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Food insecurity refers to the lack of regular access to sufficient amounts of safe and nutritious food for normal growth and development (Food and Agriculture Organisation, 2021). In Europe, 19.7% of the EU population were reported as at risk of food insecurity in terms of capacity to afford sufficient food (Eurostat, 2023). Food insecurity is a major issue of concern even in high-income countries (Loopstra, 2018). It is experienced as a continuum, whereby uncertainty and anxiety about food supplies come first; this is followed by actual depletion, reductions in diet quality and quantity, experiences of hunger and, in most severe cases, going without food (Loopstra, 2018; Radimer, Olson, & Campbell, 1990). 

Food insecurity is associated with poor diet quality (Bocquier et al., 2015; Davison, Gondara, & Kaplan, 2017; Leung, Epel, Ritchie, Crawford, & Laraia, 2014), mental ill-health (Davison, et al., 2017; Heflin, Siefert, & Williams, 2005), and diet-related adverse health outcomes including excess weight, hypertension and dyslipidaemias (da Silva Miguel et al., 2020). The relationship between food insecurity and greater prevalence of obesity has been repeatedly shown in evidence syntheses (Eskandari, Lake, Rose, Butler, & O'Malley, 2022; Nettle, Andrews, & Bateson, 2017), and people who live with both obesity and food insecurity are at increased risk of a double burden of poor health (Johnstone & Lonnie, 2023a). The association between food insecurity and obesity is complex and better understanding is needed of underlying mechanisms and associated risks to identify evidence-based strategies that can minimise the adverse impacts (Brown et al., 2019). 

Most recently, food insecurity and associated dietary inequalities have been further exacerbated by the cost-of-living crisis, which began in 2021 (Johnstone & Lonnie, 2023b). Data from the UK indicate that food insecurity more than doubled during this time affecting 25.8% of households with children in September 2022, up from 12.1% in January 2022 (The Food Foundation, 2023a). Prices for food and non-alcoholic beverages increased during the cost-of-living crisis in the UK (Office for National Statistics, 2022), mainly driven by international factors including supply chain disruption and the invasion of Ukraine (Francis-Devine et al., 2024). Moreover, healthier foods are over twice as expensive per calorie as less healthful foods (The Food Foundation, 2023b), with a similar trend observed in the United States (Monsivais, Mclain, & Drewnowski, 2010). During the cost-of-living crisis, self-reported data from the UK indicate that a substantial number of households were no longer able to afford to buy healthy food (The Food Foundation, 2023a). The accessibility of healthy food in local areas is also a key consideration. “Food deserts” are areas which are poorly served by outlets selling fresh, healthy food and are particularly prevalent in more deprived communities in the USA (Beaulac, Kristjansson, & Cummins, 2009). In this way, the rising cost of healthier food creates a food-insecure environment, not related to access to food per se, but specifically access to affordable healthier food (Johnstone & Lonnie, 2023b). This emphasises the urgent need for structural changes in the food system to ensure that people have access to safe, healthy and affordable food, regardless of where they live or how much they earn (Dimbleby, 2021). 

The pressing issues of dietary inequalities and the cost-of-living crisis were the impetus for this current Special Issue in Appetite. Its aim was to disseminate papers which investigated the impacts of food insecurity and/or the cost-of-living crisis on cultural, social, psychological, sensory and physiological factors determining the selection and intake of foods. It comprises twenty-four articles which report novel theoretical models and data from qualitative, quantitative and mixed-methods research studies and systematic evidence syntheses. Included articles focus on food insecurity and related constructs in Europe, North America, Latin America, Australia, and Asia, with consideration given to vulnerable subgroups. Wood, Leech, and Margerison (2024) report on the prevalence of food insecurity amongst refugees and asylum seekers during and prior to their early resettlement period in Australia. Sheikh et al. (2024) report data on food insecurity and dietary diversity from a mixed methods study with slum-dwelling adolescents in Karachi, Pakistan. Bidopia et al. (2024) focused on families from marginalized racial groups in the USA to explore associations between food insecurity, food parenting practices and acculturation.  
 
Identifying underlying mechanisms and pathways that explain the relationship between food insecurity and obesity has been highlighted as a key research gap (Brown et al., 2019) and this is addressed by a number of articles in the current Special Issue. Epstein, Temple, Faith, Hostler, and Rizwan (2024) outline a novel conceptual model that integrates psychological (food reinforcement, delay discounting) and biological (thermic effect of food, substrate oxidation) processes to understand how food insecurity is associated with obesity.  Neal et al. (2025) applied ecological momentary assessment to capture daily experiences of hunger in UK-based women with and without food insecurity. The extent to which the relationship between food insecurity and higher body mass index (BMI) may be explained by physical activity (specifically, concerns about performing physical activity) was examined in a cross-sectional study by Gough, Brown, Christiansen, Hardman, and Keenan (2025). In another article, Gough, Christiansen, Hardman, and Keenan (2024) reported on the development and validation of the Food Insecurity Physical Activity Concerns Scale (FIPACS) which will enable future research to quantify the extent to which individuals are concerned about preserving levels of energy during times of food shortage. The issue of measurement was also considered by Ban, Hazzard, Zickgraf, and O'Connor (2024) who examined measurement invariance of questionnaires assessing appetitive traits and avoidant restrictive food intake disorder (ARFID) by food security status. 

Several articles highlighted the key issues of accessibility to and affordability of healthful foods, including D'Hooghe et al. (2024) who qualitatively explored lived experiences of perceived local food access within socio-economically deprived communities in Belgium. Dharmayani et al. (2024) found that perceived lower accessibility and higher price of fruit and vegetables were significantly associated with food insecurity in Australian students. Hoenink et al. (2024) conducted an analysis of UK food prices over a 10-year period which revealed disparities in the prices of healthy and less healthy foods and the impact of the cost-of-living crisis. Complementary research by Hempel (2024) focused on consumer responses to rising food prices via an online survey in Germany, while participants in Verdeau and Monnery-Patris’s (2024) qualitative study reported that economic constraints and food prices were a key perceived barrier to healthy eating for users of a social grocery store in France. In a sample of people living with obesity in the UK, Stone et al. (2024) found that participants adversely impacted by the cost-of-living crisis reported greater food insecurity which, in turn, was associated with food-budgeting (e.g. cutting back on quantity and quality of foods purchased). Hernandez, Kim, Brooks, and Gundersen (2025) focused on hunger-economic trade-offs (i.e. forced choices between paying for food or paying for another basic need) and how these are associated with differing levels of food insecurity in women receiving charitable food assistance in the USA. 

Examining the impacts of food insecurity in families with children and adolescents is another evidence gap and research priority (Brown et al., 2019). The review article by Ruggiero, Trexberg, Moore, and Savage (2024) proposed a novel conceptual model to explain impacts of family stressors (e.g. economic hardship, food insecurity) on child eating behaviour and weight via pathways in the family system including parent mental health, coparenting, and responsive feeding practices. Qualitative studies with parents/caregivers explored lived experiences related to the impacts of food insecurity on food parenting practices (Hevesi, Downey, & Harvey, 2024); coping strategies used in food insecure households in Uruguay (Brunet et al., 2024); and broader social and community components of family nutritional environments (Schuler et al., 2024). Schuler et al. (2024) highlighted that parents on low incomes valued teaching and promoting health through their feeding and eating routines.  Barreiro-Álvarez, Latorre-Millán, Bach-Faig, Fornieles-Deu, and Sánchez-Carracedo (2024) report that food security was associated with higher frequency and better quality of family meals in Spain. 

In the UK and other high-income countries, food banks (also referred to as food pantries in the USA) have proliferated as the dominant response to high levels of food insecurity. However, the systematic review and directed content analysis by Taylor, Boyland, and Hardman (2024) highlights significant limitations of the UK foodbank model, which underscores the need for alternative approaches that can overcome structural and cultural barriers found in traditional forms of charitable food provision. In the USA, McNeely et al. (2024) examined perceptions of managers and directors of community cafes to understand the role this model can play in addressing food insecurity in local communities. In the retail sector, Karnik and Peterson (2024) evaluated the effects of an intervention comprising nutrition labelling and education on the healthfulness of food purchases in grocery stores in rural food deserts in the USA but reported minimal effects. The online survey by Palascha and Chang (2024) with socioeconomically disadvantaged adults in Italy provides new insights into how messages about healthy and sustainable eating can be strategically delivered to different subgroups. 

Collectively, the articles in this Special Issue make novel contributions to existing evidence on the drivers, lived experiences and consequences of food insecurity and have important implications for development of multi-level interventions. Inter-disciplinary research and system-wide changes and polices, co-produced and driven by stakeholders and people with lived experiences, are now needed to transform food systems for health, sustainability and equity.  
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