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Abbreviations
FI  Food insecurity
FS  food security
USDA  U.S. Department of Agriculture
HFSSM  Household Food Security Survey Module
SNAP  Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 

Introduction

Farming is associated with environmental, financial, and 
social risks and stressors that ultimately impact the health 
and well-being of every individual employed on the farm 
(Health Resources and Services Administration 2019a). 
While farm owners and farmworkers1 play a critical role 

1  The terms “farmer,” “farmworker,” “worker,” and “laborer” are not 
mutually exclusive categories. Every individual who works on a farm 
could be considered a farmer by trade. For the purposes of this study 
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Abstract
The health of farm owners and farmworkers has significant impacts on farm businesses, farming families, and local rural 
communities where agriculture is an important driver of social and economic activity. Rural residents and farmworkers 
have higher rates of food insecurity, but little is known about food insecurity among farm owners and the collective expe-
riences of farm owners and farmworkers. Researchers and public health practitioners have stressed the need for policies 
that target the health and well-being of farm owners and farmworkers while remaining sensitive to the nature of life on 
the farm, yet farm owner and farmworker lived experiences have been understudied, especially in relation to one another. 
In-depth qualitative interviews were conducted with 13 farm owners and 18 farmworkers in Oregon. Modified grounded 
theory was used to analyze interview data. Data were coded using a three-stage process to identify salient core charac-
teristics of food insecurity. Farm owner and farmworker meanings and interpretations of their food insecurity were often 
contradicted by evaluated food security scores using validated quantitative measures. According to such measures, 17 
experienced high food security, 3 had marginal food security, and 11 had low food security, but narrative experiences sug-
gested higher rates. Narrative experiences were categorized by core characteristics of food insecurity, including seasonal 
food shortages, resource stretching, working extended hours most days of the week, limited use of food assistance, and the 
tendency to downplay hardship. These unique factors have important implications for developing responsive policies and 
programs to support the health and well-being of farm livelihoods whose work enables health and well-being among con-
sumers. Future studies to test the relationships between the core characteristics of food insecurity identified in this study 
and farm owner and farmworker meanings and interpretations of food insecurity, hunger, and nourishment are warranted.
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in the production of food, often working long hours in haz-
ardous conditions among isolated rural areas (Brotherson 
2016), low availability of household resources and limited 
access to food retailers may lead to inadequate access to 
food at home (Braun 2019; Health Resources and Services 
Administration 2019b). Among farmworkers, food insecu-
rity (FI) is widely documented across the U.S., particularly 
for Hispanic/Latinx migrant and seasonal farmworkers 
(Kiehne and Mendoza 2015; Ip et al. 2015). While scholars 
have called attention to hunger and FI among farmworkers 
as evidence of systematic inequities within the food sys-
tem (Mares 2019; Brown and Getz 2020), FI among U.S. 
farm owners has not been examined in the academic lit-
erature, despite their proximity to farmworkers. High rates 
of FI within rural agricultural communities may provide 
insight into the circumstances faced by farming communi-
ties, including farm owners and their families (Dewitt et al. 
2020).

The literature on FI among farmworkers includes data 
on the prevalence of FI and identifies the risk factors (Borre 
et al. 2010; Hill et al. 2011; Kandel 2008; Kilanowski and 
Moore 2010; Quandt et al. 2004; Weigel et al. 2007; Wirth 
et al. 2007), health consequences (Kilanowski and Moore 
2010; Quandt et al. 2006; Weigel et al. 2007) and coping 
strategies (Borre et al. 2010; Meierotto and Som Castellano 
2020; Quandt et al. 2004; Weigel et al. 2007; Wirth et al. 
2007) of FI among farmworkers. Though rates of FI vary 
by study due to methodological differences like sampling 
frame, study methods including the use of recall data, and 
low response rates (45–82%), estimates are consistently 
higher than the general population by generous margins 
(Kiehne and Mendoza 2015; Ip et al. 2015). Structural ineq-
uities embedded within the food system make farmwork-
ers more likely to experience FI, including a lack of control 
over occupational and housing conditions, low wages, low 
literacy, financial remittance obligations, a lack of legal pro-
tections, and a lack of access to public assistance related 
to their legal immigration status, and residing in isolated 
rural regions (Allen 2008; Arcury and Marín 2009; Borre et 
al. 2010; Brown and Getz 2020; Minkoff-Zern 2014; Sano 
et al. 2011). While this foundational evidence details the 
conditions that predict farmworker FI, less is known about 
the psychosocial experiences and core characteristics of FI 
among U.S. farmworkers.

Meanwhile, the body of research on the well-being of 
U.S. farm owners takes a less biosocial approach (Hadley 

the term “farm owner” is used to describe those individuals who own 
and operate their farm business and “farmworker” is used to describe 
those who labor on farms but do not have ownership responsibili-
ties, often in a seasonal capacity. While this terminology is consistent 
with the literature, it is noted that these titles do not fully capture the 
nuances and nature of life on the farm.

and Crooks 2012) by focusing on farm outputs, economies, 
and agribusiness (Rissing et al. 2020). Small-scale farms 
that focus on food production for local markets are more 
likely to encounter issues with farm profitability due to a 
lack of infrastructure to process, market, and distribute their 
products (Berkey 2014). Although the pathways that connect 
farm operations with the well-being of farm households are 
not well established (Rissing et al. 2020), farm owners that 
struggle to make ends meet, including those that employ 
farmworkers, may also confront FI. Research among small-
scale farm owners would help clarify our understanding of 
FI on the farm. Further, little is known about the experiences 
of farm owners and farmworkers jointly. As the two popula-
tions do not operate independently of one another within the 
food system, addressing farmworker health and well-being 
without exploring the role of farm owner precarity ignores 
the very hierarchies of power within agricultural labor that 
perpetuate farmworker FI. Considering the challenges and 
experiences of farm owners and farmworkers together may 
help provide a more comprehensive understanding of the 
difficulties encountered by farming communities that share 
many of the same unique vulnerabilities as agricultural 
laborers.

As the health of farm owners and farmworkers has conse-
quential impacts for farm businesses, farming families, and 
local rural communities where agriculture is a significant 
driver of social and economic activity (Brumby et al. 2009; 
Isserman et al. 2009), researchers and public health prac-
titioners have stressed the need for dynamic policies that 
target the health and well-being of farm owners and farm-
workers while remaining sensitive to the nature of life on 
the farm (American Public Health Association 2017; Braun 
2019). Though many farm owners possess distinctly differ-
ent characteristics from farmworkers, the farming commu-
nities to which they belong are vulnerable to agricultural 
market uncertainties, increasingly unpredictable weather, 
social isolation, physical hazards of farm labor, and a lack 
of health insurance, among others (Ketterman et al. 2021). 
Further, both farm owner and farmworker well-being are 
influenced by the viability of farm businesses; thus, their 
well-being may be inextricably linked (Berkey and Schusler 
2016). When farm owners struggle to provide a living for 
themselves and their families, they may also struggle to 
provide just working conditions for farmworkers (Berkey 
and Schusler 2016). Studies show that farm size and farm 
business practices affect the working conditions and fringe 
benefits offered to farmworkers (Arcury and Marín 2009; 
Shreck et al. 2006). Farmworkers employed on small farms 
(< $350,000 in annual sales) have reported poorer health 
compared to farmworkers employed on larger farms (Vil-
larejo 2012). Although most (89%) of the farms in the U.S. 
are categorized as small family farms (Whitt et al. 2022), 
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and the challenges faced by those farm owners may impact 
their relationship with farmworkers and farmworker health, 
the health of farm owners on these small farms has not been 
documented in the published literature. The lived experi-
ences of farm owners have been understudied, making it 
challenging to create responsive policies and programs to 
support rural farming communities that include farm own-
ers and farm workers, particularly those comprised of eco-
nomically fragile small family farms (Whitt et al. 2022).

Measures of food insecurity

Some measures of FI do not capture the full spectrum of the 
experience of FI, and this issue may be salient among farm 
owners and farmworkers who experience unique vulnerabil-
ities and stressors related to the food system. Previous stud-
ies have estimated rates of FI among farmworkers using the 
U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) Household Food 
Security Survey Module (HFSSM) (Allen 2008; Arcury 
and Marín 2009; Borre et al. 2010; Brown and Getz 2020; 
Minkoff-Zern 2014; United States Department of Agricul-
ture 2012). The HFSSM is a valuable, widely trusted tool 
that the federal government has utilized to monitor national 
food security annually since 1998. The HFSSM has been 
adapted and validated for use across diverse cultures and 
settings (Perez-Escamilla and Segall-Correa 2008). As 
the HFSSM assesses food security with experience-based 
quantitative measures of FI, it has been regarded as a con-
servative measure to capture severe cases of FI, such as 
circumstances in which individuals skip meals or eat so 
little they lose weight (Johnson et al. 2020). As such, the 
HFSSM may best identify households that experience more 
severe FI but overlook those who experience less severe, 
borderline, or variable FI. Researchers have noted these 
limitations. In an ethnographic study of two low-income 
populations in rural Oregon, Gross and Rosenberger (2005) 
found that participants’ evaluated FS (indicated by their 
HFSSM score) did not align with their lived experiences 
as many study participants evaluated as food secure shared 
experiences akin to FI. For example, evaluated food secure 
participants in their study reported living on macaroni and 
cheese or ramen noodles to make ends meet until they had 
the resources to obtain healthier food options. Likewise, 
in Mares’ ethnography of Latinx farmworkers in Vermont 
(2019), she found the HFSSM failed to capture the social, 
cultural, and political contexts of FI experienced by farm-
workers. While the HFSSM helps provide standardized 
data, complementary measures may be necessary to provide 
a more comprehensive picture of lived experiences of FI/
FS (Maynard et al. 2019; Ready 2016; Coates et al. 2003). 
To better understand FI/FS, Radimer et al. (1990) described 
the lived experiences of FI with quantitative, qualitative, 

social, and psychological elements. Building on Radimer’s 
research, Hamelin et al. (2002) developed a framework to 
characterize the core experiences of FI among low-income 
households in Canada. The Hamelin framework includes 
the following characteristics: a lack of food, including food 
shortage (quantitative), suitability (qualitative), and worry 
(psychological); and alienation, including a lack of control 
and hiding FI (psychosocial) (Hamelin et al. 2002; Johnson 
et al. 2020).

The present study applies both the USDA HFSSM and 
Hamelin et al.’s framework (2002) to capture quantitative 
FI data and characterize the unique lived experiences of FI 
for 31 farmworkers and small-scale farm owner-operators 
working in Oregon. As such, this study aims to provide a 
better understanding of the experiences of FI among farm 
communities in Oregon.

Methods

Data collection and participants

A convenience sample of 31 farmworkers (n = 18) and farm 
owners (n = 13) was recruited between 2018 and 2020. Each 
participant was offered a snack and received $25 for their 
time. Farmworkers were recruited from social service agen-
cies or orchards using informational brochures and on-site. 
Farm owners who owned and operated small farm busi-
nesses were recruited from farmers markets, local farm 
directories, and Cooperative Extension contacts and list-
servs. The researchers’ affiliation with Cooperative Exten-
sion was advantageous, as Extension staff had a trusted 
reputation within rural communities that may have other-
wise not agreed to participate.

In-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted 
in Spanish or English, during the agricultural off-season. 
Informed consent to participate and publish was obtained 
verbally from farmworkers and in written form from farm 
owners before their interview. Interviews ranged between 
40 and 159 min. The Oregon State University Institutional 
Review Board approved this study.

Measures

A semi-structured interview guide was designed to explore 
FI among farm owners and farmworkers and the mecha-
nisms they use to cope with FI as central phenomena (Cre-
swell et al. 2007). Participants were encouraged to share 
relevant narratives and anecdotes, and interviewers were 
trained to use follow-up questions to explore emerging 
theoretical constructs and topics that captured practices, 
relevant terminology, and the complexities of participants’ 
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Krefting 1991). Some farm owners were recruited through 
a nominated sample by Oregon State University Extension 
Agents with whom they had pre-established relationships 
to strengthen the transferability of the study. Interview 
techniques promoted study credibility with time sampling 
and open-ended questions reframed and repeated in vari-
ous ways. The engagement of three interviewers and two 
researchers for data analysis encouraged triangulation of 
investigators’ ideas and codes, which allowed for the con-
sideration of differing interpretations of study findings. 
The primary author used a code-recode process for the 
first stages of analysis where data was open-coded, coded 
again two weeks later, and then findings were compared for 
consistency to ensure study dependability. Last, to increase 
study confirmability, the primary author shared post-inter-
view reflections with the senior author to consider emerging 
themes and the influence of the authors’ lens and interests 
with respect to the study participants’ experiences.

Results

Sample characteristics

Participants (N = 31) included 18 farm workers and 13 farm 
owners in Oregon (Tables 1 and 2). Among farm workers, 
6 females and 12 males aged 30–73 years (mean = 50.3) 
were interviewed. All participants were Spanish-speaking, 
Hispanic/Latinx, and born outside of the U.S. All lived in 
the U.S. and were not H2A guest workers. Seven reported 
sending financial remittances to families in their country of 
origin. Most were married and cohabitating, and two-thirds 
had children under 18 at home. Most (94%) reported work 
instability characterized by seasonal income. One partici-
pant made income off the farm to supplement their farm 
income. According to the scores indicated by the USDA 
6-item HFSSM, half (n = 9) of the farm workers had high 
food security, two had marginal food security, and seven 
had low food security.

Among farm owners, 10 females and 3 males aged 31–75 
(mean = 47.4) were interviewed. All participants were Eng-
lish-speaking, twelve were born in the U.S., and eleven were 
White. Like the farm workers in the study, most farm owners 
were married and cohabitating, but only one farm owner had 
children under 18 at home. 31% reported work instability, 
however, six farm owners supplemented their farm income 
with off-farm jobs. All farm owners also managed and oper-
ated their small farms (farm income <$350,000) located 
throughout Oregon, two of which were family farms. Most 
(n = 11) farm owners also owned the land they were farm-
ing upon. Farm types included fresh produce multi-crop, 
orchard, and ranch/livestock. The majority (n = 9) employed 

perceptions and experiences (Patton 2002). For interviews 
with farm owners, the primary author refined questions 
within the interview guide in an iterative process to reflect 
emerging themes (Agee 2009; Charmaz 2004; Creswell et 
al. 2007).

The 6-Item HFSSM Short Form was derived from the 
18-item HFSSM. The 6-item HFSSM has been described 
as a robust tool to identify food insecure households and 
households with very low FI with high specificity (92%) and 
sensitivity (98%), and minimal bias relative to the 18-item 
measure (Blumberg et al. 1999). The HFSSM scoring sys-
tem evaluated food security with four categories: high food 
security (0 affirmative answers), marginal food security 
(1 affirmative answer), low food security (2–4 affirma-
tive answers), and very low food security (5–6 affirmative 
answers). The 6-Item HFSSM in the current study was used 
for triangulation of the lived experience and quantitative 
elements of FI using a widely utilized and accepted scale.

Analysis

Interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed verba-
tim in the language of the interview using a professional 
transcription service. Spanish language interviews were 
translated into English, and English transcripts were used 
for coding.

The authors analyzed the data using a modified grounded 
theory approach. The goal was to create a description of FI 
among the farm workforce that was grounded in or emerged 
from interview data. We used Hamelin et al.’s conceptual 
framework to code core characteristics of household FI: 
a lack of food: shortage, suitability, and worry, and alien-
ation: a lack of control, and hiding FI. Emergent codes des-
ignated farm owner and farmworker experiences that were 
misaligned with their evaluated HFSSM score, for example, 
when a participant had an evaluated HFSSM score indicat-
ing they were food secure, but shared experiences that sug-
gested they encountered periods of FI.

Using MAXQDA, data were coded in three stages. First, 
the primary author conducted open coding interview tran-
scripts during which emerging themes were identified and 
sorted into elements. Next, axial coding allowed for a more 
extensive analysis of each element and the interrelations 
between each. The primary and senior authors convened to 
discuss emergent codes, consider alternatives and determine 
selective codes. Last, the primary author conducted selec-
tive coding to reveal the core characteristics of FI using the 
Hamelin framework (Saldaña 2016; Hamelin et al. 2002).

The strategy of data collection, analysis, and interpreta-
tion of findings for this study was designed with respect to 
the rigor and trustworthiness of this qualitative study using 
established quality criteria (Korstjens and Moser 2018; 
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because there wasn’t enough money for food?” Response 
options included yes, no, or don’t know. The following 
statements show how two farm owners responded to this 
question:

A 40-year-old White female farm owner with low evalu-
ated food security responded, “yes”:

Absolutely. Yeah. We have, like, survival food is what 
we call it, so we’ll have things that are cheaper that 
we’ll make to subsidize the real food. Like popcorn, 
we’ll supplement with popcorn or something.

A 63-year-old White female farm owner with low evaluated 
food security responded, “no”:

farmworkers at some point during the year. USDA 6-item 
HFSSM scores indicated eight farm owners had high food 
security, one had marginal food security, and four had low 
food security.

Decontextualized measures of food insecurity

The HFSSM was administered during participant inter-
views during which farm owners and farmworkers were 
provided the opportunity to discuss their responses to quan-
titative survey measures. As participants added context or 
personal anecdotes to support their answers to the 6 survey 
questions, their narratives revealed misalignment between 
participant experiences and their evaluated food security 
score. For example, one HFSSM question states, “In the last 
12 months, did you ever eat less than you felt you should 

Table 1 Farmworker demographic and descriptive data (n = 18)
Farmworkers Ethnicity Sex Age Evaluated food security status Household size Children at home Off-farm job

Hispanic/Latinx Female 44 Low 3 Yes No
Hispanic/Latinx Male 45 Low 2 No No
Hispanic/Latinx Female 50 Low 3 Yes No
Hispanic/Latinx Female 52 Low 2 No No
Hispanic/Latinx Male 56 Low 3 Yes No
Hispanic/Latinx Male 65 Low 5 Yes No
Hispanic/Latinx Male 72 Low 5 Yes No
Hispanic/Latinx Female 38 Marginal 1 No Yes
Hispanic/Latinx Male 42 Marginal 3 Yes No
Hispanic/Latinx Male 30 High 2 No No
Hispanic/Latinx Male 35 High 5 Yes No
Hispanic/Latinx Male 43 High 5 Yes No
Hispanic/Latinx Male 46 High 4 Yes No
Hispanic/Latinx Female 50 High 3 Yes No
Hispanic/Latinx Male 53 High 2 No No
Hispanic/Latinx Male 54 High 2 Yes No
Hispanic/Latinx Male 58 High 1 No No
Hispanic/Latinx Female 73 High 3 Yes No

Table 2 Farm owner demographic and descriptive data (n = 13)
Farm owners Race Sex Age Evaluated food 

security status
Household 
size

Children 
at home

Off-farm 
job

Farm type Employs 
farm-
workers

White Female 34 Low 2 No Yes Multi crop farm Yes
White Female 35 Low 2 No Yes Multi crop farm Yes
White Female 40 Low 4 Yes Yes Multi crop farm No
White Female 63 Low 1 No No Multi crop farm Yes
White Female 56 Marginal 2 No No Multi crop farm Yes
White Female 31 High 2 No Yes Orchard Yes
Asian Female 35 High 2 No No Orchard Yes
White Male 35 High 2 No Yes Multi crop farm Yes
White Male 36 High 2 No No Ranch/Livestock Yes
Asian Female 43 High 2 No No Multi crop farm No
White Female 60 High 1 No No Orchard Yes
White Female 73 High 2 No No Ranch/Livestock No
White Male 75 High 2 No Yes Ranch/Livestock No
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farmworker perspectives do not always match those charac-
terizations. In the absence of a severe lack of food or physi-
cal cues of hunger, most participants did not perceive their 
routine and widely accepted experiences, like the drive to 
overwork to meet food needs throughout the year, as expe-
riences related to FI. As such, the HFSSM and Hamelin 
framework may have been more sensitive to measures of 
FI (according to technical definitions) than the participants 
who experience them were.

Characteristic experiences of food insecurity on the 
farm

The following findings, organized by characteristic expe-
riences of FI, detail the ways in which farm owners and 
farmworkers with a range of evaluated food security scores 
(high, marginal, and low) experience FI/FS. According to 
farm owner and farmworker descriptions of their experi-
ences, core characteristics of household food insecurity 
(Hamelin et al. 2002) revolved around seasonal resource 
shortages that resulted in a lack of food at some point dur-
ing the year, the related mechanisms they used to stretch 
resources to sustain the household year-round, and the ten-
dency to downplay their circumstances (Table 3).

A Lack of Food The primary referent for participant concep-
tualizations of FI was a distinct absence of food and related 
experiences of hunger. Many farm owners and farmworkers 
shared characteristic experiences of FI that were not per-
ceived as such, possibly because these experiences were 
more moderate or variable than their understanding of FI. 
While we observed similar core characteristics of FI experi-
enced by both farm owners and farmworkers, the ways that 
each is situated impacted the resources they could access as 
well as their coping mechanisms (Table 4).

Shortage Participants commonly encountered pre-
dictable but difficult food shortages during the winter, 
a season of limited or non-existent earning opportuni-
ties in agriculture. During this agricultural off-season, 
farm owners and farmworkers employed various cop-
ing strategies. Farm owners and farmworkers pre-
pared for the winter by budgeting and setting aside 
money to support their food access through the win-
ter. One farmworker noted how saving money helped 
him sustain a regular diet during the winter: “I try to 
save a lot of money. When you don’t have any money, 
you don’t eat the same things you eat when you have 
money.” (58-year-old Hispanic/Latinx male with high 
evaluated food security). Participants also reported 
making trade-offs to address their food shortages. For 
example, a 36-year-old White male farm owner with 

I would say no. But what I’d do is I just try to be more 
creative, like, how to get enough without it costing a 
lot. I make a big thing of rice and doctor it up and do 
things to be frugal.

Though the two farm owners responded differently to the 
HFSSM question about reducing food intake, their narra-
tives revealed comparable experiences of reducing dietary 
variety to manage food shortages, highlighting how par-
ticipant experiences contextualized their evaluated food 
security, often in contradictory ways. In this case, we see 
one individual who interpreted her variety reduction as a 
necessity cued by the need to reduce food intake. In con-
trast, the other individual interpreted the same strategy as a 
coping mechanism that helped her avoid reducing her food 
intake. While the HFSSM categorized their two “Yes” or 
“No” responses as separate, distinct experiences, employ-
ing the Hamelin framework allowed us to characterize their 
two responses as congruent experiences. Still, like how the 
HFSSM scores misaligned with participants’ narratives, we 
also find that some categories from the Hamelin framework 
misalign with participant perspectives. We characterized 
behaviors related to experiences of FI according to techni-
cal definitions of FI/FS that use availability, access, utiliza-
tion, and stability as pillars of FS, while farm owner and 

Table 3 Experience of household food insecurity among farm owners 
and farmworkers in Oregon (N = 31)
USDA 6-item Household Food Security Survey

Evaluated Food 
Security Scores

High: 0 affirmative responses
Marginal: 1 affirmative response 
Low: 2–3 affirmative responses
Very Low: 4 + affirmative 
responses

17
3
11
0

Characteristic Experiences of Food Insecurity on the Farm
A Lack of Food: Year-round food behaviors affected by 

seasonal shortages
Shortage Experiences of food insecurity 

during the agricultural off-season, 
typically December-February

Suitability Reliance on unvaried staple foods 
like beans and rice often expressed 
as an asset

Worry Preoccupation with food may be 
overshadowed by experiences with 
co-occurring, unique stressors 
rooted in farm labor, immigration, 
low wages

Alienation: Appraisals of food insecurity informed 
by subjective social status (social 
comparisons)

A Lack of Control Work provided control over difficult 
circumstances and access to food

Hiding Food 
Insecurity

Rooted in individualism, obstructed 
confidence in the utilization of for-
mal and informal food assistance

Dynamic Nature of the Whole Experience

1 3

1424



Something to eat: experiences of food insecurity on the farm

If I [only] have [enough] money to [pay my electricity 
bill], and I have to pay electricity on the 12th, or 13th, 
even if I pass the bill [due date] by a day or two, I’d 
rather pay the electric bill later and have something to 
eat. (50-year-old Hispanic/Latinx female farmworker, 
marginal evaluated food security)

Whereas another farmworker prioritized paying her 
bills on time over her food needs:

high evaluated food security lived in an on-farm shed 
without electricity, yet he emphasized that he and his 
wife were “eating what we want to be eating.” Another 
farm owner, a 31-year-old White female with high 
evaluated food security stated, “[My husband and I] 
have really crappy cars, but we eat well.” Farmwork-
ers also made trade-offs between paying bills or buy-
ing groceries. One farmworker prioritized her food 
needs above paying her bills on time:

Vulnerabilities
Theme Farm owners and 

Farmworkers
Farm owners Farmworkers

Systemic Experienced structural 
issues related to their role in 
the food system that made it 
difficult to thrive

Faced issues with farm 
profitability: the high cost 
of growing food in a sys-
tem that values “cheap” 
food

Encountered work injuries 
that hindered their ability 
to work and access food, 
low wages

Immigration Experienced difficulties and 
uncertainty related to immi-
gration enforcement

Found it difficult to hire 
the farmworkers needed 
to ensure farm mainte-
nance and farm profit-
ability due to threats of 
deportation and barriers to 
immigration

Lived in fear of losing 
residency and income, 
threats of deportation were 
a barrier to employment 
and engagement in the 
workforce

Coping Strategies
Theme Farm owners and 

Farmworkers
Farm owners Farmworkers

Diet Always had something to 
eat, with access to staple 
foods like beans, rice, eggs, 
bread, potatoes, and 
oatmeal, so they did not go 
hungry

Expressed satisfaction 
with their staple foods

Expressed that more nutri-
tive foods were difficult to 
access during winter and 
early spring, would grow 
peppers, tomatoes, salad 
greens, onions, squash, and 
cucumbers in the agricul-
turally productive season

Food access Made tradeoffs to meet food 
needs

Prioritized food access 
and quality over ideal 
housing or transportation 
conditions

Paid bills late to access 
food, or did not eat to 
ensure bills were paid on 
time

Financial Relied on loans to meet food 
needs seasonally

Engaged with formal 
financial institutions to 
acquire loans, traded 
goods and services

Acquired personal loans 
through family members, 
friends, or employers, had 
roles as borrowers and as 
lenders with family and 
friends who would provide 
and share food

Subjective social 
status

Used their subjective social 
status as food producers, 
proximity to food, to inform 
perceptions of their situation

Made comparisons to 
demographically similar 
groups who are worse off

Made comparisons to 
previous experiences of 
struggle and being worse 
off

Overwork Engaged in additional work 
to supplement income, 
expressed feelings of 
powerlessness

Engaged in off-farm work Engaged in work on other 
farms and in construction

Food assistance Hesitated to utilize formal 
or informal food assistance, 
preferred self-reliance

Grappled with their 
relationship with the food 
bank as both donors and 
customers

Valued privacy in access-
ing food assistance

Table 4 Farm Owner and 
Farmworker Vulnerabilities and 
Coping Strategies
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When there are not enough resources [to get food], 
it’s stressful. I get a little stressed. But it almost never 
happens, you know? It has not happened that we get 
to the extreme of saying, “oh, I don’t have anything to 
eat today.“ At all times, there is something, something 
to eat. (43-year-old Hispanic/Latinx male)

Another farmworker with low evaluated food security 
shared similar sentiments:

Well, there have been times that we do not have, let’s 
say, money to buy food, but almost always, we have 
had something to eat. (73-year-old Hispanic/Latinx 
female)

Participants grounded their appraisals of their experi-
ences with FI in having access to something to eat. 
While objective definitions of FI are characterized by 
reducing the size and variety of foods, the farm own-
ers and farmworkers in this study favored meanings 
of FI that related to experiences with hunger. As most 
farm owners and farmworkers always had something 
to eat, this food safeguarded them from experiencing 
hunger. They did not characterize this as FI.

Suitability Hamelin’s framework includes severe 
monotony of diet and nutritional compromises as part 
of an unsuitable diet related to FI. While food variety 
is often considered a vital component of a quality diet 
(Murphy et al. 2006), it emerged as a less important 
feature of participants’ perceptions of their FI.
Building upon the significance of something to eat as 
a safeguard against hunger, participants referenced the 
go-to staple foods they kept in the cupboard, including 
beans, rice, eggs, bread, potatoes, and oatmeal. Staple 
foods were framed as an asset rather than monotonous 
and nutritionally compromising. One farm owner with 
high evaluated food security explained: “For me, if I 
have nothing else to eat, I can eat a can of beans, I 
can eat them every day, and I’d be happy.” (60-year-
old White female). Staple foods provided farm owners 
and farmworkers security from experiences of hunger 
during the temporary periods in which they found 
themselves short on food: “Thank God I have never 
gone without food. I always have beans or eggs avail-
able.” (35-year-old Hispanic/Latinx male farmworker 
with low evaluated food security). These staple foods 
were consumed throughout the year and allowed par-
ticipants to live frugally, which enabled them to save 
money for the winter. One farm owner with low evalu-
ated food security described how she purchased beans 
and rice in bulk and prepared them at the beginning of 

I have to save money and only spend it on the most 
important things. When we have to pay rent, I have 
to use that money to pay for rent and to pay the elec-
tric bill… And that is how we have been able to make 
it through the winter. Sometimes we have just a few 
dollars left to buy groceries. (50-year-old Hispanic/
Latinx female farmworker with low evaluated food 
security)

While farm owners’ trade-offs centered upon cost sav-
ings which enabled them to participate in the economy 
year-round, farmworker trade-offs involved immedi-
ate needs with individuals choosing between food 
access or electricity. Farmworkers who encountered 
overdue bills risked a loss of electricity and impeded 
their opportunity to engage with formal financial insti-
tutions, build credit, and engage with the economy. 
Established credit proved to be essential for farm own-
ers who relied on taking out loans to get through the 
winter:

We have no actual real money in the bank right now, 
but we are doing that – I mean, seasonally, we’ve used 
a line of credit many years to get us from Novem-
ber, kind of when our income stops, until February. 
(56-year-old White female farm owner with marginal 
evaluated food security).

Instead of formal loans, farmworkers described utiliz-
ing informal resources like visiting the local food bank 
or taking out personal loans with family members, 
friends, or employers: “My husband’s family helps us 
with food. Sometimes I borrow money for groceries, 
and I pay them back later. And sometimes they give 
me food.” (50-year-old Hispanic/Latinx female farm-
worker with low evaluated food security). Finances 
permitting, farmworkers also provided loans to other 
members of their community in need of assistance: 
“I feel good being able to help another person. When 
they ask for a loan, if you have [money available], then 
you can lend it to them, then they’ll pay you back.” 
(72-year-old Hispanic/Latinx male farmworker with 
low evaluated food security). Such strategies high-
lighted the importance of a robust social network and 
community resources for the farmworker community.
Although seasonal food shortages affected farm own-
ers and farmworkers throughout the year, many par-
ticipants explained that they always had something to 
eat or food available to sustain them until they can 
access more.
One farmworker with high evaluated food security 
explained:
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and the health impacts of processed and fast foods. 
Seven out of the ten parent participants reported that 
their family qualified for free and reduced-price school 
lunches, but their children did not enjoy the foods 
offered to them at school. One farmworker explained: 
“There are times when he arrives [back home] very 
hungry and says ‘I didn’t eat. The food wasn’t good. 
I just drank my milk’.” (54-year-old Hispanic/Latinx 
male farmworker with high evaluated food security). 
Due to these experiences, few parents relied on the 
school lunch program to feed their children; thus, the 
program did little to address the household burdens 
of FI.

Worry Hamelin’s framework describes “uncertainty 
about tonight” (current uncertainty) and “uncertainty 
about next week and the following weeks” (future 
uncertainty) as characteristics of preoccupations with 
access to food (worry). Provided the unique vulner-
abilities encountered by farming communities, partici-
pants stressed over a range of factors that contributed 
to, and overshadowed, preoccupations with access to 
enough food. There were distinct differences between 
the salient vulnerabilities that emerged between farm 
owners and farmworkers, reflective of the positional-
ity of each group within the food system. While farm 
owners primarily faced challenges associated with 
the precarity of the farm business, farmworkers faced 
issues with the hazards of farm labor, immigration, 
and low-wage employment.
Farms are filled with risk. Farm owners and farm-
workers had endless farm responsibilities, many of 
which were physically demanding and filled with 
occupational hazards like operating farm machinery 
and exposure to noxious chemicals. Such hazards con-
tributed to farmworkers’ worries about food access 
for some participants. For example, one 65-year-old 
Hispanic/Latinx farmworker with low evaluated food 
security described how injuries in the field prompted 
his early retirement, which led to his experiences with 
FI. He shared his reflections about farm labor: “They 
were long and hard hours, but what can I tell you? 
Nothing in life is easy. All of the things you have to 
earn through hard work. The thing that [has] damaged 
me the most are the work-related injuries. Unfortu-
nately, I had three accidents in the field.” Meanwhile, 
farm owners grappled with threats to farm profitabil-
ity including reduced sales from trade wars and tariffs, 
falling commodity prices, crop loss to wildlife and 
climate variability, water insecurity, and inconsis-
tent income from season to season. Though many of 
these threats increased farm owner vulnerability to FI, 

the week to eat through the week. She explained: “I’m 
not starving or anything. But I am very careful. I just 
eat beans and rice. It’s never gotten to the point where 
I’ve not been able to find enough food.” (63-year-old 
White female). The salient theme among these experi-
ences was that staple foods protected farm owners and 
farmworkers from experiencing hunger and severe FI. 
Though limiting dietary diversity is one of the core 
characteristics of FI described by Hamelin et al., farm 
owners and farmworkers viewed their reliance on 
staple foods as a positive asset rather than a negative 
experience.
While staple foods provided security, many farmwork-
ers recognized that access to nutritious foods came 
at an out-of-reach price tag. One participant shared, 
“There are things that provide more nutrition to your 
body, but they’re worth more money. [We] can’t buy 
it because we don’t make enough.” (30-year-old His-
panic/Latinx male farmworker with high evaluated 
food security). Many shared their preference for fresh, 
non-processed fruits and vegetables, many of which 
they could grow themselves like tomatoes, chili pep-
pers, salad greens, onions, squash, and cucumbers. It 
was notable that none of these preferred fresh foods 
were included as staples (the foods they always have 
available even in times of food shortages), suggest-
ing that when farmworkers have to or choose to rely 
upon staple foods, they may make sacrifices to their 
diet by selecting foods they prefer less and know to be 
less nutritious because the more nutritious options are 
only available to them seasonally when they can grow 
them. Farm owners did not express the same senti-
ments, rather, many were content with their food avail-
ability year-round, “I’ve never really liked packaged 
food or frozen food, but I really like beans and rice.” 
(60-year-old White female farm owner with high eval-
uated food security). Two farm owners, one with high 
evaluated food security and one with low evaluated 
food security, maintained gardens separate from their 
farm business where they would plant vegetables for 
their personal consumption. Among farm owners and 
farmworkers, most reported that they could access the 
quality and types of food they preferred on the USDA 
HFSSM, even those who relied on staple foods at 
times. As food shortages were primarily reported dur-
ing the agricultural off-season, the temporary nature 
of the sacrifices farm owners and farmworkers make 
to their diet may have minimized participant concerns 
regarding the unsuitability of their staple foods.
Participants shared some concerns related to food 
unsuitability for their children. Parents voiced their 
worries regarding the quality of their children’s diets 
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contingent upon productivity, work, and a successful 
harvest. Farm owners need farmworkers to generate 
more profit from the farm business, while also requir-
ing pay. The problems with immigration experienced 
by both groups, farmworkers and farm owners, high-
lights how structural racism and classism embedded 
into the food system may overshadow worries related 
to food access, while related reductions in income 
affect food access.
For farmworkers living in rural areas earning low 
wages, preoccupations with access to food may be 
heightened. One farmworker with marginal evaluated 
food security explained how low wages combined 
with higher food costs in the rural setting affected her 
ability to access food: “There is very little work, some-
times, [and] things are very expensive. I think it affects 
me that sometimes, I can’t take enough food home due 
to food being too expensive.” (38-year-old Hispanic/
Latinx female). While farm owners determine their 
own pay, many (n = 8) reported that they also strug-
gle with the cost of food locally. Some farm owners 
also expressed the desire to pay farmworkers more 
livable wages but struggled to support themselves: 
“We would love to pay more, but we did the math 
and that’s about what we pay ourselves.” (36-year-old 
White female farm owner). Farmworkers who earn 
low wages may also have trouble making ends meet 
in other ways. Another farmworker with high evalu-
ated food security described how she struggled with 
paying for necessary medical treatment: “I stretch [my 
income] a little bit so I can make ends meet. Some-
times [it] feel[s] like a nightmare because I do not have 
enough money to cover my expenses because I [have 
to] take a lot of medicine.” She followed this state-
ment by explaining why she doesn’t worry about food 
access: “Sometimes we see difficult times, but saying 
that we don’t have [food in the home], that we don’t 
have? No.” (73-year-old Hispanic/Latinx female). 
For this farmworker, preoccupations with the costs of 
prescriptions may have overshadowed worries about 
food access. Her feelings also demonstrate how expe-
riences of FI are possibly conflated with experiences 
of hunger among those who must prioritize their basic 
needs. Without the physical experience of hunger, 
food concerns may be set aside.
Psychological fatigue from co-occurring stressors 
grounded participants’ tendency to minimize the emo-
tional toll from their experiences: “If you’ve been 
farming for a while, you get used to handling failure.” 
(56-year-old White female farm owner with marginal 
evaluated food security). Participants minimized 
the importance and impact of their experiences and 

particularly those that decreased household income, 
sometimes worry about food access fell secondary to 
these burdens of running a farm business: “I’m not 
sad about our food… [I’m sad because] we are spend-
ing money, our resources, and our lives to grow food 
that we’re not being compensated for in a way that 
is fair.” (31-year-old White female farm owner with 
high evaluated food security). While unfair compensa-
tion may have contributed to a lack of resources and 
experiences with FI, this farm owner’s comment high-
lights her frustrations with the food system instead of 
her food access.
Issues related to immigration also burdened farm-
workers and farm owners in different ways (Table 4). 
Farmworkers reported fears of losing their U.S. resi-
dency, language barriers, and related physical and psy-
chological stress. Immigration-related factors added 
to the financial encumbrances of farmworkers. One 
described how he struggled to stretch his farm income 
to support his family living with him in the U.S. and 
his family residing in Mexico, which resulted in uncer-
tainty regarding food: “I have to help my parents, who 
are in Mexico. From my check, I send a little bit for 
them. And to buy food for me, sometimes, that worries 
you. You go to the store, and you barely have enough.” 
(54-year-old Hispanic/Latinx male farmworker high 
evaluated food security). For farmworkers earning a 
modest income, the added burden of remittances con-
tributed to their financial precarity and the resultant 
worries about food access. The structural vulnerabili-
ties related to immigration enforcement in farming 
communities were another source of stress. One farm-
worker with marginal evaluated food security shared 
how changes to immigration policy and heightened 
enforcement affected their capacity to work: “At work, 
they’ve told us they’re going to check the [social secu-
rity numbers] this coming year. Thank God, we have 
[social security numbers], but those who don’t? They 
let them go.” (50-year-old Hispanic/Latinx female). 
Connected with these fears of deportation that reduced 
farmworkers’ capacity to work, fewer individuals were 
available to maintain basic farm functions, affecting 
the farm owners. One farm owner explained the essen-
tial role farmworkers play on the farm: “We can grow 
the fruit, and it can sit on the trees. But unless we have 
people to prune, or thin, or pick, or do all the jobs we 
need to do, it’s just gonna sit on the trees. It’s gonna be 
a waste.” (35-year-old Asian female with high evalu-
ated food security). Fewer farmworkers active in the 
farm workforce affects farm maintenance and farm 
profits. Diminished farm profits harm farm owners 
and subsequently farmworkers, whose well-being is 
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By selecting a demographically similar group to inform 
her interpretations of social position, she experienced feel-
ings of alienation (a low level of actual control versus a high 
level of expected control) intertwined with the resignation 
that her current circumstances could be worse.

One 44-year-old Hispanic/Latinx female farmworker 
with low evaluated food security formed her subjective 
social status with comparisons to individuals with greater 
need, which influenced her use of informal food safety net 
resources like food banks:

I would never go to a [food bank] to get food when I 
still have some beans left. I say, “at least I have beans, 
tortillas, and cheese, and I can have those.” But that 
is my way of thinking, that [food banks] are for people 
who really don’t have anything to eat.

Selecting a worse-off group to inform her perceptions 
of FI minimized her state of alienation (low level of actual 
control versus the potential for a lower level of control) 
and consequently the difficulty of her own experiences. 
Unwillingness to identify with high levels of need may also 
be rooted in the virtues of self-reliance and associations of 
social position with the ability to provide for oneself. As a 
result, she was hesitant to use the resources available that 
may help her manage FI.

Comparisons of subjective social status relative to past 
social status and experiences of FI influenced appraisals of 
current FI. Participants described past experiences in which 
they encountered food shortages that were comparably 
worse than the seasonal hardships they experienced in their 
current circumstances. This was especially salient for farm-
workers, many of whom endured worse conditions in their 
country of origin or upon arrival in the U.S. A 65-year-old 
Hispanic/Latinx male farmworker with low evaluated food 
security described his experiences before immigration to the 
U.S.:

Our situation in Mexico was precarious. We were 
poor. We suffered a lot more due to a lack of food. 
What can I tell you? You can’t have [all] of the things 
that you want. My situation is not that serious.

Drawing on difficult experiences as a baseline for his 
current subjective social status and experiences with FI, he 
regarded his current food situation as an improvement. Like 
the selection of a worse-off comparator, he minimized his 
sense of alienation (low level of actual control versus previ-
ously experienced lower control).

While participants themselves did not experience alien-
ation of their identity, the alienation identified by Hamelin’s 
conceptual framework refers to the separation between the 

resigned themselves to their conditions. For example, 
one farmworker with low evaluated food security 
acknowledged his family’s FI but was quick to shift 
his narrative to minimize the experience of suffering 
that FI caused.

Sometimes we don’t have enough money to buy the 
[food] that we want. But we are used to suffering, and 
it doesn’t matter. We are used to eating beans and tor-
tillas, and that is something. And my entire family is 
used to that. We don’t suffer, and we don’t worry about 
that too much. (65-year-old Hispanic/Latinx male)

Provided this mindset, even acknowledged experi-
ences of FI might prompt farm owners and farmwork-
ers to respond to the USDA HFSSM in ways that 
reflect their behaviors and beliefs around FI but may 
not necessarily reflect their circumstances. Due to this 
disconnect, food security policies and programs that 
require beneficiaries to apply for assistance will miss 
those who would benefit from food assistance but do 
not seek it.

Alienation  Subjective social status (social comparisons) 
framed a state of alienation experienced by farm owners 
and farmworkers. Alienation, as characterized in FI, reflects 
the tension between a household’s actual control over their 
food and the degree of control they think they should have 
(Hamelin et al. 2002). Among participants, such perceptions 
of control were socially informed through relative compari-
sons. Subjective social status refers to one’s appraised posi-
tion within the social hierarchy relative to the social status of 
a comparator (Jackman and Jackman 1973). Applied to farm 
owners and farmworkers, comparisons between their social 
positions and circumstances (the control they do have) and 
the social position and circumstances of others (the compar-
ative control they think they should have) influenced their 
experiences of alienation. We see the role of positionality 
and how it affects farm owners’ and farmworkers’ frames 
through which they view experiences with FI. For example, 
one 40-year-old White female farm owner with low evalu-
ated food security compared her circumstances to what she 
believed her advantages should be provided the low level of 
structural barriers keeping her down.

I’m, like, a 40-year-old, well-educated, White woman 
in the United States, and I look at [those factors], and 
I’m like, there’s not a lot keeping me down. I think, in 
my ideal world, I’d have a little bit more to spend on 
food, but I don’t, so I end up being like, well, whatever. 
We’re eating rice and beans tonight.
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Sixty-eight percent of participants worked six to 
seven days per week during the agriculturally pro-
ductive seasons, frequently at multiple jobs and typi-
cally exceeding a 40-hour work week. This intensive 
engagement in the workforce was often necessary to 
ensure that participants had access to enough food. 
For example, a 40-year-old White female farm owner 
with low evaluated food security shared her frustra-
tions with the amount of work demanded for her fam-
ily to have enough food:

Why are we [living] paycheck to paycheck? We work 
so hard. My husband, his typical work week is 70 
hours. I’m not exaggerating. I’m also working and 
dragging my kids with me. Our biggest expense, hands 
down, is food.

Her exasperation demonstrated the feelings of pow-
erlessness experienced by overworked farm owners 
and farmworkers, who perceived an insufficient return 
(income, food) on their investments (the time and 
energy dedicated to working).

Hiding Food Insecurity The desire to hide FI relates 
to the concealment of alienation, a lack of control, or 
disempowerment. Feelings of embarrassment regard-
ing a lack of control over food often grounded rationale 
for the use or non-use of food assistance resources. 
Participants valued assistance that granted them pri-
vacy and independence, which protects them from 
judgment. One farmworker with low evaluated food 
security shared his concerns of judgment from his 
community, saying, “Do not go knocking on so-and-
so’s house. ‘Hey (knocks on table) Give me money to 
go buy tortillas or bread, chicken, beans...’ And that 
friend will say, ‘That lazy [person] doesn’t work’.” 
(56-year-old Hispanic/Latinx male). Farm owners 
and farmworkers view work as a way to control their 
FI by picking up more hours or even overworking, 
which lends to the viewpoint that those who cannot 
control their experiences with FI must be too lazy to 
work harder. While informal food assistance, like food 
banks and charitable food distributions, were essen-
tial resources for both farm owners and farmworkers, 
their highly visible and community-based nature made 
it difficult for participants to use them in privacy.

We’ve thought about [utilizing the food bank]. But 
I guess there is still some pride [preventing us]. We 

food status participants believe they should have, and their 
actual food situation. As such, food producers with proxim-
ity to food, like farmworkers and farm owners, may believe 
they have more control over their food than they experience. 
These relational views of FI provide further insight into how 
participants respond to the USDA HFSSM: in ways they 
believe someone in their position should answer.

A Lack of Control Participants maintained control 
over their food availability primarily through labor. 
“It’s something that we all know. We have to work in 
order to eat. If you don’t work – it’s a normal thing 
[to not have food].” (45-year-old Hispanic/Latinx 
male farmworker with low evaluated food security). 
His comments reveal the intersection between work 
and control, a viewpoint this farmworker believed 
was widely accepted. Work provided farm owners and 
farmworkers power over their circumstances. When 
asked if his food sources were enough to cover his 
needs, one 72-year-old Hispanic/Latinx male farm-
worker with low evaluated food security explained the 
role his ability to work played:

Well yes! More or less, we get by. Sometimes, you 
barely get enough [income] for food [and] for one’s 
expenses, like bills. It’s a lot. Sometimes life is hard, 
but then being able to work, having work, everything 
is fine.

When work was unavailable like during the winter, 
farm owners and farmworkers experienced a lack of 
control over their food shortages due to the subsequent 
loss of income. One participant shared, “In the winter, 
work gets scarce, and you work less hours, it’s more 
difficult to get food.” (30-year-old Hispanic/Latinx 
male farmworker with high evaluated food security). 
To regain control, many participants coped with their 
FI by taking on additional work. For farmworkers, this 
was often extra work in agriculture or construction. 
One farmworker with low evaluated food security said, 
“I go out to the field to work a day or two someplace 
[else] where they have work [available].” (72-year-
old Hispanic/Latinx male). Meanwhile, additional 
work for farm owners meant engaging in the non-farm 
workforce. A 35-year-old White male farm owner and 
small business owner with high evaluated food secu-
rity explained, “Being a small farmer on its own is 
hard enough, and if you don’t have another source of 
income, it can be pretty tough [to afford food].”
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characteristics of FI and structural vulnerabilities (Table 4). 
To the authors’ knowledge, this is the first time that experi-
ences with FI have been documented among the published 
literature for small farm owners in the U.S., and the first 
time they have been examined parallel to the experiences 
of farmworkers. Considering the lived experiences of farm 
owners and farmworkers together addresses the sources of 
structural inequity experienced by farmworkers in recogni-
tion of the power farm owners hold over the health and well-
being of workers. Further, this research responds to the call 
for policies intended to address the health and well-being of 
farm owners and farmworkers while remaining sensitive to 
the nature of life on the farm (American Public Health Asso-
ciation 2017; Braun 2019). Findings provide a more com-
prehensive understanding of the difficulties encountered by 
the farm workforce to help inform more responsive policies 
and programs.

The HFSSM is a trusted tool that researchers have used 
to measure FI among farmworkers previously (Allen 2008; 
Borre et al. 2010; Brown and Getz 2020; Minkoff-Zern 
2014; United States Department of Agriculture 2012). Find-
ings from this current study revealed evaluated food secu-
rity scores that were sometimes misaligned with farm owner 
and farmworker narrative experiences. One explanation is 
that the HFSSM was less sensitive to the moderate and vari-
able cases of FI common among our sample, which is con-
sistent with research that shows the HFSSM to be sensitive 
toward more severe cases of FI, but less sensitive to incon-
sistent experiences of FI (Johnson et al. 2020). A second 
explanation is that participant responses to the six-question 
survey were subject to farm owner and farmworker inter-
pretations of the words, questions, and concepts intended to 
be captured. Because this study sample included farm own-
ers and farmworkers from varying ethnic and cultural con-
texts, the embodied experiences of food adequacy, fullness, 
and nourishment (Napier et al. 2014), likely differed from 
the technical definitions of FI that the HFSSM is designed 
to capture. A third explanation is that the HFSSM cannot 
capture and reflect the unique circumstances encountered 
by the farm workforce. These explanations are not mutually 
exclusive, and each may play some part in the misalignment 
between HFSSM measures and the participants’ narrative 
experiences. As such, the use of measures that more com-
prehensively capture the lived experiences of FI helped 
clarify the role of FI among farm owners and farmworkers.

One of the most salient characteristics of farm owner 
and farmworker FI using the Hamelin framework was the 
seasonal resource shortages that resulted in a lack of food, 
particularly during the winter months that fall in between 
growing seasons. This finding complements research iden-
tifying the increased prevalence of winter hunger among 
farmworkers (Wirth et al. 2007). Further, it is consistent 

don’t want neighbors seeing us going in. Other people 
at our church use it, and some help in there, too. I 
don’t know. We just haven’t felt comfortable about that 
source. Everybody draws lines, I’m sure, as to what 
they will and won’t do (75-year-old White male farm 
owner with high evaluated food security).

Some farm owners contributed produce to their local 
food banks, which complicated their decision to use 
the food bank when they didn’t have enough food. 
One female farm owner with low evaluated food 
security shared her feelings as a contributor and cus-
tomer of her local food bank. She said, “It’s kind of 
embarrassing. One year, you’re dropping stuff off for 
them, and then the next year, you’re asking for help.” 
(63-year-old White female farm owner).

Discussion

While the farm workforce dedicates their labor and liveli-
hoods to grow our food, farmworkers and farm owners 
often struggle to put food on their own tables. Corporate 
consolidation and the concentration of power in the food 
system have ensured that food in the U.S. continues to 
become less and less available or affordable for consum-
ers while lowering the prices paid to farm businesses. The 
systematic issues that limit farmworkers’ access to food 
and the structural vulnerability produced by an unjust food 
system have been documented by others (Brown and Getz 
2020; Kilanowski and Moore 2010; Mares 2019; Minkoff-
Zern 2014; Wirth et al. 2007), yet the vulnerability of farm 
owners and their relation to farmworkers’ FI has never been 
addressed in the literature. Results of this study offer an 
understanding of the experiences of FI among farm owners 
and farmworkers in Oregon. According to initial analysis 
using USDA 6-Item HFSSM scores, 17 participants had 
high food security, 3 had marginal food security, and 11 
had low food security. Ensuing qualitative analyses using 
Hamelin et al.’s conceptual framework (2002) revealed the 
characteristic experiences of FI on the farm (Table 3) that 
revolved around seasonal resource shortages resulting in 
food shortages at some point during the year, strategies to 
stretch resources to support farm households year-round, 
and the tendency to downplay hardship. From the perspec-
tives of many farm owners and farmworkers, they always 
had something to eat. Research with small farm owners and 
farmworkers has approached the two communities as sepa-
rate entities despite interconnected vulnerabilities (Berkey 
and Schusler 2016; Villarejo 2012). The results of this study 
suggest that the two groups also share many of the same 
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in the winter months. One explanation for these differences 
is that formal lines of credit may be available to farm own-
ers with established credit but not farmworkers, many of 
whom face immigration-related barriers to establishing 
credit. Access to collateral may also hinder farmworker 
access to formal credit. While all farmworkers were resid-
ing in community housing on the farm or in nearby rented 
apartments, most (n = 11) farm owners owned the land they 
were cultivating. Studies among undocumented immigrants 
suggest hesitancy towards engaging with financial institu-
tions. Though some financial institutions will grant lines of 
credit to those with little to no established credit score, these 
debts likely entail high-interest rates that can make paying 
them off more difficult (Martin 2015). For farmworkers who 
were faced with the choice to buy food or pay utility bills, 
the decision to buy food instead of paying an electricity bill 
could harm their credit. The inability to make bill payments 
further reduced opportunities to participate in the U.S. econ-
omy fully.

Study participants’ concerns about food accompanied a 
host of risks and stressors that farming communities expe-
rience (Braun 2019). Overburdened and overworked farm 
owners and farmworkers are vulnerable to psychological 
fatigue (Garaika 2019), characterized by a diminution of 
the attitudinal, emotional, and spiritual elements of one’s 
skills, contributions, and outputs (Pritchard and Eliot 2012). 
The current study found that farm owners and farmwork-
ers minimized the severity and difficulty of their FI through 
suggestions that their experiences were quotidian and 
inconsequential. Ultimately, many participants downplayed 
their circumstances. Similar cognitive processes have been 
identified among other food insecure populations (Dryland 
et al. 2020; Hamelin et al. 2002).

Implications

Findings from this study demonstrate the benefits offered 
by pairing two measures to capture FI among farm owners 
and farmworkers comprehensively. Still, the measures, the 
USDA HFSSM and the Hamelin framework, capture experi-
ences of FI that are specific to static technical definitions of 
FI and may not represent the dynamic perspectives of farm 
owners and farmworkers. Misalignment between objective 
and subjective experiences of FI may lead to policies and 
programs that do not reflect the attitudes of the target popu-
lation. Although farm owners and farmworkers have expe-
riences of FI similar to other low-income and immigrant 
groups (De Marco et al. 2009; Munger et al. 2015; Quandt et 
al. 2006), their experience is rooted in the unique elements 
specific to the structural inequities dominant within the food 
system. Seasonal differences, resource stretching, over-
working, downplaying the severity of needs, and reluctance 

with studies documenting seasonal food shortages among 
farming households in low-income countries (Devereux 
and Tavener-Smith 2019; Hirvonen et al. 2016). Provided 
the seasonality of farm work, experiences of FI among farm 
owners and farmworkers are likely to rise during the winter 
and fall during the summer. As these experiences are incon-
sistent, farm owners and farmworkers may be less likely to 
seek assistance when they foresee a solution to their food 
struggles in the future. In consideration of evidence of sea-
sonal FI, the time of year that FS was evaluated with the 
HFSSM and the Hamelin framework may have changed 
how individuals responded to survey questions, which could 
explain some differences between evaluated and experi-
enced FI. Interviews for this study were conducted during 
the agricultural off-seasons, as farm owners and farmwork-
ers had more time available to meet with the researchers on 
this study. Results reflect experiences during a period when 
food shortages were more common.

Participants primarily maintained control over their food 
situation by picking up more work. Farm owners and farm-
workers were tasked with stretching their notoriously low 
wages (Hernandez and Gabbard 2018; Berkey and Schusler 
2016) to make them last. Like Meierotto and Som Castel-
lano’s study on Latinx farmworkers in Idaho (2020), par-
ticipants in this study worked long hours almost every day 
of the week to generate sufficient income to support their 
current food needs and save for the winter. Consistent 
with the literature describing values of self-reliance and a 
sense of shame associated with the use of food assistance 
resources among rural populations (Andress and Fitch 
2016), participants grappled with their use of food assis-
tance and preferred to use programs with discretion within 
their small farming communities. Participants also engaged 
in financial management strategies like those documented 
by Quandt et al.’s (2004) research on farmworkers in North 
Carolina. Consistent with Quandt’s findings, farm owners 
and farmworkers sustained themselves through the winter 
by budgeting to save money and reduce food variety. While 
dietary variety is an indicator of a nutritionally adequate 
diet (Drewnowski et al. 1997), participants emphasized the 
importance of the key staple foods that provided them with 
something to eat and protected them from hunger.

Not all characteristics of FI were shared between the two 
groups (farm owners and farmworkers), as some factors 
affected farm owners differently than they affected farm-
workers and vice versa (Table 4). Farm owners leaned on 
formal debts, such as lines of credit, to get them through 
the winter. Farm owners’ credit supported living expenses, 
including access to food and the purchase of agricultural 
inputs to run their farms, which are standard practices among 
U.S. farm owners (Harvie 2017). Separately, informal loans 
from family, friends, and employers supported farmworkers 
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changes in the food system. While labor law exemptions 
granted to the agricultural industry need to be re-examined for 
farmworker well-being, namely those related to piece systems 
and overtime pay, a food systems approach must also consider 
the role of the farm owners’ precarity in relation to the farm-
worker. Further, the allocation of more substantial resources is 
necessary to strengthen the market infrastructure that supports 
the profitability of small farms. Research and evidence-based 
policies should be grounded in mixed-methods approaches 
that can capture the full breadth of the vulnerabilities faced 
by farming communities and identify opportunities for justice 
within the food system.

Limitations

This study had several limitations. First, most farm owners in 
the study sample were White, and all farmworkers were His-
panic/Latinx. While a majority of farm owners in Oregon are 
White, this research needs to be advanced by studying a sample 
of the farm workforce with broader diversity to understand the 
influence of demographic diversity on FI, particularly in recog-
nition of a food system built upon racism and classism. Also, 
the interviewers were two White women and one Puerto Rican 
Latina woman connected with a public health program at a large 
public university. None of the interviewers worked on a farm, 
which may have impacted the information participants elected 
to share. Differences in race, ethnicity, education, citizenship, 
social class, and other perspectives and experiences between 
the interviewers and study participants may have influenced 
the direction and depth of each interview. Further, one of the 
interview sites took place on an orchard where the employer 
was present, which may have limited the candid experiences of 
some farmworker participants.

The sample included farmworkers and small farm own-
ers in Oregon, limiting the transferability of these findings 
to other groups in other regions among the farm workforce. 
Additionally, interviews were conducted before the COVID-19 
pandemic, which had significant social, economic, and health 
impacts on the farm workforce, thus limiting the transferability 
of these findings to post-COVID farm conditions. Provided the 
importance of work to support the livelihoods of farm own-
ers and farmworkers, their position as essential workers dur-
ing the global pandemic allowed them to continue to earn an 
income during the economic recession. Still, farm owner and 
farmworker conditions on the farm and in housing put them at 
high risk of contracting and transmitting COVID-19. In addi-
tion, farm owners and farmworkers who experience COVID-
19 symptoms may encounter barriers to accessing healthcare 
for testing, contact tracing, and quarantining guidelines. Farm 
owners and farmworkers who encounter stigma related to a 
culture of hard work and independence that demand engage-
ment in the workforce also faced stigma as a community that 

to seek assistance should be considered when planning inter-
ventions and outreach to support farm communities. Educa-
tion campaigns may be more effective if they identify the 
lived experiences of FI, like resource stretching, seasonal 
deprivation, and limiting dietary diversity, as FI, i.e. you 
don’t have to be hungry to be food insecure. Further, it may 
be beneficial to identify and engage the voices of key com-
munity stakeholders in policy and program development. 
Future studies on FI among farm owners and farmwork-
ers may benefit from an investigation into the variations in 
interpretation and understanding of FI and HFSSM survey 
items and Hamelin et al.’s core characteristics.

The experiences of FI among farm owners and farmwork-
ers can also inform programs and policies to support a more 
robust, just, food system. Most farmworkers and small farm 
owners experienced distinct seasonal food shortages but 
were cautious about the types of food assistance they sought 
and utilized. Policies and programs could be designed to pro-
vide standardized seasonal wages or resource supplements 
for the farm workforce. U.S. farm owners are known to 
value self-reliance and independence, and they are unlikely 
to ask for assistance (Farm Aid 2018), further it can be diffi-
cult to provide proof of employment to meet program work 
requirements like those used for the Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program (SNAP) for self-employed farm own-
ers. Farmworkers find themselves ineligible for and/or hesi-
tant to utilize federal food assistance programs like SNAP, 
despite the potential for these programs to improve racial 
health disparities encountered by farmworkers (Rockler et 
al. 2022). Thus, automatic program enrollment for all agri-
cultural workers could obviate the need for farm owners and 
farmworkers to prove eligibility and apply for assistance. 
Additionally, providing a standardized payment for all agri-
cultural workers would support rural farm economies by 
increasing the food purchasing power of farming families. 
Like work requirements, current farm subsidies disincentiv-
ize farm owners from earning revenue above a certain limit. 
Less centralized approaches have been proposed as possible 
solutions to address food system inequity and environmen-
tally sound farming practices including social contracts 
between farmer and non-farmer (Graddy-Lovelace 2021) 
and parity pricing (Patel and Goodman 2019). Other solu-
tions include financial institutions and fair financing options 
accessible to farmworkers to help establish and build credit 
and support during the agricultural off-season. The feasibil-
ity and effectiveness of such programs on experiences of 
FI among farm owners and farmworkers warrant further 
exploration.

Longer-term solutions demand improvements to economic 
conditions among vulnerable farm owners and farmwork-
ers. Addressing persistent poverty among farming communi-
ties requires substantial economic, social, and infrastructural 
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