The welfare services used to send me to some place...to get food baskets. I had to go there,
leave the children at home and go get the baskets... It wasn’t accessible, it was
inconvenient, hard. I gave up on it...This way, when they bring it to your house, it makes
it so much easier and it’s very helpful.

Category 2: Meal Centers (Soup Kitchens)
Participants who made use of meal centers attributed this decision to the fact that they lived alone. As

David put it:

I’'m not married, so I'm the only one who eats. I get here early and wait for them to open.
Sometimes I'm even here at seven in the morning.

Sarah reported that she began eating at a meal center after she stopped receiving food baskets.
That’s where I eat lunch [the main meal] ...I know I'll have one regular meal every day.

Like other participants, she stated that the food was good and the portions generous, but the meal was not
nutritious enough.

A little healthiness is missing. More salad and different vegetables.
Category 3: Payment Card Issued by Local Welfare Departments as Part of the National Food Security
Program

All the participants receiving this form of support remarked that they preferred it over food baskets. In
Dinah’s words:
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It used to be baskets...We threw a lot of things out. Then they changed it to a card, and it’s
better.

Meirav added:

1 get a payment card and food baskets...Sometimes they invite me to a workshop on money
management.

Theme 3: The Experience of Receiving Food Support
Most participants expressed a positive attitude toward the assistance they received, in terms of both
their own feelings and the way they were treated by the volunteers, and they were grateful for the help.

Menachem: You can say it’s a positive experience because I know it helps me and I accept
that. 1 feel okay about it, 1 feel good.

Dorit: I feel very good. I regard it as a source of strength, support. Someone has your back,
to raise you up, a security blanket. Like a child who needs an encouraging word or
something and when he gets it he gets the power to do things. A sort of confidence in
yourself that you can better yourself.

However, although the participants felt they were treated warmly and respectfully by the volunteers in
meal centers and food banks, they did not sense the same attitude from other people.

Sarah: I don’t feel bad because everyone here has a hard life. But I think there’s a different
attitude in the rest of society.

Moshe: 1 get along well with people...but not always. There are also people who look at
me as if 'm a bad person.

David sensed an even more negative attitude toward him:
People don’t want to be friends with us, as if we re lepers.

A number of participants related to the issue of shame and the fact that society pities recipients of food
support. The difficulty of dealing with this problem is reflected in the remarks of Shoshana, who actually
distanced herself from the situation by referring to herself in the third person, saying:

It’s not easy. It’s embarrassing. They re looked at like people to be pitied...often looked
down on. But anyone can find himself in this situation. People aren’t to blame for having
gotten to this state.

In contrast, Dinah claimed:

1 feel fine. I'm not ashamed. I'm not stealing anything...Me, I don’t eat anything. I'm
concerned for the children...that they eat, that they have food. If they don’t, I feel the

pressure about where I’'m going to get it from.

An important aspect of the issue of shame is discretion, a subject several participants raised. As Shlomit
explained:
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Before the holidays when I went places...I had to wait in line for hours...It was
embarrassing. Today they bring the food to me. It’s very respectful now...It’s discrete and
considerate, and it’s a big help.

Nevertheless, some interviewees stated that they still feel ashamed, but they recognize that they have
no choice. In Tamar’s words:

1t’s not pleasant. People look at you. But what can I do? I have to eat.

Theme 4: Effect of Assistance on Food Security

Most participants were pleased with the improvement in their situation as a result of the assistance they
received. They were happy that they could rely on their nutritional needs being met, and that they were able
to take care of other necessities now that they did not have to worry about food. As Dorit described it:

First of all, it helps very very much. The financial situation is obvious...When they help
with vegetables or fruit or clothes or shoes, I repay my debts.

Ronit stressed the emotional aspect.

On the emotional level, I know I can count on having food. There won'’t be a situation when
I don’t have food. That’s a very good feeling.

On the other hand, several interviewees referred to what they were still lacking.
Tamar: I don’t get a lot. My sister and I buy most things. We help each other out.

Those taking advantage of meal centers noted the positive effect of having a reliable source of food. As
Sarah stated:

1 know I'll have a regular meal every day. I'm not worried.. It helps to know I won’t go
hungry today because of places like that.

On the negative side, however, the meal centers do not satisfy all the recipients’ food requirements. In
the words of Moshe:

I can count on it. I know there’s always food here and I don’t have go looking. But they
only serve lunch so sometimes I'm hungry at night and I buy something to eat.

Theme 5: Responsibility for Food Security

In the opinion of most participants, it is the responsibility of the state to ensure that people have enough
money for food and other basic necessities. They note that today that role is being performed by NGOs,
and are highly critical of the government’s handling of the problem. Shlomit’s remarks reflect the general
consensus.

The government doesn’t help at all. They raise prices...They could do a lot more to help,
but they don’t think about the people who need it...the people who are hard up ... They give
you so much red tape and talking and forms. It’s a big headache and a minimum of aid.
They send you some place far away and that doesn’t make it easier. That’s not what it
means to help. They have to think about how to help people in the best way possible. The
volunteer organization...never asked us to fill out forms... At the moment, the organizations
are responsible for it and they re doing it well.
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Interviewees also raised other problems, including not being able to access the assistance they are
entitled to, and the fact that state welfare benefits are insufficient. In addition, they referred to the
responsibility of the individual. Dinah, for example, noted the need to work alongside government
obligations.

The welfare system has to look out for people in need. They should make sure that people
have a job. You can’t be dependent on them all the time. That goes for a lot people, not just
me.

DISCUSSION

This study presents the voices of people receiving assistance to promote their food security. In order to
prevent undesirable circumstances, such as long-term dependency on external sources for nutritional needs
and diminished personal responsibility, Israel adopted a strategy implemented in many Western countries.
It provides welfare benefits rather than actual services, along with food support programs designed to
improve the food security of the older adults and children. The National Food Security Law passed in 2011
aimed to promote food security for all residents of Israel.

Most of the interviewees in this study noted their belief that the state should be more concerned for
food security and take responsibility for it. They viewed food security as a right they were entitled to as
recipients of welfare benefits. However, they stressed that the benefits they received were too low to enable
them to fulfill their basic needs. As a result, they turned for assistance to volunteer organizations.

Their need for food support stemmed primarily from economic hardship, that is, low income whether
from work or from welfare benefits. On the whole, the request for assistance came after they had exploited
all other options, including turning to family and friends for help and exhausting their savings. Parents were
motivated to ask for aid mainly by their desire to protect their children and ensure that their nutritional
needs were met. This is consistent with the findings of previous studies showing that parents suffering
economic hardship are concerned that they will not be able to provide food for their children (Bove &
Olson, 2006; De Marco & Thorburn, 2009; Nord et al., 2009). Indeed, our interviews indicate that the
children in the family are shielded more from food insecurity than the adults.

Also in line with earlier studies (Booth et al., 2018a; Booth et al., 2018b; Middleton et al., 2018) the
interviewees in our study reported that the food they received was not always appropriate, and consequently
they did not eat some of the items they were given. Alongside their gratitude for the assistance and their
appreciation of the way they were treated by the volunteers, they were critical of the type and quantity of
the food in terms of its suitability for the family’s needs. They also noted their preference for payment cards
that allow them autonomy and enable them to purchase their food in a socially acceptable manner.

In regard to the emotional response to receiving assistance, most participants expressed positive
feelings. On the whole, they do not feel ashamed and appreciate the support and the attitude of the people
in the organizations. These feelings are linked to discretion in the manner in which the aid is provided, and
to the sense that they are treated with respect and consideration. The positive attitude toward charity for the
poor and hungry may derive from Jewish sources and the fundamental commandment, “When you reap the
harvest of your land you shall not reap all the way to the edges of your field, or gather the gleanings of thy
harvest. You shall not pick your vineyard bare, or gather the fallen fruit of your vineyard; you shall leave
them for the poor and stranger” (Lev. 19:9-10). Nevertheless, some participants spoke of a sense of shame,
embarrassment, and discomfort. The harsh comment of one participant, “There are people look at me as if
I’m a bad person,” may be allied with society’s stereotype of the poor as “others,” that is, people who have
failed in life and are to blame for their impoverishment. Indeed, a previous study conducted in Israel (Cohen
et al., 2017) found that as a result of the stigma associated with meal centers, those who ate there were no
longer regarded as “regular” people, but as “others.” Similarly, in studies in the US (Middleton et al., 2018;
Parks et al., 2019), recipients of assistance reported a negative experience accompanied by feelings of
shame, humiliation, stigma, and judgmental attitudes toward them.
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Another issue examined here is whether the assistance provided is, in fact, effective. Most of the
participants expressed satisfaction with the improvement in their food security, and noted that the food
support they received enabled them to use their money to meet other needs. They repeatedly stated that they
felt they had a safety net in regard to food. However, several reported that they were still lacking in this
respect, indicating that the assistance provided by NGOs does not entirely extricate them from food
insecurity. Similarly, a study conducted in Canada (Holmes et al., 2019) found that food bank use does not
ameliorate severe household food insecurity. Nonetheless, the fact that they are not alone and have
somewhere to turn in times of need affords them a certain sense of security. This is in line with previous
studies (Middleton et al., 2018; Parks et al., 2019) showing that while food banks do not constitute the
ultimate solution to the problem of food insecurity, they improve the individual’s situation, reduce
economic pressure, and enable money to be used for other necessities.

Limitations and Recommendations for Future Studies

The current study opens a window on the world of the recipients of food support by presenting their
own perspective. However, as this is a qualitative study, the sample is small and does not pretend to
represent the entire population of those receiving such assistance. A quantitative study might be able to
provide a fuller picture. In addition, all the participants were Jewish Israelis. Future studies might expand
the examination to other ethnic groups in Israel.

Conclusions and Practical Recommendations

The findings indicate the importance of considering the opinions of those in need when making policy
decisions regarding food security. This approach can help in determining the most effective means of
ameliorating their situation in providing the basic, vital and healthy human need for food security. In view
of the economic reality today, and particularly the COVID-19 pandemic that has left many people jobless
and in need of help to meet their basic food requirements, there appears to be a continued demand for non-
government organizations to provide the necessary assistance. For instance, a recent study (Fitzpatrick et
al., 2020) shows the importance of redesigning food systems for socially vulnerable, fearful, persons in
poorer health, and those with higher levels of depressive and anxiety symptoms who have higher food
insecurity odds. In addition, O'Hara & Toussaint (2021) emphasizes community-centered strategies that
help break down existing socio-political barriers in a time of crisis, and help shift the discourse of food to
a broader goal of community empowerment.

General conclusions from the findings of our study are that efforts should be made to suit the items
provided to the specific families, and to offer help in a manner that enables the recipients to maintain their
dignity. Furthermore, the possibility of expanding the use of payment cards should be considered, along
with increased training in money management.

Our practical recommendations stemming from the study, and according to the situation created by the
pandemic (COVID-19) are: (a) to increase the government’s direct financial support to the needy families,
(b) to allow organizations that provide food assistance to use existing resources such as transporting food
to family homes, (c) to strengthen the activities of local councils through social workers to find all the
people and families in need of food aid, and provide the required assistance.
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