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Abstract

Purpose This review aimed to investigate and describe the current research that has reported on family violence and food
insecurity and to explore any links. Research is beginning to explore the relationship between food insecurity and family
violence, as such, this is a good time to review the current body of literature to identify existing gaps.

Methods This research employed a narrative systematic review allowing for a broad search while maintaining methodologi-
cal rigour. Key word searches were performed in 6 electronic databases in January 2023. Two overarching concepts were
used: “family violence” and “food security”. The findings were synthesised into a narrative review, reporting on specific
population groups separately.

Results The search generated 1724 articles, of which 868 were duplicates. The titles and abstracts of 856 articles were
screened; 765 articles were excluded because they did not investigate the experience of food insecurity and family violence.
The full text of 91 articles was reviewed, with 32 included in this review. Most were from the USA, and most employed
qualitative or mixed methods. Studies explored food insecurity and family violence in women, men and women, children,
people who are HIV positive, and the relationship between the COVID-19 pandemic and food insecurity.

Conclusions Food insecurity and family violence are significant societal problems, with evidence that both have increased in
prevalence and severity due to the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. This review provides initial evidence for a bi-directional
relationship between food insecurity and family violence in high income countries.

Keywords Food insecurity - Family violence - Intimate partner violence - Review - High income countries

Introduction resources (Gundersen & Ziliak, 2015). Despite increased
access to resources and economic advantages, approximately
Food security exists when all people, at all times, have phys- 10% of people living in high-income countries experience

ical and economic access to sufficient, safe, and nutritious ~ food insecurity, with factors relating to food insecurity vary-
food that meets their dietary needs and food preferences  ing by level of development and Gross Domestic Product
for an active and healthy life (FAO, 2013). Food insecurity ~ per capita (Smith et al., 2017). Hunger is the most serious
describes a situation when a household or individual does  outcome of food insecurity and typically refers to insufficient
not have access to food because of a lack of financial or other ~ consumption of food or energy required for daily living and
activity (FAO, 2021). Food insecurity is a social determi-
nant of health and can lead to and result from a range of
household stressors. Researchers have begun to explore the
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Background

Estimates suggest that globally, over 820 million people
experienced food insecurity in 2021, an increase over pre-
vious years (FAO et al., 2022). Experiences of food inse-
curity can range from mild to severe; from compromising
on quality and variety of food, through to eating reduced
portions or skipping meals, to not consuming any food for
a day or longer (McKay et al., 2023).

Household food insecurity is linked with a range of
negative health outcomes (Murthy, 2016), and chronic
health conditions for both adults and children (Goldstein
et al., 2017; Gundersen & Ziliak, 2015). Food insecu-
rity during pregnancy is of particular concern with food
insecure pregnant women found to be more likely to have
excessive gestational weight gain (Crandall et al., 2020;
Demétrio et al., 2020; Nunnery et al., 2018), develop ges-
tational diabetes and enter preterm labour (Laraia et al.,
2010), and experience mental health concerns (Augusto
et al., 2020; Maynard et al., 2018). The children born of
women who are food insecure are more likely to experi-
ence birth defects, cognitive problems, and anxiety, and
when compared to children in food secure households
are two to three times more likely to develop anaemia,
two times more likely to be in fair to poor health, and are
more likely to have asthma (Gundersen & Ziliak, 2015).
Additionally, children who grow up with the stress of food
insecurity are more likely to develop chronic health condi-
tions as adults, including obstructive pulmonary disease,
depression, autoimmune diseases, and cancers (Garner
et al., 2012), and are more likely to be obese (Dubois
et al., 2016). Among adults, food insecurity is associated
with increased risk of some chronic conditions including
type 2 diabetes (Abdurahman et al., 2019; Thomas et al.,
2021), and cardiovascular disease (Holben & Marshall,
2017; Liu & Eicher-Miller, 2021), and is strongly linked
with overweight and obesity (Burns, 2004; Dinour et al.,
2007; Moradi et al., 2019).

Households that experience financial, or cost of living,
pressures can also experience food insecurity. These pres-
sures have increased over recent years as major global dis-
ruptions such as the Great Recession (2007 to 2009), the
Coronavirus pandemic (2020 to 2023), and the period of
high inflation during 2022 and 2023, have led to increased
inequality and to the increased risk of household food
insecurity (Idzerda et al., 2022; Waxman et al., 2022).
To manage their household food insecurity, households
often change their food preferences and behaviours. As
income is reduced, so too is the ability to afford nutrient-
rich foods, forcing these households to substitute highly
processed, energy dense foods (Drewnowski, 2009). It
has also been suggested that the stress surrounding food
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scarcity activates the hypothalamic—pituitary—adrenal axis
pathway in the brain, which in turn activates the hedonic,
or reward, brain pathway (Dallman et al., 2003). Ongoing
consumption of a lower quality diet, particularly one that
includes ultra-processed foods, results in further risk of
developing chronic health conditions including obesity,
type 2 diabetes, heart disease, and some cancers (Hall
et al., 2019; Jayedi et al., 2020).

Family violence similarly has long and short-term impli-
cations on households and individuals. Family violence is
the physical, psychological, sexual or verbal harm inflicted
upon relations within a household, most commonly from
male partners to female partners (partner here referring to an
intimate relationship, for example, a boyfriend, husband, or
de facto partner) (Kelsey Hegarty et al., 2000). Family vio-
lence is a complex public health issue that affects individu-
als from a diverse range of economic, social, geographic,
and racial backgrounds (Kelsey Hegarty et al., 2000). In
high income countries, 22% of women aged 15-49 are esti-
mated to experience some form of family violence (WHO,
2021). When attempting to leave an abusive relationship
many women report that they find it difficult to leave their
abusive partner, due to a wide range of factors (Yamawaki
et al., 2012), including a lack of financial resources, lack of
support from police or from other support services, lack of
alternative housing, negative self-perception, and difficulties
relating to legal issues surrounding the custody of children
(Anderson et al., 2003; Martin et al., 2000). Women who
have experienced family violence are more likely to have
ongoing concerns for their safety, post-traumatic stress dis-
order, increased experiences of fear, and a greater degree
of absenteeism from their work (Black et al., 2011). Chil-
dren who experience violence in the home are more likely
to experience anxiety, depression, aggressive behaviour,
and emotional dysregulation (Zarling et al., 2013). Those
who experience family violence also experience significant
stigma, which prevents them from accessing social support
and services (Murray et al., 2016).

Research exploring the links between food insecurity
and family violence is in its infancy. There is, however, evi-
dence that demonstrates the associations between family vio-
lence and mental health (Humphreys & Thiara, 2003), and
between food insecurity and mental health (Tarasuk et al.,
2018; Weaver & Hadley, 2009). Proposed reasons for the
link between food insecurity and family violence are that
families who are vulnerable to food insecurity may be expe-
riencing increased household stress and poor mental health,
which may lead to or result from family violence.

With an increasing number of people experiencing house-
hold food insecurity as cost-of-living pressures impact
household budgets, there is a risk that the incidence of fam-
ily violence will also increase, compounding the short- and



Journal of Family Violence

long-term impacts of both experiences. Understanding the
relationship between these experiences is important when
designing programs and responses that seek to assist families
who are experiencing both food insecurity and family vio-
lence. This systematic narrative review seeks to summarise
current research and highlight any examined links between
family violence and food insecurity.

Method

This research employed a systematic narrative review. As
outlined by Ferrari, (2015), narrative reviews tend to have
broad research questions and allow for the greater scope in
inclusion criteria. A narrative review was selected for this
study as the links between food insecurity and family vio-
lence are only beginning to be explored, so this approach
allowed for a broader scope of searching, while maintaining
methodological rigour.

Eligibility Criteria

Eligible publications were those that examined both food
insecurity and family violence. All study designs were
included, and no limitations were placed, on study popula-
tion, or the type of the study.

Studies were excluded if they did not examine both food
insecurity and family violence, or if they were not from a
high-income country (as defined by the Human Develop-
ment Index). Non-English language papers were excluded.
Non-empirical studies, such as editorials, theses, and reviews
were excluded. Conference abstracts were excluded.

Search Strategy

Consistent with the method for narrative reviews proposed
by Ferrari, (2015), where search terms are purposely gen-
eral, the search included two overarching concepts to iden-
tify relevant articles: “family violence” and “food security”,
Table 1 shows the key search terms used for each concept.
Literature searches of key words were performed in 6
electronic databases, Medline, Embase, CINAHL, Global
Health, PsycARTICLES, SocINDEX, Academic Search
Complete. The search was completed in January 2023.

Table 1 Search terms use in literature search

Following the literature search, all identified citations
were uploaded into Covidence (Veritas Health Innovation,
2022), a web-based software platform designed to simplify
and expedite the research review process. Duplicate search
results were then removed. Titles and abstracts were inde-
pendently screened by two authors. Full texts were screened
independently by both authors. Disagreement between
authors regarding study inclusion were resolved through
discussion to meet consensus.

Family violence can be described in the literature in a
variety of ways, including domestic violence and intimate
partner violence. For the purposes of this review, all such
descriptors of family violence were included. Similarly, stud-
ies that referred to both food insecurity or food security were
included. Survivors of family violence could include men,
women, and children. A study could examine those who pre-
viously experienced family violence, or who were currently
experiencing it. Included studies are those that examined the
relationship between family violence and food insecurity,
studies were excluded if they reported independently on food
insecurity and family violence. Studies that were conducted
or related to low- or middle-income countries, as defined by
the Human Development Index were excluded.

Data Extraction

Data were extracted from included studies. Using a data
extraction template, the following data were extracted:
Author, year, journaltitle, country, method, population
group (women, men, both men and women, children),
and the main findings, if family violence was found to
increases food insecurity, and if food insecurity increases
family violence. Findings were narratively synthesised
and reported according to specific population groups.
Two individual health outcomes were commonly
reported; HIV infection and the COVID-19 pandemic,
as such, these are reported separately.

In reporting the findings from these studies, we have used
the language of the original authors. This means that in the
following results section, we use the terms family violence,
domestic violence, and intimate partner violence as they
have been used in the original studies. When not reporting
directly on findings, we use the term family violence as an
umbrella term for all these forms of violence.

Family violence

Food security

“(domestic OR “intimate partner” OR interparental OR family OR mari-
tal OR interpersonal) AND (violen* OR conflict OR abus* OR batter*)

“food insecur*” OR “food access*” OR “food afford*” OR “food
poverty*” OR “food secur*”” OR “food suppl” OR “food sufficien*”
OR “food insufficien*”” OR “food desert*”” OR (hunger OR hungry)
OR “food Assist*” OR “Food shortage”

*Truncation used at the end of the word in all databases to retrieve all suffix variation
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Results

The search generated 1724 articles, of which 868 were dupli-
cates. The titles and abstracts of 856 articles were screened;
765 articles were excluded because they did not investigate
the experience of food insecurity and family violence, leav-
ing 91 articles for full text review. The full text of 91 articles
was reviewed; 58 articles were excluded as they did not meet
the inclusion criteria, see Fig. 1. The remaining 32 studies
have been included in this review, of which 27 were from
the United States of America (USA), three from Canada,
and one each from the United Kingdom and New Zealand.
Ten studies employed a cross sectional methodology, twelve
employed a longitudinal methodology, six used a qualitative
methodology, two were prospective cohort studies, and one
used a mixed method approach. Time of publication ranged
from 2006 to 2022, with 27 published since 2015. See sup-
plementary table 1 for description of the studies included.

Family Violence, Food Insecurity, and Women

Twelve studies reported on the experiences of family vio-
lence and food insecurity among a female population
(Barreto et al., 2019; Brandhorst & Clark, 2022; Chilton
& Booth, 2007; Chilton et al., 2014, 2017; Daundasekara
et al., 2022; Hernandez et al., 2014; Hunt et al., 2019; Laraia
et al., 2022; Melchior et al., 2009; Power, 2006; Ricks et al.,
2016), nine of these studies were based in the USA, two in
Canada, and one in the UK. Five studies that focused on a
female population specifically were longitudinal, four were
qualitative, two were cross sectional, and one was a case
study. When considering the direction of the relationship
between food insecurity and family violence all studies but

one reported that experiencing family violence or abuse was
associated with an increased risk of experiencing food inse-
curity. One study (Hunt et al., 2019), did not report on the
direction of the relationship.

Studies sought to explore the relationship with severity
of food insecurity and family violence. In a large, repeated
cross sectional study, Ricks et al., (2016) used six years of
data from the California Women’s Health Survey to assess
the relationship between different levels of food insecurity
and the experience of intimate partner violence. Findings
indicate that 22% of participants were food insecure, with
increased severity of food insecurity related to increased
severity of intimate partner violence. Similarly, Hunt et al.,
(2019) found that women in Chicago who were food inse-
cure were more likely to report intimate family violence
compared with those who were food secure, though this rela-
tionship was not significant, while women who were food
insecure were statistically more likely to access emergency
and community food assistance (food stamps) than those
who were food secure (65.2% vs 30.1%, respectively). Use
of food stamps by women who were experiencing intimate
partner violence was also reported in the study by Brand-
horst & Clark, (2022) in an examination of the experience
of intimate partner violence on food security, and the rela-
tionship between food insecurity and wellbeing. This study
found food insecurity highest among women who had expe-
rienced domestic violence in the previous 3 months, who
were using emergency and community food assistance, or
who had children (Brandhorst & Clark, 2022).

Five studies reported on women who were pregnant or
who had children in the home and all reported an asso-
ciation between food insecurity, family violence, and
maternal depressive symptoms (Chilton et al., 2014;
Daundasekara et al., 2022; Hernandez et al., 2014; Laraia

Fig.1 Flow diagram of the
literature search process
screening

1724 studies imported for

A\ 4
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et al., 2022; Melchior et al., 2009). In a longitudinal study
of women from the UK, Melchior et al., (2009) found that
food insecurity was associated with maternal depression
(OR: 2.82 [95% CI: 1.62-4.93]) and domestic violence
(OR: 2.36 [95% CI: 1.18-4.73]) when controlled for
income. Similarly, in longitudinal work with women from
the USA, Hernandez et al., (2014) found that food inse-
curity was associated with domestic violence (OR: 1.22
[95% CI: 1.01-1.49]) and significantly associated with
depression (OR: 2.03 [95% CI: 1.45-2.84] p <0.001). Also
in longitudinal work from the USA Daundasekara et al.,
(2022) found that mothers had increased odds of major
depression when experiencing food insecurity (OR=1.69,
p <0.001), domestic violence (OR =1.54, p<0.001), or
both concurrently (OR=1.88, p=0.004). Laraia et al.,
(2022) found that women reporting very low food security
had a 165% (95% CI: 1.86-3.79) greater risk of experienc-
ing domestic violence compared to those not experienc-
ing food insecurity, while having a husband or partner
who were unemployed, who were experiencing depressive
symptoms, and experiencing domestic violence were all
significantly associated with food insecurity. Finally, in
a mixed-method study Chilton et al., (2014) employing
a survey, photo voice, and semi structured interviews to
explore violence and food insecurity in households headed
by women. This study found that a higher proportion of
women who reported very low food security also reported
experiencing depressive symptoms, when compared to
the food secure groups (71% vs 17%, respectively), with
women who reported very low food security also reported
currently experiencing violence from an intimate partner,
compared with women who were food secure (88% vs
75%, respectively). Experiences of violence were com-
mon in all women in this cohort, but the most severe expe-
riences (with a “life changing impact” such as rape, or
murder or suicide of someone close to the participant)
were proportionally greater in the very low food security
cohort compared with food secure (59% vs 33%), while
those experiencing very low food security were also more
likely to describe themselves as a perpetrator of domestic
violence, compared with the food secure women (59% vs
17%, respectively). In qualitative work with women, of
which half had children in the home, Chilton & Booth,
(2007) found that family violence and food insecurity was
associated with depression and worry about running out
of food and not being able to get more.

Exploring the impact of intergenerational hardship on
food insecurity and violence Chilton et al., (2017), found
household food insecurity was linked with exposure to vio-
lence and adversity across the life course, with some indi-
cations that it can transfer across generations. This qualita-
tive study with mothers showed how hunger, violence, and
adversity were interrelated, and inseparable.

In work exploring the experiences of cis and trans women
sex workers through a longitudinal study Barreto et al.,
(2019) found that almost two thirds of sex workers were food
insecure, increasing to almost three-quarters at the end of
the five year study period, while almost all of the sex work-
ers living with HIV were food insecure at some point dur-
ing the study, compared to 69.3% of sex workers who were
not living with HIV. This study reported an almost fivefold
increased odds for food insecurity among those who expe-
rienced lifetime violence and 50% increased odds among
those experiencing recent physical and/or sexual violence.

Power, (2006) explored the experiences of one woman
who was experiencing financial, sexual, and physical abuse
from her husband. The financial abuse was found to com-
pound her experiences of food insecurity, as it affected her
ability to provide enough food for herself and her children.
While the women engaged in traditional coping strategies
(using coupons, altering recipes, comparison shopping), she
was unable to meet the exacting standards of her husband’s
food requests, leading to further abuse.

Family Violence, Food Insecurity, and Both Men
and Women

Six studies reported on the relationship between family
violence and food insecurity among both men and women.
All were based in the USA, five employed a cross sectional
methodology (Adhia et al., 2020; Breiding et al., 2017;
Caetano et al., 2019; Cunradi et al., 2020; Fedina, Ashwell,
et al., 2022) and one study employed a longitudinal design
(Schwab-Reese et al., 2016). Two used a study population
who had attended an emergency department in the same
northern California hospital (Caetano et al., 2019; Cunradi
et al., 2020).

All studies reported an association between experiences
of food insecurity, and either being a perpetrator or a victim
of family violence. In a large cross sectional study (7 =1620)
Adhia et al., (2020) sought to determine if life events, such
as loss of food security or support, could change family
violence perpetration. This study separated the sample into
those who had never perpetrated violence, ‘persisters’ who
had a long history of engaging in family violence, ‘desisters’
who stopped perpetrating family violence, and ‘late onset-
ters’ those who began perpetrating family violence after the
age of 31. Loss of food security was associated with 10.3
times higher odds being a late-onsetter of domestic violence
(OR=10.3,95% CI=1.9, 55.4) compared with those who
perpetrated family violence also as a young adult, with the
authors suggesting that life events such as food insecurity
can contribute to the incidence of family violence. A cross
sectional study by Breiding et al., (2017) found that women
and men who experienced food insecurity were more likely
to experience forms of intimate partner violence than those
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who were food secure. This study combined food insecu-
rity with housing insecurity to form the variable ‘economic
insecurity’. Women who reported high levels of economic
insecurity were more likely to report physical violence
(AOR =4.5,95% CI=[2.7-7.5]), psychological aggression
(AOR =3.6, 95% CI1=2.7-4.7]) and control of reproductive
or sexual health (AOR=5.9, 95% CI=[2.3-15.1]), than
those who were food secure, in the previous 12 months. Sim-
ilar results were observed for men, with men who reported
high levels of economic insecurity more likely to experi-
ences all forms of intimate partner violence in the previous
12 months than men who were food secure.

Cunradi et al., (2020), identified a positive association
between experiences of food insecurity, and both intimate
partner violence victimisation and perpetration among
women in a large (n=1037) cross sectional study. Intimate
partner violence victimisation and perpetration frequencies
were greater for women than men, as was the frequency of
‘severe’ intimate partner violence (which included choking,
slamming against walls, and use of a weapon like a knife
or a gun). Women who reported experiencing food insecu-
rity also experienced greater intimate partner violence fre-
quency (b=15.763; p<0.01) when compared with women
who were food secure. There were no significant findings
for food insecurity and family violence in men. Caetano
et al., (2019) examined the same population (n=1037), find-
ing that respondents who were food insecure ‘sometimes’
or ‘often’ were 1.76 (95% CI=1.19-2.61) and 1.95 (95%
CI=1.14-3.35) times more likely, respectively, to report that
they had experienced intimate partner violence compared to
those who did not experience food insecurity.

A large longitudinal study by Schwab-Reese et al.,
(2016) examined associations between different types of
intimate partner violence (minor, severe, or causing injury)
and different financial stressors, including food insecurity.
More women than men reported food insecurity (14% vs
9.9% respectively, p<0.001). More women than men also
reported perpetrating minor (11.4% vs 6.7%, p<0.001) or
severe (8.8% vs 3.4%, p<0.001) violence against an inti-
mate partner, but men perpetrated domestic violence caus-
ing injury more commonly (32% vs 21%, p=0.003). After
adjusting for confounders, food insecurity remained the
only identified financial stressor that was significantly asso-
ciated with all three levels of perpetrating intimate partner
violence. This contrasts a recent study by Fedina, Ashwell,
et al. (2022), who used data from the USA National Inti-
mate Partner and Sexual Violence Survey to examine the
experiences of men and women with victimisation from
domestic violence. Findings indicate that more men than
women experienced intimate partner violence, described
in this study as including physical, psychological, control-
ling, sexual, or isolating abuse (22.9% vs 19%, respectively),
while more women reported experiencing food insecurity
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(28.3% vs 21.6%, respectively). For women, experiencing
intimate partner violence was significantly associated with
higher odds of also experiencing food insecurity (OR =2.16,
95% CI=[1.75-2.66]), and this association was greater in
men (OR =2.40, 95% CI=[1.88-3.06]).

Family Violence, Food Insecurity and Children

Six studies focused on the relationship between family vio-
lence and abuse of children and the relationship with food
insecurity. Five studies were based in the USA (Chilton
et al., 2015; Helton et al., 2019; Jackson et al., 2018; Kim
et al., 2022; Vaughn et al., 2016), one from New Zealand
(Gulliver et al., 2018), three studies employed a longitudinal
design, two studies employed a cross sectional design, and
one each employed a qualitative design.

In a longitudinal investigation of risk factors that can
explain changes in adolescent exposure to family violence
from New Zealand, Gulliver et al., (2018) suggested that
over time, food insecurity was associated with witnessing
emotional or physical violence at home. This work suggests
that a decrease in witnessing family violence over time can
lead to an improvement in food security.

The remaining five studies based in the USA found that
mistreatment, abuse, and violence against children was asso-
ciated with households that were food insecure. Jackson
et al., (2018) found a significant relationship between house-
hold food insecurity across each time points and violence
in the home. These results held even after cofounders were
taken into consideration. Kim et al., (2022) used a measure
of ‘child maltreatment reports’, records of reports made to
local child protection services, and include neglect, physical
violence, and sexual violence across seven years. An average
47.7 per 1000 children were the subject of a child maltreat-
ment report, with neglect the most common reason followed
by physical violence, with each year, on average, 12.3% of
households experiencing food insecurity. The within-effect
and between-effect of food insecurity were both signifi-
cantly associated with an increase in child maltreatment
report rates in all models, with a one percentage increase
in within-effect of food insecurity resulting in an increase
of child maltreatment report rates (with controls) of 1.28
(coefficient=1.28; 95% CI: 2.76, 4.33) There was a strong
bivariate association between the rate of food insecurity, and
the rate of child maltreatment reports (r=0.6, p <0.0001).
Helton et al., (2019) used ten questions relating to physical
or psychological violence perpetrated by parents towards
their children (‘aggression scores’) as part of a larger survey
relating to child health, behaviour, and parenting strategies.
Across the waves of the study the mean prevalence of per-
sistent food insecurity was 29% of households. An asso-
ciation between the aggression scores of parents and food
insecurity was identified. Across all models, the presence of
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food insecurity resulted in increased rates of psychological,
physical, and total aggression. Independent of the type of
abuse, aggression scores increased by 0.077-0.136 stand-
ard deviations when the household was also experiencing
food insecurity. Chilton et al., (2015) explored if adverse
childhood experiences are associated with food insecu-
rity through an exploring of caregivers’ perceptions of the
impact of their childhood adversity on educational attain-
ment, employment, and mental health. Adverse childhood
experiences and severity were significantly associated with
reports of very low food security (Fisher’s exact p=0-021).
Mothers reporting childhood emotional and physical abuse
were more likely to report very low food security (Fisher’s
exact p=0-032). Qualitatively, participants described the
impact of childhood adverse experiences with emotional and
physical abuse/neglect, and household substance abuse, on
their emotional health, school performance and ability to
maintain employment, these experiences negatively affected
their ability to protect their children from food insecurity.
Vaughn et al., (2016) explored the association of food inse-
curity and hunger during childhood and with an array of
developmental problems including impulse control problems
and violence. This longitudinal study found that participants
who experienced frequent hunger during childhood had sig-
nificantly greater impulsivity, worse self-control, and greater
involvement in several forms of interpersonal violence.

Family Violence, Food Insecurity and Human
Immunodeficiency Viruses (HIV)

Five studies reported on the association of food insecurity
and family violence, among women who were living with
HIV or at risk of HIV infection (Conroy et al., 2019; Leddy
etal., 2021; Lim et al., 2019; Montgomery et al., 2015; Oht-
suka et al., 2022). Four studies were from the United States,
and one from Canada. All five studies focused on women.
All studies found a significant relationship between fam-
ily violence and food insecurity. Montgomery et al., (2015)
found that all kinds of reported family violence were associ-
ated with risky HIV behaviours, including unprotected sex,
and sex work. Sexual or physical domestic violence was
found to be associated with disclosure of the participant’s
HIV status without their consent (Ohtsuka et al., 2022). The
reported prevalence of violence was high among the women
surveyed, with 79% of women reporting physical or sexual
domestic abuse in their lifetime (Ohtsuka et al., 2022), 43%
reporting childhood sexual violence, and 14% reporting
physical intimate partner violence (Lim et al., 2019). Food
insecurity among participants was reported to be 46.3%
(Montgomery et al., 2015), 77.3% (Ohtsuka et al., 2022),
and 26% described going without food at night ‘most days
of the week’ (Lim et al., 2019). Lim et al., (2019) reported
that those with ‘severe’ food insecurity were more likely to

be engaging in unsafe HIV behaviours, such as using drugs
intravenously (p =0.025). After adjusting for confounders,
Conroy et al., (2019) found the odds of experiencing sexual
or physical violence were 3.12 times greater for women with
‘very low’ food security, compared to those who were food
secure (95% CI: 1.88, 5.19). Similarly, Lim et al., (2019)
found that women whose food insecurity was ‘severe’ were
more likely to experience physical intimate partner vio-
lence (p=0.004) than women who were food secure. Using
multivariate GEE analysis Ohtsuka et al., (2022) found that
food insecurity was associated with an increased odds of
experiencing physical or sexual violence in the previous
six months (AOR: 1.57,95% CI [1.13, 2.17]). Women who
reported experiencing multiple kinds of violence in the pre-
vious six months were almost twice as likely to also report
food insecurity (OR: 1.93, CI [1.41, 2.65]) (Montgomery
et al., 2015).

In a qualitative study Leddy et al., (2021), examined the
relationship between food insecurity, domestic violence,
and HIV related behaviours. All the women interviewed
(n=24) experienced very low food security, and experi-
enced disrupted eating patterns because they lacked food
or the resources to access it. The women commonly expe-
rienced physical partner violence, emotional partner vio-
lence, or concurrent physical and emotional violence, with
the experience of simultaneous violence and food insecurity
reinforcing poor mental health and substance abuse. Lack of
material resources meant that women were reliant on abusive
partners for food or money, and they were often unable to
leave these situations as they could not support themselves.
Additionally, the experience of domestic violence was often
heightened by food insecurity, with abusive partners with-
holding food or consuming an unequal share of the house-
hold’s food.

Family Violence, Food Insecurity and the COVID-19
Pandemic

Three studies reported on the potential effects of the
COVID-19 pandemic on food insecurity and family violence
(Clark & Jordan, 2022; Fedina et al., 2022a, b; Krause et al.,
2022). All three studies were based in the USA.

All studies reported an increase in food insecurity due to
the pandemic but did not find an increase in family violence.
Fedina et al., (2022a, b) explored the imapct of the pandemic
and stay at home orders on women and transgender adults to
assess if food insecurity and family violence had increased,
finding that violence decreased during this period (from
16.6% to 15.5% of the sample), while around one quarter
of participants reported an increase in food insecurity since
the beginning of the pandemic. Significant associations
between food insecurity and experiences of intimate part-
ner violence were not identified, despite finding significant
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associations between intimate partner violence and housing
insecurity (AOR =3.06, p <0.001), and health care insecu-
rity (AOR=2.95, p <0.001).

Clark & Jordan, (2022) reported increased food insecurity
as a result of the pandemic among women who had experi-
enced abuse in their lifetime. This increase in food insecurity
was attributed not only to changes in financial situation due
to unemployment or reduced work hours due to stay at home
orders, but also due to difficulty in getting to supermarkets
and food stores (Clark & Jordan, 2022).

Krause et al., (2022) explored the prevalence sexual and
physical dating violence victimization among adolescents
during the COVID-19 pandemic and to investigate whether
experiences of disruption and adversity put adolescents at
greater risk of interpersonal violence. Both male and female
adolescents experienced sexual and physical dating violence.
Hunger was associated with sexual and physical dating vio-
lence among female students and homelessness was associ-
ated with physical dating violence among male students.
Abuse by a parent, hunger, and homelessness created precar-
ity that may have increased the likelihood that adolescents
would be exposed to risky peer or dating relationships.

Discussion

This is the first narrative review to synthesise the literature
exploring the associations between family violence and food
insecurity in high income countries. This synthesis of 32
studies published between 2006 and 2022 highlight a rela-
tionship between food insecurity and family violence across
multiple settings, including family violence against children,
and adults who are both perpetrators and victims of inti-
mate partner violence, and in populations with health condi-
tions such as HIV, and the potential effects of the Covid-19
pandemic.

The cross-sectional and qualitative nature of many of
the studies included make it difficult to establish the direc-
tion of the relationship between family violence and food
insecurity, or if other intervening variables might explain
the association, however, there is emerging evidence for a
bi-directional relationship. For example, women who were
being abused, or who are economically trapped, might be
denied access to financial resources or employment oppor-
tunities by their abuser, restricting their ability to purchase
food, leading to food insecurity (Goodman et al., 2009;
Montgomery et al., 2015). Experiencing economic insecu-
rity that affects a household’s ability to buy adequate food
could lead to stress and increase relationship conflict, mak-
ing family violence and conflict in a relationship more likely
(Capaldi et al., 2012). It may also be that women who leave
abusive situations are at increased risk of food insecurity
as they often experience financial insecurity because of the
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drastic socioeconomic changes that may result after leaving
a financially supportive abuser (Laurenzi et al., 2020).

Previous studies investigating the relationship between
family violence and food insecurity in low- and middle-
income countries have found similar results as our review. A
2016 study of women from Cote d’Ivoire found that women
who reported experiencing severe food insecurity were eight
times more likely to also have experienced intimate partner
violence in the previous 12 months, compared to women
who were food secure (AOR =8.36 95% CI=[2.29-30.57])
(Fong et al., 2016). A study of HIV positive men and women
(n="720) from Kenya identified a relationship between fam-
ily violence and food insecurity, with most of the women
surveyed (57.6%) experiencing intimate partner violence and
most of the men (58.4%) perpetrating the violence (Hatcher
et al., 2021). Those who reported being victims of, or per-
petrating, domestic violence also reported higher household
food insecurity scores compared with those without violence
(21.8 vs 21.3, p=0.02)(Hatcher et al., 2021). Similarly, a
study by Diamond-Smith et al., (2019) of Nepalese women
found that severe food insecurity was significantly associ-
ated with the experience of emotional abuse (OR=1.75,
95% CI=1.06-2.77) or physical abuse (OR=2.48, 95%
CI=1.52-4.04). That this pattern of behaviour has been
experienced globally, by people from vastly different indi-
vidual circumstances, speaks to the likely relationship
between household stressors and household conflict (Buller
et al., 2016; Capaldi et al., 2012). Further examination of the
relationship between the experiences of food insecurity and
family violence in low- and middle-income countries could
be explored in additional research.

Food insecurity is one of many outcomes of financial
insecurity and stressors, with financial stress, job loss, or
housing insecurity associated with psychological distress
(Taylor et al., 2017). Financial stress has also been found
to contribute to difficulties with self-care, pain, anxiety,
and depression (French & McKillop, 2017). These fac-
tors have been conceptualised in the ‘family stress model’
which describes how economic disadvantage triggers per-
ceived economic pressure, leading to psychological dis-
tress (Conger et al., 1992). The family stress model has
previously been used in studies examining the predictors
of family violence, including economic hardship (Lucero
et al., 2016). After controlling for variables, the longitudi-
nal study of 941 women found that those who experienced
high levels of economic hardship over time had the high-
est odds of experiencing family violence when compared
with women who did not experience economic hardship.
As previous studies have shown, adverse events such as job
loss or extreme financial insecurity cause a similar amount
of stress or trauma as natural disasters (Parkinson, 2019;
Parkinson & Zara, 2013)events being shown to cause an
increase in family violence (Sety et al., 2014). Witnessing
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or experiencing family violence as a child, is significantly
associated with continuing the ‘cycle of violence’ through
perpetrating intimate partner violence as an adult, or con-
tinued victimisation (Jung et al., 2018; Manchikanti Gémez,
2010). In the studies included in this review, the experience
of food insecurity and material deprivation appeared to lead
to family violence. While parents often seek to protect chil-
dren from experiencing food insecurity, not all children in
households with food insecurity are protected (Parekh et al.,
2021; Sun et al., 2016).

Only three studies included in this review discussed the
effects of the Covid-19 pandemic. These studies reported that
food insecurity increased due to the pandemic, but family vio-
lence did not. This is in contrast a meta-analysis of published
domestic violence data from multiple countries, finding that
domestic violence increased during the ““stay at home orders”
during the pandemic, though the evidence was somewhat
limited due to relying on officially reported crime statistics
(Piquero et al., 2021). Considering that family violence dis-
closures to police are often underreported, the true magnitude
of family violence is likely to be larger than reported (Gracia,
2004). In contrast to the studies included in our review, the
significant economic, social, and physical effects of the pan-
demic were found to have an impact on both food insecurity
and domestic violence in middle income countries (Abrahams
et al., 2022; Hamadani et al., 2020). A 2020 study of South
African women found that they had significantly greater odds
of experiencing psychological distress during lockdowns if
they were concerned that they had less food in their house-
hold (OR=2.24, 95% CI=1.52-3.31), they were experienc-
ing severe food insecurity during lockdown (OR=2.39, 95%
CI=1.76, 3.25), or if they had experienced physical abuse
in the previous 12 months (OR=2.77, 95% CI=1.86-4.11)
(Abrahams et al., 2022). Similarly, a study of Bangladeshi
women found that household food insecurity rose from 8.2%
of the sample to 51.8% during stay at home orders, and 56%
of victims reported an increase in physical domestic violence
(Hamadani et al., 2020). The novel nature of the Covid-19
pandemic means that as research is continuing, in time a better
understanding of the effects of lockdowns and stay at home
orders on family violence and food insecurity may emerge that
aligns the experiences of those living in high income countries
with those reported in middle incomes countries.

A majority (n=28) of studies were from the USA. Food
insecurity is experienced by 10.2% of the US population (U.S.
Department of Agriculture, 2021) and policy measures target-
ing food insecurity and hunger have been in place since the
1930s (Landers, 2007). The two main programmatic responses
to food insecurity are the Special Supplemental Nutrition Pro-
gram for Women, Infants and Children (WIC) and the Sup-
plemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) (Landers,
2007). Despite previous studies demonstrating the impacts of
SNAP and WIC on reducing food insecurity (Mabli & Ohls,

2015), particularly among children (Mabli & Worthington,
2014), most (n=21) of the studies from the USA did not
include a measurement of participation in SNAP or WIC in
their methodology. Studies that did report on participation in
a nutrition assistance program had mixed findings, with four
studies reporting that most food insecure participants did use
SNAP benefits, and three studies reporting that food insecure
participants did not use SNAP benefits. Both findings are rele-
vant. Participants reporting that they are not utilising SNAP or
other nutrition assistance indicates that they have not engaged
with the SNAP benefit program, despite their situation. Pre-
vious studies have identified many reasons for not engaging
with nutrition assistance programs, including feelings of
judgement and mistreatment by society (Chilton et al., 2009)
and insufficient outreach programs (Fricke et al., 2015). Vul-
nerable populations, such as those at the focus of this review,
are an important target for SNAP benefits as they are likely
to meet the low income eligibility requirements (Landers,
2007). In food insecure populations, gaining SNAP benefits
has shown a reduced probability of depression compared to
those without nutrition assistance (Munger et al., 2016). Addi-
tionally, many of the studies examined in this review feature
households with children. Children who participate in SNAP
or WIC programs in childhood have a four times greater odds
of being food secure as adults than children whose households
are eligible but do not participate (Insolera et al., 2022). Four
studies in this review reported that food insecure participants
were accessing SNAP benefits. Individuals who are receiving
SNAP benefits but still reporting experiencing food insecurity
may be indicative that the program is insufficient to meet their
needs. Criticisms of SNAP have included perceptions that the
income testing required for eligibility is unrealistic and is too
low when considering the costs of living, especially of raising
children (Gaines-Turner et al., 2019). Additionally, previous
studies have reported participants refusing extra work or an
increase in pay as the small increase would mean they were
no longer eligible for SNAP benefits (Ettinger de Cuba et al.,
2019; Gaines-Turner et al., 2019).

Most of the studies reported in this review use quantitative
methodology. Complex social phenomena such as food insecu-
rity or family violence likely require deeper investigation than is
possible through quantitative methods, as the causes and experi-
ences have variations between individuals (Silverman, 2006).
The flexibility of qualitative methods allows for participants to
share their experiences without the potential interference of pre-
conceived ideas from the researcher (Prosek & Gibson, 2021).
Lived experience methodology have previously been used in
studies examining domestic violence (Loke et al., 2012; Taylor
et al., 2001), and food insecurity (Connors et al., 2020; Laraia,
2013) so may also be appropriate for a study involving both
subjects. Individuals who are experiencing challenging personal
circumstances such domestic violence or food insecurity can be
difficult populations to involve in research as these occurrences

@ Springer



Journal of Family Violence

are often kept secret or hidden due to perceived judgement or
shame (Overstreet & Quinn, 2013; Purdam et al., 2015), so
methods such as lived experience may appeal to them as an ave-
nue of sharing their story. Conversely, the relative anonymity of
a survey may also appeal to such individuals, which may explain
why so many studies included in this review chose this method
of data collection. Future research that delves into the diverse
experiences of individuals, particularly women as they make up
the majority of those who experience domestic violence (World
Helath Organization, 2021), is necessary to better understand
the complex associations between food insecurity and family
violence. Particularly, there is a lack of research examining the
resilience and recovery of family violence victims in the wake
of disasters such as the COVID-19 pandemic (Sety et al., 2014).

These findings highlight the important role of agencies to
consider both food insecurity and family violence. During the
Covid-19 pandemic, emergency and community food providers
reported an increase in the number of people who were seeking
food assistance and reporting family violence (Abrahams et al.,
2022; Hamadani et al., 2020), with some research suggesting
this was related to perpetrators having greater access to their
domestic partners due to stay at home orders (Anurudran et al.,
2020; Kourti et al., 2021). With pandemic restrictions now all
largely lifted, new research is needed to explore if the increase
in people presenting at food charities due to intimate partner and
family violence will recede, or if this trend continues.

Limitations

There are some limitations of this review that must be
acknowledged. While every attempt was made to ensure this
review was comprehensive, it is possible that articles have
been missed. In particular, one key limitation that needs to
be addressed relates to the search terms. The scoping review
nature of this work means the search terms related only to
a general definition of family violence. Other search terms,
such as child mistreatment, abuse, or maltreatment, may
have resulted in a larger number of studies. However, given
this is the first review of its kind, with the inclusion of sev-
eral databases and a range of broad key terms, the authors
are confident that much of the available information is pre-
sented here. Given the largely heterogeneous nature of the
inquiry into food insecurity and family violence, the authors
decided to present this as a narrative review and have not
sought to present a meta-analysis.

Conclusion
Food insecurity and family violence are significant soci-

etal problems, with evidence that both have increased in
prevalence and severity due to the onset of the COVID-19
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pandemic. This review provides initial evidence for a bi-
directional relationship between food insecurity and family
violence in high income countries. Populations experienc-
ing food insecurity and family violence are both vulner-
able and hard to reach, so gaining a clear understanding
of their experiences is difficult. Future studies and policy
making decisions will require the engagement of these
communities to ensure that proposed supports and solu-
tions are appropriate and will be effective .
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