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ABSTRACT 
 
Women worldwide carry out strategies to support themselves and their families that rely 

on connecting to physical resources, especially food, and to important social ties. This 

dissertation provides a nuanced understanding of the spatial implications of this 

connectivity as made visible through mobility and social networks in two cities. 

Everyday experiences of food security can be bolstered by access to greater mobility 

(e.g., access to a taxi/bus to go to the central market), which can be provided through 

social networks (e.g., sharing a ride with a family member or neighbor). At the same 

time, a lack of mobility may inhibit a person’s access to food (e.g., an inability to move 

beyond one’s neighborhood due to risk of violence), and is especially true when this need 

for mobility interferes with other social network obligations (e.g., needing to care for 

children). This mixed-methods research uses sketch mapping during in-depth interviews 

with 72 migrant women coping with food insecurity in Medellín, Colombia, and 

Washington, DC, USA. Based on this data, I use relational poverty’s emphasis on social 

relations to explain that food insecurity results from global political economic systems, 

especially a capitalist, corporate food regime (chapter 3). However, in moving beyond 

structural explanations, this dissertation also illustrates everyday survival strategies – 

such as relying on informal social networks – that act as resistance to these processes 

(chapter 4), are both social and mobile – for example, traveling with members of social 

networks to access emergency food providers (chapter 5), and are impacted locally by 

urban planning policies reflecting global norms (chapter 6). In doing so, this dissertation 

argues that food insecure individuals are powerful agents carrying out creative coping 

strategies that are constrained by political economic structures. Building on theoretical 
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foundations from critical food studies, urban geography and feminist geography, this 

research contributes to these literatures through theorizing structure and agency dynamics 

evident in food insecurity, particularly from the perspective of those coping with food 

insecurity. It is important to attend to their complex, lived experience in order to better 

understand if strategies for alleviating food insecurity are appropriate.  Additionally, 

focusing on different contexts of food insecurity allows illustrating how cities are 

similarly and differently integrated into globalized processes influencing experiences of 

poverty and governance in both the global north and south. It also contributes a more 

nuanced understanding of the food insecurity experiences of low-income women 

migrating into urban environments, enabling more effective scholarship as well as 

improved policy making and service provision by governments, relief agencies, and 

community organizations. For example, this dissertation provides critiques of policy 

approaches that singularly focus on increasing opportunities for consumption (chapters 3 

and 5) and nutrition education programs emphasizing the ‘right’ kinds of consumption 

(chapters 4 and 5). These policy approaches ignore the structural causes of food 

insecurity (chapter 3) and the nutritional knowledge of food insecure migrants (chapter 

4). Instead, I argue for policies and programs to be created with a better understanding of 

the lived experience of those they seek to support. This includes valuing their critiques of 

political economic systems (chapter 4), supporting their non-economic survival strategies 

– such as exchange in informal networks (chapters 4 and 5) and growing food (chapter 6), 

and increasing flexibility to accommodate ‘non-traditional’ mobility and (informal) work 

situations.  
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CHAPTER 1 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 
This research investigates the spatiality of food insecurity coping strategies used 

by urban migrant women in order to shed light on the importance of connectivity that is 

influenced by both global political economic systems and individual agency. In 

particular, it explores how displaced women in Medellín, Colombia, and Latina, migrant 

domestic workers in Washington, DC, USA, move through and perceive urban space in 

order to connect with critical resources, including social networks, for food. In this 

investigation, I argue that migrant women’s social and mobility-based survival strategies 

are embedded in and resist against global political economic processes. As described in 

more detail below, this research contributes to literature in critical food studies and urban 

geography through theorizing structure and agency dynamics evident in food insecurity, 

particularly from the perspective of those coping with food insecurity in two cities in the 

global north and south. It is important to attend to their complex, lived experience in 

order to better understand if strategies for alleviating food insecurity are appropriate.  

Food is critical for human survival, cultural and social relations, livelihoods, 

corporate gain, policymaking and government legitimacy, and a multitude of other 

aspects of daily life. Yet, for many worldwide, a sufficient quantity and quality of food 

remains elusive. According to the Food and Agriculture Organization (2015), almost 795 

million people were considered chronically undernourished in 2014-2015. Among these 

are the migrant women in Medellín and DC participating in this research. More than 

200,000 displaced people live in Medellín, Colombia’s second-largest city, with more 
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arriving every day (IDMC, 2011), the majority of whom experience high rates of poverty, 

marginalization, and food insecurity (Fadnes and Horst, 2009). At the same time, Latina 

migrants working in domestic service in the Washington, DC, area face significant risks 

of poverty and food insecurity (Chavez et al, 2007; Haldeman et al, 2008; Singer, 2007). 

Latina migrants in DC are disproportionately represented in low-wage work such as 

domestic service where many face exploitation and poverty, and struggle to meet their 

daily needs. While there are clear differences between these cases, there are also 

important similarities that are highlighted by international comparative research. In 

particular, both groups of research participants risk food insecurity and poverty as they 

settle in new urban environments that require moving through urban space and 

connecting with social networks in order to obtain food. Exploring similarities and 

differences in the two contexts illustrates wider structural influences on these survival 

strategies. 

This introduction details the research questions guiding the dissertation and the 

context of food insecurity and marginalization faced by the research participants in both 

cities. It then provides a brief consideration of the literature grounding the research and a 

short overview of the research findings. Finally, it concludes by discussing the 

significance of the research and outlining the remainder of the dissertation. 

 

Research Questions 
 

My research questions focused on the notion of connectivity, asking how food 

insecurity coping strategies carried out by transnational migrants living in poverty relate 
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to the connectivity fostered by mobility 

and social networks (Figure 1.1). In 

particular, I asked how food insecurity 

coping strategies relate to neighborhood 

and city-wide mobility/immobility (e.g., 

does a lack of mobility constrain or 

strengthen certain strategies?); how social 

networks influence food insecurity coping 

strategies (e.g., are social networks 

strengthened through joint efforts to 

acquire food?); and how mobility and social networks support or affect each other (e.g., 

to what extent does mobility increase or limit connections with women’s support 

networks?). Answers to these questions provided in this dissertation pay close attention to 

both the agency of research participants and the broader political economic structures that 

constrain this agency in order to comment on dominant and critical explanations of food 

security. This research used sketch mapping during in-depth interviews in order to 

explore the spatiality of food insecurity coping strategies that is evident in the 

participants’ movement and perceptions of urban space as they connect to critical social 

networks and food sources. Food security is broadly understood as the ability to access a 

sufficient quantity and quality of desired food goods at a given time. This research 

focuses on women because, as described below, women frequently take on new roles in 

the household as a result of migration processes and, within important power dynamics, 

Figure 1.1. Research questions 
 
How are female transnational migrants’ 
food insecurity coping strategies 
influencing and being influenced by the 
spatial connectivity fostered by mobility 
and social networks?  

• How do food insecurity coping 
strategies relate to neighborhood 
and city-wide mobility/immobility? 

• How do social networks influence 
food insecurity coping strategies? 

• How do mobility and social 
networks influence each other in 
carrying out food insecurity coping 
strategies? 
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often hold responsibility for securing food for their families among constraints on their 

formal economic opportunities (Chant, 1998; Chant and Datu, 2015).  

Case Study Background 
 
 Both the Medellín and DC contexts provide important insights about the spatiality 

of food insecurity coping strategies that will enable a more nuanced understanding of the 

lived experiences of food insecurity, the implications of connectivity, and how these 

experiences are embedded in global processes. Similarities and differences in the ways 

poverty and governance are experienced are illustrated throughout this dissertation in 

order to shed light the impact of global political economic systems on food security in 

marginalized urban communities. In particular, as described below, both Medellín and 

DC undertake urban planning schemes that restructure urban space in ways that are 

proclaimed to be ‘progressive’ and ‘modern’, yet struggle to meet the needs of many 

migrants residing in the cities (Drummond et al, 2012; Keeling, 2011; Knox, 1991; 

Scruggs, 2014). As such, this research seeks a better understanding of how these planning 

agendas impact the survival strategies of marginalized residents as well as the agency of 

these residents in resisting dominant explanations of their urban experiences.  

This research engaged with migrant women facing food insecurity. The majority 

of the 72 women interviewed for this research reported that they did not regularly eat 

three meals per day, skipped meals, and/or often relied on emergency food providers or 

begging to acquire sufficient food. Most of these women were the heads of their 

household, had small children at home, and had limited employment outside the home. 

The majority of women were between 25 and 55 years old, and had been living in their 



  5  
 

respective city (Medellín or Washington, DC) for 10 or more years. Most of the 72 

women in this research used a combination of food insecurity coping strategies with 76% 

using between 3-5 different strategies regularly. The most commonly used strategies were 

sharing and exchange within social networks (90%), reducing variety of foods consumed 

(65%), and skipping meals (50%). Contingent on access to mobility options, many others 

relied on emergency food providers, and/or sought out cheap stores, sales, and bulk food 

(see chapter 4). Importantly, many in Medellín also relied on growing food through urban 

agriculture projects (see chapter 6). The efficacy of certain strategies depends on complex 

calculations of cost, competing needs, time, transportation, terrain, safety, and health 

considerations. All of the women’s coping strategies were embedded in a context of 

marginalization in the city.  

 

Food Insecurity and Rural to Urban Displacement in Colombia 

Medellín, Colombia, is located in a valley in the Andes Mountains where it enjoys 

very mild weather year round and, with a population of 2.5 million in the city, is the 

second-largest city in Colombia. Like many other urban areas in Latin America, its 

population grew rapidly in the middle of the 20th century, tripling between 1951 and 1973 

(Scruggs, 2014). The municipal government was unable to adequately respond to this 

rapid growth and provide sufficient housing and services to all of its residents. As a 

result, since the 1950s, as the population continues to grow, neighborhoods of informal 

settlements that have limited public services, infrastructure, and public space sprawl up 

the mountainsides surrounding the central city (BID, 2009; Calderon, 2012). These 

neighborhoods are largely inhabited by displaced persons violently forced out of the 
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countryside into urban Medellín as a result of the decades-long civil war. Today, there are 

more than 200,000 displaced people living in the city with more arriving every day 

(IDMC, 2011). While the parties to the decades-long civil war in Colombia are engaging 

in peace talks, violence continues. The Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre (2014) 

reports that in 2013, approximately 157,000 people were newly displaced across 

Colombia, bringing total official (and contested) numbers up to 5.7 million people. 

The women participating in this study are part of the millions impacted by the 

war, many of whom leave the countryside in search of safety in urban centers. Once in 

the city, displaced families struggle to meet basic needs and are further marginalized by 

their displaced status and increased threats of gang violence in the low-income 

communities where they take up residence. As a result, Colombia has one of the world’s 

largest internally displaced populations (IDMC, 2014). The plight of displaced people 

continues to be exacerbated by underlying political causes, including a focus on 

humanitarian aid instead of prevention of displacement and durable solutions, a focus by 

government on only certain causes of displacement, and an invisibility of the displaced in 

public discourse by policymakers and the media (Fadnes and Horst, 2009). The majority 

of the victims of violence in Medellín today live in neighborhoods with low socio-

economic status and a high density of displaced people in which they struggle to find 

housing, social services, and jobs (Bastidas and Rodriguez, 2010; Fadnes and Horst, 

2009; Petesch and Gray, 2010). This displacement is not a one-time event, but an 

ongoing process that can last many years and involve multiple dislocations (to new cities 

and countries or across cities) (Gill, et al, 2011; Kamete, 2010). 
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Displaced people in Colombian cities face significant poverty, marginalization, 

and food insecurity in the urban, cash-based economies that do not value their 

agricultural skills (Fadnes and Horst, 2009). In 2010, 98.6% of displaced people in 

Colombia lived below the poverty line and 82.6% were classified as living in extreme 

poverty (compared to 29.1% and 8.7% respectively for the general Colombian 

population) (IDMC, 2011). According to some estimates roughly 60% of internally 

displaced people in Colombia are from rural areas where they used to farm for a living 

(Consuelo Carillo, 2009). This displacement to a city (as opposed to traditional displaced 

persons’ camps) presents new challenges for displaced people and aid efforts. 

Disconnected from their home communities, families, and livelihoods, displaced families 

often face extreme poverty, marginalization, risk of human rights abuse, and food 

insecurity (Fadnes and Horst, 2009; IDMC, 2011; Wyndham, 2006). Displaced persons 

in urban areas typically have less access to housing and livelihoods than their low-income 

counterparts (IDMC, 2013). The displaced populations can be perceived as exacerbating 

already tenuous circumstances and competing for resources and livelihoods leading to 

social tension and conflict (Tibaijuka, 2010). While displaced persons in Colombia can 

register with government agencies as displaced, entitling them to financial reparations 

under a 2011 Victims Law, few actively receive these reparations, because of an inability 

to access government offices or produce necessary paperwork as well as government 

corruption. Because displaced people in cities often meld into communities of urban poor 

and desire to stay invisible (for fear of renewed violence), there is a significant lack of 

understanding about how urban displacees manage their lives; accordingly their voices 

are rarely heard by those in positions of power (Crisp, et al, 2012, Tibaijuka, 2010).  
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Figure 1.2. Context of displacement and food insecurity 
 

  

Displacement can have multiple, interconnected, mutually reinforcing 

ramifications for accessing basic resources (such as food), avoiding violence or fear of 

violence, building social networks, and establishing new homes/communities or 

expectations for returning to the countryside (Gill et al, 2011). The majority of displaced 

people in Colombia today move to urban areas, which are perceived to provide better 

opportunities for employment, income generation, education, and access to more 

institutional social services. Yet, displaced persons in Colombia are more likely to be 

unemployed or to be employed in the informal market because of their rural background, 

lack of education, and absence of social networks (Aysa-Lastra, 2011). Being marked as 

displaced and/or from the countryside can also hinder employment prospects. Displaced 

individuals experience multiple losses during these experiences – of place, loved ones, 

land, identity, dignity, social networks and support – that have significant implications 

for their survival strategies (Wyndham, 2006; Zea, et al, 2013). 
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Examples of these tremendous burdens faced by displaced women can be found in 

their everyday responsibilities including securing food (Consuelo Carrillo, 2009; Hayes-

Conroy and Sweet, 2014; Osorio Pérez and Ortega Breña, 2008; Wyndham, 2006). For 

example, Osorio Pérez and Ortega Breña (2008) describe the experience of Virgelina, an 

Afro-Colombian woman who goes to the Bogotá central market to pick up food.  “I go 

there every eight days with a neighbor. We leave at five in the morning. Sometimes one 

picks up stuff and they take it away from you. Sometimes they gift us fruits. One must be 

patient” (Osorio Pérez and Ortega Breña, 2008, pg. 34-35). Similar to my research 

findings (chapter 4), this survival strategy requires significant time, energy, expense for 

travel through the city, and connecting with social networks (i.e., going with a neighbor). 

Since there is less attention paid in the literature to urban displacees than to rural-to-urban 

migrants and people displaced to traditional refugee camps (Fielden, 2008; Krause-

Wilmar, 2011; and Refstie et al, 2010), the nutritional status of people forcibly displaced 

in to urban areas, and their chronic hunger, tend to go largely unnoticed and unstudied 

(Crisp, et al, 2012).  

Most of the women participating in my research report that they do not have 

enough food to eat1. Consuelo Carrillo (2009) similarly found that half of internally 

displaced people in Medellín eat fewer than three meals per day and report that they 

cannot afford enough food to feed their families properly. Facing chronic food insecurity, 

many of the displaced women in my research found themselves having to undertake new 

                                                             
1 While this study sought out research participants who self-identified as food insecure, due to snowball 
recruitment methods in Washington, DC, six participants reported that at the time of the interview they had 
enough to eat. However, all six of these participants experienced food insecurity previously and as such 
provided important perspectives regarding strategies for coping with food insecurity. 
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strategies to provide enough food for themselves and their families, such as collecting 

leftover food from markets, trekking over many kilometers to beg for food, and building 

relationships with neighbors (see chapter 4). Carrying out many of these coping strategies 

is arduous, time intensive, and takes away from other family responsibilities. Various 

government and community-based organizations seek to work with displaced 

communities to provide basic services such as acquiring a sufficient quantity and quality 

of food, yet many displaced people do not seek support from these organizations because 

they find the services too slow or insufficient to meet their needs (Fadnes and Horst, 

2009; Hayes-Conroy, 2012). The context of food insecurity and poverty experienced 

following rural-urban displacement explored in my research holds important insights 

regarding everyday survival strategies carried out by displaced women. 

Finally, innovative mass transit development into traditionally underserved 

neighborhoods and the difficult terrain posed by Medellín’s location in the Aburrá Valley 

of the Andes Mountains make the influence of mobility particularly salient. Most 

displaced families in Medellín locate in low-income, periurban neighborhoods sprawling 

up the mountainsides surrounding central Medellín. From these locations they face 

physical and accessibility obstacles to reaching employment and services in the central 

business district (Drummond et al, 2012; Keeling, 2011). Few own a car and most must 

rely on what is accessible by foot or public transit. In response to these accessibility 

needs, the Medellín government (with support from the national government) began 

investing in heavy infrastructure in the early 2000s to create more mass transit 

opportunities into these neighborhoods (Cerda et al, 2012; Drummond, et al, 2012; 

Keeling, 2011; Kimmelman, 2012). As part of its social urbanism planning agenda 
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(discussed in detail in chapter 6), building this infrastructure was a major project of 

Medellín mayors Luís Pérez and Sergio Fajardo in order to address violence in low-

income neighborhoods and spur economic growth by transporting workers from 

periurban neighborhoods to factory jobs in the center of town (Drummond, et al, 2012). 

These investments continue as Medellín works to build its international reputation as a 

destination for tourists and a center for innovation (chapter 6), providing an important 

example of the influence of Medellín’s urban planning schemes on the survival strategies 

used in marginalized communities. These investments in mass transit seek to increase 

accessibility for displaced people living in low-income neighborhoods, which influences 

their connection to food and social ties. However, my research shows that the impacts of 

these transit investments may be more limited, as relying on mobility such as this can 

also strain other survival strategies and responsibilities. As described in more detail in 

chapter 5, the formalization of fare payment created with new mass transit projects limits 

the accessibility provided by these projects to the most marginalized in the city. As such, 

while access to cheaper and better quality foods can be enhanced by improved access to 

affordable transportation in both cities, it is not clear that existing projects seeking to 

increase mobility options for the poor necessarily leads to social improvement. This 

demonstrates the importance of understanding coping strategies and mobility from the 

perspective of the food insecure in order to obtain a more complete picture of the micro-

politics of connectivity. 
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Context of Migrant, Latina Domestic Workers’ Food Insecurity in Washington, DC 

In Washington, DC, participants in this study are migrants from Latin America 

that also face food insecurity, poverty, and marginalization. The majority work in or are 

seeking employment in domestic service. The Washington, DC, area2 is increasingly a 

destination for transnational migrants, representing the 7th largest metropolitan area of 

immigrant settlement in the US (del Carmen Fani, 2005; Leitner and Strunk, 2014). 

According to the 2010 US Census, there are more than 880,000 foreign born residents in 

the area. Of this foreign-born population, more than 347,000, or 39%, are from Latin 

American origins, representing the largest immigrant group in the area (Table 1.1).  

Table 1.1. Foreign-born Latino population in the Washington DC area 
 

 Total 
population 

Foreign 
born 
population 

Percentage of 
foreign born 
population 

Latino 
foreign 
born 
population 

Latino 
percentage 
of foreign 
born 
population 

Washington, DC 584,400 76,058 13% 35,353 46% 

Montgomery County, 
MD 

947,230 293,071 31% 106,466 36% 

Prince George's 
County, MD 

864,722 165,844 19% 93,547 56% 

Arlington County, VA 197,467 45,654 23% 18,764 41% 

Fairfax County, VA 1,048,554 301,594 29% 93,379 31% 

Prince William County, 
VA 

379,415 80,860 21% 43,599 54% 

Washington area totals 3,642,373 882,221 24% 347,509 39% 

  Source: US Census Bureau, 2010 

                                                             
2 For this research this includes Washington, DC, as well as surrounding counties: Montgomery County, 
MD; Prince George’s County, MD; Arlington County, VA; Fairfax County, VA; and Prince William 
County, VA. 
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As the nation’s capital and site of the federal government, DC has seen a growing 

economy and population since the 1990s. Similar to Medellín, Washington, DC, has 

sought to emerge from a reputation as a violent city in the 1970s, to one that is 

progressive and modern. The DC metro area has experienced significant population 

growth in the past decades, increasing from approximately 3 million residents in 1970 to 

4.5 million today (Masel et al, 2000; US Census, 2010). Its relative lack of manufacturing 

activity and the importance of federal government employment make the city distinct 

from many other metropolitan areas in the US (Knox, 1991). But significant similarities 

arise in the expansive gentrification evident throughout the city and the political 

economic influences on urban planning in a city that seeks an image as modern and 

progressive.   

Migrant settlement in the DC area is characterized by increasing suburbanization 

with nearly 75% of immigrants living in the inner-ring suburbs instead of the city center 

(Singer, Wilson & DeRenzis, 2009). As housing prices have risen in the city center in 

recent decades, there has also been a dramatic increase in migrants living in the outer-

ring suburbs with less access to jobs and food resources. The outer ring suburbs tend to 

be less inclusive with nearly half passing exclusionary immigration ordinances in recent 

years, while the inner ring and DC are more inclusive of migrants (Leitner and Strunk, 

2014, see chapter 4 for more details). Traditionally, transnational migrants settled in the 

Washington, DC, neighborhoods of Mount Pleasant and Adams Morgan, but in the past 

decades migrants have increasingly located in suburban counties surrounding the District 

(primarily Montgomery County, MD, Prince George’s County, MD, and Fairfax County, 

VA) making the influence of connectivity that much more salient (Singer, 2007). In these 
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suburban counties, residents are more likely to rely on driving alone in order to commute 

to work than in DC, where more workers rely on public transit (Table 1.2). In this 

context, some research has found transportation to be an obstacle for migrants’ efforts to 

acquire food (Chavez et al, 2007).  

Table 1.2. Commuting types by county 
 

 Total Workers Drive alone Carpool Public transit 

Washington, DC 292,979 105,104 19,147 110,108 

Montgomery county, MD 502,308 331,875 51,921 75,396 

Prince George's county, 
MD 

442,963 284,020 55,982 77,113 

Arlington county, VA 128,181 67,698 9,450 35,101 

Fairfax county, VA 568,600 412,332 61,651 50,567 

Prince William county, 
VA 

198,675 140,601 32,975 10,570 

  Source: US Census Bureau, 2010  

In this context, Latino transnational migrants in the DC area are more likely than 

their native and immigrant counterparts to live in poverty and find employment in low-

wage jobs such as domestic service (del Carmen Fani, 2005). Latino migrants in the US 

are more likely to be food insecure than other migrant groups (Chavez et al, 2007; 

Haering and Syed, 2009) as many have more limited incomes and financial resources 

(Haldeman, 2008; Singer, 2007). This is particularly evident as Latina migrants 

frequently obtain work in domestic service. Domestic workers are more likely to be 

women migrants and earn less than needed to support a family (Burnham and Theodore, 

2012; Cantor, 2010). A 2011 National Domestic Workers Alliance survey in Maryland 

found that 23% of domestic workers earn below the state minimum wage and 20% 
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reported not being able to purchase enough food for their family at some time during the 

previous month (Burnham and Theodore, 2012).  

As with many metropolitan areas in the US, DC is experiencing a suburbanization 

of poverty as more low-income residents, particularly Latino migrants, are forced to 

relocate to the suburbs when gentrification raises housing prices beyond their means 

(Kneebone and Berube, 2013). My research found that this has important implications for 

the mobility of low-income migrants that find themselves using multiple forms of mass 

transit to commute into the city for work in domestic service. Similar to Medellín, DC is 

also investing in new mass transit projects. This includes upgrading its Metro (subway) 

system that reaches into the suburbs of Maryland and Virginia, as well as a new Streetcar 

network to connect areas of the city traditionally underserved by Metro (Sampson, 2014). 

This context makes DC a valuable location to investigate the influence of urban planning 

on the ways low-income migrants move throughout the city in search of food. 

Gender Dimensions 

There are also important gender dimensions to consider in both cities (Anthias, 

2012; Osoria Perez and Ortega Breña, 2008; Presser and Mahler 2003). Women are 

directly impacted in multiple ways by war and displacement – as targets of violence, as 

victims of sexual aggression, as part of networks (family, friends, communities) that are 

shattered, and as targets of sexual violence or restricted freedom (Osorio Pérez and 

Ortega Breña, 2008). Gender and migration mutually influence each other as gender 

relations, at multiple scales, are forged in response to forced migration while divisions of 

household labor can determine migration options. In many displaced families the males 
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have been killed, disappeared, migrated independently, or have abandoned their families, 

and women are forced to take on new leadership roles in households. Displaced women 

are the heads of household in 46% of displaced families in Colombia, compared to 28% 

in the non-displaced population. Displaced families have an average of 5.2 children, 

compared to four for the general population (IDMC, 2011) and the average age for 

widows is 34 among displaced women, compared to 50 in the general population (Osorio 

Pérez and Ortega Breña, 2008).  

Transnational migrant women must also navigate new household responsibilities 

and power dynamics as they settle in new cities. Women, especially those from Latin 

America, increasingly join the ranks of transnational migrants as they move with and 

without family in search of economic opportunity, safety, and other promises of new 

environments (Lutz, 2011). It can be more difficult for these households to avail 

themselves of humanitarian assistance as women face childcare, mobility, health, and 

employment constraints. The number of women migrating across and within countries 

has been growing. In 2010, nearly half of all international migrants were women (Everett 

and Charlton, 2014).  These women are also generally more vulnerable than men as they 

do different work, including participating in the international care chain. In this chain, 

their work is often invisible, undervalued, unregulated, and unprotected (Everett and 

Charlton, 2014). Anthias (2012) notes that most people affected by exclusion driven by 

new technology and flexible employment patterns are women and that women do not 

always have access to the same migration opportunities as men. Presser and Mahler 

(2003) further call attention to the ways that gender operates simultaneously on multiple 

scales across transnational spaces, how gender relations are negotiated across national 
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borders, and how gender intersects with other identities throughout migration 

experiences. This is evident in the transnationalization of care work as a product of 

globalization (Salazar Parreñas, 2001). Chang (2000) argues that countries in the global 

north make deliberate economic choices that facilitate exploitation of resources in the 

global south, including people. This is particularly evident as women migrants are 

regularly filtered into low-wage domestic service jobs, despite coming from middle-class 

families and obtaining high levels of education in countries of origin. However, the 

framing of migrant women (as a needy refugee single mother or a self-sufficient skilled 

married woman) has important consequences for their labor-market outcomes (Bastia et 

al, 2011).  

It is important, however, to recognize the agency of these women as they adopt 

strategies for survival within these structural constraints. These women have proven 

themselves capable of taking action in incredibly arduous situations. This agency is 

increasingly being acknowledged through the transformation of gender roles in both 

public and private spaces, as women take on new responsibilities for securing resources 

for their families (Osorio Pérez and Ortega Breña, 2008) and/or become more active in 

their communities.  It is also clear in my research as the research participants actively 

resist global and local structures that marginalize their place in the city (chapter 4).  

 

Brief Review of Literature Grounding the Research 
 

My research in Medellín and DC operates in these contexts of food insecurity and 

marginalization by relying on literature in critical food studies and urban geography. 
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With these foundations, I compare two different but similar contexts in order to 

understand both everyday lived experiences food insecurity in these environments and 

the influence of structural processes. I also contribute to these literatures, through 

bringing together theory from subfields in food security, relational poverty, mobility, and 

social networks (Figure 1.3). This section deals with each of these bodies of literature 

briefly, while a more detailed engagement occurs in the relevant following chapters.  

 

Figure 1.3. Literature subfields 
 

 

 

Critical Food Studies 

Within the growing field of food studies many scholars are striving to understand 

the modern food system through the roles of producers, consumers, institutions, and all 

the food chain links in between. Some consider these relationships and their impact on 
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food security from structural, political economic lenses to explain the movement of 

agricultural commodities (Oosterveer and Sonnenfeld, 2012) and focus on increasing 

agricultural production levels (Trewavas, 2002; Fresco, 2003; among others). These 

scholars argue that we must harness technology, science, and commercial agriculture in 

order to cope with the effects of climate change, address food crises, and feed growing 

urban populations (Brown and Funk, 2008; Collier, 2008; Teng, 2011). Critical food 

scholars critique these explanations of food security for not being attentive to power 

dynamics in the food system and concerns of distribution (Chappell and LaValle, 2011; 

Patel, 2012; Shiva, 2000). From these critiques, emerge theorizations on the existence of 

a corporate food regime privileging corporate agriculture and capital accumulation 

(Alkon and Mares, 2012; Freidmann, 2009, McMichael, 2009). The corporate food 

regime is a complicated and contested concept discussed in more detail in chapter 3. The 

corporate food system discussed throughout this dissertation is one piece of that regime. 

On the other hand, several scholars taking up the topic of food security focus on 

demand-side concerns in individual experiences, actions, and choices. Many of these 

scholars investigate issues of poverty and the ability of low-income consumers to 

command certain goods on the market (Sen, 1981). In response, some scholars focus on 

measuring (typically via quantitative research methods) the consumption habits of food 

insecure individuals (Ambrosini, 2011; Datta et al, 2007; Maxwell et al, 1999; Maxwell 

et al, 2008; Nee and Sanders, 2001; Tacoli, 2006). For these scholars, the solution to food 

insecurity is to increase market access by making more and cheaper foods available 

(Bedore, 2014; Cummins and Macyntire, 2002), adjusting livelihoods to provide more 

financial resources, educating low-income residents on how to make the ‘correct’ food 



  20  
 

choices (DeLind, 2011; Guthman, 2008b; Knezevic et al 2014), and providing food 

assistance through government and non-profit programs (Poppendieck, 1986), among 

others. Building on the work of critical food scholars, I critique these explanations as 

inattentive to the structural causes that impact the actions of food insecure individuals. In 

particular, these dominant demand-side explanations are critiqued by critical food 

scholars as ignoring socioeconomic inequality and structural issues (Jarosz, 2011); being 

imperialist (Fazzino, 2004; Heynan et al, 2012; Slocum and Saldahna, 2013); and for 

maintaining (Fazzino, 2004) and deepening food insecurity (McMichael, 2009). This 

dissertation seeks to bring together critical theory on both supply and demand in the food 

system to better understand the structure/agency dynamic evident in producing and 

reproducing food insecurity. 

Relational Poverty 

 This dissertation relies on relational poverty theory as one approach for better 

understanding the structural influences on food security. Scholars theorizing on relational 

poverty attend to the exploitative effects of capital, unequal socio-spatial categorizations, 

and discursive practices that produce poverty (Lawson, 2012). In this approach, poverty 

is viewed as a dynamic social process driven by social relations embedded in political 

and economic structures (Green and Hulme, 2005; Sharam and Hulse, 2014). Importantly 

for my research, some relational poverty theorists engage in research across the global 

north and south in order to better understand how local contexts are integrated into global 

processes such as capitalist development (Lawson, 2012). Relational poverty scholars 

have applied these theories to a range of topics such as homelessness (Sharam and Hulse, 
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2014), spaces of encounter (Lawson and Elwood, 2014), and low-wage migrant work 

(RPN, 2016). However, as described in more detail in chapter 3, little has been done to 

extend relational poverty analysis to the topic of food security. The research in this 

dissertation seeks to fill that gap. 

Urban Geography 

 Within urban geography, literature on urban migrants, mobility, and social 

networks inform my work. In particular, this dissertation builds on other scholars focused 

on women’s food insecurity in cities (Levin, et al, 1999; Page-Reeves, 2014) and spatial 

aspects of food access (Battersby, 2012; Bedore, 2014; Clifton, 2004; Cummins and 

Macyntire, 2002; Flores-Gonzalez and Guevarra, 2013; Merriman, et al, 2012; and 

Romero, 2013), to consider the frequently marginalized experience of female urban 

migrants living in poverty. Literature on rural to urban migration has investigated to a 

degree how low-income migrants survive in new urban environments, but few work from 

the perspective of those facing food insecurity, consider the importance of movement 

through the city and social networks for obtaining food, and investigate the tension 

between structural influences on food insecurity and migrant agency in resisting these 

structures. As described above, there is less known about the lived experience of 

individuals displaced to urban centers (Crisp et al, 2012; Fielden, 2008; Krause-Wilmar, 

2011; and Refstie, et al, 2010). Additionally, in Washington, DC, there has been little 

attention paid to Latino migrants in the region (Pumar, 2012; exceptions include Price 

and Benton-Short, 2008 and Singer, 2006). This dissertation seeks to fill this gap through 

theorizing from the perspective of low-income, migrant women facing food insecurity in 
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these two cities, and as such migration considerations weave throughout the literature 

considered in the following chapters. 

Research on urban geography from scholars focused on social networks and 

mobility can provide important insights into food insecurity coping strategies. Social 

networks can support and constrain food insecurity coping strategies as women may be 

able to rely on network members to access a car to go to the market, for example, or 

social network obligations, such as caring for family members, may prevent women from 

being able to undertake time-intensive journeys away from the home to acquire food. 

Mobility and social networks have an interdependent relationship that influences 

opportunities for connectivity and the food security of migrant women (Figure 1.4). The 

connectivity terminology used throughout this dissertation seeks to illustrate the 

importance for individuals to connect physically to critical food resources, through also 

connecting to other individuals in their social networks. This highlights the work of 

people as part of networks – whether sharing food, sharing transportation, organizing for 

community gardens, among other shared activities – in order to cope with food 

insecurity. This also contrasts traditional food security measurements and solutions (see 

chapter 3) that focus on individualized efforts and increasing individual consumption 

opportunities as the solution to food insecurity.  

As will be demonstrated throughout this dissertation, a better understanding of the 

complex interplay of social networks and mobility in the everyday life and coping 

strategies of migrant women is critical for organizations seeking to work with food 

insecure individuals as well as government policies seeking to address poverty.  
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Figure 1.4. Relationship between mobility, social networks, and food security 

 Social networks are also critical for migrants. The common identity of 

displacement or migrant can lead to solidarity, new power groups, and collective-action 

networks (Osorio Pérez and Ortega Breña, 2008). Forced migrants’ social networks can 

be critical for social, emotional, and material support (Hines, 2001). A majority of 

women in this research relied on nearby social networks as a critical aspect of their 

survival strategies (chapter 4). For many Latina migrants in DC, connections with social 

networks in their home countries also remained important resources. Social networks can 

also be constraining. While many rural to urban migrants have similar skills learned in 

the countryside that are not valued in the city’s marketplace, some scholars argue that 
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their economic prospects depend more on the structures and character of their community 

which can limit economic opportunities (Portes and Sensenbrenner, 1993). For example, 

others in a social network may shape individual goal-seeking or provide solidarity as a 

result of common adversity thus impacting the resources gathered from these networks. 

The gendered nature of these networks, embedded power relationships, and their 

spatiality have also been considered by feminist geographers (Gilbert, 2010; Hansen and 

Pratt, 1992, 1995; Mattingly, 1999, 2001; among others). Additionally, the need to 

remain invisible for many displaced people (for fear of renewed violence) and migrants 

(for fear of risking their citizenship status) can act as an obstacle to joining these 

networks. Or the stigma associated with being marked as part of a displaced or migrant 

network may create obstacles to accessing services (chapter 4). It is also important to 

recognize that networks are dynamic. Therefore the networks a migrant develops when 

they first arrive will not necessarily remain (Ryan, 2011). Social networks can break 

down during migration and be rebuilt in new communities in order to meet basic needs, 

such as securing food.  

 

Brief Overview of Research Findings 
 

This research found that there are important mobility and social network 

implications in migration and food security that are influenced by global political 

economic systems and individual agency. Whether large-scale movement such as forced 

migration or small-scale everyday journeys to obtain food for daily meals, mobility can 

be both an enabler for accessing resources and a constraint by requiring unavailable 
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physical, financial, and social costs (Gilbert, 1998). Many of the women in this research 

moved about multiple neighborhoods or desired to do so in search of food (chapter 5). 

Their ability to undertake this movement was largely influenced by urban planning, costs, 

time, and social network obligations. This research also finds that mobile food coping 

strategies can be further complicated by social networks. Urry (2007) and others argue 

that social networks are central to social life and must be “accessed” (and thus implicate a 

needed mobility) in order for individuals to participate in society.  

As demonstrated in the following chapters, this dissertation also finds that global 

political economic systems maintain chronic, long-term food insecurity at the local level 

that is resisted through the everyday survival strategies of the food insecure (chapters 3 

and 4). I extend relational poverty analysis to explanations of the maintenance of food 

security in order to demonstrate the structural influence of commodifying resources 

critical to human survival (e.g., food), the capitalist focus on individual economic actors, 

and the social categorizations that exclude less powerful groups (e.g., the food insecure, 

migrants).  While these structural influences are powerful, in chapter 4 I also highlight 

the agency of migrant women as they utilize their everyday survival strategies of relying 

on informal networks of support, seeking out healthful foods, including growing their 

own, and seeking alternatives that foster independence and dignity in order to resist a 

food system they view as unhealthy and hegemonic structures that discourage their 

survival. These ideas are further illustrated through detailed explorations of specific 

survival strategies. In particular, chapter 5 traces the foodscapes of low-income, migrant 

women to show that survival strategies are both social and mobile. This more nuanced 

understanding of survival strategies calls into question reductionist food desert 
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interventions that do not reflect the dynamic lived experience of migrants coping with 

food insecurity. Finally, chapter 6 focuses on a particular survival strategy – growing 

food in Medellín – to illustrate the influence of urban planning on marginalized 

communities’ efforts to remake the city.  

 

Significance of the Research 
 

This research is significant for its contributions to literature in critical food studies 

and urban geography. In critical food studies, there has been broad debate over the 

treatment of structure and agency in food security research (Whatmore and Thorne, 1997, 

among others). My research speaks to these debates by integrating a relational poverty 

approach, attentive to the structural causes of poverty (chapter 3), and a feminist 

geography approach, attentive to everyday resistance (chapter 4). Better understanding 

the structural influences on food insecurity alongside the agency evident in low-income, 

migrant women’s resistance to these structures enables more critical thinking about 

traditional explanations of food insecurity in order to better respond to this increasingly 

chronic condition. My research finds that within structural constraints dictating the 

availability of affordable, healthy food, migrant women rely on everyday survival 

strategies embedded in relations of connectivity in order to survive at the same time that 

they resist a corporate food system threatening their survival. This finding is also 

important for urban geography as it enables an assessment of the impact of urban policy 

(often driven by global political economic systems) on the everyday survival strategies of 

individuals living in marginalized communities. 
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This critical approach to food insecurity is also enhanced by working from the 

perspective of the food insecure themselves. It highlights the intersectional experience of 

a traditionally marginalized and growing population of female, urban migrants living in 

poverty (Osorio Pérez and Ortega Breña, 2008, Chang, 2000; among others). Much 

research on low-income urban migrants and food insecurity operates from a more 

quantitative, top-down approach that does not engage directly with those experiencing 

food insecurity (Knezevic, et al, 2014; Maxwell and Smith, 1992). As a result, policy and 

programmatic responses to food insecurity (for instance, food desert mapping) do not 

adequately address the dynamic movement of these individuals through the city that 

becomes evident when theorizing from their perspective. To fill this gap, my research 

utilized in-depth interviews alongside sketch mapping with food insecure migrants in the 

city to provide a more complete understanding of how they move through the city and 

their perceptions of urban space. This enables analysis of the benefits and constraints of 

urban planning projects relating to food security and mobility. By adding dimension to 

the complex lived experience of traditionally marginalized individuals, this dissertation 

also contributes to research in urban geography through shedding light on the influences 

of urban planning on low-income migrants’ experiences of urban space as they physically 

connect to critical resources and social networks. An additional weakness in the mobility 

literature is the limited discussion of daily mobility patterns for meeting basic needs, 

especially focusing in the global south (Law, 1999). The literature focusing on daily 

mobility largely addresses journeys to work (Hjorthol, 2009; Law, 1999; Mandel, 2004). 

While that experience is important, it leaves out much lived experience, especially for 

those in marginalized communities that may spend much of their daily movement in 
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search of basic needs such as food, water, shelter, and child care (Clifton, 2004; Gilbert, 

1998). 

While there are many differences in the experiences of food insecurity, poverty, 

and connectivity among migrants in Medellín and DC, there are similarities and insights 

that can be gained by exploring common ideas in both contexts. Globally there have been 

unprecedented levels of migration and urbanization over the past decades (Population 

Reference Bureau, 2012). The majority of people around the world now live in cities and 

this urban population is expected to grow by an additional 3 billion people by 2050 

(Buhaug and Urdal, 2013). A significant driver of this urban growth is migration as labor 

market flexibility around the world increasingly relies on migrant labor (Buckley, 2014). 

As migration (across and within borders) continues to grow, some have argued that it has 

increased at such a high rate over the past decades to justify its consideration as a new 

social phenomenon (Boyle, 2002). This experience is embedded in experiences of gender 

and has important implications for migrants’ social networks that extend beyond current 

cities of residence (as described further below). Migration is also a critical factor in the 

transnationalization of social reproduction, evident in the large scale of domestic-worker 

migration (Boyle, 2002). Flexible, female migrant labor is increasingly meeting the 

demand for care work in the global north in ways that are intimately embedded in power 

relations of race, class, and gender across the global north and south that lead to 

experiences of marginalization as discussed throughout this dissertation (Momson, 1999). 

Thus, while this research focuses on only two cities, it has relevance for these larger 

phenomena. As mentioned above and explored in more detail in the following chapters, 

aspects of food insecurity experiences, including the influence of connectivity in carrying 
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out survival strategies and navigating new environments, have parallels in both Medellín 

and DC. Countering narratives that the global north and south experience poverty and 

governance in substantially different ways, this research highlights similarities in 

contemporary urban experiences. As such, it is important to attend to similarities and 

differences in these experiences – for instance the relevance of place-based social 

networks and sense of community (see chapter 4).  

Additionally, drawing on theorizations from political ecology and relational 

poverty analysis, I argue that exploring similar experiences in both contexts enables 

attending to wider structural influences on poverty, food insecurity, and connectivity. For 

example, some political ecologists (Galt, 2013; McCarthy, 2002, 2005; Schroeder, 2005) 

argue that core themes of political ecology (including its tendency to scale up analyses 

from everyday lived experiences of marginalization to structural influences) are relevant 

in both the global north and south. In this regard, Galt (2013) introduces a first world 

political ecology of agrifood systems to attend to the workings of capital, rationalities, 

meaning making, and resource flows, arguing that engaging with food systems’ multiple 

contexts opens up avenues for considering and acting on injustices in the food system. At 

the same time, relational poverty analysis enables consideration of food insecurity in 

different cities through focusing on the context of economic, social, political, and 

ecological relations that drive poverty in cities around the world (see chapter 3, Green, 

2009; Lawson, 2012; and Sharam and Hulse, 2014).  

My research in both cities also provides insights into how migrants build their 

lives in marginalized urban contexts. Much research on transnational migration has 

traditionally overlooked many low-wage migrant groups, including domestic workers, 
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thus little is known regarding the everyday strategies they carry out to survive and how 

their experiences are influenced by structural processes (Blackett, 2015; Chang, 2000; du 

Toit, 2013). Additionally, where literature exists on coping strategies used by migrants, it 

focuses largely on the daily survival without attention to how migrants position 

themselves in relation to wider structures (Datta et al, 2007). This research attempts to fill 

these gaps through investigating the influence of capitalism, rhetoric about and 

categorization of low-income migrants, and an exploitative food system. This is 

considered alongside the strategies migrants use to actively resist these exclusionary 

structures and the importance of moving through urban space to connect to resources and 

social networks as they carry out these strategies. The conclusion of this dissertation also 

describes the ways in which my research is ongoing. Through continued engagement 

with community members and service providers in both Medellín and DC, this research 

will continue to provide insights about the resilience of these communities as well as the 

most strategic ways to support their efforts to build their communities and lives. Broader 

impacts of the research (discussed in more detail in chapter 7) include contributions to 

professional understandings of the food insecurity experiences of migrants for the sake of 

improved policy making and service provision and facilitation of participatory research 

events with local organizations to support food security advocacy on behalf of 

marginalized groups. 

Roadmap 
 

The remaining chapters of this dissertation describe the research as follows. 

Chapter 2 details the research design that utilized sketch mapping during in-depth 
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interviews with 72 migrant women facing food insecurity. Chapter 3 provides a 

theoretical foundation guiding the dissertation – particularly expanding relational poverty 

theory to food insecurity explanations. Chapters 4-6 provide research findings through 

examples of resistance to structural causes of food security, tracing of dynamic food 

landscapes, and highlighting the impact of urban planning on food insecurity coping 

strategies. Chapter 7 provides a conclusion discussing in more detail the significance of 

this research and next steps. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 

RESEARCH DESIGN 
 

This dissertation used mixed qualitative methods in order to better understand the 

spatiality of urban migrant women’s strategies for coping with food insecurity. In 

particular, it utilized sketch mapping during in-depth interviews to answer the following 

research question: How are urban migrant women’s food insecurity coping strategies 

influencing and being influenced by the spatial connectivity fostered by mobility and 

social networks? These methods were effective for eliciting spatial stories that prioritize 

place and movement (de Certeau, 1984; Hanson and Pratt, 1995) and permit attention to 

everyday activities, telling individuals’ stories and the stories of places through which 

they move (Elwood and Mitchell, 2012; Magee, 2007). These stories are important for 

this research that focuses on place-based food resources and experiences of movement 

through urban space to access these resources. The focus on qualitative spatial stories 

enables a critical understanding of complex phenomenon such as food insecurity 

experiences by enabling consideration of multiple explanations and viewpoints (Fay, 

1998; Flyvbjerg, 2001; Reinharz, 1992). Utilizing sketch mapping during in-depth 

interviews provided a particularly useful way to visualize and better understand these 

spatial stories.  

This research also engages in comparative research examining similar phenomena 

in two cities. International comparative research has been carried out by many scholars in 

the social sciences in order to systematically compare similar phenomena in more than 

one sociocultural setting (Hantrais, 2009). Such comparative work is useful for 

identifying shared and different patterns, and examining commonalities and differences 
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across areas or populations (Castree et al, 2013). In this dissertation, international 

comparative research provides a useful frame for demonstrating the common effects of 

non-local structures (i.e. a global food system, intersectional identities) in local 

environments.  

This chapter details the research design used to answer the stated research 

questions. First it describes the research setting and participants. Next, it considers the 

appropriateness of sketch mapping and in-depth interviews before providing details about 

the research instruments used and reflecting on fieldwork experiences. Finally, I discuss 

the process of analyzing the data as well as limitations faced during the research. 

 

Setting and participants 
 

The participants in this research included 72 displaced women living in Medellín, 

Colombia, and migrant, Latina domestic workers in Washington, DC. The research 

methods used were driven, in part, by the contexts of migration and poverty in both cases 

and considerations for the best ways to reach and connect with these individuals. I chose 

these two cities because, as described in chapter 1, they serve as illustrative cases of 

urban environments influenced by global political economic systems while they struggle 

to meet the needs of growing, low-income migrants living within their borders. I first 

traveled to Medellín in 2012 to shadow research on food among displaced women by 

Allison Hayes-Conroy and Betsy Sweet. During this time, I observed inklings of many of 

the phenomena discussed in this dissertation and made important contacts that proved 

instrumental for carrying out research. At the same time, I have lived in Washington, DC, 
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off and on for 12 years. After returning from Medellín, I was struck by similarities in the 

two cities regarding urban planning strategies in transportation, treatment of migrants as 

outsiders, and the difficulty of low-income women to sufficiently feed their families. I 

also had many contacts in the DC area that I could rely on to identify research 

participants. These factors drove me to focus on the topic of food insecurity in Medellín 

and DC. 

Research participants in Medellín included 41 displaced women who are 18+ 

years old and indicate that they struggle with acquiring sufficient quantity and quality of 

food for themselves and their families. Research participants in Washington, DC, 

included 31 migrant women from Latin America, largely working in domestic services, 

who are 18+ years old and indicate that they struggle with acquiring sufficient quantity 

and quality of food for themselves and their families (Table 2.1). They migrated from 

Bolivia, Brazil, El Salvador, the Dominican Republic, Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico, 

and Peru. 

Table 2.1. Selected demographics of research participants 
 

Participant 
Demographics 

Age Children at home* Employment 
18-
24 

25-
39 

40-
55 

56
+ 

Under 
18 
years 
old 

10-18 
years 
old 

Under 
10 
years 
old 

Full-
time† 

Part-
time 

Unemp-
loyed‡ 

Medellín 
participants 
(n=41) 

3 
 

16 16 6 37 25 28 0 10 31 

DC participants 
(n=31) 

3 
 

6 13 
 

9 16 9 9 18 5 8 

Total 
participants 
(n=72) 

6 22 29 15 53 34 37 18 15 39 
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Table 2.1. Selected demographics of research participants, continued 

Participant 
Demographics 

Length of residence in current city Head of 
household 

Limited by 
serious medical 
concerns 

< 2 
years 

2-4 
years 

5-9 
years 

10+ years 

Medellín 
participants 
(n=41) 

4 3 7 27 33 15 

DC 
participants 
(n=31) 

0 1 4 26 14 11 

Number of 
participants 
(n=72) 

4 4 11 53 47 26 

* The children at home category repeated for some individual participants as they have more than 
one child representing the different categories. The under 18 category represents distinct values of 
women with any children at home under 18 years old. 
† All of these women resided in Washington, DC, region. 
‡ This generally includes women who answered the question “what is your occupation?” with 
“unemployed”. Most elaborated that their primary responsibilities were caring for their household 
and they either did not have or were looking for other, paid, employment outside the home. 
 

Through purposive sampling (described in more detail below), I interviewed 

women of varying ages, times since/origin of migration, and current residences, offering 

insight into how certain characteristics impact coping strategies, mobility, and social 

networks. I identified participants in Medellín and DC through the support of local 

organizations working with these populations and snowball recruitment methods 

(described below). In Medellín staff members from a non-profit organization embedded 

in the displaced community provided integral support for gaining trust and access to 

research participants. This organization supported me in visiting several neighborhoods 

in the city and solicited research participants to meet with me in a comfortable space at 

the organization. In DC, two service providers also provided significant support for 

reaching research participants. One organization, which provides emergency food to the 

local community one day per week, invited me to talk with program participants and 
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volunteers (many of whom are also participants). The other organization, which provides 

emergency housing for previously homeless migrant women, connected me directly with 

program participants to arrange interviews. These organizations, along with several other 

key informants (see below), were also instrumental in providing context needed for my 

work and the types of questions I ask. 

In addition to organizational support in identifying research participants, in DC I 

used snowball recruitment techniques to identify research participants. In particular, I 

asked research participants if they would be willing to connect me to other women they 

knew with similar food insecurity concerns. This was particularly useful in the 

community of domestic workers that engages with a wide network of similarly identified 

women reliant on personal connections. These organizational and personal introductions 

to participants were critical for identifying research participants as well as providing my 

research legitimacy and enabling greater levels of trust among interviewees.  

I also gained background information from staff members at local, national, and 

international organizations and government agencies working with these groups. In total, 

I interviewed staff from six organizations in Medellín and eight organizations in DC. 

These staff members enabled a better understanding of the context of migration and food 

insecurity in both cities as well as the various ways that these organizations engage with 

marginalized groups facing food insecurity (see research instruments below for specific 

questions asked). These contacts provided useful background and contextual information, 

enabled reflecting on themes arising from the research, and provided connections to the 

communities.  
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Methods 
 

This dissertation research employed a mixed methods research design relying on 

in-depth interviews with the qualitative GIS method of sketch mapping. Researchers look 

to mixed methods for a variety of perceived benefits. Mixed methods can support 

research with validity checks through understanding a single phenomenon from multiple 

data sources (triangulation); with enhancement, illustration and/or clarification of results; 

and with tools to enhance, build on, revise or expand research questions and design 

(Johnson et al, 2007; Patton, 1990). Within mixed methods approaches, qualitative 

techniques have been relied upon by researchers to better understand the lived experience 

of marginalized groups (Larkin, Watts, & Clifton, 2006; Owens, 2007; Stake, 1995).  

This section considers two methods utilized in this research: in-depth interviews and 

sketch mapping.  

In-depth Interviews 

This research employed semi-structured in-depth interviews with the qualitative 

GIS method of sketch mapping to elicit spatial stories from participants. In-depth 

interviews are among the most frequently used qualitative methods to encourage 

participants to share rich descriptions of phenomena (DiCicco-Bloom and Crabtree, 

2006). Used alone or in combination with other methods, interviews can be effective for 

providing insights about lived experience. Interviews support telling of historical 

information and stories (Cresswell, 2007), allow the researcher to better control the line 

of questioning, and provide an opportunity to explore several dimensions of a 

phenomenon (Sherraden, 1995). Interviews can provide insights on themes arising before 
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and during data collection, increased understanding essential for theory building, and 

practical information for improving policy and services.  

The flexibility of in-depth interviews supports better understanding the 

complexity of lived experiences such as coping with food insecurity, mobility, and social 

networks, all of which involve a dynamic interplay of obligations, opportunities, and 

perceptions. D’Andrea, et al, (2011) note the importance of being sensitive to complexity 

in mobility research. This research must understand mobility as a multidimensional 

phenomenon emerging from varied spatial, social, cultural, political, and economic 

possibilities. This sensitivity to complexity is also important for social networks research 

that seeks to interpret individual behavior in relation to their varying roles in social 

networks (Marsden, 1990). Finally, interviews are also valuable in conducting research 

among marginalized communities (Schensul, et al, 1999; Sherraden, 1995). According to 

Schensul, et al, (1999) interview and observational approaches to social network analysis 

can enable engaging with hidden populations, understanding the personal social 

influences on their lives, decisions, and behaviors, and thus improving the efficacy of 

policy and service provision. Interviews do not require literacy and the dialogue-based 

research instrument may be more familiar and less formal than other methods. In 

addition, interviews can be tailored in the field to accommodate the needs and feelings of 

participants (e.g. including more than one participant at a time (i.e. group interviews), if 

desired, or changing topics conversationally if challenging discussions emerge). When 

designed accordingly, interviews can be more sensitive to difference among participants 

(such as language, age, citizenship status, and other characteristics) and can be 

particularly effective at reaching typically understudied populations (Sherraden, 1995). 
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In-depth interviews serve as a valid research method particularly appropriate for 

understanding complex phenomenon such as food insecurity among typically 

understudied migrant women in urban communities.  

 

Sketch Mapping 

Additionally, qualitative GIS frameworks and methods have been used by many 

researchers to address the complicated nature of individual understanding and lived 

experience (Kwan & Ding, 2008; Kwan, 2007; Stake, 1995) and have been used as a 

powerful qualitative research tool for exploring, interpreting, and visualizing data for 

understanding patterns, relationships, and trends (Kwan & Ding, 2008; Kwan, 2007; 

Pavlovskaya, 2006). Despite traditional understanding of GIS as a quantitative tool, some 

authors in recent years (such as Kwan & Ding, 2008; Kwan, 2007; Pavlovskaya, 2006) 

have argued that GIS can be a useful complement to qualitative methods for better 

understanding lived experience. Emerging from critical geography, qualitative GIS 

methods can offer an alternative to more traditional quantitative uses of GIS by focusing 

on and representing the complexity of individual lived experiences (Boschmann and 

Cubbon, 2013; Pearsall et al, 2015). Qualitative research methods more generally enable 

in-depth data collection of non-dominant, local knowledge that provides more complete 

and nuanced understanding of individual realities (Boschmann and Cubbon, 2013). 

Importantly for this research, qualitative GIS has the ability to tell more about the nature, 

intensity, durability, and reciprocity of networking relationships (Edwards, 2010) and to 
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illustrate how individuals move through and perceive urban space (Kwan, 2008; Pain, 

MacFarlane, and Turner, 2006; Pearsall et al, 2015).   

In this research, I relied on sketch mapping as a method derived from qualitative 

GIS techniques. Sketch mapping has been employed by researchers developing 

cartographies of spatial narratives (Brennan-Horley and Gibson, 2009; Boschmann and 

Cubbon, 2013; Cieri, 2003; Fielding and Cisneros-Puebla, 2009; Gieseking, 2013; and 

Matthews, Detwiler, and Burton, 2005). Sketch maps create cartographic representations 

by engaging research participants in placing markings on base maps in support of spatial 

narratives about the varied lived experiences of individuals. Sketch maps provide an 

invaluable dimension to narratives, detailed spatial information, and enhanced data 

interpretation (Boschmann and Cubbon, 2013; Gieseking, 2013). “As a form of counter-

mapping to traditional approaches, such sketch maps provide nuanced and differentiated 

geographies of how subjects themselves experience their spatial lives” (Boschmann and 

Cubbon, 2013, pg. 11). Through annotating spatially referenced base maps, this method 

allows researchers, and participants, to visualize narratives in order to assess the nature 

and quality of the data and explore relevant socio-spatial contexts. As discussed further 

below, sketch mapping provides spatial data that can contribute to spatial analysis, image, 

and affect. The latter two aspects of sketch mapping were particularly relevant in this 

research as the process of sketch mapping, more than the resulting maps themselves, 

added greatly to the spatial narratives emerging from the interviews. 

Sketch mapping, within in-depth interviews and focus groups, can help to situate 

experiences in time and space, thus enhancing data analysis (Matthews, Detwiler, and 

Burton, 2005). This was particularly the case in my research as sketch mapping led 
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participants to provide more details and information about their environments than simple 

interview questions would have provided (discussed more below). This method also 

allows researchers and participants to visualize narratives in order to assess the nature 

and quality of the data and explore relevant socio-spatial contexts. Sketch mapping 

generally uses paper or digital maps that the researcher or participants annotate. During 

the interview, use of low-technology paper maps can facilitate engagement with 

participants that are less familiar with technology and have been found to build a rapport 

with participants as they can show their experiences on a familiar map of their 

neighborhood (Boschmann and Cubbon, 2013). Many of the participants in my research 

had basic map literacy, while some benefited from my explanation of key features of the 

map. As discussed below, this experience was enhanced when I had physically visited the 

spaces and could better describe what the maps depicted. Several participants also noted 

that they frequently encountered similar maps in meetings with service providers and 

government and appreciated the opportunity this interview provided for improving their 

map literacy. 

The sketch maps provide an important spatial representation of participants’ 

narratives of their food insecurity experiences, mobility, and social networks. The 

literature indicates that space has implications for the shape mobility and social networks 

take. Spatial aspects of terrain, distance, time, costs, and perception of places can all 

impact a person’s mobility (Akyelken, 2013; Peters, et al, 2010; and Urry, 2007). This 

includes consideration of spaces that are not considered safe for various reasons that 

might not be understood without the narrative provided by the participants. Sketch maps 

provide a valuable tool for visualizing and better understanding these obligations. 
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Additionally, visually representing social networks on a map is important for 

understanding the spatiality of daily survival activities for individuals and groups. Space 

can be organized by the networks that exist in and act upon space (Axhausen, 207; 

Fernandez and Su, 2004; Helsely and Zenou, 2011; and Schensul, 1999). For instance, 

distance or physical terrain may prevent contacts from being able to physically meet; or, 

everyone in a network may regularly meet in some spaces shaping the role of those 

environments in their daily activities. Sketch mapping provides a valuable tool for better 

understanding these spatial stories. 

 

Research Instruments and Procedures 
 

As described above, I sought answers to my research questions through sketch 

mapping during in-depth interviews (Figure 2.2). The interviews were semi-structured 

with short answer, structured and open-ended questions. Interviews involved questions 

and representations of participants’ background and the spatiality of their food insecurity 

coping strategies, mobility, and social networks (Table 2.2). Background questions 

explored participants’ places of residence and origin, age, occupation, and education. 

These questions enable exploring patterns of coping strategies, mobility and social 

networks among different demographics. For instance, does location of residence imply 

different levels of mobility, and thus different food security strategies? Questions about 

mobility sought to understand the time-space costs associated with various food coping 

strategies. In particular: how long strategies take, if there are monetary costs involved 

(i.e., bus or metro fare, car ownership), environmental influences (i.e., difficult terrain, 
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unsafe neighborhoods or streets), and other mobility constraints that impact strategies. 

Questions related to social networks built on this by exploring how individuals rely on 

social ties to meet food needs, how connections with others can support or constrain 

efforts to obtain food, and how social networks can extend an individual’s reach and 

mobility. For instance, how do contacts support food gathering; are strong or weak ties 

more likely to provide support; are contacts more often between similar people or diverse 

groupings; in what ways do networks constrain coping strategies (childcare, employment, 

etc.); how does physical distance between ties impact reliance on social networks? The 

same initial questions were asked of participants in both cities in order to inform the 

broader research questions. There was sufficient flexibility in the interview process to ask 

follow up questions and prioritize some questions over others depending on time and 

participant emphasis.  

The spatiality of these strategies, mobility, and social networks was also discussed 

via sketch mapping. I provided maps of specific neighborhoods that outline streets and 

physical features. In Medellín I generally focused on two neighborhoods, while in DC 

participants were more spread out (across 12 neighborhoods in DC, Maryland, and 

Virginia). In Medellín, I identified participants in the two neighborhoods through 

consultation with a local organization. In June 2014, I downloaded satellite maps from 

the Government of Medellin’s WebGIS platform of the two neighborhoods that I brought   
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Figure 2.1. Relationship between research questions, data inputs, and analysis 
findings 
 
Overarching research question: How are migrant women’s food insecurity coping 
strategies influencing and being influenced by the connectivity fostered by mobility and 
social networks?  
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Table 2.2. Interview Questions 
  
Background 
1. What is your age? 
2. What is your region of origin? 
3. When did you leave your region of origin? 
4. What is your current location of residence and how long have you been there? 
5. How many people live in your home? What is their relationship to you (spouse, parents, 
siblings, children, etc.)? What are their ages? 
6. What is your current occupation? What was your occupation before being migrating? 
7. What is your level of education? 
  
Daily Needs and Survival Strategies 
1. Tell me about the food you are able to obtain for your family? Is there enough? Is the quality 
sufficient? (Note different levels of food insecurity – skipped breakfast, substituted different 
foods, etc.) 
2. How do your food needs relate with other daily needs? (water, childcare, adult care, health, 
communication, electricity) 
3. How do you acquire food for your family? 
4. If you have trouble finding food on a given day, what are alternative strategies you use? 
5. Why are these strategies the best option for you? Are there others you are aware of but don't 
work for you? 
6. What are some challenges to acquiring enough food for you and your family? 

7. Is it easier for you to find food during certain times of the year? If so, why? 
8. What might make it easier to acquire enough food? 
9. Do you grow any food? If not, would you like to? 
  
Looking at a map, please walk me through your experiences of obtaining food in a typical week. 
Mobility Influences  
a. Locations and routes 
1. Where do you get food? 
2. What path do you take to get there?  
3. How do you get there (walk, car, metro, bus)? 
b. Temporality 
4. How long does it take you? 
5. What could make the trip faster or slower? 
6. What time of day do you go? 
c. Costs/obstacles 
7. What are obstacles that you face along the way? 
8. What financial costs do you incur for transport? 
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Table 2.2. Interview Questions, continued 
9. Are there other places you would prefer to go? Are there other ways you could go? Why do 
you choose this particular place and path? 
10. Are there areas you avoid even though there might be food there? If so, where and why? 
11. Would you get food in other places if it were easier to get there? 
12. Are there other obligations you are able to meet along the way? 
  
Social Network Influences 
1. Who do you rely upon to meet your daily needs? Who relies on you? (repeat 1a-1g for each 
contact named up to three contacts) 
1a. Where are they located? 
1b. Where do you meet them? How often do you see them? How do you communicate? 
1c. What is your relationship with them? Do you share important matters with them?  
1d. How did you meet? How long have you known them? 
1e. Are they similar to you in terms of age, gender, ethnicity, migration status, food insecure? 
1f. What obstacles do you encounter in meeting with them? 
1g. Do they place other constraints on your ability to meet your daily needs?  
1h. Do you engage with these contacts for other needs (e.g., accessing other resources, collective 
action)? 
2. Do you interact with any organizations while procuring food? Are there community leaders 
that provide support? 
2a. How did you find out about them? 
2b. Do they help you to obtain food? If yes, how? If not, why not? 
3. How do you find out information about places to obtain food? 
4. Are there other obligations (family, legal, work) that prevent you from obtaining food in other 
places/ways? 

 
 
to the interviews in hard copy for participants to mark up (see Figure 2.2. for a base map 

example used in Medellín)3. I acquired the base maps from this source because it made 

available spatial data through a government-based webGIS platform that included 

important landmarks in the neighborhoods, such as health centers, schools, etc. Initially it 

appeared to be the most detailed, reliable spatial data available for the city. It also 

corresponds with the maps the city uses in communication with residents in the 

                                                             
3 The resolution for these maps is unknown as the provider did not make those details available. I have 
contacted the company that developed the application for the government to inquire for more information, 
but as of printing had not received a response. 
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neighborhoods included in this research, and as such, many of the participants had seen 

them before.  

 

Figure 2.2. Base map for one neighborhood in Medellín. 

 

Source: This map was downloaded from the Medellín governments’ webGIS platform in June 
2014.  
 

Because I relied on snowball recruitment in DC it was more difficult to search for 

participants living in certain neighborhoods. For some participants identified with the 

support of a local organization I obtained information about participants’ neighborhood 

of residence before the interview and brought hard copy maps accordingly. But for the 

majority of participants, I did not have that information prior to the interview. In those 

circumstances, I relied on electronic maps that could be produced during the interviews. 

Specifically, I used a tablet to identify their neighborhood in Google Maps, took a screen 

shot of the map, and opened it in a Microsoft Office file in order to mark it up (see Figure 
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2.3. for a base map example in DC). Many of the participants in DC that encountered the 

digital base maps had smart phones that they were used to using for communicating with 

their employers and thus did not show signs of being put off by the use of tablet 

technology for marking the maps.  

We annotated the maps together with the participants providing explanations of their 

markings and my creating a key accordingly. During the conversations with participants 

in both cities, they used colored pencils or colored electronic markings to identify places 

they obtain food, places they meet up with contacts, and routes they take (and don’t take) 

alongside a discussion of what things (terrain, costs, time, safety) and people support and 

constrain these efforts. Following the work of other geographers (Brennan-Horley and 

Gibson, 2009) we began by situating the map through a discussion of key landmarks in 

their neighborhoods, such as a health center in Medellín or a shopping center in DC. 

Then participants were given colored pencils or asked to use their finger to mark a digital 

map and asked: “please walk me through your experiences of obtaining food, what places 

do you go to get food?” Participants were asked to elaborate on their experiences through 

marking and discussing answers to the following questions: 

• What places do you go to get food? Are there other places you would 
prefer to go? Why or why not? 

• What path do you take to get there? Are there other ways you could go? 
Why do you choose this route and not another? 

• Are there areas you avoid even though there might be food there? If so, 
where and why? 

• What are other important landmarks and services in your neighborhood? 
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Figure 2.3. Base map for one neighborhood in DC 
 

 

Source: This map is a screenshot from Google maps taken in February 2015. 

 
In most instances, participants marked their responses to these questions with 

lines, dots, stars, and other representations directly on the maps (see Figures 2.4 and 2.5). 

As we talked about what they were marking, I would add labels to clarify what each 

marking meant for them. In both cities, many participants initially showed reluctance to 

mark the maps despite my prompting. When they were unwilling to mark the maps 

themselves, I would mark them instead, confirming and talking about each marking as we 
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went. In Medellín, this reluctance seemed to wane faster, perhaps because of the use of 

paper and pencil. In DC, participants relied more on telling me where and what to mark 

on the maps instead of completing that process themselves. This practice of sketch 

mapping, particularly discussing markings as they were being placed, provided an 

opportunity to validate narratives and add important dimension and visual representation 

of the participants’ spatial stories (Boschmann and Cubbon, 2013). 

Figure 2.4. Sample sketch map from Medellín  
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Figure 2.5. Sample sketch map from DC 

 

In Medellín, the interviews naturally evolved into group interviews of two or 

three people each. This occurred in part because many participants travelled together by 

bus to the interview location and preferred to talk as a group instead of waiting. In DC, 

all but three interviews were conducted on an individual basis. The occasions in DC in 

which more than one person participated in a single interview included those in which I 

met people at emergency food programs and held interviews with them at that time. In 

the first instance, one volunteer agreed to talk with me and after she sat down, two others 

inquired what we were doing and asked to join. In the second, two women had travelled 

to the emergency food provider together and preferred to hold the interview together. 

Finally, two nannies joined together for an interview when they were both available at the 

same time and interested in talking with me together. Each interview lasted anywhere 
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from 45 minutes to two hours and took place at locations deemed most convenient to the 

participants. In Medellín, all of the participants met with the researcher in space provided 

by a local organization. In DC, participants met with the researcher in spaces provided by 

local organizations, coffee shops, parks, and homes. Each location was decided by the 

research participant based on their level of comfort and convenience. Interviews with 

most of the women took place in Spanish and were audio recorded in order to be 

transcribed and translated for analysis. 

In addition to the 72 migrant women interviewed, I met with staff at 14 

organizations (6 in Medellín and 8 in DC) that work with migrant women in support of 

meeting their basic needs. Through these interviews, I sought a broader understanding of 

the context in which migrant women are coping with food insecurity, the efforts of 

organizations to support these women, and reflections on themes arising from interviews 

with participants. Questions I asked these individuals included: 

• What is the mission of your organization? 
• How does your organization support migrant populations?  
• What impacts migrant women’s ability to acquire enough food for 

themselves and their families? 
• What are strategies your constituency frequently undertakes to acquire 

food? 
• What encourages the use of some strategies over others? 
• How important is access to transport (bus, metro, car) for acquiring food? 
• How important are social networks in supporting efforts to acquire food? 
• Are some environments more conducive to meeting food needs than 

others? For instance, is it easier for residents of some neighborhoods to 
acquire the food they need than others? Why? 

 
The organizations interviewed included community-based groups providing direct 

support to the research participants (four in Medellín and three in DC), service 

organizations working with similar communities but without direct involvement from 
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specific participants in this research (two in DC), and funding or advocacy organizations 

working on issues relevant to the research participants (two in Medellín and three in DC). 

These research instruments successfully produced a significant amount of data in 

support of my research questions and presented in the following chapters. Employing the 

research instruments also resulted in several fieldwork experiences reflected upon in the 

next section. 

Fieldwork Experiences 
 

There were several experiences during the fieldwork that provided important 

insights and opportunities for reflection on both of the methods used in this research. This 

section will focus on the contributions found from including sketch mapping, ethical 

considerations, and reflections on my role as the researcher and compensation of 

participants.  

Sketch Mapping 

There were various contributions to the research from using sketch mapping as a 

method. It is a method that is being used by more geographers to provide representations 

of spatial narratives (Brennan-Horley and Gibson, 2009; Boschmann and Cubbon, 2013; 

Cieri, 2003; Fielding and Cisneros-Puebla, 2009; Gieseking, 2013; and Matthews, 

Detwiler, and Burton, 2005). Whereas some researchers produce a digitized visualization 

of overlays from many participant sketch maps (Brennan-Horley and Gibson, 2009), 

others create more ‘low tech’ base maps with representations of participant markings 

(Boschmann and Cubbon, 2013). The different steps of sketch mapping can be conceived 

as contributing to spatial analysis, image, and affect. Much sketch mapping in the 
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literature focuses on spatial analysis, such as comparing the socio-spatial perceptions of 

young people participating in university programs (Pearsall et al, 2015). However, the 

process of sketch mapping is also valuable for its ability to illustrate spatial narratives 

(image) and the affective experience of marking and interpreting mapped urban space. 

This dissertation research relied more on the latter two aspects of sketch mapping. As a 

result, and for the reasons described below, only two maps were included in the final 

analysis of this dissertation research (see chapter 5). But this section argues that the 

method was quite valuable for the data that emerged during the illustrative and affective 

processes of mapping urban phenomena.  

In this research, there were various limitations encountered in identifying 

effective base maps to use during the interviews as well as the digital map files needed to 

analyze them later. For example, in Medellín it is possible to obtain satellite imagery and 

spatial data for the city via a government website (Government of Medellín, 2014). But 

the available data in neighborhoods that are considered informal settlements is severely 

limited and outdated. The government does not consider these neighborhoods, where the 

majority of the research participants lived, as part of the city and therefore does not 

capture many details of the areas in their spatial databases. The data is also only available 

through a web GIS platform that limits outsider ability to manipulate it with new spatial 

data and to create new maps. Finally, it became clear that the satellite imagery was quite 

old. I downloaded the images in June 2014 and in July 2015 continued to see the maps 

used in materials by the city, but the government platform does not indicate its date of 

acquisition. However, comparison to maps from other sources, indicates that the 

government maps are outdated. For example, the government-provided satellite imagery 



  55 
 

of one of the neighborhoods shows perhaps 50 homes. Yet, a search in Google Maps for 

the same neighborhood or a walk through the neighborhood shows that there are 

significantly more residents in the area (see Figures 2.6 and 2.7). While the maps from 

the government initially seemed reliable (as described above), conversations with 

participants and additional research in 2015 indicated that more reliable maps are 

available from private sources such as Google Maps, Google Earth, and ArcGIS Online. 

 
Figure 2.6. Map of neighborhood A derived from Government of Medellín (2014) 
 

Source: I downloaded this map in July 2014 from the Medellín government’s webGIS platform 
containing satellite imagery of the city. The circled area roughly represents the identified 
neighborhood. 
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Figure 2.7. Map of neighborhood A derived from Google Maps (2015) 

 
Source: This map was retrieved from Google Maps in 2015. The circled area roughly represents 
the identified neighborhood. While the two maps were obtained one year apart, the Medellín 
government map had not changed as of summer 2015. 
 

In this instance it became clear that it is also very important for the researcher to 

have on-the-ground knowledge of an area. I was able to search out a more recent map and 

to help participants place themselves on it after I had visited the neighborhoods in 

Medellín. In the interviews where I did not have a reliable base map to work from, I 

prompted participants to draw a mental map by giving them blank paper and asking if 

they could draw a map with important roads and features in their neighborhood instead. 

After sitting for a bit of time and thinking through how to do so, the participants indicated 

that they didn’t feel comfortable trying to draw their own. When I did not have a reliable 

base map, I asked specific follow-up questions about spatial perceptions in an effort to 

gain some of the information the maps would have provided. In DC, I was also able to 
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ask about specific intersections or addresses of stores that would enable me to recreate 

the maps after the interview. 

Despite the limitations of available data, it quickly became clear that sketch 

mapping as a method had important contributions beyond the maps it produced at the end 

of the process. The benefits of relying on the maps during conversations to enhance the 

interview process has also been found by other researchers (Brennan-Horley and Gibson, 

2009; Boschmann and Cubbon, 2013; Shalev, 2008). On many occasions, by referring to 

the map it enabled asking similar questions in different ways and enhanced the spatial 

narratives told by participants. In one example, a research participant in DC discussed the 

two grocery stores she relies on for food and her use of mass transit to get to them, 

presenting it simply as a long, but safe process. Once we began looking at the maps and 

she marked her home, the metro station, and the path she takes to get to the metro she 

began to provide more details about moving through spaces in her neighborhood. In 

particular, she pointed out that she walks through a tunnel, along a path to get to the 

subway. Previously that walk was not safe for her as there was no light and the people 

inhabiting the space made her uncomfortable. But since a light has been put in, it feels 

safer for her to travel that way. Her recounting of these spatial experiences was enhanced 

through a continued discussion of ways of moving through the city, but also through 

attempting to represent it (or create an image of it) on base maps. This and other similar 

examples demonstrate the contributions of sketch mapping for providing more 

opportunity and new ways to reflect on spatial experiences in the city.  
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Ethical Considerations 

I developed consent forms as part of obtaining approval from the Temple 

University Institutional Review Board that explain and insure the confidentiality of 

participant information, enabling them to safely share sensitive information with me (see 

Appendix A for IRB approval forms). The consent process also clearly explains the 

voluntary nature of their participation in the research. I preserve the confidentiality of 

information by storing all data on a password protected hard drive, not linking 

participants’ names with their digital recordings or maps (and informing participants that 

they could choose not to tell me their real names), and using pseudonyms in all 

transcripts and texts resulting from this research. Finally, any concrete places or 

addresses discussed during the interviews or marked on sketch maps that could lead to 

identification of the research participants are generalized using intersections, landmarks, 

or larger areas instead. 

 

Reflections on My Role as the Researcher 

 Building on feminist geographic methods, I continually reflected on my 

positionality as a white, American, female, academic researcher over the course of my 

research (Owens, 1996). Reflexivity on notions of power within the researcher-

participant relations is increasingly used in research with marginalized groups (Owens, 

1996). In particular, this reflexivity can identify a power imbalance created by the 

researcher defining the situation, topic, and questions of the interview, raising questions 

about whether the topic is of mutual interest to the researcher and participant. My 

research interests in poverty and social justice also increasingly direct me toward more 
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activist-scholar spaces. As a result, internally I struggled throughout the research process 

with how to conduct research that has broader impact beyond this dissertation. I was, and 

still am, concerned about taking time, information, and experiences from communities 

without better supporting their needs and aspirations. One way of addressing this during 

the interviews was to give the women space to discuss the concerns that mattered to 

them. Displaced women in Medellín and migrant women living in poverty in DC are 

among the least heard in marginalized communities. As such, the interviews opened 

space to hear their stories, reflect on their experiences, and value the knowledge they can 

contribute in building their cities. As a result, one participant in Medellín remarked at the 

end of the interview:  

I really appreciate that you are interested in what we have to say. We are called 
invaders and people do not think we know anything, but we do have something to 
add (Liliana, 38 years old, Medellín).  

 
In addition, I reworked questions and directions of the interviews based on the emerging 

interests of participants. This reflexivity raises questions of my ability to ‘give voice’ to 

the participants in my research who belong to groups whose voice is typically 

marginalized. Throughout the dissertation I use quotes from participants that were 

transcribed and translated by me. The translation from Spanish to English requires some 

interpretation on my part. I also interpret additional meaning from their comments 

through dialogue and attempted to support this interpretation through further questions.  

More importantly, I attempt to theorize from the perspectives shared with me by 

the participants. This theorizing from the ground is very important for working from the 

perspective of women experiencing food insecurity (as discussed in chapter 1), but must 

be tempered by the tension my outsider positionality brings to these conversations and 
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theorizations. This research inquired about the experiences of marginalized women in 

meeting their basic food needs, but understands that as an outside researcher, my access 

to these experiences is both partial and complex (Larkin et al, 2006). Combining both in-

depth interviews and sketch mapping is one strategy for enhancing access to these 

experiences. Throughout the dissertation I also rely on quotes from participants 

(translated by me) in part as an effort to use their voices instead of mine where possible. 

Also, as discussed in the dissertation conclusion, I am now engaging in new research 

projects that are attempting to serve as an ally and support the women in finding 

resources to bolster their coping strategies (in particular, building a city-wide network of 

urban gardeners in Medellín).  

Participant Compensation 

Finally, I modestly compensated the women I interviewed for their involvement 

in this research. Compensating participants is a commonly accepted aspect of 

community-based qualitative research such as this (Head, 2009). The participants in this 

research have very limited financial resources and as such require compensation for the 

travel expenses incurred to get to the interview site and time spent traveling and 

participating in the research (and thus not spent meeting other needs such as getting 

food). I provided each participant with US$20 to offset some of these expenses. Many of 

the women expressed gratitude when receiving the compensation noting how expensive 

and time-consuming travel through the city can be. Some women in Medellín further 

explained what having money to compensate for their time allowed them to do. For 

example, one research participant has a small refrigerator in her home from which she 



  61 
 

sells ice cream. As she was leaving after the interview, she indicated that with the money 

left after covering her transportation expenses, she plans to restock her refrigerator. 

Another participant indicated that she has been petitioning for government support as a 

victim of the war, but it has been difficult because it requires traveling across the city to 

attend interviews and bring documentation about deaths in her family. The compensation 

for her time spent in the interview enables her to pay those extra transportation costs. The 

compensation was given to each of the women at the beginning of the interviews as part 

of the consent process described above. None of the questions I asked during the 

interviews inquired about the compensation in any way. Yet several of the women 

seemed eager to explain how it would be spent.  

 

Analysis 
 

In order to analyze the data from my fieldwork, I transcribed translated, and 

coded the recorded interviews to identify emergent themes regarding the spatiality of 

migrant women’s food insecurity coping strategies. I also reproduced some of the base 

maps digitally to provide a better visualization of the data and enhance the analysis. 

Using a grounded theory approach, analysis occurred both during the data creation 

process and after the fieldwork. Grounded theory is an iterative data creation process that 

is necessarily embedded in the data. This means that it starts with data, is charted by data, 

and theorizes, or creates an abstract theoretical understanding of the phenomenon, 

through an iterative engagement with the data. Grounded theory, as developed by Glaser 

and Strauss (1967), includes concurrent data collection and analysis, coding themes and 
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categories from the data to support analysis, and memo-writing to elaborate on those 

categories, making comparisons throughout the analysis, and advancing theory 

development throughout data collection (or creation) and analysis (Charmez, 2006). This 

process of analyzing the data alongside its creation helps the researcher to make use of 

the research process but also to build and reformulate research plans along the way based 

on the data creation and analysis. This flexibility also supports a more nuanced 

understanding of the phenomenon being studied. It supports understanding concepts such 

as power and difference as well as theorizing between local context and larger social 

structures, as I do in this dissertation (Charmez, 2006, p. 133).  

In particular, I identified themes and patterns throughout the data collection and 

analysis processes - during interviews, transcription, analysis of interview transcripts, and 

digitizing and interpreting maps created during the interviews. This concurrent data 

collection and analysis allows for exploring emergent themes throughout the research 

process, not simply during an analysis phase post-fieldwork. As certain themes arose I 

was able to rethink the importance of some questions over others as well as the need to 

reformulate some questions. For example, I did not foresee the use of urban agriculture in 

Medellín as a common coping strategy (see chapters 4 and 6).  However, this topic 

frequently came up and its importance was emphasized as I visited neighborhoods 

practicing urban agriculture. In paying attention to the importance of this strategy to some 

communities, I added interview questions specifically addressing the role of growing 

food and asked participants to mark spaces on the sketch maps that they do or could use 

for urban agriculture. Knigge and Cope (2006) emphasize the relationship between 

grounded theory and visualization for more fully integrating diverse forms of data for 
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theorizing. As discussed above, this also supports attention to instances where the 

discussion surrounding the sketch maps enhanced earlier answers to interview questions. 

By moving between interview transcripts and visual representations of the narratives, my 

analysis was iterative, allowing for simultaneous consideration of specific instances and 

general patterns as well as being attentive to multiple perspectives and complexity. 

For most participants, maps were marked up based on a color scheme indicating 

items such as paths taken and not taken, places to collect food, places to meet with 

contacts, places where opportunities and obstacles arise, and perceptions of certain 

environments (see Figures 2.4 and 2.5 above for an example). While I did not conduct 

quantitative spatial analysis on these maps, they were digitally recreated by the researcher 

in order to better visualize illustrative experiences in specific neighborhoods (see chapter 

5). The digitization of these maps enables visualization of the spatial narratives that 

emerged during the interview that reinforces themes arising in the data. While the maps 

were useful for their final, visual project, this research showed that they provided more 

value in furthering a spatial discussion during the interview (as discussed above) and 

illustrating the places and spaces important to the research participants.  For instance, in 

both cities many participants reported traveling to multiple neighborhoods and food 

stores in order to obtain food. The recreated digital maps (presented in chapter 5), 

demonstrated this high level of mobility in search of food. Therefore, while there is not a 

significant amount of digital analysis of the maps or final visualizations emerging from 

this method in the remainder of this dissertation, they remain an important piece of the 

research for enhancing understanding of participants’ spatial stories. I also used these 

maps to identify the diversity of sources in and outside specific neighborhoods that 
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research participants rely on for obtaining food, including the average distance traveled, 

average time and costs spent gathering food, and the influence of time, safety, 

transportation, and terrain on mobility to obtain food.  

I also analyzed transcribed interviews with qualitative data analysis software 

(Atlas.ti) in order to identify patterns and themes arising in the narrative while also being 

attentive to the nuances of individual experience. During the interviews I took detailed 

notes on each participants’ answers to the interview questions and my reflections on non-

verbal cues such as signs of being upset or of finding new revelations about their 

experiences. After the interviews, I listened to the digital recording of each interview and 

determined that full transcription, then translation, of the interviews was not necessary for 

my research. Instead, I transcribed and translated only those quotes that were particularly 

illustrative of the themes arising in the research. Given that transcription is an interpretive 

and constructive process representing an interactive event, the selective transcription was 

sufficient for analysis in this case (Lapadat & Lindsay, 1999; Tilley, 2003). Taking the 

lead from Lapadat & Lindsay (1999) and Kvale (1996), I did not seek completeness in 

my transcription (which they argue is not achievable), but instead considered what 

transcription was most useful for answering my research questions. As such, I listened to 

each audio recording and updated the detailed notes, making notations of relevant quotes. 

I later returned to the recordings to transcribe and translate specific quotes that were 

particularly emblematic of patterns arising from the data.  

I used Atlas.ti to code the detailed notes according to emergent themes. I relied on 

a final list of approximately 35 codes used at various frequencies (Table 2.2). Some of 

the most frequently used codes included competing needs, coping strategy, distance 
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traveling for food, employment, reasons for choosing food source, and time spent 

commuting/ getting food. Some of the codes evolved as analysis progressed. For 

instance, a code for “going together” indicating where social relations impacted mobility 

was not initially used, but arose as increasingly relevant later in analysis (and discussed 

further in chapter 5). All of these analyses worked together to build a more complete and 

nuanced understanding of the spatiality of food insecurity coping strategies of migrant 

women in Medellín and DC. 

Table 2.3. Codes used in analysis 
Community Gardens Government involvement 
Community leaders Growing food 
Comparison to previous city Institutional support 
Competing needs Intra-urban displacement 
Connection to region of origin Mode of transport 
Cooking Neighbors 
Coping strategy Obstacles/challenges to getting 

food 
Description of food insecurity Obtain information 
Distance to social relations Organic/natural 
Distance traveling for food Organizations 
Doing multiple things on one 
trip 

Other daily needs 

Employer Reasons for choosing food 
source 

Employment Safety 
Environmental impacts Sharing food 
Family Support networks 
Food cost Time of day 
Food quality Time of year 
Food source Time spent commuting/getting 

food 
Food types Transport costs 
Going together  
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Limitations 
 

There were various limitations I encountered in my research. First is my 

positionality as an American, white, female academic researcher. Since I am not from the 

same community or country as my participants, I needed to be attentive to the challenges 

of understanding and being responsive to the specific contexts in which I am working. 

One way in which I bridged this gap was through building relationships of trust with 

allies and participants in both locations in order to gain entrance into the communities. In 

particular, this involved having staff at local organizations or previous research 

participants make introductions for me. By being vetted in some ways by someone the 

participants trusted, they were more willing to talk with me. These relationships were 

critical for enabling access to participants and building a rapport important for 

encouraging them to share their difficult experiences with me. In Medellín, I also needed 

to bring my young son with me to interviews for logistical reasons. Because a majority of 

the research participants also had children (some of which came to interviews and played 

with my son while we talked) this provided an avenue of similarity in which we were 

able to build for our conversation.  

Additionally, qualitative research among understudied (and underserved) 

populations presents various challenges. Some challenges that had to be addressed were 

identifying the appropriate population, incomplete background and contextual 

information, and designing valid interview procedures (Sherraden, 1995). One strategy 

for addressing these challenges was working with local organizations to identify research 

participants. Although this risks being limited by the bias of staff at these organizations 

toward certain participants, I responded to this by also considering larger context and not 
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attempting wide generalizations from this research. Overcoming challenges of reaching 

underserved individuals was a bit more difficult with snowball recruitment techniques. In 

some cases a participant that was referred to me did not currently meet my research 

criteria of being food insecure. However, through further discussion it became clear they 

had been food insecure in the past. We then focused more on what coping strategies had 

been previously used and I considered how these voices added a different, yet still useful, 

perspective to the research. 

As discussed in more detail above, another limitation faced with sketch mapping 

is being prepared for a diversity of locations of residence. In both Medellín and DC there 

were some participants that I was not able to use sketch mapping with because they were 

not from neighborhoods I had anticipated and thus I did not have a base map to work 

with. In Medellín I used exclusively hard-copy maps from two neighborhoods, expecting 

participants would only come from these neighborhoods. But a few participants lived in 

other parts of the city for which I did not have maps. In DC, I attempted to use digital 

maps to overcome this challenge, but the technology did not always function as desired, 

limiting my ability to create new maps in each interview. In both of these instances, I 

used a more detailed discussion about their movement through the city as a substitute. 

Although, admittedly, it did not provide the depth of information available when maps 

were used.  

Finally, the small field of participants allowed with in-depth interview techniques 

limits the generalizability of findings beyond this population. However, with this 

dissertation I am not seeking to make wide generalizations from my research findings (as 

a study with a larger sample size might), but instead seek to make significant 
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contributions to theory and methods. In better understanding the spatiality of food 

insecurity experiences among migrant women in Medellín and DC, I seek to shed light on 

the agency of women in meeting their food needs as well as the supports and constraints 

created by global political economic systems that are encountered locally in engaging in 

the connectivity provided by mobility and social networks in implementing coping 

strategies. As discussed in chapter 7, this better understanding can contribute to 

geographic theory and improve policy and organizational efforts to address food 

insecurity in these and other contexts of marginalized communities facing food 

insecurity.
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CHAPTER 3 
 

WILL WORK FOR FOOD: A RELATIONAL POVERTY  
ANALYSIS OF FOOD INSECURITY 

 
In cities around the world, urban migrants living in poverty struggle to 

sufficiently feed themselves and their families. Increasingly, these families face chronic 

food insecurity – relying on coping strategies over long periods of time instead of 

sporadically during times of crisis (see chapter 1 for a brief discussion of food security 

literature). This chapter calls attention to the global political economic systems 

influencing food insecurity through using a relational poverty perspective to theorize 

about the food insecurity coping strategies of urban migrant women living in poverty. 

Relational poverty analyses explain conditions of poverty through exploitative effects of 

capital, processes of unequal socio-spatial categorization, and exclusionary political and 

discursive practices (Lawson, 2012). Despite theoretical foundations in Amartya Sen’s 

scholarly contributions on social relations inherent in food security, a review of recent 

relational poverty literature finds little attention to food security. Additionally, a review 

of the Relational Poverty Network’s portfolio of 80 member projects in 2016 found only 

three addressing food – one is the research in this dissertation and the other two are 

concerned with issues of urban agriculture (RPN, 2016). In order to fill this gap, this 

chapter argues that extending relational poverty theory to critical explanations of food 

insecurity provides important insights into the political economic structures producing 

and reproducing urban food security.  

This chapter also provides a theoretical explanation of food insecurity that 

informs the remaining chapters of the dissertation through highlighting the influence of 
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political and social relations on the more micro-scale, everyday food insecurity 

experiences of urban migrant women. In particular, it brings light to the relational forces 

that maintain long-term food insecurity through a relational poverty analysis. This means 

paying particular attention to the effects of commodifying resources critical to human 

survival (i.e. food), the capitalist vision of humans as primarily individual workers and 

consumers, and social categorizations excluding certain communities (the food insecure, 

migrants) from power structures. It further seeks to show how these global structures 

impact the experiences of migrant women facing food insecurity as they carry out 

everyday survival strategies. As such, this chapter provides a theoretical framing used 

throughout the dissertation to understand the structure-agency dynamics of food 

insecurity coping strategies. Throughout this chapter I provide a theoretic intervention 

with brief introductions of empirical data from my dissertation that will be elaborated on 

in more detail throughout the remaining chapters of the dissertation. I begin this chapter 

by introducing dominant explanations of food security, before discussing relational 

poverty as an appropriate critical theoretical framework for countering these dominant 

explanations. I then apply the relational poverty framework to theorize about the 

experiences of migrant women living in poverty in Medellín, Colombia, and Washington, 

DC, including a critique of existing policy and programmatic approaches to food 

insecurity that do not consider the relational aspects of food insecurity. I conclude with 

suggestions for improving policy and future research 

 

. 
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Traditional Explanations of Food Security 
 

As described in chapter 1, traditional approaches to food security typically fall on 

either supply-side or demand-side explanations with varying attention applied to 

structural or individual causes of hunger. On the one hand, scholars and policymakers 

prioritize considerations of the international or national supply of food through a focus on 

agriculture, world markets, and international trade (Fresco, 2003; Oosterveer and 

Sonnenfeld, 2012; Trewavas, 2002). These scholars are more likely to attend to the 

structural causes of supply disruptions of food. For example, Fan and Rosengrant (2008) 

looked to investments in agriculture as a strategy for overcoming food crises while 

McMichael (2009b) attributes the 2008 world food crisis to neoliberal capitalist 

development. Supply-side solutions may also consider local supply concerns such as 

access to grocery stores (Bedore, 2014; Cummins and Macyntire, 2002; see also a related 

discussion of food desert literature in chapter 5). Yet, this more micro perspective is often 

inattentive to structural causes of limited food access, such as historical disinvestment in 

urban areas and unequal socio-spatial categorizations that come to the fore when using a 

relational poverty approach (McClintock, 2011). 

Other explanations of food security stem from demand-side approaches that focus 

on the inability of individuals to command certain market entitlements required to obtain 

food (Nussbaum, 2003; Sen, 1981). Many of these dominant explanations emphasize 

personal deficiencies, such as being unemployed or unable to make the right consumer 

choices, as the cause of food insecurity while obscuring political economic influences 

(Brodkin and Marston, 2013; Fujiwara, 2006; Lawson, 2012; Mead, 2000; Minkoff-Zern 

and Carney, 2015). Building on the work of relational poverty theorists (Lawson, 2012), I 
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argue that these dominant explanations further position people living in poverty as 

outside social relations of class, gender, race, and other identities while also placing them 

as an object of scrutiny understandable through categorizing (as food insecure) and 

counting (through quantitative food insecurity measurements).  

Critical food scholars critique dominant explanations of food insecurity to varying 

degrees. Some, while not explicitly evoking relational policy, have similarly looked to 

capitalist social relations for explanations of food insecurity (Evans and Colls, 2009; 

Hayes-Conroy and Hayes-Conroy, 2008; Nally, 2011). For example, Nally (2011) argues 

that the question of subsistence has evolved from a moral concern to a governmental 

problem that can be solved through technology and free markets. Nally explores 

biopower and the biopolitics of food provisioning in colonial agribusiness, particularly 

the liberalization of agrarian markets, acceleration and expansive use of biotechnology, 

and the privatization of nature, to show that colonial agribusiness provoked the 

commodification of food and the commercialization of agriculture which led to the 

destruction of local safety nets and coping mechanisms. In another example, Jarosz 

(2011) considers the impact of institutions in reproducing food insecurity. In examining 

FAO and World Bank documents relating to food security over the past 30 years, she 

concluded that the shift in attention to individual purchasing power has furthered a 

neoliberal agenda that emphasizes market strategies for addressing poverty and food 

insecurity. At the same time, McMichael (2000) critiques the current focus on food self-

sufficiency at the national level and the power relationships that have emphasized private 

accumulation and catered to the power of agribusiness corporations. The role of 

ideological politics, Sen and Dréze (1989) argue, is inescapable within the challenges of 



  73 
 

addressing hunger, while Patel (2007) contends that questions about hunger must begin 

with attention to social and political configurations of power. This paper heeds these calls 

through extending relational analyses of poverty to food insecurity. In particular, it uses 

theorizing from relational poverty scholars to move beyond Sen’s capabilities approach 

to draw attention to structural forces influencing food security. In doing so, I call 

attention to the relationship between global power structures (in capitalism, 

neoliberalism, and development approaches) and the agency of individuals on a local 

scale to emerge from food insecurity. 

  

Relational Poverty Analysis for Understanding Chronic Food Insecurity 
  

Relational approaches to poverty provide a useful framework for critiquing 

dominant explanations of poverty and food insecurity in order to better understand the 

ways in which food insecurity is produced and reproduced. Dominant explanations of 

poverty in the US have evolved from early theorizing of the underclass and culture of 

poverty (Schram, 1995; Wilson, 1996) to neighborhood effects (Bauder, 2002) and social 

capital (Putnam, 1993). This attribution of poverty to environmental causes has been 

critiqued by scholars of difference for ignoring structural influences; providing 

incomplete explanations by defining certain groups by single attributes (race, class, 

gender, etc.); reproducing white, male, elite normativity while ignoring different 

experiences; and discounting individual agency. Instead, feminist, critical race, Marxist, 

and other scholars of difference call attention to structural influences in the production 

and reproduction of poverty (Bullard and Feagin, 1991; Davis, 2000; DuBois, 1967; 
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Keith and Cross, 1993; Lipsitz, 1998; Reisch, 2006; Wacquant and Wilson, 1989; 

Wacquant, 2008; Yapa, 1996), questioning its essentializing of groups and the production 

and maintenance of normative values (Bauder, 2002; Jacobs and Fincher, 1998), and 

critiquing its lack of consideration of human agency (Gilbert, 2010; Gottdiener and 

Feagin, 1998). 

Relational poverty theorists, including several that rely on foundations from 

feminist and Marxist geography (for example, Lawson, 2012), continue these 

interventions by explaining poverty in the context of economic, social and political 

relations, not simply lack of income or certain capabilities (Green, 2009; Sharam and 

Hulse, 2014). Importantly, it explores poverty as a dynamic social process in which 

access to essential resources (including capital and labor) changes over time and those 

that are chronically poor exercise agency resisting their loss of assets (Sharam and Hulse, 

2014). Relational poverty provides a conceptual link to the role of other people and 

institutions in maintaining poverty. In other words, it considers how “people are poor 

because of others” (Mosse, 2010, pg. 1158; similar sentiments also found in Lawson, 

2012; Wood, 2003).  As such, relational poverty scholars focus on what forms of social 

relations, embedded in which political and economic structures, produce what kinds of 

poverty experiences (Green and Hulme, 2005). In this regard, relational poverty analysis 

attends to the exploitative effects of capital, processes of unequal socio-spatial 

categorization, and political and discursive practices that produce and reproduce poverty 

(Lawson, 2012). It focuses on social relationships of class, gender, race/ethnicity, and 

other identities to counter dominant accounts of poverty as a “self-contained problem in 

need of management and intervention” (Lawson, 2012, pg. 2). It further understands that 
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the location of theorizing impacts what can be known and said, emphasizing the need for 

relational comparisons that investigate how multiple cases are integrated into globalized 

processes such as capitalist development.  

Further, a relational approach to poverty sees durable/persistent poverty as a result 

of historically developed economic and political relations and rejects the individualism of 

neoliberal rational choice models (Green and Hulme, 2005). It emphasizes the effects of 

social categorization and identity in reproducing inequality (Mosse, 2010; Sharam and 

Hulse, 2014). Relational poverty scholars view poverty as dynamic and embedded in 

regional and transnational economies over time. Additionally, they question the 

traditional focus on the social conditions of poverty (evident in the standard quantitative 

approaches to measuring food security discussed in chapter 1) instead of the fundamental 

relations between poverty and society (Green and Hulme, 2005). From this, “the question 

becomes not why are some people poor in society, but why some societies tolerate 

poverty as an outcome and for whom, and how this toleration becomes embedded within 

institutional norms and systems” (Green and Hulme, 2005, pg. 872). 

 

Extending Relational Poverty to Food Insecurity 
 

In this chapter, I argue that a relational poverty analysis is useful for 

understanding food insecurity as an experience of poverty. It explores the connection 

between poverty and food insecurity through investigating examples of influential social, 

political, and economic structures in the food insecurity experiences of urban migrant 

women living in poverty. The usefulness of relational poverty analysis for explaining 
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food insecurity is built, in part, on the early reliance of relational poverty theorists on 

Amartya Sen’s insights that food insecurity is a matter of social relations (Sen, 1981, 

1999). Sen, along with Nussbaum (2003), is seen by some scholars (Green and Hulme, 

2005; Lawson, 2012) as pioneering the capabilities approach to poverty through 

illustrating how an individual’s food insecurity resulted from their ability to obtain food 

through certain entitlement relationships. However, relational poverty scholars take this 

further by critiquing social capital approaches to poverty (and food insecurity) as not 

being attentive to the structural dimensions of poverty (Green and Hulme, 2005; Lawson, 

2012). They caution that defining poverty as a lack of something obscures the processes 

actively producing poverty while providing placeless accounts of poverty (Green and 

Hulme, 2005). The arguments in this chapter build from this critique of Sen’s work while 

applying relational ideas back to conditions of food insecurity. 

Despite the often rhetorical combination of hunger with poverty, there is more 

mixed consensus as to whether the two experiences can be directly related (Mahadevan 

and Hoang, 2015). This is driven in part by progress made worldwide on reducing 

extreme poverty that is not similarly realized in reducing hunger. The UNDP (2012) 

reports that the number of people living in poverty (measured as those living below $1.25 

per capita per day) fell in 2010 to less than half the number in a similar position in 1990. 

This represents significant progress toward achieving the Millennium Development 

Goals on reducing extreme poverty. Yet, worldwide rates of hunger have not experienced 

a similar rate of decline. As a result, does it make sense to extend theorizing on poverty 

reduction to food insecurity? Throughout this chapter (and dissertation), I attempt to 

show why the answer is yes by highlighting the relational influences that maintain food 
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insecurity even as poverty declines. These global structures are similar to those 

maintaining poverty in many cities, yet also influence food security in specific ways as 

they devalue the strategies, experiences, and knowledges of the food insecure. 

Understanding food insecurity through a relational poverty analysis can bring to light the 

role of social, political, and economic relations maintaining food insecurity. On a more 

micro scale, it also highlights the social relations evident in food insecurity coping 

strategies that are dependent on connecting with other people and places in ways that are 

constrained by broader political economic systems.  

Building from these critiques put forth by relational poverty theorists, it is 

possible to consider how food insecurity is produced by social relations, and is not simply 

reflective of an individual’s ability to acquire food in the market. This focus on the 

structural causes and effects of food insecurity also enables greater attention to the 

nuance of a complex food system characterized by questions of production (how much, 

which and how to produce food supplies), distribution and consumption (who can access 

what, the role of space in meeting food needs, implications of difference), power, politics, 

and bodies (who controls what, who accesses what, for what effects) and the relationship 

between these (i.e., when small farmers are forced off of their land because of corporate 

power and move to cities where they live in poverty and are food insecure) (Maxwell, 

1996). 

Implications for Development Policies 

Given that many development efforts focus on poverty and food insecurity, 

relational poverty theory has important lessons for understanding the efficacy of these 
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efforts (Lawson, 2012). As discussed throughout the examples below, many development 

programs designed to improve food security in marginalized communities perpetuate the 

conditions discussed above in ways that produce and reproduce food insecurity. For 

example, relational poverty scholars argue that the focus on poverty reduction for 

improving development and economic growth obscures the relationship between poverty 

and development (Mosse, 2010). Additionally, the focus on poverty as an entity external 

to social relations and evident of the pathology of certain groups (characterized as ‘poor’) 

limits the policy responses to poverty and its manifestations in ways that perpetuate it 

(Green and Hulme, 2005; Green 2005). As such, this chapter critiques development 

approaches focused solely on individual, market-based solutions to food insecurity. I 

argue that strategies with a reductionist focus on increasing the consumption ability of 

marginalized communities, tying social safety nets to labor outcomes while failing to 

address below-living wages, and ignoring the agency and informal networks of those 

categorized as poor and migrant fail to adequately address chronic food insecurity 

because they are inattentive to the broader social, economic, and political structures in 

which food insecurity experiences are embedded. The remainder of this chapter details 

this theorization with brief empirical examples from my research with urban migrant 

women living in poverty in Medellín, Colombia, and Washington, DC (these empirical 

examples are also further developed in the following chapters). 
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Food as a Commodity, Not a Basic Right Needed to Survive 
 

This section argues that compelling individuals to purchase life-sustaining 

resources via the market alongside devaluing their non-market based strategies maintains 

food insecurity. This is particularly evident in my research with urban migrant women 

attempting to survive in new urban environments that require market purchasing power 

that was not as necessary before they migrated and that do not value their non-economic 

assets such as growing food for subsistence. While food is a critical element of survival 

and societal relations, many worldwide struggle to adequately meet their food needs (see 

chapter 1). The majority of women participating in this research experience this food 

insecurity. More than 65% of the 72 women interviewed in this research met criteria for 

extreme food security, such as regularly skipping meals and relying on emergency food 

providers or begging to acquire sufficient food. Many migrated from more rural, 

agriculture-based communities to urban centers in Medellín and DC. Their experiences 

with food security are often more tenuous in the city. As demonstrated below, many 

research participants reported growing the food they needed in their home regions and 

not feeling food insecure before migrating to the city.  

In the rural area I came from I had almost everything, but here it is very difficult 
to get food– sometimes I have to borrow money to buy food (Isabella, DC, 37 
years old).4 
 
Yes, when I was little we grew lots (fruit, coffee, corn, etc.) and had what we 
needed. I lived in the countryside. The food in the countryside is much better than 
here in the city (Paula, DC, 52 years old). 

 

                                                             
4 All quotes were translated from Spanish to English by the author. All names have been changed to 
preserve confidentiality. 
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[I had enough] in El Salvador because I grew everything (every fruit, corn, beans, 
tomatoes, cucumber, everything) I needed, I didn’t have to buy anything…. At 
home my mother has cows, chickens, everything we need – she doesn’t have to 
buy anything. There was even a little river nearby where we could catch fish and 
crabs. The main difference between here and there is that there you don’t have to 
buy food, you can grow it all (Marta, DC, 35 years old). 
 

The ability to grow food for subsistence, thus accessing it outside of the marketplace, was 

viewed as critical to previous experiences with food security. Many participants 

explained this difference and connected their food insecurity to structural differences 

between the communities.  

At home I grew everything, but here, nothing. If you can’t buy food, you can’t eat 
(Daniela, DC, 56 years old). 
 
The government says there are more jobs available but it is a lie. Sometimes the 
government comes and asks about food security (what we eat, if there is enough) 
but they don’t do anything about it, they don’t listen to us, they don’t help (Maria, 
Medellín, 52 years old). 

 
In these statements, the participants who struggle to find employment and to obtain 

enough money to purchase food, critiqued the lack of economic opportunity available in 

the city. Many participants highlighted the difference in food available in their current 

city and their region of origin, particularly the necessity to have money in order to 

purchase food and the discourse surrounding the willingness of migrants to work for 

these resources.  

As discussed above, for traditional food security scholars, the food insecurity 

experienced by these women can be explained as a result of their inability to effectively 

command adequate food goods on the market. In other words, food access is determined 

by economic entitlements derived from human and physical capital (Maxwell, 1996; Sen, 

1981). Over time this has evolved into a focus on individual capacity and responsibility, 
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including primary attention to the microeconomic choices facing individuals and 

households (Fairbairn, 2012; Hammelman and Hayes-Conroy, 2015).  

One key intervention from relational poverty into theorizations of both poverty 

and food insecurity questions this individual perception of poverty through highlighting 

the role of capitalism in maintaining these conditions. In particular, relational poverty 

scholars critique the dominant perception of poverty as only an individual economic 

condition given that capitalism perpetuates poverty through logics of concentration and 

exclusion operating powerfully within and across regions (Harvey, 2003; Mosse, 2010; 

Robinson, 2002). Lawson (2012) also posits that poverty is produced by exploitative and 

dispossessive capitalist social relations embedded in multiple power processes that 

devalue certain people and places facing chronic experiences of crisis. Harris-White 

(2006) further emphasizes that capitalism produces poverty through the commodification 

and commercializing of services to meet physical and emotional needs (also in Mosse, 

2010). This is evident in the ways that compulsive involvement in the market enables 

some classes to control production (and labor) while perpetuating poverty and 

dependence (Harriss 2007; Mosse, 2010). As such, “their strategies of accumulation are 

directly linked to the impoverishment of others” (Mosse, 2010, pg. 1160-1161), which is 

clearly evident in histories of agrarian change, yet less so in poverty studies. McMichael 

and Schnieder (2011) similarly argue that reducing food security to market mechanisms 

risks deepening food insecurity. 

Using relational poverty analysis to move beyond dominant, economic-focused 

explanations of food insecurity requires reworking definitions of food insecurity based on 

individual lack of immediate capital assets (Green and Hulme, 2005). As discussed 
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above, dominant ideas of poverty focus on personal deficiencies, particularly insufficient 

engagement with markets, as the cause of food insecurity while obscuring structures of 

capitalism and the power of the elites and middle class. They further position people 

living in poverty as outside social relations of class, gender, race, and other identities 

while also placing them as an object of scrutiny understandable through categorizing (as 

food insecure) and counting (through quantitative food insecurity measurements) 

(Lawson, 2012).  

Counter to individualistic, capitalist explanations of food insecurity, a relational 

poverty analysis of the food insecurity of urban migrants living in poverty highlights the 

ways in which food insecurity is reproduced through compelling all people to participate 

in the marketplace in order to survive. The influence of market-based strategies on 

reproducing food insecurity is evident in the experiences of migrants who previously 

grew sufficient food to survive, thus not relying on purchasing goods as they now do in 

urban environments where they struggle to obtain enough food. But in new urban areas, 

they experience food insecurity when unable to participate in the market because their 

skills, labor, and knowledge are devalued. The prominence of market-based strategies is 

also evident in the breaking down of non-economic assets in order to more sufficiently 

participate in the market, particularly the inability to keep up informal social networks 

due to the demands of (under-paid) work (discussed more below). These examples 

demonstrate Klein’s (2007) observation that “money and race buy survival” (pg. 522).  

In addition to forcing individuals to participate in the market in order to eat, 

capitalist responses to food insecurity that pathologize the insufficient access to the 

market by food insecure individuals devalue the non-market-based solutions derived by 
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these individuals (such as growing food and exchange within social networks) in favor of 

making small changes within existing power structures. This is particularly evident in 

policy responses to food insecurity focused on increasing opportunities for food 

consumption. In one example, I return to the focus on quantitative measurements of 

individual involvement in the market (i.e., income, food purchasing power) as proxies for 

understanding food insecurity. This reliance on economic measures drives development 

policies that understand food insecurity as a shortfall in consumption, leading to solutions 

reliant on economic growth (Green and Hulme, 2005). Additionally, the dependence on 

opening new grocery stores in areas lacking appropriate opportunities for consumption 

(i.e., so-called food deserts) may be ineffective because of their inattention to social and 

political influence on food security (see chapter 5 for a more detailed critique of food 

desert policy). Finally, these market-based approaches lead to a focus on individual 

responsibility evidenced by a “proliferation of bootstrap approaches to food insecurity” 

that ignore the social and political dimensions of food insecurity (Minkoff-Zern and 

Carney, 2015, pg. 474). These solutions are unlikely to lead to adequate development 

policies and public action for addressing the root causes of poverty and food insecurity 

(Green and Hulme, 2005).  

 

Compelling Formal Labor Market Participation for Survival 
 

Building on these relational poverty arguments, this section argues that the 

neoliberal and capitalist visioning of individuals as valuable for their participation as 

workers in the formal market devalues other work necessary for maintaining society and 
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their survival. Attention to the social relations that produce and reproduce food insecurity 

can also highlight the limited conceptualizations of work that are highly valued in a 

neoliberal, capitalist society. I rely on relational poverty and feminist geographic theory 

to explain the ways in which making access to sufficient food dependent on finding 

formal employment in certain types of work reproduces food insecurity. 

Many of the participants in this research reported that having work would make it 

easier to obtain food. This stems from observations that cost is the biggest obstacle to 

obtaining food security. When asked about challenges to acquiring sufficient food, many 

participants succinctly expressed dissatisfaction with employment prospects: 

If I don’t have a stable job then I can’t meet any of the needs… Work would help. 
But without work, it is very difficult (Olivia, Medellín, 46 years old). 
 
The truth is, that if there is work, then there is food (Monica, Medellín, 36 years 
old). 
 
Work is really important. If you don’t have work, you can’t eat. It is really hard to 
get a job if you don’t speak English (Paula, DC, 52 years old). 
 
What matters most is getting a job. You need that in order to get anything 
(Camille, DC, 54 years old). 
 

Nearly all of the participants in this research were either unemployed outside of the home 

or worked in low-wage, informal labor such as domestic service. Many of those that were 

unemployed reported being unable to find work outside of the home because of health 

concerns, household responsibilities, or perceived skill barriers. Many of those with 

employment in domestic service reported uncertain work schedules (and pay) and an 

inability to earn enough to sufficiently support their family. All were paid by the hour 

thus losing pay when their work was not demanded by their employer, for example 

during inclement weather. As one research participant said,   
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Making more money [would make things easier] – through getting paid when it 
snows or the kids are sick. I didn’t work Wednesday or Thursday [last week] 
because of the snow. Because when there are snow days, the mom [employer] 
stays home and doesn’t need me (Catalina, DC, 28 years old). 
 

Since nannies are often paid by the hour, as with other wage labor, it can be common 

practice to not pay them for work expected, but not performed at the request of the 

employer when schools and businesses are closed for inclement weather, employing 

families go on vacation, or national holidays, among other schedule interruptions. During 

the winter months in DC particularly, this can greatly impact a domestic workers ability 

to make ends meet.  

The need to find and keep employment also influenced the other coping strategies 

available to participants. When available, this employment outside the home rarely 

garnered participants enough income to meet their needs, yet several participants reported 

that having employment significantly impacts their ability to access emergency food 

providers.  

I can’t get food from the church when I have a job because they only give out 
food during the day. And work comes first (Daniela, DC, 40 years old). 

 
I can only go to get food [from emergency food providers] on Wednesdays, 
because that is the only time I have free. I work the other days (Amelia, DC, 34 
years old). 

 
These participants indicated that the limited availability of emergency food providers, 

generally open one day per week and/or for only a few hours each day, greatly impacted 

their ability to obtain food when they could not go to those locations during normal work 

hours.  

Additionally, while a majority of the participants in this research relied on 

informal networks as a coping strategy (see chapter 4), these networks were more 
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difficult to maintain in the city and when they had work. This was particularly evident in 

DC where participants found that individual labor assets are more valued. Several women 

in DC argued that there is more emphasis on working than keeping up social networks 

even though this work often did not provide enough resources to survive and they found a 

need to further rely on social networks. As one participant said: 

I don’t really have relationships with my neighbors, I almost never talk with them, 
because I don’t have the time. I just go between the house and car, that’s it. It is 
totally different than in Peru because there I wasn’t working all the time. But here 
there is no time (Bianca, DC, 42 years old). 
 
The connection between work and poverty has been addressed by many scholars. 

Traditional poverty scholars make the connection between lack of work and lack of 

resources to emerge from poverty. From this perspective, individuals are poor or food 

insecure because they do not sufficiently participate in the workforce, resulting in limited 

household incomes (Paz-Fuchs, 2008). Additionally, their unemployment is viewed as a 

primary cause of social exclusion that contributes to food insecurity. Underlying much of 

the rhetoric relating to this perspective is a perceived lack of work ethic on the part of 

those living in poverty. This is often driven by neoliberal ideology that prizes individual 

work ethic and self-help. According to Leitner, et al, (2006), the neoliberal model of 

governance (increasingly seen as a ‘best practice’) “normalizes the logics of 

individualism and entrepreneurialism, equating individual freedom with self-interested 

choices, making individuals responsible for their own well-being, and redefining citizens 

as consumers and clients” (pg. 2). For many policymakers, this ideology extends to argue 

that welfare recipients choose to live off of benefits because of poor work habits and 

should be forced to help themselves and bear responsibility for their situation. This 
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perceived lack of work ethic leads to characterizations of an ‘undeserving’ poor who 

should not be eligible for state (and in many cases programmatic) support because of 

their unemployment. Several scholars have followed this line of thinking to argue that 

people live in poverty because they are pathological through their unemployment and 

inability to properly care for themselves (Mead, 2000). As discussed further below, this 

perspective is largely manifested in social service programming focusing on bringing 

recipients back into normal economic practice through seeking and obtaining 

employment. The compulsion for social service program participants to join the 

workforce is portrayed as necessary for increasing household income as well as 

improving work ethic and social exclusion. Many contemporary welfare programs view 

social inclusion as a goal and paid work as the primary means to achieve that end (Paz-

Fuchs, 2008). In order to receive many institutional benefits in the US, individuals must 

be gainfully employed in the formal marketplace with significant implications for their 

ability to meet their food needs.  

While neoliberal perspectives view connections between work and welfare (what 

some call “workfare”) as an important strategy for emerging from poverty and reducing 

reliance on public benefits through increasing individual well-being via employment 

(Mead, 2001), others see it as a punitive regulation of those living in poverty that does 

little toward alleviating economic insecurity (Peck and Theodore, 2001; Wacquant, 

2010). Scholars with the latter perspective, including those in relational poverty, view 

workfare as commodifying individuals, or valuing them based on their contributions to 

the market economy (Brodkin and Marston, 2013). From this perspective, relational 

poverty scholars, among others, question the relevance of individual work ethic, instead 
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pointing to structural conditions that lead to exploitation and different valuations of 

different types of work as producing poverty and food insecurity. Scholars of difference 

have also variously critiqued dominant neoclassical economics explanations of labor 

differences for being inattentive to institutional and structural forces, incomplete for their 

lack of attention to diversity between and within groups, and for maintaining distinctions 

between home and work that are not reflective of reality (Dill, 1983; Gibson-Graham, 

1996; Hanson and Pratt, 1988; Kelley, 1997; Knopp, 1998; Massey, 1991). Relational 

poverty analysis enables attending to this devaluation as an explanation of poverty and 

food insecurity, as opposed to simply individual habits. 

Many of these same feminist and critical race scholars have also argued that 

explanations of the division of labor that do not consider other groups are incomplete 

(Dill, 1983; Gibson-Graham, 1996; Kelley, 1997; Knopp, 1998; Massey, 1991). This is 

particularly relevant to the experience of Latina migrants in the DC area who are more 

likely to be employed in low-wage domestic service than any other occupations. Some 

point out that migrant women increasingly fill this role because their labor is perceived as 

flexible, while their ethnicity and citizenship status can contribute to exploitative power 

relationships with the employing family (Boyle, 2002). The devaluation of reproductive 

labor carried out by women (whether for their own children or others) has been taken up 

by many feminist geographers. For example, Domosh and Seager (2001) and England 

and Lawson (2005) point out that the work arenas dominated by women, such as 

reproductive work and subsistence activities, are not included in national economic 

accounting. Instead, mainstream urban explanations of differences in labor focus on 

changing locations of industry in response to global economic change (Gottdiener and 
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Feagin, 1988; Sassen, 2005), the actions of rational economic firms and individuals 

(England, 2002), and the logical responses of the market. Focusing on the devaluation of 

domestic work, Folbre (1991) discussed how the work of women, over the past century 

has been devalued by official economic measurements (such as the census) that do not 

count unpaid domestic work as productive work. Despite ignoring the importance of this 

work for maintaining and producing workers (Chafetz, 1997), the distinction between 

productive and nonproductive work in these measurements served to valorize masculine 

participation in the market while devaluing women’s nonmarket work. Women have been 

subordinated because of socially constructed perceptions of the work they can do (i.e., 

not managerial or technical work) and the reliance on women to fulfill reproductive labor 

roles thus preventing them from working long hours (Massey, 2008). These alternative 

explanations by scholars of difference and relational poverty theorists call attention to the 

social, economic, and political relations that continue to devalue work by urban migrant 

women while making their survival contingent on such work. Combining this devaluation 

of migrant women’s work with the compulsive participation in the market in order to 

survive (via purchasing food) maintains their food insecurity. 

Working for Social Service Benefits 

In one policy development, the link between food security and labor in the formal 

market is made clear through welfare programs that specifically condition benefits receipt 

on acceptable employment practices. Passage of the Personal Responsibility and Work 

Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 (PRWORA) served as a major reform to welfare 

programs in the US that advanced changes between work and the welfare state. The title 
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of the legislation gives an indication of its focus on enhancing individual responsibility 

and work habits in exchange for public benefits. PRWORA responded to criticisms that 

welfare discouraged work and undermined personal responsibility by emphasizing job 

seeking and placement. In particular, it ended welfare as an entitlement while adding a 

five-year eligibility limit and more rigorous work requirements. This emphasis on welfare 

recipients actively seeking work aligns with welfare systems around the world that 

require recipients to seek and accept any kind of employment. This is in contrast to 

earlier welfare philosophies that focused on improving the welfare of all citizens as part 

of being a good society (Brodkin and Marston, 2013). The reform also changed the terms 

under which individuals can obtain benefits. What was previously available based on 

need, legal right or family status, now required that individuals meet specific job-seeking 

tasks and accept any job offered (even unpaid work) (Brodkin and Marston, 2013). 

In critiquing the reliance on labor market participation in order to access food 

goods or welfare benefits, relational poverty and critical food scholars draw attention to 

other influences of poverty such as social categorization as ‘deserving’ or ‘undeserving’ 

poor (Lawson, 2012) and the exploitation of Latino migrants in the workplace and as 

food consumers as well as their exclusion from enacting cultural identities and 

maintaining social ties (Minkoff-Zern and Carney, 2015). For example, welfare reform 

limited migrants’ access to public aid including food stamps, welfare, and social security. 

Drawing on a political rhetoric of an “undeserving immigrant” that was over abusing the 

welfare system, previously eligible, documented migrants lost access to social security 

income and food stamps unless they could prove US veteran status or dependent status of 

a US veteran, or ten years of employment (Fujiwara, 2006). Research indicates that these 
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changes contributed to extremely high rates of food insecurity and hunger for legal 

permanent residents. Further, as a result of language and education barriers, welfare-to-

work programs risk pushing migrants into low-wage occupations without health care 

benefits or livable wages. A relational poverty perspective attends to these wider 

structural concerns that produce and reproduce food insecurity by compelling individuals 

to participate in the market at all costs in order to survive. 

  

Who Can Make the City? 
 

A third explanation of the maintenance of food insecurity in cities informed by 

relational poverty analysis involves the exclusion of certain social groups. Using 

relational poverty theorization, this section discusses the ways in which those who are 

categorized as food insecure and migrant are treated as deficient in knowledge, drive, and 

agency while ignoring their exclusion from labor, housing, and social services in ways 

that impact their ability to obtain sufficient food for their families. Again, the data from 

my research (presented here and in the following chapters) demonstrates this. This 

categorization also ignores the contributions they make to building their communities. 

Participants from my research in both cities fit within categories of food insecure and 

migrant as they are embedded in communities that are excluded from many government 

policies and programs. The women see this exclusion as detrimental to their food 

security. For example, in Medellín the women live in informal settlements that the 

government seeks to limit or remove. As a result, several participants noted the 

importance of being a community that is recognized by the government (i.e., not an 
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informal settlement) in order to receive infrastructure and social services. Similarly, in 

DC, participants discussed their ineligibility for certain services because of their 

immigration status, despite their contributions to the community. As one participant 

commented: 

I worked in DC as a bartender for 24 years – spent my whole youth working and 
paying taxes. But now I can’t work because I am sick…Now that I am sick I get 
very little [government support]. Someone who only has residency doesn’t get 
anything (Carolina, DC, 56 years old). 

 
In this way, the participants critiqued the US immigration system that provides different 

social services based on an individual’s citizenship status (such as legal permanent 

resident, conditional permanent resident, etc). This categorization is often based on a 

specific set of guidelines that does not consider more qualitative aspects of a person’s 

history in the city or their contributions over time. 

For women in both cities, the feeling of being categorized as an outsider limits 

both the social services available to them and their willingness to seek out institutional 

support. Anti-immigrant sentiment in the US regularly paints pictures of migrants as 

‘freeloaders’ on social services that these women actively strive to counteract. In recent 

years, there has been a rise in the US of nativist sentiments portraying Latino migrants as 

threatening social and economic resources in the country (Minkoff-Zern and Carney, 

2015). At the same time, evidence documents migrants’ significant economic 

contributions through federal, state, and local taxes and social security deductions 

(including undocumented migrants) (Reisinger, 2011). Additionally, research indicates 

that undocumented immigrants use very few social services beyond public schools for 

children while contributing many times the amount of social services they use annually 
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(Arreola, 2000). Despite these contributions, and alongside desires to participate in the 

making of their cities, the women in these exclusionary categories (migrant, food 

insecure, poor) are viewed as receiving government benefits while not capable of 

contributing to the city in meaningful ways.  

These dominant explanations of migrants living in poverty are in line with ‘anti-

relational’ efforts to portray poverty or food insecurity as a problem of the excluded (not 

of society) that is a result of pathological social processes or individual traits (Green and 

Hulme, 2005; Mosse, 2010). As discussed elsewhere in this chapter, this often leads to 

social programs focusing on improving nutrition education and market participation of 

those categorized as food insecure so that they can better fit within societal expectations 

and raise themselves out of poverty. Yet, relational poverty theorists continue to point out 

that the normal operations of capitalist processes contribute to poverty while benefiting 

the privileged. Instead, it is this means of categorical exclusion that leads to poverty, not 

pathological individual traits. The same can be said for the corporate food regime that, 

through normal, expected operations, profits the few while exploiting the many. This 

system explains food insecurity as a result of ‘the food insecure’ not being effective 

decision-makers in the market and thus they need further education and commitment to 

be the appropriate economic actors. This explanation ignores the devaluation of non-

market solutions used by these groups (as described above), the food knowledge and 

desires of these groups (described above and in chapter 4), and the effects of their 

exclusion in making the city (chapter 6). 

A relational poverty approach can help illustrate the ways people in marginalized 

communities are “propelled downwards, in terms of a shift in assets, and outwards in 
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terms of their belonging to the mainstream” with significant effects on social 

relationships (Sharam and Hulse, 2014, pg. 306). These experiences are contingent on 

social constructions of categories of persons and resulting obligations (Green and Hulme, 

2005). Mosse (2010) argues that chronic poverty must be understood as part of the terms 

of inclusion and exclusion in political systems that persist because power within these 

systems organizes the interests of the poorest out of politics. Mosse further notes that in 

relationships of power and political representation, the concerns of poor people are 

invisible and their needs unpoliticized, perpetuating poverty. This invisibility is evident 

in both Medellín and DC as migrants living in poverty in the cities are constructed as 

unwelcome outsiders (see chapter 6 for more discussion on this in Medellín). The 

capacity of others to socially construct and represent these groups dictates the power 

available to them (Mosse, 2010). “The difficulty is that here too, communities involved in 

local resource conflicts, facing exploitation or dispossession, have to construct their 

needs, interests and identities in terms of outsiders’ discourses and categories” (Mosse, 

2010, pg. 1168). These processes of unequal categorization serve to make inequality 

socially palatable (Green, 2009; Lawson, 2012; Mosse, 2010; Tilly, 1998). 

These groups are also often constructed as lacking the right kinds of agency (work 

ethic, nutrition knowledge, language). They are frequently viewed in policy and 

programmatic efforts as not having agency to create change and not having knowledge 

and resources to sufficiently contribute to the food system. At the global scale, as 

discussed above, much discourse on food security links individuals to market values 

(Jarosz, 2011) and emphasizes neoliberal values of individualized responsibility 

(Knezevic et al, 2014). While, at the same time, much popular food discourse and 
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alternative food movements tell the public what to do, think, and eat (DeLind, 2011; 

Guthman, 2008b), while reducing the agency of food insecure individuals and flattening 

differences in mass society (Guthman, 2008a). In this context, food insecure individuals 

are perceived as lacking individual responsibility and “mindless dupes” (Guthman, 

2008b) unable to make the right choices (Knezevic et al 2014). They also do not have 

enough agency to identify solutions to food insecurity as they do not have the ‘scientific’ 

expertise to claim they are hungry (Allen, 2007).  

This limited agency afforded food insecure individuals in public discourse, 

policymaking, and alternative food movements has received much critique from critical 

food scholars. Relational poverty analysis similarly addresses the agency of those 

categorized as ‘poor’ (Sharam and Hulse, 2014). For example, Harris-White (2006) 

discusses the poverty-creating power of capitalism’s determination of what kinds of body 

can enter the workforce (rejecting some as unproductive, undeserving poor and 

criminalizing others as social enemies). Mosse (2010) also notes the attention of critical 

geographers to the ways migrant bodies are excluded on multiple scales as they attempt 

to employ various strategies of belonging (including building networks of materials and 

symbolic relations) (Creswell, 2006; Gilmartin, 2008; Staeheli and Nagel, 2006). Others 

attend to efforts of states to distinguish between wanted (economically useful, skilled) 

and unwanted (unskilled, problematic for social order and stability) citizens (Kofman 

2005). Bauman (1998, 2004) has argued for a redefinition of the category of poor to 

better reflect their exclusion “from access to the means of participating in the 

construction of the self through the acquisition and display of consumer goods… a 

definition of poverty a world away from the basic biological needs approach which 
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informs the work of development economists” (Green and Hulme, 2005, pg. 869). This 

organization of categories is more influential in maintaining poverty than specific 

attributes of individuals (although categorical distinctions can also influence the 

acquisition of individual skills) (Mosse, 2010; Tilly, 1998).  

Finally, a relational poverty perspective draws attention to the institutions of those 

that are facing food insecurity that are informal and disconnected from mainstream, 

market-based, institutions (Green and Hulme, 2005). For urban migrants, these networks 

transcend national and city borders, and are embedded in kinship structures, 

neighborhood networks, and identity-based alliances (Gilmartin, 2008; Green and Hulme, 

2005). As discussed in more detail in chapters 4 and 5, many food insecure individuals 

rely on informal social networks and institutions of food distribution in order to meet 

their needs. However, as they are disconnected from the institutions with which food 

secure individuals interact, they are often discounted in policy and programmatic 

prescriptions for these communities.  

 

De-valuing of Informal Institutions, Networks, Strategies, Knowledge 

Throughout this research, participants discussed their exclusion from building the 

city. They (as found elsewhere in the literature) questioned the perceptions of migrants 

and the food insecure as lacking the knowledge and agency to address their own food 

insecurity without attention to the political, economic, and social relations that constrain 

the choices available to them. They also regularly question programs seeking to improve 

food security in marginalized communities that regularly de-value the informal 
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institutions, networks, strategies, and knowledges at work in these communities. Instead, 

these programs often conceptualize groups categorized as food insecure as 

unknowledgeable, social-service dependent, and lacking the right kinds of agency. For 

example, many public health campaigns in the US focus on addressing ‘diet-related 

diseases’ in Latino populations (Minkoff-Zern and Carney, 2015). These interventions 

offered as part of food assistance programs regularly invoke a perceived lack of 

knowledge on the part of migrants for obtaining and cooking ‘healthy’ food in ways that 

legitimize their social exclusion. These efforts place responsibility for diet-related health 

concerns in the hands of low-income migrants and people of color as they push 

educational programs seeking to change individual consumption habits. Yet, in doing so, 

they obscure structural inequalities at the root of food insecurity (Guthman, 2011; Allen 

and Guthman, 2006; Minkoff-Zern, 2012). Several food scholars have countered this 

perception arguing, as I do in this research (see chapter 4), that migrants have significant 

food knowledge, and the potential to transform the US food system (Mares, 2012; 

Minkoff-Zern and Carney, 2015), but are constrained by relational power structures that 

reproduce food insecurity.  

Finally, some scholars point out the ways in which exclusionary government 

services maintain social hierarchies (Reisch, 2006), while welfare reform’s 

marginalization of undocumented migrants makes them more vulnerable to social, 

emotional, and physical hardship. “In many ways welfare reform was just as much about 

immigration reform, as principles of ‘membership’ and ‘belonging’ shaped the provisions 

that clearly demarcated immigrants as ‘outsiders’ who should find other ways to support 

their families regardless of their contributions to this country’s economy and social 
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fabric” (Fujiwara, 2006, pg. 237). Participation in SNAP and WIC generally requires 

attending some nutrition education as a condition of receiving benefits (Minkoff-Zern 

and Carney, 2015). Minkoff-Zern and Carney (2015) found a significant emphasis on 

cooking classes for participants of farmer’s markets, schools, and food banks in 

California. They found that even when service providers recognized the food knowledge 

of clients, they still focused largely on the education aspects of programs. “Such efforts to 

educate low-income consumers at markets, which disregard the real causes of food 

insecurity and racial exclusions in food spaces such as farmers’ markets, may actually 

compound social segregations in healthy food spaces, as Latino im/migrants, who often 

have vast nutritional and culinary knowledge, do not feel their expertise is 

acknowledged” (Minkoff-Zern and Carney, 2015, pg. 472). This represents one example 

in which those categorized as food insecure and migrant are perceived as lacking 

knowledge, drive, and agency without consideration of the larger political, economic, and 

social relations that influence their ability to achieve food security. 

 

Discussion 
 

This chapter relies on a relational poverty analysis of migrant women’s food 

insecurity to illustrate how the commodifying of essential resources such as food, 

compelling individuals into formal labor in the marketplace in order to survive, and 

perceptions of migrants living in poverty as knowledge-deficient and undeserving, 

produces and maintains their food insecurity. In particular, development policies and 
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actions resulting from these conditions do not sufficiently meet the needs of those living 

in poverty and obscure the root causes of food insecurity.  

A relational poverty explanation of food insecurity instead calls attention to 

power relations that maintain these conditions. Relying on relational poverty theory, this 

dissertation highlights the power and knowledge of the food insecure that are constrained 

by political economic relations that devalue their agency. Relational poverty scholars 

investigate the ways poverty experiences have varied in history and the social relations 

that tolerate these experiences (Green and Hulme, 2005). For instance, Mosse (2010) 

demonstrates the importance of considering the ways in which less powerful others 

contribute to the social capital of the wealthy. Using examples from my research in 

Medellín and DC (which are further elaborated in the following chapters), I have 

extended relational poverty theorization to food insecurity to show the social relations 

evident in maintaining and responding to food insecurity. The following chapters provide 

great detail about the importance of social relations in coping with food insecurity. This 

chapter frames these strategies by also emphasizing the constraints imposed by global 

political economic structures (such as capitalism and neoliberalism). While these 

structures similarly impact poverty, food insecurity and poverty are different 

phenomenon and thus are influenced by different iterations of these social relations.   

Not attending to these social relations risks reinscribing categorical separations of 

poor or food insecure in ways that justify political-economic inequalities (Lawson, 2012). 

Instead, new policy and programmatic responses may better address food insecurity 

through attending to social relations evident in the food insecurity experiences of 

marginalized communities. These policies and programs need to better value the non-
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market resources of marginalized groups as well as the social, political, and economic 

relations that prevent them from achieving greater food security.  They also need to 

attend to their impact on important social relations at a more micro scale, evidenced by 

the connectivity (mobility and social networks) that drives food insecurity coping 

strategies. The remainder of this dissertation further explores the impacts of social 

relations as evidenced in political economic structures on the food insecurity experiences 

of urban migrants living in poverty. In particular, it seeks to highlight relational coping 

strategies – such as relying on informal networks of exchange, traveling together to 

access food goods, and growing food – and the structural influences on these strategies to 

illustrate the agency and knowledge of these communities in resisting structural 

constraints to their survival. 
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CHAPTER 4 
 

MIGRANT WOMEN RESIST THE CORPORATE FOOD REGIME THROUGH 
EVERYDAY SURVIVAL STRATEGIES 

 
Migrant women living in urban poverty use a creative combination of survival 

strategies to obtain food for themselves and their families. In a world characterized by 

growing inequality and food insecurity (Crush and Frayne, 2011; FAO, 2012; Morgan 

and Sonnino, 2010; Population Reference Bureau, 2012), it is important to better 

understand the survival strategies used by the growing ranks of migrants as they make 

space for themselves in new urban environments. As described in earlier chapters, 

various scholars have debated measurements of food insecurity, including coping 

strategies, while some discuss how transnational migrants cope with challenges of 

assimilation in new places. These scholars provide a greater understanding of how 

migrants survive in new environments (Ambrosini, 2011; Datta et al, 2007; Maxwell et 

al, 1999; Maxwell et al, 2008; Nee and Sanders, 2001; Tacoli, 2006) but gaps exist 

regarding systemic influences on these strategies. Coping strategies measurement has 

gained some attention as a better way measure and respond to food insecurity (Maxwell 

et al, 1999; Maxwell et al, 2008), but it generally focuses on individual consumption 

habits with less attention to the influence of broader structures (see chapter 3). Several 

scholars also focus on the daily survival (getting by day-to-day) of migrants (Ambrosini, 

2011; Datta et al, 2007) or strategies for cultural assimilation (Nee and Sanders, 2001) 

while ignoring how migrants position themselves among wider political economic 

systems. This research seeks to fill this gap by highlighting the impact of these daily 

survival strategies on migrants’ relationship with wider structures governing their food 

insecurity. In other words, it provides empirical data on specific coping strategies to 
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consider how migrants move beyond just getting by every day to resisting the injustices 

that maintain their food insecurity. Whether growing food, relying on emergency food 

providers and social networks, and/or seeking informal work opportunities, these 

strategies are intricately connected to global and local political economic processes (see 

chapter 3). This chapter focuses on the agency of migrant women that is constrained 

(although not defined) by these political economic systems. An examination of these 

survival strategies can shed light on this relationship as well as the agency of individuals 

to resist the industrial food system, unjust governmental structures, and hegemonic 

rhetoric of ‘othering’.  

This research contributes to debates on structure versus agency in food security 

(see chapter 1) through asking not only how migrants living in poverty cope with food 

insecurity, but also how these coping strategies are related to broader political economic 

processes. In answering these questions, this chapter expands explanations of resistance 

through arguing that the everyday survival strategies of migrant women living in urban 

poverty act as avenues of resistance against the corporate food regime (see Campbell, 

2009; McMichael, 2009; and Friedmann, 2009, for theorizing on the corporate food 

regime). Research on resistance to the corporate food system has considered both 

organized protest (for example, Pechlaner and Otero, 2008; Sutton, et al, 2013) and 

individual production and consumption habits as strategies individuals employ to resist 

injustice in the food system (Blecha and Leitner, 2014; Campbell, 2009; Heis, 2015; 

Lundström, 2011, Freidberg, 2010; among others). Despite the debates on the efficacy of 

‘voting with your fork’ (Brooks et al, 2013; Morgan, 2010), these individual everyday 

actions are viewed by those consumers as resistance to political economic forces. In this 
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chapter, I seek to further open up these ideas of resistance to understand how the food 

insecurity coping strategies of migrant women in Medellín and DC, often operating 

outside of normal market mechanisms, are also acts of resistance. I begin the chapter by 

describing a more open understanding of resistance that relies on feminist geography and 

insurgent citizenship theories to locate resistance in the everyday survival strategies of 

low-income migrants. Then I describe the context of poverty and food insecurity 

characterized by exclusionary rhetoric and an exploitative corporate food regime that low 

income migrants in both cities seek to resist. I go on to demonstrate how their everyday 

survival strategies of relying on informal networks of support, seeking out healthful 

foods, including growing their own, and seeking alternatives that foster independence and 

dignity resist a food system they view as unhealthy and hegemonic structures that 

discourage their survival. I conclude by highlighting the alternative urban imaginaries 

that emerge from and drive this resistance. 

 

Feminist and Intersectional Readings of the Everyday as Resistance 
 

In this chapter, I use the lenses of feminist geography (Bailey et al, 2002; Beneria 

and Feldman 1992; Fenster, 2005; Lawson, 2000; Ley, 2004; Marchand and Runyan 

2000; McDowell and Massey, 1984; Nagar et al, 2002; Nelson and Seager, 2005; Preston 

and Ustundag, 2005) and insurgent citizenship (Cresswell, 2000; Holston, 2011; Holston 

and Appadurai, 1999; Lefebvre, 1991a, 1991b; Leitner and Strunk, 2014; Scott, 1985, 

1989; Whitson, 2007) to understand the ways in which everyday survival strategies act as 

resistance to global political economic systems. These lenses are helpful to theorizing 

resistance beyond collective action by considering how the choice and utilization of 
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specific survival strategies by women can be understood as acting counter to systems 

they perceive as unjust. As described in chapter 1, women regularly hold responsibility 

for managing household needs such as caring for children and securing daily needs. In 

carrying out these social and family duties they claim a right to basic necessities for 

survival and a right to remake the spaces in which they live (Fenster, 2005). Through 

efforts to alter their material circumstances, women shape places, events, and identities 

(Preston and Ustundag, 2005). Theorizing from these everyday actions and the scale of 

the body, feminist geographers have highlighted the complex relationship between 

structure and agency, particularly the ways in which individuals are embedded in 

hegemonic, globalizing, social relations of gender, class, race, and other identities (Nagar 

et al, 2002). These scholars call for the inclusion of the experiences of non-elite, 

marginalized individuals in understanding globalization. Doing so can highlight gendered 

processes of marginalization driven by globalization as well as collectivized gendered 

work, including food provision, that resist the hegemony of neoliberal development 

(Beneria and Feldman 1992; Marchand and Runyan 2000; Nagar et al, 2002). This 

chapter follows the lead of these feminist geographers in theorizing women’s agency 

evident in their everyday experiences by investigating the ways in which female migrants 

living in poverty rely on everyday survival strategies that resist global political economic 

structures.    

The investigation of everyday actions as resistance has also been found in 

literature on resistance to the corporate food regime. To this end, scholars have examined 

the efforts of consumers to purchase food based on environmental ethics (Morgan, 2010), 

the impact of ethical consumerism on supermarket sourcing (Freidberg, 2004), and the 
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resistance perceived in alternative production and marketing practices (Heis, 2015; 

Lundström, 2011). For example, Heis (2015) considers how a food sovereignty 

organization in Thailand works with groups to resist the corporate food regime through 

employing individual activities such as deliberately choosing certain production 

strategies. Important in these strategies are the ability to maintain income and means of 

subsistence while still resisting unjust systems. Following this literature, I explore in this 

chapter how individual food insecurity coping strategies driven by critiques of the 

corporate food regime can also be understood as resistance from the margins. 

Importantly, several scholars also critique this focus on ethical consumerism as 

privileging individual economic actors at the expense of social and political activism 

(DeLind, 2011), providing false opportunity to effect change through choice as variety 

(Brooks et al, 2013), and not sufficient for creating the change consumers seek (Morgan, 

2010). Despite these critiques, I find a theorization of everyday coping strategies within 

this resistance framework useful for understanding the agency of marginalized women in 

devising alternative urban imaginaries (Blecha and Leinter, 2014). 

The resistance described in this chapter leads to alternative urban imaginaries that 

can be understood in part through Lefebvre’s (1991a, 1991b) right to the city lens which 

has been further theorized by Holston (2011) and others as a form of insurgent 

citizenship. For Lefebvre, those who inhabit the city have a right to create the city 

through performing everyday life in urban space. Holston (2011) further explores the 

right to the city as an insurgent citizenship, in which residents claim their right to inhabit 

the city as active citizens. He argues that, 

residents come to understand their basic needs in terms of their inhabiting the city, 
suffering it, building their daily lives in it, and making its cityscape, history, and 
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politics. The many meanings of this making often coalesce into a sense that they 
have a right to the city – in effect, a right to what they have made (pg. 336). 
 

Holston looks to how ideas of citizenship are being transformed as active residents 

demand their right to the city. He pays particular attention to ‘everyday citizenship’ in 

which people negotiate public standing in everyday relationships among each other and 

with the state and justice systems. Through a new kind of participation, a new 

understanding of rights, and a transformed relationship between the state and citizens, 

insurgent citizens in poor peripheral neighborhoods remake their cities through struggling 

for “rights to urban residence, for the right to reside with dignity, security, and mobility” 

(Holston, 2009, pg. 248). My research similarly shows how low-income migrant 

women’s survival strategies work to remake their rights to the city. While the term of 

‘citizen’ is loaded with meaning for migrants, many of the women in this research 

demonstrate that they seek acceptance as citizens in their new cities through their 

resistance to a rhetoric of ‘othering’. The conception of citizenship as active participation 

in civic and political life promotes the idea that social and political change comes from 

the margins of society that advance alternative imaginaries of justice (Leitner and Strunk, 

2014) and create new citizenship rights (Holston and Appadurai, 1999). It also opens up 

understandings of resistance to include everyday individual agency that is potentially 

disruptive of dominant power relations. While not using the insurgent citizenship 

language, Scott (1985, 1989) similarly argues that individual action in the pursuit of 

survival fused with resistance is a critical force in peasant and proletarian resistance over 

history. These acts of survival, or ‘self-indulgence’, are rooted in shared material 

struggles and deny resources to the appropriating classes in important ways that 

constitute resistance. This chapter proceeds from these feminist geography and insurgent 
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citizenship foundations to identify sites of resistance in the everyday survival strategies of 

low-income migrant women. Through these efforts, the migrant women engaged in this 

research challenge their marginalized position in the city, hegemonic narratives of the 

knowledge and abilities of low-income migrants, and an unjust food system. 

 

Poverty and Limited Food Options in New Urban Environments 
 

This section provides empirical data from my research to consider the context in 

which migrant women carry out survival strategies that resist hegemonic structures. The 

women in this research face food insecurity and marginalization driven, in part, by a 

corporate food regime that privileges profit over human health and an ‘othering’ 

discourse of low-income migrants. In both Medellín and DC, migrant women utilize 

multiple interconnected strategies to obtain enough food for themselves and their families 

that are influenced by: their migration experience; daily needs such as caring for children 

and elderly or disabled family; relationships with neighbors, families, and local 

institutions; and access to mass transit, employment, capital, and land. 

The majority of women interviewed for this research faced significant food 

insecurity. Following the lead of other food insecurity indicators (Dutta and Gundersen, 

2007; Guha-Khasnobis, 2007; Headey and Ecker, 2013), the 72 participants were divided 

into five categories along a spectrum of food insecurity. The participants were grouped 

according to level of food security, as determined by their strategies used, because other 

food insecurity indicators have found the coping strategies used by the food insecure to 

be important indicators of the severity of food insecurity they face. In my research, those 

facing the most extreme levels of food insecurity reported that they did not regularly eat 
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three meals per day, skipped meals, and/or often relied on emergency food providers or 

begging to acquire sufficient food. More than 65% of participants met this criteria.5 (See 

Figure 4.1 for a description of all categorizations.) The rates of severe food insecurity 

were higher in Medellín. All of the women participating in this research from that city 

described experiences placing them in the two most severe categories of food insecurity, 

with 80% facing the most extreme food insecurity. In contrast, the women in DC were 

spread out across the five categories. Yet most (45%) also described experiences of 

facing the most extreme levels of food insecurity. The majority of women in both cities 

interviewed were the heads of their household, had small children at home, and did not 

have formal employment outside their home. The employment numbers used in this 

research are those that are self-reported. As such, if a research participant said she was 

employed or unemployed, it was recorded in the Table 4.1 accordingly. Self-reported 

employment information may reflect cultural expectations regarding what constitutes 

work. While many of the women did not have formal employment, most engaged in 

informal activities that financially supported their families – such as selling food or ice 

cream from their homes or babysitting children for other families. In Medellín, women 

were quick to say they were housewives and unemployed. However, as the conversation 

progressed they reported informal work activities. In DC, many of the women worked 

full or part-time as nannies. This work is also often not included in formal economic 

calculations as it happens informally in order to avoid paying taxes by the employer and 

                                                             
5 While this study sought out research participants who self-identified as food insecure, due to snowball 
recruitment methods in Washington, DC, six participants reported that at the time of the interview they had 
enough to eat and are thus classified as FS5 in Table 4.2. However, all six of these participants experienced 
food insecurity previously and as such provided important perspectives regarding strategies for coping with 
food insecurity. 
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the employee. The majority of women were between 25 and 55 years old, had been living 

in their respective city (Medellín or Washington, DC) for 10 or more years and their 

current neighborhood for two or more years. Nearly 40% of women experiencing the 

greatest levels of food insecurity also had serious health concerns. This work does not 

attempt to make generalizations about the lived experience of all migrants living in 

poverty, or even of all of those living in poverty in these two cities, but instead 

investigates the lived experiences of migrant women coping with food insecurity and 

marginalization in order to highlight the potential agency of these women as they rethink 

their relationship with the food system.  

 

Figure 4.1. Description of extent of food security categorization 
 
FS1) Does not eat 3 times/day; skips meals; relies on emergency food providers or begs food from others 
 
FS2) Eats regularly, but with limited variety – little meat, dairy, produce 
 
FS3) Relies on institutional support 
 
FS4) Budgets carefully, is worried about having enough; previously received institutional support 
 
FS5) Has enough 
 
Note: This categorization was devised by the author based on readings on several other food insecurity measurements (Dutta and 
Gundersen, 2007; Guha-Khasnobis, 2007; Headey and Ecker, 2013), none of which fit in whole to the qualitative data on this research.  
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Table 4.1. Characteristics of research participants in Medellín and DC by extent of food insecurity 
 

  Age Children at home Employment Residence in city 
Head 

of 
house
hold 

Limited 
by 

serious 
medical 
concerns   

18-
24 

25-
39 

40-
55 

56+ Under 
18 
years 
old 

10-18 
years 
old 

Under 
10 
years 
old 

FT PT U <2 
years 

2-4 
years 

5-9 
years 

10+ 

FS1 (n=47) 4 15 17 11 34 21 28 4 13 30 4 4 9 30 36 18 
Medellín  
(n=33) 3 13 13 4 29 20 23 0 9 24 4 3 5 21 27 13 
DC  
(n=14) 1 2 4 7 5 1 5 4 4 6 0 1 4 9 9 5 
FS2 (n=10) 0 3 5 2 9 6 5 2 1 7 0 0 2 8 6 3 
Medellín  
(n=8) 0 3 3 2 8 5 5 0 1 7 0 0 2 6 6 2 
DC  
(n=2) 0 0 2 0 1 1 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 2 0 1 
FS3 (n=3) 2 0 1 0 2 1 1 1 0 2 0 0 0 3 2 1 
Medellín  
(n=0) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
DC  
(n=3 2 0 1 0 2 1 1 1 0 2 0 0 0 3 2 1 
FS4 (n=6) 0 3 2 1 4 2 3 5 1 0 0 0 0 6 2 2 
Medellín  
(n=0) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
DC  
(n=6) 0 3 2 1 4 2 3 5 1 0 0 0 0 6 2 2 
FS5 (n=6) 0 1 4 1 4 4 0 6 0 0 0 0 0 6 1 2 
Medellín  
(n=0) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
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Table 4.1. Characteristics of research participants in Medellín and DC by extent of food insecurity, continued 
 

DC  
(n=6) 0 1 4 1 4 4 0 6 0 0 0 0 0 6 1 2 
Total 
(n=72) 6 22 29 15 53 34 37 18 15 39 4 4 11 53 47 26 
Medellín 
(n=41) 3 16 16 6 37 25 28 0 10 31 4 3 7 27 33 15 
DC (n=31) 3 6 13 9 16 9 9 18 5 8 0 1 4 26 14 11 

 

In both locations, participants expressed frustration at the many ways in which they are treated as outsiders who are not 

welcome in the city. As migration to cities and across borders has increased in past decades, negative sentiments about 

migrants, especially those with low incomes is evident in an ‘othering’ rhetoric in the media and some sectors of government. 

In Medellín, displaced residents living in informal settlements on the periphery of the city are perceived negatively by the 

media and residents in wealthier parts of town. They face exclusion from economic activities and labor markets (Petesch and 

Gray, 2010). Medellín has seen a growth of informal settlements and entire generations of migrants that live in the city but are 

not included in its development policies. They are regularly excluded from services and jobs as they are caught up in urban 

violence in the city (Bastidas and Rodriguez, 2010). The informal settlements are referred to as invasions and those living in 

them as invaders that are not welcome in the city (Petesch and Gray, 2010). In the US migrants are also portrayed in portions 

of the media as unwelcome ‘illegals’ that do not contribute to society and instead rely on government benefits for which they 

should not be eligible (as demonstrated by Leitner and Skrunk, 2014; Shattell and Villalba, 2008; Zatz and Smith, 2012).
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Maher (2015) reports how this rhetoric has been taken up by residents in gentrifying 

neighborhoods in DC creating divisions between long-time African-American residents 

and Latino migrants. Some rhetoric goes so far as to encourage anti-immigration policy 

through describing immigrants as sneaking into the country and committing crimes (Zatz 

and Smith, 2012) (see also chapter 3). This representation of migrants leads to 

exclusionary local ordinances such as one in Frederick County, MD (an outer-ring suburb 

of DC) that sought to deny services like public education to undocumented migrants 

(Leitner and Skrunk, 2014; Walker and Leitner, 2011). Proposed by a county 

commissioner during a time of intense debate on immigration in the county, the law 

eventually failed to pass (Brewington, 2008). 

These sorts of exclusionary politics and ‘othering’ rhetoric have been interrogated 

by feminist geographers. For example, Gilmartin (2008) describes critical geographers’ 

investigation into ways that migrant bodies are used in exclusionary practices while also 

examining strategies for belonging used by migrants to construct a ‘home’ within a 

network of material and symbolic relationships. Preston and Ustundag (2005) similarly 

note the ways in which female-headed, single-parent households in the global north are 

viewed as members of a stigmatized underclass. Feminist geographers emphasize that 

these women are poor because of disadvantages in the labor market that are impacted by 

the extent and nature of local social networks (Gilbert 1998; Peake 1999; Preston and 

Ustundag 2005; Thomas, 1994) and because of the stigmatized representations of poor 

minority women living in marginal locations (Fincher and Jacobs, 1998). At the same 

time, Glick Schiller and Çağlar (2009) caution against portraying foreigners as having 

particular distinctive and common national norms thus ignoring social and cultural 
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divisions between groups that are embedded in social, economic and political processes 

within and across borders. Holston and Appadurai (1999) also importantly point out the 

ways in which this exclusion is influenced by differences in economic status and drives 

the growth of social movements fighting for a more just world.  

Where the shanties of migrants sprout next to the mansions, factories, and 
skyscrapers of industrial-state capitalism, new kinds of citizens engage each other 
in struggles over the nature of belonging to the national society. Such struggles 
are particularly evident in the social movements of the urban poor for rights to the 
city (Holston and Appadurai, 1999, pg. 196). 

 
Similarly, the women in this research actively push against their portrayal as not-

belonging, not-contributing, and as passive recipients of aid. This resistance is 

particularly evident in survival strategies employed by these women (described below) as 

they seek to meet their food needs while carving out space for themselves and their 

families to live in the city with dignity.  

In this effort they struggle against a corporate food regime in which capitalism 

has reorganized world agriculture and exacerbated inequalities. A key characteristic of 

the corporate food regime is that the market is the organizing principle guided by policies 

of liberalization and privatization that privilege corporate power. The corporate food 

regime is characterized by a shift to large-scale, uniform industrial agriculture, the 

consolidation of big agri-business, and restructuring of agriculture worldwide to supply 

an affluent global consumer class (Friedmann, 2009; McMichael 2009). This occurs at 

the expense of smallholder agriculture, local ecologies, and marginalized urban residents. 

Friedmann and McMichael (1989) argue that this regime represents a third era in 

capitalist history following one dictated by colonial food relations and a second driven by 

post-World War II food and aid policies (Campbell, 2009). This third, corporate food 
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regime, has been critiqued for privileging profit making over public health (Winson, 

2010). This regime leads to an industrial food system in which less processed, organic, or 

food otherwise deemed healthy may be more difficult for those with limited financial 

resources to access than highly-processed, chemically augmented, nutrient-poor foods 

linked to diet-related diseases. “The overall trend, particularly looking at the situation 

globally, is to reproduce on an ever-expanding scale a processed mass diet that is high in 

sugars, salt, and dangerous fats and that is in no small way undermining the health of 

literally billions of humans” (Winson, 2010, pg. 596). Similarly, seeds and inputs for 

growing food organically and without genetically-modified ingredients is increasingly 

difficult for urban gardeners to obtain, as well as for eaters to purchase. In many cities, 

increasing numbers of residents living in poverty with less financial resources to purchase 

food and limited access to a variety of foods are facing higher rates of diet-related 

diseases (Alkon et al, 2013; Goldstein et al, 2008). McMichael (2009) further asserts that 

the restructuring of the corporate food regime threatens the survival of earthly inhabitants 

that do not participate in the global marketplace. Importantly, this regime (and earlier 

eras) have always faced resistance (Campbell, 2009). The participants of this research 

resist this threat to their survival locally as they struggle to procure a sufficient quantity 

and quality of food. 

Using food as a lens for understanding urban poverty and everyday survival 

strategies can generate critical ideas, arguments, and questions about how to make urban 

food systems work better for those whose daily survival depends on them (Miewald and 

McCann, 2013).  In this regard, Chant (2013) similarly notes that women play a role in 

shaping urban environments through their paid and unpaid labor including finding shelter 
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and addressing shortfalls in essential services and infrastructure. Some scholars (Blecha 

and Leitner, 2014; Counihan and Siniscalchi, 2014) have also pointed to acts of 

resistance found in explicit non-participation in hegemonic systems evident in everyday 

activities. In the remainder of this chapter, I argue that the low-income migrant women 

participating in this research employ everyday survival strategies of building their daily 

lives in the city that actively resist their marginalized position in the city and the 

corporate food system.  

 

Survival Strategies as Avenues of Resistance 
 

While each woman used multiple strategies to obtain food, the strategies available 

and necessary varied according to access to transportation, capital, social networks, and 

land. Common strategies used in both cities included sharing and exchanging food within 

social networks; seeking out extra work (typically informally) or selling homemade 

goods; relying on emergency food providers (from food banks, non-governmental 

organizations, and churches as well as vendors that give away old food); skipping meals 

and/or reducing the variety of foods consumed; relying on institutional support (i.e., 

government benefits for food, disability, children’s education, or seniors); seeking out 

cheap stores, sales, and buying food in bulk; savvy budgeting (i.e., buying on credit from 

stores, reducing other costs through finding a roommate, prioritizing food expenses over 

health or other expenses, saving nonperishable foods for emergencies or times of 

scarcity); and growing food. In Medellín, several women also walked throughout various 

neighborhoods begging for food. By far the most used strategy in both cities was sharing 

food resources within support networks – utilized by more than 90% of participants (98% 
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in Medellín and 81% in DC; see Table 4.2). The next most frequently used strategies in 

Medellín were reducing variety in diet (80%), skipping meals (73%), and relying on 

emergency food providers (51%). In DC, the next most frequently used strategies were 

collecting coupons and comparing prices between stores (60%), reducing variety in diet 

(48%), and relying on emergency food providers (42%).  

 Whether or not each woman uses a strategy depends on complex calculations 

based on time and money available, conflict with other responsibilities such as work 

schedules and caring for family members, and availability of cheap resources including 

transportation. Many of these strategies are time intensive, arduous and require complex 

decision-making regarding economic resources (for using a car or public transit), physical 

access (ability to carry objects over certain distances or within unsafe, unlit, uneven 

environments), organizational abilities (for coordinating rides, arriving at public transit as 

needed), and temporal availability of mobility resources. Some reported obstacles to 

obtaining food included cost, time, limited transportation options, inability to access 

emergency providers or institutional support, health limitations, and bad weather. 

Several of these everyday survival strategies used by migrant women can be 

clearly understood as resistance as they contest access to resources and create new spaces 

and strategies for marginalized groups in the city (Brownlow, 2011). In particular, this 

chapter argues that through building informal networks of exchange, seeking out foods 

they consider healthy, and employing strategies that foster independence and dignity 

(such as growing food), women in both cities resist the corporate food regime, their 

marginalization, and the public perception of migrants as lacking knowledge and 
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Table 4.2. Coping strategies utilized by extent of food insecurity 
 

  Begging  

Coupons/ 
Price 
Comparison 

Emergency 
Food 

Finding 
work/ 
selling 
things 

Growing 
food 

Institutional 
Support 

Not 
paying 
other 
bills 

Reducing 
variety 

Sharing 
with 
social 
networks 

Skipping 
meals 

Store 
credit 

FS1 (n=47) 8 8 30 10 6 9 5 39 42 33 3 
Medellín  
(n=33) 8 2 19 10 6 5 2 29 32 27 3 
DC  
(n=14) 0 6 11 0 0 4 3 10 10 6 0 
FS2 (n=10) 1 1 3 2 7 3 0 5 9 3 0 
Medellín  
(n=8) 1 0 2 2 7 3 0 3 8 3 0 
DC  
(n=2) 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 2 1 0 0 
FS3 (n=3) 0 2 1 0 1 3 2 1 3 0 0 
Medellín  
(n=0) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
DC  
(n=3 0 2 1 0 1 3 2 1 3 0 0 
FS4 (n=6) 0 5 0 3 3 0 0 2 6 0 0 
Medellín  
(n=0) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
DC  
(n=6) 0 5 0 3 3 0 0 2 6 0 0 
FS5 (n=6) 0 5 0 2 0 1 0 0 5 0 0 
Medellín  
(n=0) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
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Table 4.2. Coping strategies utilized by extent of food insecurity, continued 

 
DC  
(n=6) 0 5 0 2 0 1 0 0 5 0 0 
Total 
(n=72) 9 21 34 17 17 16 7 47 65 36 3 
Medellín 
(n=41) 9 2 21 12 13 8 2 32 40 30 3 
DC (n=31) 0 19 13 5 4 8 5 15 25 6 0 

 
 
contributions to society. These efforts seek to transform the conditions of urban existence. In examining informal work as a 

site of resistance, Whitson (2007) points out that attending to the multiple ways in which resistance unintentionally occurs 

highlights that power is present in everyday acts of surviving in the city.  

The remainder of this chapter discusses specific ways in which strategies employed by migrant women serve to resist 

local and global structures that threaten their survival with particular attention to: sharing food resources within informal, non-

market networks; seeking out food considered healthy especially through growing food; and relying on alternatives that foster 

independence and dignity. There were interesting similarities in the predominant strategies used by women in both cities as 

they framed their survival in resistance to similar constraints of otherness and the corporate food system. This included 

remarks that they also have a right to the city, that they contribute to building the city while being excluded from policymaking  
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and services. Several participants in Medellín reported concern about being further 

marginalized and displaced once again as a result of government projects in the city. As 

one participant noted: “I am concerned that I will be displaced again because the 

government wants to build a big road through the neighborhood…The government is 

willing to help us improve our homes, but then we will just have to move again” 

(Mariana, Medellín, 39 years old). Participants in Medellín remarked on how important it 

is to live in a neighborhood recognized by the government in order to have infrastructure 

(such as paved roads and water lines), while DC participants noted the importance of 

having citizenship for accessing services. Similarities were also evident in participants’ 

critiques of the food they are able to access via the industrial food system they encounter 

in the city, particularly food that is expensive and highly processed or otherwise deemed 

unhealthy (see section 4.3.2 below).   

The women in this research did not always explicitly describe their survival 

strategies as acts of resistance. Instead, as already politicized migrants, they provided 

frequent critique of the structures they encountered in their everyday experiences. These 

critiques and the alternative urban imaginaries they described (discussed further below) 

support a reading of their everyday actions as resistance that seeks to transform their 

urban existence. This is particularly evident as they adopt certain strategies out of an 

array of available options, thus enabling a critique of an unjust food system. Through 

their survival strategies these women provide powerful critiques of the industrial food 

system, their marginalization in society, and a hegemonic ‘othering’ discourse of 

migrants as unknowing passive recipients of government aid.  
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Informal Networks of Food Resources 

Nearly all of the women interviewed for this research relied on some form of 

informal networks to obtain food. These networks were built on social relations with 

family, neighbors, friends, store owners, and employers. For women in Medellín, the 

most frequently cited social networks relied on for obtaining food were family and 

neighbors that lived very nearby. As found by other scholars (Ambrosini, 2011; Brown, 

2011; Datta et al, 2007; Minkoff-Zern and Carney, 2015), the women utilized these 

networks for sharing food goods, family care responsibilities, and information about 

where to find resources (including employment). Many shared food and meals together 

nearly every day and almost every person said they learned about food resources via 

word of mouth within their social networks. For women in Medellín with limited 

economic resources to pay for mobility, these networks were more rooted in place (see 

Table 4.3 for description of time incurred to connect with social networks). Some women 

in Medellín noted that they did not connect as frequently with family that lived in other 

neighborhoods because it is too costly and time intensive to travel to see them and/or 

because neighborhood violence makes travel too dangerous. They also noted that their 

family members are also poor and face the same obstacles as they do thus limiting how 

much they can assist each other.  
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Table 4.3. Time spent traveling to social network contacts 
 

Time Medellín (n=41) DC (n=31) Total (n=72) 

<10 minutes 38 (93%) 15 (48%) 53 (74%) 

11-30 minutes 1 (2%) 13 (42%) 14 (19%) 

31-60 minutes 5 (12%) 3 (10%) 8 (11%) 

 

In addition to family members, displaced women in Medellín relied on informal 

networks of exchange among their neighbors. In some of the neighborhoods, the women 

expressed a strong sense of community that supported greater exchange of food resources 

and has led to opportunities for collective action. The relationships with neighbors in 

Medellín work in part because they have a similar identity as a displaced person. 

However, some of the Afro-Colombian women noted that their relationships with 

neighbors were more difficult because they did not share a common identity. Where 

neighborhood relationships were not as strong, women relied more on family. In these 

circumstances, women were much more hesitant to ask neighbors for help for fear of 

gossip being spread about them.  

In Washington, DC, women similarly relied on family members as one of the 

most important social networks for sharing and accessing food resources. These networks 

were more dispersed throughout the city and suburbs, relegating gatherings to weekends 

or special occasions in which they would share food. For several nannies, their family 

members work in similar nearby occupations enabling them to get together over the 

course of the day for playdates with the children they watch. This relationship enabled 

sharing food and other resources. Importantly, some continued to rely on family in their 
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home country to care for children they were unable to bring with them to the US or to 

help when the women were sick. Most of these women sent money to their home country 

in exchange for this support.  

While some women in DC also relied on social networks of friends, they were 

less likely to rely on them for food resources than those in Medellín. It was more 

common for women in DC to rely on friends for transit assistance. This includes traveling 

together for safety or sharing a car or (often unlicensed) taxi to more easily obtain 

affordable food resources. When sharing among friends occurred, it was during 

gatherings for special occasions or weekends. They also relied on friends for learning 

about new job opportunities. Many migrants in DC noted that their social networks were 

more physically spread out and less reliable in the US than in their home country. This 

was especially evident in the limited reliance on nearby neighbors compared to Medellín. 

A majority of women in DC had very limited relationships with their neighbors. They 

indicated that they did not have time to get to know them (see chapter 3), lived in an 

apartment building that precluded interaction with neighbors, experienced language 

barriers, and/or had neighbors that were not ‘good people’ or were not receptive to efforts 

to share. Compared to Medellín the women in DC were also more likely to have 

resources enabling their transit out of their neighborhoods and, if employed, generally 

worked in other neighborhoods with important implications for the makeup and utility of 

their social networks. The women in DC indicated that they did not frequently share a 

common identity with their neighbors and in instances where they were also Latinos, the 

relationship was more exploitative than supportive. For example, some participants 

described situations in which they paid rent to live in a room in a larger house owned by a 
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person from their same country but were denied access to additional services in the house 

such as a shower. Overall, the participants expressed a desire for a greater sense of 

community in DC.  

One important network cited by domestic workers in DC was that of employers. 

For many having a good boss is critical for navigating concerns in town, receiving 

recommendations for future employment, and meeting everyday survival needs. Some 

employers helped the women with paying for commuting costs, obtaining citizenship, 

getting a new driver’s license, navigating college for their children, paying portions of 

their salary in cash to avoid taxes, and learning English. Additionally, nearly every job 

was found through recommendations from former employers. The social networks of 

nannies working in similar neighborhoods in DC were particularly important for sharing 

and obtaining information about resources in the city.  

In both cities, women relied on their social networks to survive. For some, they 

shared food every day either through shared meals or exchanging food goods if one had 

too much and another didn’t have enough. When family, friends, or neighbors owned a 

nearby store some of the women were able to access store credit to purchase food goods 

that they otherwise could not afford. For others, they shared household responsibilities in 

order to carry out other survival strategies. For instance, several women in Medellín rely 

on a family member or neighbor to watch small children when they go to the central 

market to obtain free food or go on treks through multiple neighborhoods to ask for food 

donations from wealthier residents. Similarly in DC, women rely on their social networks 

to watch small children when they work late or to pick up food from emergency food 

providers if they are too ill to go themselves. The emergency providers are largely non-
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profit organizations or religious organizations that provide free food (such as produce, 

bread, and canned goods) on a periodic basis (either once per week or month) to 

qualifying residents. Some of the largest food programs are linked to bigger organizations 

that also provide a range of health and legal services.  

These informal networks were perceived by many as critical to surviving in 

communities lacking institutional support. In discussing whom they could rely on for 

support, many women in both cities critiqued a lack of government support while 

highlighting the importance of the networks within their communities.  

Community is really important. It is an obligation to have a good relationship with 
people in the community – to respect each other…When anyone needs something 
we share it (Mia, 27 years old, Medellín). 

 
I share everything with my neighbors. It is very important to have good relations 
with neighbors and share things…We need more and different support [from the 
government] for the whole community (Mara, 62 years old, Medellín). 

 
When the neighbors see that I don’t have enough food for my children, they help, 
they give. The help of neighbors is really important. They will share sugar, rice, 
cookies, to help care for my children (Tamara, 33 years old, Medellín). 

 
Social relations are very important. My mother always told me that clothes are 
only material, but relationships are important because you can rely on them, while 
material things are only temporary (Marta, 43 years old, DC). 

 
What we need are communities where people live in the community and share 
(Sofia, 53 years old, DC). 

 
For these women, community was perceived as including those that exist within their 

support networks. This generally included neighbors (primarily in Medellín), family, and 

friends that they could rely on in times of difficulty and for social relations. For many this 

was said within the context that most in their community are also marginalized and they 

“really only get food/help within the community” (Catalina, 40 years old, Medellín). In 
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both cities, the participants described community as those they interact with regularly – 

be it neighbors, family, or others in their social networks – that have mutual support 

relationships. The sense of belonging (or desiring to belong) in a broader community was 

discussed by many participants in Medellín. This reflected a sense of embeddedness in 

relationships with family, friends, and neighbors that goes beyond one on one interactions 

in order to exchange resources. In many instances, it seems these communities are based 

on common identities of place (e.g., neighborhoods), migrant or displaced, and region of 

origin. In Medellín, women with Afro-Colombian identities experienced less sense of 

community. In DC, women also discussed community but many lamented that this sense 

of community did not exist in the same way in DC as it had in their home countries (as 

evidenced by the last participant quote above). Instead, their connectivity felt more 

transactional as they interacted with others on a one-to-one basis to share or exchange 

resources.  

While social services are available for women in both cities, they are not found to 

regularly meet many of their needs. In Medellín, women can access food that will 

otherwise be discarded at a central market once per week, but accessing the market is 

time consuming (often requiring waking up by 3 or 4am and waiting the better part of a 

day to obtain food) and transportation is too expensive. In DC, women can access 

emergency food providers supported by the local food bank, but many find that these 

only operate on days/times that interfere with work (see chapter 3) and they do not 

provide enough resources.  

Instead they have built informal support networks that do not rely on capital or 

market mechanisms in order to survive. In this everyday inhabitance of the city, they are 
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remaking relationships and resisting hegemonic dictates of valuable activity. In 

particular, these women rely on informal networks to “perform the economy” every day 

in both material and immaterial ways (St Martin, et al, 2015, pg. 1). Practices of sharing 

goods and services within social networks are not often included in formal economic 

analysis as they fall within an informal non-state economy and thus go unnoticed. “In 

other words, although the diverse economic practices utilized by households remain 

indispensable for societal survival, the society does not acknowledge their existence or 

the amount of labor, resources, power, and emotions that circulate through their 

networks” (Pavlovskaya, 2015, pg. 285). (See chapter 3 for some critiques of programs 

built with these omissions.) Some research by feminist geographers additionally 

highlights sites of resistance to capital formation found in ways that workers renegotiate 

their identities and challenge the feminization of work (England and Lawson, 2005). 

Other research points to the importance of cities for being sites of everyday life in which 

women shape and are shaped by social, economic, political, and cultural processes 

(Preston and Ustundag, 2005). Pavlovskaya (2015) further notes that engaging in social 

provisioning outside the market shows how women are self-reliant, creative, cooperative, 

and resourceful – quite different from the popular portrayals discussed above of low-

income migrants as lacking in initiative, hard work, and knowledge of economic 

practices.  

Godfrey (2011) similarly highlights the importance of recognizing that many 

choose to participate in informal economic activity based on conscious values-driven 

criteria. Whether intentional or not, the reliance on social networks provides an avenue 

for migrant women living in poverty to operate and survive outside a capitalist system 
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that does not value their skills, knowledge, and right to a dignified life in the city. Beyond 

simply getting by through these informal networks, the participants also provided implicit 

critiques of global political economy as they recalled and sought a return to methods of 

growing, exchanging, and consuming food (see below for more details) that did not 

require participation in the formal market. Frequently couched in critiques of the 

government, these networks also provided an avenue to work collectively to solve 

concerns in the community. This is particularly evident in Medellín as women expressed 

the importance of informal networks to support urban gardens, combat drug concerns, 

and solve conflicts in the neighborhood.  

I have good relations with neighbors. We share not only food, but also activities 
and spend time together. Many of the young displaced people were in the drug 
trade, so the community is working together to guide them and integrate them into 
the city, and prevent them from selling drugs [in the neighborhood] (Liliana, 38 
years old, Medellín). 

 
This sense of working together to create change in the city was expressed by several of 

the urban gardeners. Many women noted the importance of community for addressing 

problems such as food insecurity and violence and that the sense of community is built 

through having positive social relationships. Following Gross’s (2014) lead it might be 

said that through these efforts, the migrant women resocialize the food system. Through 

relying on informal networks of sharing and exchange for obtaining food, the women 

collectively utilize one site of resistance against the global market economy and local 

marginalization. 
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Seeking Healthy Food 

Another avenue of resistance in migrant women’s survival strategies is their 

desire for and obtaining of foods they perceive as healthy despite a corporate food regime 

that limits access to these goods. The women interviewed for this research regularly 

discussed a desire to have healthy, organic, and/or natural food for themselves and their 

families. Several of the women discussed quality as relating to the freshness of the food 

and its organic and/or natural qualities. Natural was generally conceived of as food made 

with less processing and chemicals additives. Thirty-two percent of women expressed a 

desire for organic or natural food. In Medellín, some women who were urban gardeners 

noted that their food was of high quality because it was fresh and organic. They also 

emphasized the importance of using organic, non-GMO seeds and fertilizers in their 

gardens. Others without a garden expressed a desire to shop at the central market because 

the food was fresher or at big grocery stores where the quality was superior to the small 

stores in their neighborhood. Women in Washington, DC, also expressed a desire to have 

organic, natural, and fresh food primarily through shopping at specialty organic stores. 

They regularly sought out food at Latin American stores that had affordable goods from 

their home countries, but found the meat and other foods there to be of poor quality. 

Importantly, women in both locations found food from emergency food providers to be of 

poor quality because it was not fresh and/or was highly processed.  

In these strategies, migrant women are resisting the rhetoric of a corporate food 

regime that sees organic food as an elite desire as well as systemic social relations that 

position them as unknowledgeable food consumers in need of nutrition education 

(chapter 3). Some scholars have critiqued the organic food movement as being a niche 
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market for wealthy, urban elites concerned with status (Buck et al, 1997; Donald and 

Blay-Palmer. 2006; Guthman, 2003; Lockie et al, 2002). Yet the non-elite women 

interviewed for this research regularly expressed a desire for food that is fresh, organic, 

and non-processed, arguing that was healthier than the processed, genetically-modified 

food more readily available to them. The women growing food in Medellín regularly 

commented that their food was better than store-bought food because it was grown 

without chemicals. This makes it clear that people across social classes desire healthy 

food for their families and have the knowledge to push for access to these goods. In both 

cities women equated this food with physical health and found the food in the city to be 

of lesser quality than the countryside or their home country. The displaced people in 

Medellín are typically composed of peasants, ranchers, indigenous, and Afro-Colombian 

people from the countryside, while many Latino migrants in DC similarly come from 

more rural and periurban backgrounds in Latin America. For many women who grew 

their own food before migrating to Medellín or DC, the food in their new locations 

simply cannot compare in terms of quality. Hayes-Conroy and Sweet (2015) similarly 

found that displaced women in Medellín were dissatisfied with the quality of urban food.  

This dissatisfaction is rooted in their critical assessment of an industrial food 

regime disconnected from the land. As one Latina migrant in DC said: 

In Honduras all the food was organic, fresh, because I came from the countryside 
and my father grew our food (beans, avocado and mango trees, etc.). In the US it 
is more processed or you buy organic food that is expensive. The food here is 
worse than in Honduras. It seems you eat the same things (tortillas, etc.), but here 
it is processed and full of chemicals so it makes you fat. In Honduras it is made 
with local, fresh ingredients and made close to home, so it is better (Elvia, 47 
years old, DC). 

 



 130 
 

For this research participant, the food available before she migrated to DC was better 

because it was fresh and organic. The food system she encounters in DC does not make 

similar food available to her. Many women in DC similarly noted that in their home 

countries organic, fresh, and natural food is more readily available. They frequently 

expressed concern that the quality of food found in the US that they could afford was not 

healthy for them or their families. As found by other scholars (Hayes-Conroy and Sweet, 

2015; Minkoff-Zern, 2012), counter to growing discourse of organic, fresh foods as only 

the domain of the elite, the women in this research from marginalized communities 

regularly worried about the negative health implications of foods grown within the 

current industrial food system.  

While many women in both cities found the foods they deemed healthy to be out 

of reach economically, one strategy they utilized to meet this need in Medellín is growing 

their own food. Nearly 23% of women grew their own food either in a community garden 

or in pots at their home. From the 41 women interviewed in Medellín for this research, 15 

either had a plot in a community garden or had a family member with a garden plot (see 

chapter 6 for more detail on these projects). The food grown in these gardens is used for 

consumption, exchange, and sale. Importantly all 15 women, the majority of which are 

the heads of their household, reported much less difficulty with food insecurity and much 

greater satisfaction with the quality of food they could obtain. The description of 

available produce included much more variety and satisfaction among women with a 

garden than those without. Several of the women with a garden reported that all of their 

produce came from their garden, reducing their expenses on food as well as time and 

money spent traveling to the central market for food. The sentiment that the gardens are 
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important for their survival was shared by all of the women with gardens. Fewer women 

were able to grow food in Washington, DC, but nearly everyone indicated a desire to do 

so given the space, time, and resources.  

Growing food in the city is perceived by many in the alternative food movement 

as a site of resistance to the corporate food regime. For example, Blecha and Leitner 

investigate how new urban chicken keepers in Portland, Oregon, and Seattle, 

Washington, actively question hegemonic food, economic, and ecological systems. 

Counihan and Siniscalchi (2014) provide multiple stories of local efforts to grow food in 

order to better connect people with their food system while providing more nourishing 

food. Both Blecha and Leitner (2014) and Counihan and Siniscalchi (2014) describe 

these efforts as activist projects to remake the food system into something that is more 

just. Similarly, the women in this research viewed growing food as a way to reconnect to 

nature, nourish their bodies and the environment, and critique the industrial food system. 

As two gardeners in Medellín said: 

I don’t like to buy food from the store because of the chemicals. The community 
gardens are important for bringing families and community together. I am proud 
of the community gardens as they are protecting the land from chemicals (Mia, 27 
years old, Medellín). 
 
I am worried about [genetically modified foods], hormones, and chemicals. 
People like the vegetables from the community gardens because they are organic 
(Liliana, 38 years old, Medellín). 

 
These urban gardeners perceived their practice of growing food as providing an important 

alternative to the chemically-augmented food available in stores that they described as 

unhealthy for their bodies and the environment. Similar to women’s reliance on informal 

support networks discussed above, growing food can serve as a survival strategy outside 
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normal market mechanisms. Whether a community or backyard garden, women rely on 

this strategy because it is a way to access healthy food without paying high prices for it. 

Community gardens are beneficial for providing greater accessibility and affordability of 

food as well as self-reliance (Corrigan, 2011; Maxwell 1999; Mok et al, 2013; Redwood, 

2008). While gardening may only provide supplemental food for a family, the 

corresponding savings for food budgets can be significant (Brown & Carter, 2003; 

Redwood, 2008). Redwood (2008) points out that given the significant proportion of 

income spent by urban residents on food (as much as 60-85% in some cities), growing 

food is an attractive strategy for reducing household expenses. Minkoff-Zern (2012) also 

found that urban gardeners in California were able to reduce their reliance on food banks 

and government provided food assistance almost entirely during harvest seasons. As 

such, this represents one strategy among many by which migrants living in poverty have 

sought out healthy food alternatives through non-market sources.  

Seeking out healthy food choices also resists perceptions of low-income migrants 

as not having knowledge of what makes food healthy and counters research in the US on 

the Latino health paradox that argues the behaviors of Latinos become less healthy with 

greater US acculturation (Abraído-Lanza, et al, 2005; Acevedo-Garcia and Bates, 2008). 

Instead the survival strategies identified by women in this research connected negative 

health outcomes to the industrial food system through seeking out organic, non-

processed, and fresh foods. Additionally, researchers of the Latino health paradox 

primarily look to causes of this paradox in ethnicity or immigration influences (Acevedo-

Garcia and Bates, 2008). In contrast, the participants in this research living in DC saw 



 133 
 

their onset of negative health outcomes as related to the industrial food system 

encountered in the US. As two participants pointed out: 

 I don’t get sick because my medicine is fresh food (Gloria, 70 years old, DC). 
 

American food is terrible – it isn’t fresh, is greasy/fatty, no vegetables or fruit, not 
natural. I prefer fresh food (Lucia, 55 years old, DC). 

 
Additionally, some research has shown that Latino migrants experience more dietary-

related health problems after arriving in the US (Himmelgreen et al 2004; Kaplan et al 

2004; Wolin et al 2008). Many of the Latino migrants in DC identified with this, but 

argue that the food available to them in the US caused these negative health outcomes. 

Minkoff-Zern (2012) notes that many migrant farmworkers came to the US from agrarian 

backgrounds and thus bring extensive knowledge of food and farming systems. Similar to 

the migrant women in my research, she found that they preferred food that is freshly 

harvested, organic, and diverse. Yet, food assistance programs, both governmental and 

non-governmental, regularly treat them as knowledge deficient and needing food 

education programs (see also chapter 3). This approach allows these institutions to 

sidestep a root of food insecurity found in the inability to buy or grow foods people want 

to eat and an inability to be a part of defining what a healthy meal is (Alkon et al 2013; 

Minkoff-Zern, 2012). While mainstream alternative food spaces regularly reinforce racial 

inequalities (Alkon, 2008; Slocum, 2007), this does not mean that people of color living 

in poverty do not have knowledge of food alternatives or desire ‘healthy’ food. In fact, 

these migrants regularly have vast nutritional knowledge that is unacknowledged in these 

alternative food spaces. Alkon et al (2013) found cost to be the primary barrier to food 

access and that low-income people use a wide variety of coping strategies to procure 
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affordable food. They critique the mass-media and academic food desert narrative that 

low-income people are deficient in the knowledge, desire and/or means to consume 

healthy food for discrediting their nutritional knowledge and provisioning strategies (see 

chapter 5 for more critiques of food desert narratives). Instead, and similar to my research 

findings, Alkon et al’s (2013) research participants had significant knowledge about 

healthy food, prioritized price over convenience, and valued quality of food more than 

simply quantity. “Taken together, these findings highlight the agency of marginalized 

people and the creative and culturally embedded coping strategies they use to navigate 

their circumstance” (Alkon et al, 2013, pg. 127). The rhetorical and programmatic focus 

on food choices and lack of knowledge, rather than structural race and class-based 

inequalities that limit access to these foods, reproduces inequitable racial formations 

instead of addressing root causes of food insecurity (Minkoff-Zern, 2012). Through these 

critiques of the industrial food system and strategies to seek out healthy, organic, fresh 

food, the marginalized women in this research countered perceptions of organic food as 

being only an elite desire and of low-income migrants as unknowledgeable about healthy 

food. 

Alternatives that Foster Independence and Dignity 

A third way in which survival strategies utilized by migrant women operate as 

sites of resistance are through their determination to support their families independently 

and with dignity. Similar to research findings elsewhere (Miewald and McCann, 2013), 

the participants connected their survival strategies with dignity and expressed a desire to 

obtain food in ways that maintained their dignity. While describing the varied strategies 
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employed to foster survival, nearly all the migrant women participating in this research 

emphasized that while they needed and appreciated institutional and organizational 

support, they did not seek handouts. Instead they expressed thoughtful critiques of the 

government while seeking out support systems that enable them to thrive and live with 

dignity.  

In particular, many women sought opportunities for work and entrepreneurship, 

engaged in community building efforts, and viewed government benefits as a last resort. 

Nearly 24% of women indicated that they obtained food through finding any work they 

could, working extra hours, and making food or other goods at home to sell. Many also 

had ideas for starting their own businesses, but lacked startup capital. While 16 women 

(or 22%) relied on institutional support this was primarily in the form of social security 

benefits or support for their children’s education. Only six women received institutional 

benefits for food, such as participating in the Supplemental Nutrition and Assistance 

Program (SNAP, previously known as food stamps) in the US. Migrants in the US in 

particular expressed the sentiment that relying on government assistance for food was a 

last resort (see chapter 3 for more discussion of this as a response to their categorical 

exclusion). They avoided this survival strategy in part because of their immigration status 

or fear that it would threaten their immigration status, because it is very time intensive to 

apply for and receive these benefits, and to resist the public perception that they are 

receiving undeserved government aid. As one Latina migrant in DC succinctly 

emphasized: 

I have worked really hard to provide for all of my children. I never relied on food 
stamps (Lucia, 55 years old, DC). 
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For this participant, relying on government support to feed her family was not a viable 

option for fear it would imply that she is not a hard-worker. Others in DC went so far as 

to critique those using social services as lazy, in contrast to themselves as hard-working, 

tax-paying, participants of the US economy. Similar stigmas were found by Minkoff-

Zern and Carney (2015) among low-income Latino im/migrants in California who noted 

“the prevalence of stigma around welfare programs (that) underscore(s) the pervasiveness 

of neoliberal ideology at all levels of society” (pg. 470). The sentiment in Medellín was 

slightly different as all of the women were victims of the war. As such, they are entitled 

by law to social support from the government yet most reported that they had not 

received such support. They were also quick to point out that they were not asking for a 

government handout, but enough to get on their feet and pursue a life with dignity. While 

they continue to need and appreciate aid, the women especially worked to resist 

narratives of migrants as passive recipients of aid and services. For example: 

I would like more training/tools from the government for working in the 
community gardens. We don’t want the government to give us everything, we can 
work, but we need support with tools and training. I don’t want to have to leave 
my children alone. So I want to fortify what I have here with my store and I am 
working on that. My dream is to own a small store, to run a business (Liliana, 38 
years old, Medellín). 

 
It isn’t that I wanted to [live] in that neighborhood [informal settlement], but 
needed to find a place where I didn’t have to pay rent, services, so that I could 
have more money for things like food. It is important to be a community that is 
recognized by the government [i.e. not an invasion] in order to get 
infrastructure/support for the community (Ana, 33 years old, Medellín). 
 

Many of these women expressed that they did not have many choices available but to live 

in undesirable neighborhoods and seek government support. They emphasized that they 
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were hard-working and wanted to provide for their family on their own, but had no 

choice in the current situation but to look for outside support.  

Again, feminist geographers provide insights into who wins and loses when 

migrant bodies are viewed as illegal, migrant, and invader (in the case in Medellín). 

Scholars have highlighted the political and social dynamics of constructing bodies in 

these categories (Pratt, 1997, 2004; Silvey, 2006; Tyner, 1994, 1997) and how state 

regulation of work, immigration and marriage have constructed migrant bodies in gender-

specific ways (Walton-Roberts, 2004; Wright, 1997, 1999). As discussed above, the 

political and media rhetoric in both cities constructs migrants living in poverty as needing 

government services while not contributing enough to society (Bastidas and Rodriguez, 

2010; Leitner and Skrunk, 2014). The migrant women in this research are keenly aware 

of this rhetoric and devise survival strategies that counter this perception. One displaced 

woman in Medellín commented at the end of the interview: 

We are called invaders and people do not think we know anything, but we do 
have something to add (Liliana, 38 years old, Medellín). 

 
Many of the women discussed strategies they use in order to counter these negative 

perceptions of them. As such, their survival strategies focus on obtaining food sources 

without relying on aid and through living with dignity. Similar to the other survival 

strategies discussed in this chapter, these efforts serve as a site of resistance against 

global political economic systems and local structures that discourage low-income 

migrant survival.  
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Resourcefulness in Devising Alternative Urban Imaginaries 
 

Migrant women living in poverty use multiple, creative, and informed strategies 

for survival through which they proffer alternative urban imaginaries. In this research, 

76% of women reported using a combination of 3-5 different survival strategies regularly 

(Table 4.4).  

Table 4.4. Number of coping strategies used according to extent of food insecurity 
 

Severity of food 
insecurity experienced 

(1 = most severe) 

Number of strategies used 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 
FS1 (N=47) 0 4 9 18 10 6 
FS2 (N=10) 0 2 4 2 2 0 
FS3 (N=3) 0 0 1 0 3 0 
FS4 (N=6) 0 1 2 3 0 0 
FS5 (N=6) 1 4 1 0 0 0 
Total (N=72) 1 11 17 23 15 6 

 
 
This is not uncommon among people in poverty who Mitchell and Heynen (2009) 

describe as activating geographies of survival to meet their basic needs. They emphasize 

that these resourceful individuals:  

construct pathways of survival through the urban landscape that link together 
places to sleep or rest (ranging from relatives’ couches to their own apartments to 
a relatively dry place under a bridge), locations to eat a meal or forage food, 
hidden corners of security and safety (soup kitchens, pantries, stores friendly to 
food stamp recipients, restaurant dumpsters), and even sometimes such relatively 
permanent fixtures as homeless encampments or shanty towns (pg. 613).  

 
Alkon et al (2013) similarly point out that the low income people of color in their 

research were very savvy food shoppers. For the migrant women in my research this 

knowledge is derived from their food experiences in origin communities and survival 

strategies adopted in new communities. Highlighting the knowledge and resourcefulness 
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of people of color living in poverty, scholars have critiqued dominant food education 

programs for ignoring systemic patterns of racism and economic underdevelopment that 

reproduces food insecurity (Alkon et al, 2013; Minkoff-Zern 2012). While social service 

programs regularly ignore these systemic influences on food insecurity, many of those 

impacted by food insecurity are keenly aware of them. The participants in my research 

similarly demonstrated an acute understanding of food resources available to them and 

the political economic contexts that impacted these resources. As either displaced women 

or urban migrants, these women are already politicized and powerful agents in their 

communities. They consider their survival strategies as related to power dynamics 

evident in the industrial food system, local governments, and a hegemonic ‘othering’ 

rhetoric. For instance, in Medellín, the women critiqued government investments in their 

and surrounding neighborhoods in big infrastructure projects such as soccer stadiums and 

mass transit infrastructure as not attending to their needs and desires for their 

neighborhood. As one urban gardener said: 

The gardens are very beautiful and very, very important for us. And the new 
investments in the neighborhood are a complicated situation. We live in a 
precarious situation and could use the money in other ways (Olivia, 32 years old, 
Medellín). 

 
Many urban gardeners also expressed concern that government priorities in the 

neighborhood could usurp their access to land for growing food. They argued that if they 

can get more attention for the community gardens and have more people involved in 

them, that it would be more difficult for the government to take the land (chapter 6). 

Another woman critiqued the government for misrepresenting available resources: 

Sometimes we have, sometimes we don’t. The government says there are more 
jobs available but it is a lie. Sometimes the government comes and asks about 
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food security (what we eat, if there is enough), but they don’t do anything about 
it, they don’t listen to us, they don’t help (Maria, 52 years old, Medellín). 

 
Alkon et al (2013) also found that the marginalized communities in their research 

understood their lack of access to quality foods as linked to racial hierarchies and 

economic development that disregarded low-income, urban people. Participants in DC 

similarly critiqued the government for not providing adequate support when needed. One 

participant pointed out that she spent 24 years working and paying taxes in DC, but now 

she is sick and because of her immigration status doesn’t receive support to survive. 

“Someone who only has residency doesn’t get anything” (Carolina, 56 years old, DC). 

Importantly, while the women in this research have devised strategies to cope with food 

insecurity that do not rely on institutional or social service support, the support of others 

is critical to their survival. The women have agency in attempting to meet their food 

needs, yet still find they have insufficient food much of the time. The efficacy of their 

efforts is also greatly influenced by local and global political economic processes that 

require restructuring in order to enable their emergence from food insecurity (see 

chapters 3 and 7). 

In this context, these women resist a neo-liberal capitalist food system that 

privileges profit over public health (Winson, 2010). This corporate food regime threatens 

their survival (McMichael, 2009) while forcing households worldwide to rely on informal 

networks, growing food, and non-institutional support systems when they experience 

economic difficulties (Pavlovskaya, 2015). In this context, the migrant women living in 

poverty interviewed for this research expressed a desire for an alternative urban 

experience. Many imagine an existence within a supportive community that isn’t 
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struggling each day to survive. They seek ways to support their family and participate in 

the life and organization of the city with dignity. Survival strategies that include growing 

food in the city and building community in order to address concerns of violence and 

drugs (discussed above) particularly demonstrate these alternative imaginaries. As one 

participant in a focus group in Medellín simply stated: “We have a right to live.”  

Their everyday survival strategies move beyond simply surviving day-to-day to 

resist unjust systems in search of an alternative urban experience in which they have the 

resources to live with dignity, contributing to and being a part of their local community 

and larger city, and acquiring nourishing, healthy foods. Many of the participants in this 

research described their survival strategies as occurring in broader political economic 

contexts that led to their discrimination and marginalization. As such, while they may not 

have, in all circumstances, specifically described their strategies as resistance, a more 

open understanding of resistance provided by feminist geographers and insurgent 

citizenship theory provides an avenue to better understand their agency in resisting the 

food systems, governments, and othering rhetorics that they critique. 

 

Discussion 
 

In this chapter, I have argued that the everyday survival strategies of migrant 

women living in poverty can be viewed as acts of resistance against a global political 

economic system that devalues their work and knowledge while threatening their 

survival. The research asks not only what coping strategies are used by urban migrant 

women living in poverty, but how these strategies are embedded in broader political 
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economic systems. While poverty has been more explicitly recognized as multi-

dimensional and dynamic (Datta et al, 2007), it is also necessary to expand explanations 

of coping strategies as not only focused on immediate daily survival, but also on 

reimagining longer-term existence in the city. Examining these practices sheds light on 

the ways in which migrant women push against global political economic structures 

driving the urban contexts in which they survive. In particular, the experiences of migrant 

women facing food insecurity in Medellín, Colombia, and Washington, DC, 

demonstrated that in their daily survival they resourcefully push against injustices in their 

lives to critique their marginalization by local government, the industrial food system, 

and an ‘othering’ hegemonic discourse. As they rely on informal networks of support, 

seek healthy foods, and independently search for alternatives with dignity, they strive 

toward an alternative urban imaginary in which they collectively do not struggle each day 

to survive.  

This chapter uses feminist geographic theorization of the everyday resistance 

carried out by marginalized communities. It opens up more traditional understandings of 

resistance to illustrate how marginalized communities shape their environments through 

everyday activities such as searching for sufficient food. While framed as an insurgent 

citizenship (relying on Holston’s theorizing (Holston, 2011; Holston and Appadurai, 

1999)) it is important to also illustrate how these acts of resistance compete against 

conventional and dominant understandings of citizenship itself. Displaced communities 

in Medellín and migrant communities in Washington, DC, both struggle to demand the 

same rights as other citizens in their cities while a dominant rhetoric presents them as 

‘others’ that are not welcome in the city. This more nuanced understanding of the food 
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insecurity experiences of marginalized communities demonstrates how their everyday 

struggles to survive in the city are important avenues of resistance against this rhetoric as 

they create a space for themselves in the city.  

Finally, this research highlights the importance of survival strategies that operate 

outside of normal market mechanisms and thus are not regularly included in 

measurements of food insecurity. For example, relying on social networks and growing 

food for consumption allows the women to obtain food outside of formal markets 

alongside other non-economic benefits such as building community. These noncapitalist, 

small-scale survival strategies enable closer connections to food sources and other people 

in important ways (Gross, 2014). As such, these strategies that occur outside formal 

economic activity are indispensable for survival. They also show, yet again, the 

resourcefulness and hard work of migrant women living in poverty to provide for their 

family and contribute to their communities. 
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CHAPTER 5 
 

CONNECTIVITY IN URBAN FOODSCAPES 
 

The survival strategies of migrant women living in urban poverty are complex. 

These strategies are embedded in urban food landscapes (‘foodscapes’) characterized by 

dynamic social relationships and mobility options. For example, some women rely on 

extended family, neighbors, or friends to share food, while others overcome mobility 

challenges to access emergency food providers throughout the city when work schedules 

allow. Many work multiple jobs, frequently in the informal economy, to make ends meet. 

With the low wages from the jobs they find, many women spend precious hours 

commuting to multiple stores to compare prices in search of the most affordable food. 

Others, still, grow food in the extremely limited space constraints near their homes (see 

chapter 6). As other scholars have written (Alkon, et al, 2013; Heynen, 2009; Miewald 

and McCann, 2014), the daily experiences of low-income urban residents are influenced 

by structures of urban space as they employ creative strategies for accessing food. For 

example, the perceived (lack of) safety of transportation options may limit access to 

certain food stores after dark, particularly for women (Chant, 2013; Wekerle, 2000). As 

such, this chapter explores low-income migrant women’s experiences of urban space as 

they seek out food resources. At the same time, corporal socio-spatial conditions such as 

urban hunger and poverty influence urban space. “The blunt gnawing in the pit of the 

stomach of a child who has not eaten, although mundane, can be used to think through 

the varied political dimensions of everyday life and metabolic processes within which 

they exist” (Heynen, 2009, pg. 409). This chapter attends to these socio-spatial conditions 

by tracing urban foodscapes in order to highlight the connectivity evident in food 
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insecurity coping strategies and the dynamic agency of urban migrants moving through 

the city as they operate within and against urban processes constraining their food 

security. 

This research contributes to literature on the complex connections between 

poverty and place through investigating the urban foodscapes of migrants living in 

poverty. Tracing the foodscapes of low-income, food insecure, urban migrants, 

particularly from their perspective, demonstrates the interconnectivity of survival 

strategies and the ways in which these strategies are both social and mobile. It also 

provides important avenues to critique simplistic explanations and responses to hunger 

that treat food insecure residents as static, individual economic actors (see also Chapter 3) 

that drives policy solutions focused on increasing nearby food supplies, for example, 

without considering their dynamic urban experiences. Better understanding the spatiality 

of survival strategies enables a critical reading as to why focusing on simplistic supply-

side solutions to food insecurity such as increasing grocery stores in so-called food 

deserts (a common occurrence in DC and the US, see below) and building high-profile 

mass transit projects (as in Medellín, see below) may not effectively address the food 

insecurity of residents living in those areas. The foodscapes approach used in this chapter 

highlights the diverse survival strategies used by individuals alongside structural 

constraints on these strategies.  

I begin this chapter by describing the utility of tracing foodscapes for better 

understanding the connectivity evident in food insecurity coping strategies. I then apply 

this framework to my research with migrant women facing food insecurity in Medellín 

and DC. In particular, I describe the complex strategies these women use with a focus on 



 146 
 

how they are both social and mobile. The importance of connectivity with varied places 

and social networks is then used to critique simplistic practitioner and policy responses to 

food insecurity (particularly those implemented in so-called food deserts in the US and 

uninformed transportation planning in Medellín) that do not fully consider the agency, 

creativity, and mobility of women facing food insecurity. This chapter seeks to fill a gap 

in food security literature through responding to calls by other scholars to seek a better 

understanding of the dynamic lived experience of food insecure residents (Shannon, 

2013), including their movement through and perceptions of urban space. The research 

described in this chapter demonstrates that the foodscapes relied upon by migrants living 

in poverty stretch across multiple neighborhoods as they engage in complex survival 

strategies that are both mobile and social. As discussed in chapter 4, these residents are 

also very knowledgeable about where to find the most desirable food goods (in terms of 

cost, quality, and convenience) and critique the ways in which their access is constrained 

by political, economic processes. Finally, I conclude with other research questions that 

arise from this more nuanced understanding of foodscapes.  

 

Dynamic Urban Foodscapes 
 

Foodscapes have been used in different ways by food scholars. In this chapter, I 

take the lead from Brembeck and Johansson (2010) and Miewald and McCann (2014) to 

understand the term broadly as “local everyday spaces of food and eating” (Brembeck 

and Johansson, 2010, pg. 800). This broad understanding of foodscapes illuminates 

processes of building and enacting food relationships (Dolphijn, 2004). Building on other 
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‘-scape’ approaches, it includes both economic and locational considerations of food 

acquisition, but also cultural and social practices that influence how and what people eat 

(Alkon et al, 2013; Mikkelson, 2011). Investigating a foodscape is a means toward better 

understanding the socio-spatial manifestation of human-food relations (Panelli and Tipa, 

2009).  

Foodscapes are not discrete or fixed in space or time. Instead they reveal dynamic 

connections between people, places, and power (Bell and Valentine, 1997; Brembeck and 

Johansson, 2010; Panelli and Tipa, 2009). They influence and are influenced by low-

income people’s geographies of survival (Heynen et al, 2012). Foodscapes include 

elements of food stores, food programs, and food production, highlighting places beyond 

sites of social services with particular attention paid to the complex socio-spatial nature 

of food insecurity (Miewald and McCann, 2014; Milbourne, 2004). For example, in their 

foodscapes research Miewald and McCann (2014) consider the influence of food 

availability, constrained agency, and responses to political-economic constraints on 

foodscapes, indicating that the foodscapes approach enables attending to diverse 

strategies of individuals alongside structural constraints on these strategies. Foodscapes 

are viewed by some (Johnston et al, 2009; Mikkelson, 2011) as social constructions 

capturing how food relates to places, people, and systems. Scholars have explored ethical 

foodscapes (Friedberg, 2010; Goodman et al, 2010; Morgan, 2010), corporate-organic 

foodscapes (Johnston et al, 2009), and mental foodscapes (Biltdgard, 2009).  

The foodscape framework enables scholars to analyze interconnections between 

food, places, and people (Mikkelson, 2011). A broad reading of the complexity of urban 

foodscapes makes visible the system, structures, and institutions of dominance in the food 
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system (Freidberg, 2010; Goodman et al, 2010; Passidomo, 2013). For example, 

Passidomo (2013) calls attention to the discourse of urban gardening that focuses on 

messages of personal responsibility while neglecting structural causes of food insecurity. 

Building on political ecology scholars’ understanding of spaces as constructed by social 

relations, experiences, and understandings (Robbins, 2004; Shannon, 2013), my research 

calls attention to how the social, physical, and political are always determined by each 

other within geographies of survival. This demonstrates how geographical constraints on 

survival are significantly uneven in ways that maintain and are maintained by the social 

system (Heynen, 2010). Bedore (2014) similarly investigates class relations in city spaces 

while exploring the influence of urban development, governance, and planning on 

inequality. “Within the city, for example, the habitual quest for resources such as 

affordable food and shelter can promote or violate already marginalized people’s dignity 

due to the myriad of challenges, burdens, disappointments, and even dangers that 

complicate the search for essential goods” (Bedore, 2014, pg. 214). 

Through centering food in analyses of urban poverty, it is possible to search for a 

more just urban food system through critically examining everyday experiences 

(Miewald and McCann, 2014; Mikkelson, 2011). Illuminating foodscapes of the urban 

poor serves to elucidate processes, politics, spaces, and practices embedded in the urban 

food system in order to move beyond static mappings of food system attributes while 

illustrating the interconnected experiences of finding food within hierarchies of political 

and economic power (Miewald and McCann, 2014). As discussed further below, this 

enables an important critique of policy approaches targeting food deserts and mobility 

innovations that treat residents as static, unknowing, economic actors. These policies are 
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ineffective at meeting desired goals in improving food security, in part, because they 

ignore the dynamic lived experiences of food insecure people that rely on survival 

strategies that are both mobile and social. Finally, investigations of foodscapes can draw 

attention to the political agency of low-income residents (Adema, 2007; Bedore, 2014; 

MacKendrick, 2014; Miewald and McCann, 2014; Mikkelson, 2011). As demonstrated 

below, and elsewhere (chapter 4; Alkon et al, 2013; Hammelman, forthcoming), in 

discussing their urban food landscapes, residents regularly link their limited food access 

to systems of political and economic power.  

The broad reading of foodscapes in this paper is in contrast to some health-

focused approaches that solely measure existing food stores against health indicators, 

many of which seek to explain the outcomes of living in so-called food deserts. While 

these narrow foodscapes approaches may expose relationships between economic 

inequality, social discrimination, and health (Panelli and Tipa, 2009), they disregard the 

agency and complex decision-making influenced by cultural and social relationships of 

low-income residents. As a result, and as described more below, critical food scholars 

have critiqued food desert research and policy solutions for ignoring structural influences 

on food access, such a systematic disinvestment in urban communities of color, while 

also discounting the nutritional knowledge and survival strategies of those living in these 

areas of low food access (Alkon et al, 2013; Block et al, 2012; Guthman, 2008c; 

Passidomo, 2013; Shannon, 2013; Slocum, 2007). The research presented in this chapter 

contributes to these critiques through highlighting the dynamic lived experience of those 

living in areas with limited food access. In doing so, it uses a foodscapes approach that is 

particularly effective for considering how everyday experiences are embedded in 
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environmental, cultural, and social relationships. In this effort, this research responds to 

calls from critical food scholars for more research on the local geographies and everyday 

experiences of those living in poverty as well as more analysis of the social, economic, 

political, and environmental relations that intersect to produce and maintain unjust food 

systems (Bedore, 2014; Miewald and McCann, 2014; Panelli and Tipa, 2009; Shannon, 

2013).  

In this chapter, the broader reading of foodscapes attends to the role of connecting 

with others (i.e. social networks) and moving through the city (i.e. mobility) for 

procuring desired food goods. Everyday mobility is essential for meeting basic needs 

such as obtaining food (Adey, 2010; Clifton, 2004; Middleton, 2011; Rowe and Wolch, 

1990; Uteng, 2009). Mobility enables connecting to livelihoods, health resources, and 

relationships and is driven by multiple obligations – legal, economic, familial, and social 

obligations – as well as temporal and spatial constraints (Adey, 2010; Hjorthol, 2009; 

Law, 1999; Rowe and Wolch, 1990). Connectivity is important for accessing daily goods 

and services (Hine, 2007; Macdonald and Grieco, 2007) because physical connections to 

markets, food assistance, and resources from social ties can improve a person’s food 

security. For example, accessing the central market via mass transit options can make it 

easier to obtain free or low-cost food. Or connecting with a family member in a different 

part of town via a bus may enable better sharing of scarce resources. At the same time, 

limited connections to markets and social ties may inhibit a person’s access to food (e.g., 

having to trek throughout the city on foot in order to find food) as this need for mobility 

interferes with social network obligations (e.g., caring for children). It is important to 

understand this dynamic relationship as many participants in this research traveled with 
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members of their social networks to access desired food goods outside of their 

neighborhood (even when food stores existed in the neighborhood). The next sections 

describe the urban foodscapes of migrant women living in poverty in order to highlight 

the connectivity implicit in their survival strategies that are both social and mobile. 

 

Survival Strategies are Complicated and Interconnected 
 

Both Medellín and DC strive to be ‘progressive’ world cities implementing 

innovative social projects, yet struggle to meet the needs of growing marginalized groups 

living in poverty (see chapter 1). In these cities, migrant women undertake complex, 

interconnected strategies to cope with food insecurity (see also chapter 4). Importantly, 

and as found in other research (Cannuscio et al, 2010), various objective and subjective 

influences, such as affordability, transportation, safety, and availability of desirable 

goods, determine how and which foods are obtained. In response to these influences, 

those living in poverty rely on various ad hoc arrangements to meet their most basic 

needs (Mitchell and Heynen, 2009). This chapter describes their urban foodscapes in 

order to highlight the ways in which these dynamic strategies are both social and mobile.  

Most of the 72 women in this research used a combination of food insecurity 

coping strategies with 76% using between 3-5 different strategies regularly (see chapter 4 

for a detailed discussion of all strategies used). The efficacy of certain strategies depends 

on calculations of cost, competing needs, time, transportation, terrain, safety, and health 

(Table 5.1). Cost was the most cited obstacle in both cities (by 81% of participants) to 

procuring food. As one participant in DC responded when asked what obstacles exist for 
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obtaining food: “Cost, everything is expensive, always” (Catalina, 34 years old, DC). The 

cost of living in the DC area is high, a median of $88,615 is needed annually for a family 

of four to live, nearly 40% more than the national median of $63,000 (Chester, 2013). 

According to the Economic Policy Institute (2013), monthly food costs for a family of 

four in the DC area average $754, assuming most food is bought at a grocery store and 

cooked at home. Transportation costs are also quite high at an estimated $602 per month. 

Alkon et al (2013) also found cost to be the primary barrier to accessing food for low-

income people. Similar to the research described in this chapter, they found that their 

research participants prioritized price over convenience, valued quality of food more than 

simply quantity, and had significant knowledge about healthy food. 

Table 5.1. Reported obstacles to obtaining food 
 
Obstacle 
description No. of women (n=72) Medellín (n=41) DC (n=31) 
Cost 58 (81%) 28 (68%) 30 (97%) 
Transportation 33 (46%) 14 (34%) 19 (61%) 
Competing costs 26 (36%) 16 (39%) 10 (32%) 
Time 19 (26%) 8 (20%) 11 (35%) 
Safety 12 (17%) 5 (12%) 7 (23%) 
Health 8 (11%) 5 (12%) 3 (10%) 
Terrain 6 (8%) 4 (10%) 2 (6%) 

 
Obtaining low cost or free food takes significant knowledge, energy, and time. 

Many participants said that desired food goods were simply too expensive and they often 

went to multiple stores comparing certain foods to find the cheapest prices. Some 

participants in Medellín also reported choosing stores based on how much money they 

could spend on a given day. As much as 36% of participants (39% in Medellín and 32% 
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in DC) indicated that they struggled to access food because they needed to spend the 

money on electricity, water, or rent.  

Twenty-six percent of participants (20% in Medellín and 35% in DC) noted that 

the time needed to obtain low-cost food presented a significant obstacle. Some were 

unable to access emergency food providers because they were only open during 

weekdays when they worked or it required spending too much time commuting and 

waiting. For those who were able to access these emergency goods, they found the 

quantity and quality to be deficient. While many programs only give enough food for a 

few days, food is usually only available for a given family one time per month. Other 

participants could not use certain coping strategies – such as waiting at food distribution 

centers, going on treks through the city to beg for food, going to the central market for 

free food, or gardening – because the time those strategies required interfered with 

obligations to care for family members. For example, Maria (51 years old, Medellín) 

waited for 5-6 hours to get free food from a truck that distributes surplus food in her 

neighborhood approximately once a month, but had to leave empty-handed. “We had to 

take a number and wait there for a long time. I didn’t have enough time to wait. I had to 

leave to get medicine for my mother, so I didn’t get any food.” This experience is similar 

to other several other women who reported not having enough time to access free or low-

cost food sources. Several participants also found that the time and resources needed to 

access institutional support – such as going to offices for reparations for displaced 

persons in Medellín or applying for benefits from the Supplemental Nutritional 

Assistance Program (SNAP) or the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, 

Infant, and Children (WIC) in DC – precluded them from applying.  
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Others (46%) noted that it is difficult to obtain needed food without easy access to 

transportation. This was more pronounced in DC where 61% of respondents reported 

transportation as obstacle, compared to 34% in Medellín. For many the cost of mass 

transit makes it out of reach or the lower cost stores they would like to shop at are not 

accessible via mass transit. Importantly, those in marginalized communities often rely on 

slower forms of transport – walking and mass transit – and frequently reside in areas with 

less accessibility to services and goods, meaning they spend greater amounts of time 

commuting than those with greater financial resources (Clifton, 2004). Using these 

modes of travel often results in the need for more frequent trips as it is not possible to 

carry the same amount of food when walking or riding the bus as when using a car. In 

both cities, some participants (17%) were concerned about the safety of walking on 

certain routes to get food due to risk of violence or lack of sidewalks. Eleven percent of 

participants indicated serious health concerns prevented them from being able to use 

certain strategies for obtaining food (such as walking long distances or gardening) and/or 

restricted the types of foods they can consume (e.g. requiring lactose-free foods). The 

urban terrain was an obstacle to obtaining food for 8% of participants. They reported that 

it is difficult to carry food over long distances or through hilly neighborhoods. These 

obstacles were heightened during rain and snow as inclement weather made travel over 

the urban terrain more dangerous.  

In obtaining food for themselves and their families, migrant women make 

calculated decisions about where to go and what goods to procure within their urban 

foodscapes. The food obtained by participants in this research, as found by other scholars 

(Edwards and Mercer, 2010), came from a diverse set of production and distribution sites 
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(Table 5.2). They prioritized price over proximity; valued quality, not just quantity; and 

were very savvy in moving in and through multiple food sources. The primary 

motivations for choosing food sources for my research participants were based on cost, 

food quality and types, and location. Nearly all of the research participants sought out the 

most affordable food, with some indicating that their biggest family expense was food. 

To a degree, they were willing to bypass closer stores deemed too expensive or without 

desired foods in order to access cheaper, different food goods. Many participants also 

traveled to various stores in a given outing to look for the cheapest prices, a time-

consuming process. The variety of foods consumed also depended on cost. Several 

women in both cities noted that meat is more expensive in the winter and is thus 

consumed less then. Or they chose what meals to cook based on which foods were on 

sale on a given day or week. Many participants in DC also commented that they would 

prefer to shop at organic food stores, but it is too expensive to do so (see chapter 4). 

Included in the calculation of food costs for many is the cost of transport to food sources. 

Many in Medellín indicated that they would like to go to a large market in the center of 

town, but with the money spent traveling downtown, they could buy more, less desirable, 

goods at a store nearby. In the end, nearly all the participants indicated that if they had 

more money they would shop somewhere else. 

Table 5.2. Food source 
 

Food source 
No. of women 
(n=72) 

Medellín 
(n=41) 

DC 
(n=31) 

Share/exchange with social ties 52 (72%) 36 (88%) 16 (52%) 
Nearby corner store 36 (50%) 36 (88%) 0 (0%) 
Distribution centers 34 (47%) 21 (51%) 13 (42%) 
Nearby grocery store 29 (40%) 3 (7%) 26 (84%) 
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Table 5.2. Food source, continued 
Garden/animals at home 17 (24%) 14 (34%) 3 (10%) 
Latin food stores  16 (22%) 0 (0%) 16 (52%) 
Large, discount retailer (such as 
Costco)  8 (11%) 0 (0%) 

8 (26%) 

Begging, trash 8 (11%) 8 (20%) 0 (0%) 
Central market* 3 (4%) 3 (7%) 0 (0%) 
Farmer's markets 2 (3%) 0 (0%) 2 (6%) 
*Includes participants who reported buying food from the central 
market as opposed to receiving free food from there. 

 

 
Location and convenience was also important to the research participants. 

Participants from Medellín were more likely to shop in stores close to their homes so that 

they do not have to pay for public transport. While they still bypassed some stores and 

went to other nearby neighborhoods in search of better prices or quality, they had less 

ability to travel long distances for food. As one participant in Medellín said: “The stores 

[in my neighborhood] are small and more expensive, so I usually walk 20 minutes to 

another bigger store in [the next neighborhood] that has more food and is cheaper” 

(Liliana, 28 years old, Medellín). Participants in both cities expressed a desire to shop at 

stores that were more expensive or located in other neighborhoods because they have 

higher quality food in more comfortable shopping environments. Those with access to a 

car (in DC) were more likely to bypass nearby stores and travel longer distances to seek 

out cheaper and better quality food. As discussed further below, when participants in both 

cities traveled longer distances to obtain food, they almost always went with another 

person in their social networks.  

In addition to cost and location considerations, many participants chose food 

sources based on the food quality and food types available. Quality in both cities was 

regularly tied to desires for fresh, non-processed, organic foods. Thirty-two percent of 
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women expressed a desire for these types of food – either through growing their own 

food or accessing markets and specialty organic stores (see chapters 4 and 6). The women 

also sought out specific food types. Some are strategic about prioritizing foods that have 

more protein, are the most filling, or will not spoil quickly. In DC, participants regularly 

went to Latin American stores to obtain affordable goods from their home countries, but 

found meat at these stores to be of particularly poor quality. They sought out these stores 

because they had familiar brands, produce types, and other goods. As discussed in the 

next section, many of the women in this research seek to overcome obstacles to obtaining 

affordable, quality food through relying on social relationships and enhancing their 

ability to move throughout the city. 

 

Social and Mobile Survival Strategies 
 

An investigation into the urban foodscapes of migrant women living in poverty 

reveals the ways in which their survival strategies are both social and mobile. In 

particular, in marginalized communities many migrant women rely on social networks to 

obtain affordable food and these social-network based strategies are significantly 

impacted by available mobility options. This section considers this with a focus on the 

role of community in obtaining food and the importance of being able to travel with 

members of social networks throughout the city.  

Connecting with Other People 

Social networks can support and constrain food insecurity coping strategies as 

women may be able to rely on network members to access a car to go to a cheaper food 
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store, for example, or social network obligations may prevent women from being able to 

undertake time-intensive journeys away from the home to acquire food. Geographers 

have shown the importance and constraints provided by social networks for labor market 

outcomes (Gilbert, 1998; Hanson and Pratt, 1992; Mattingly, 1999, among others), 

migration experiences (Hardwick, 2003), and survival strategies (Rowe and Wolch, 

1999) and provide an important foundation for understanding the social relationships 

evident in mobile food insecurity coping strategies. Nearly all of the women participating 

in this research relied on connections within their community to obtain food. To varying 

degrees they relied on neighbors, family, friends, and employers to make ends meet 

(Table 5.3). While there are differences evident between Medellín and DC, overall 

women in both cities significantly relied on resources within their social networks in 

order to cope with food insecurity (see also chapter 4, where some aspects of these social 

networks are also described). In Medellín, most participants noted a strong sense of 

community in their neighborhoods that enabled sharing of food and other resources, 

family care responsibilities, and information. As described in more detail in chapter four, 

in DC, fewer participants reported sharing food within their social networks, yet many 

still reported connecting with immediate family or friends during weekends and special 

occasions. For many of these women, they found there was less sense of community and 

sharing in DC than in their home community. As Marta (35 years old, DC) noted: “In 

Santa Ana, everyone shares. If someone sees that you don’t have, they come knocking 

and share. My mother used to make extra for families that needed help. But here, no one 

– no Latinos – help.” 
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Table 5.3. Importance of social networks 
 

Social networks 
relied upon 

No. of women in 
Medellín (n=41) 

No. of women 
in DC (n=31) 

Total no. of 
women (n=72) 

Family 22 (54%) 25 (81%) 47 (65%) 
Neighbors 33 (80%) 2 (6%) 35 (49%) 
Friends 1 (2%)* 9 (29%) 10 (14%) 
Employers 0 3 (10%) 3 (4%) 

 
* While only one woman in Medellín reported a friend outside of her 
neighborhood that she relied upon, most would also consider (and discussed) 
their neighbors as friends resulting in some probable overlap in these 
categories. 
 

In both cities, family was regularly reported (by 65% of participants) as an 

important component in the social network for coping with food insecurity. Family was 

relied upon for sharing food; caring for children while seeking food or working; working 

together – either in selling homemade goods or similar job occupations; sharing homes 

and contacts for finding a home; and sharing transportation. Obstacles to relying on 

family included distance, safety, and socio-economic status of family members. For 

women in Medellín, when family members lived in different neighborhoods in the city or 

in the countryside, they did not see each other frequently because of the high cost of 

transportation and safety concerns. In DC, local distance was less of an obstacle because 

they either lived with immediate family members, were able to connect regularly at work, 

or had access to reliable mass transit or vehicles making transportation easier. Finally, 

participants in both cities observed that their family members faced similar obstacles in 

terms of poverty limiting their ability to provide much support.  

In Medellín, neighbors were reported by 80% of participants as a critical source of 

support. In one neighborhood, nearly every participant reported that they share or 
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exchange goods with their neighbors, as there is a strong sense of community. While 

other neighborhoods did not always express this same neighborly community, many 

participants reported connecting with neighbors to overcome food scarcity concerns. 

Importantly, Afro-Colombian women interviewed for this research noted that they had 

fewer relationships with their neighbors because they did not share a common identity 

and experienced discrimination. In addition to sharing and exchanging goods, neighbors 

were key resources for going on longer trips to obtain food. Particularly when traveling 

by bus to the central market or going on multi-kilometer treks through town to beg for 

food, the women insisted that they had to travel with their neighbors.  

In DC, as described in chapter 4, there were fewer reported relationships with 

neighbors (only 6% of those reporting reliance on neighbors). Instead, these participants 

had a greater reliance on friends (29%). However, they were more likely to rely on 

friends for transportation than sharing of food. Several mentioned needing a friend to 

travel with them to feel safer or that it is easier to get what they need if they can share 

transportation. Some reported that sharing transportation is more difficult in the winter 

and “always a negotiation” (Claudia, 48 years old, DC). This includes coordinating times 

that transportation is available as well as paying for gas or providing other support in 

exchange for a ride. When food is shared, it is typically at social gatherings for special 

occasions or on the weekend. In both DC and Medellín, participants reported that 

connections with friends are important for finding work. To this end, 4% of participants 

in DC also noted that connections to their employer were very important for navigating 

concerns in the new city, such as acquiring a driver’s license, getting children into school, 

and obtaining future work. While there are ethnic enclaves in the DC area and several of 
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the women reported living and shopping in the same general neighborhoods, their social 

networks were much more spread out. Many participants noted positives of social 

networks, yet some food security strategies may also be constrained by social networks 

(e.g., someone may be unable to utilize some strategies because their home obligations 

prevent them for going out for long periods of time). Additionally, as individuals rely on 

people in their social networks that are similar to them, they face similar constraints such 

as non-working vehicles or scheduling conflicts (Clifton, 2004).   

 

Connecting with Other Places 

These social network-based strategies are impacted by individuals’ ability to 

move throughout the city. It is critical to physically connect with food resources 

(including within social networks) and this connection is impacted by daily mobility 

patterns. Spatial mobility is best understood “as interconnected in its meaning and 

operation to changes in the economic and cultural landscapes of which it is a constitutive 

part” (Silvey, 2005, pg. 138). As such, spatial environments, along with political and 

economic structures, can support or constrain mobility (Akyelken, 2013; DeVerteuil, 

2012; Urry, 2007). This is especially evident in the relationship between social inequality 

and mobility, demonstrated by the need of poor residents to spend more resources to 

move (slowly) throughout the city in meeting basic needs. In particular, issues of access 

involve economic resources (for using a car or public transit), physical access (ability to 

carry objects over certain distances or within unsafe, unlit, uneven environments), 
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organizational abilities (for coordinating rides, arriving at public transit as needed), and 

temporal availability of mobility resources. 

All of the participants discussed transportation obstacles limiting their ability to 

obtain food. While a majority of participants in both cities traveled on foot to stores and 

social network contacts to obtain food (79%), many expressed a desire to go further if 

they could afford other transit. The second most common mode of transportation used in 

both cities to obtain food was bus (42%) (Table 5.4). The ability to move through the city 

to meet daily needs, including obtaining food, was impacted by costs, environment, 

safety, accessibility, and time. Many participants in both cities cited the high cost of 

transportation as an obstacle to obtaining desired food goods. The majority of participants 

in Medellín (40%) spent US$1-$2 per trip to travel via mass transit (Table 5.5). Yet, this 

cost was often out of reach for several women who prioritized spending that money on 

food or asked to go in the back door of the bus (in Medellín), thus paying a lower or no 

fare. While many were willing to walk to other neighborhoods in search of food, once the 

distance required mass transit it often became out of reach. Two participants from 

Medellín explained this obstacle:  

If I can’t pay for a bus, I can’t go anywhere. Money is the biggest obstacle (Mia, 
62 years old, Medellín) 

 
I typically stay in my neighborhood because I don’t want to spend money on 
transportation. For example, if I have 20,000 pesos [approximately US$10] I 
could go to the Minorista [the central market] and get cheaper food, but would 
spend a lot of money on transportation that could be spent on food in the 
neighborhood. So I stay in the neighborhood (Ana, 52 years old, Medellín). 

 
The majority of participants in DC (35%) spent US$3-$5 per trip to get food that 

involved complex calculations of walking distance, bus or subway options, and transfers 
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between modes of transport. Several women said that the high cost of transportation 

limits their ability to seek out better, cheaper produce or access emergency food. 

Additionally, women in both cities indicated a desire to shop at cheaper stores that were 

too far away. When asked where she would prefer to get food, Sofia (22 years old, DC) 

indicated “Aldi’s – it is really cheap, but it is far away and so would be really expensive 

to get there. I don’t know of one in the city and so would have to take a taxi.” Many 

women in DC calculated the cheapest and fastest way to commute, whether via bus, 

metro, car, or some combination thereof. In DC, 35% of participants spent between 

US$3-5 on mass transit per trip, 29% spent between $1-2, and 19% spent more than $6 

per trip (Table 5.5).  This amount was also variable, as the cost of traveling by subway 

changes during the day with premiums charged during peak commuting times. 

Table 5.4. Modes of transport used for obtaining food 

Mode of 
transportation 

No. of women 
(n=72) Medellín (n=41) DC (n=31) 

Walk 57 (79%) 41 (100%) 16 (52%) 
Bus 30 (42%) 20 (49%) 10 (32%) 
Car (own) 9 (13%) 0 (0%) 9 (29%) 
Car (shared/taxi) 9 (13%) 2 (5%) 7 (23%) 
Subway (metro) 4 (6%) 0 (0%) 4 (13%) 
* 9 participants reported using more than one form of 
transportation on a single trip, i.e. both bus and subway 
 

 

Table 5.5. Typical transportation costs to obtain food 
Costs per trip 
(US$) Total (n=72) 

Medellín 
(n=41) DC (n=31) 

$1-$2 29 (40%) 20 (49%)* 9 (29%) 
$3-$5 11 (15%) 0 (0%) 11 (35%) 
$6-$8 6 (8%) 0 (0%) 6 (19%) 

 
* The remainder either indicated that they don’t rely on mass transit to 
obtain food or didn’t report how much they spend. The average bus trip in 
these neighborhoods in Medellín is approximately US$1, thus it can be 
assumed that those traveling by bus spend US$1-2 per trip. 
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Additionally, environmental obstacles such as difficult terrain for walking limited 

participants’ mobility. In Medellín, women reported a lack of paved roads and sidewalks, 

steep hills, reliance on narrow footpaths, and crossing dangerous bridges as 

environmental impediments. For example, Alejandra (20 years old, Medellín) described 

dangers on her path to obtain food. “The walk to [the next neighborhood] is long and 

requires crossing over a dangerous bridge. And when it rains, especially in the winter, it 

is even more dangerous – the bridge is slippery and the water below is going very fast. 

There have been several accidents there.” In DC, women similarly reported walking 

along dangerous roads without sidewalks or lighting and routes that are not walkable 

because highways impede the path. This includes not feeling safe walking to/from mass 

transit after dark. One participant in particular, took a bus the three blocks between the 

subway station and her home after dark because it was not safe to walk. This fear of 

violence is not uncommon. As Wekerle (2000) reports, “Women are twice as likely as 

men to report feeling unsafe even though men are far more likely to be the victims of 

crime in public spaces” (Wekerle, 2000, pg. 47). In both cities, this leads residents to 

choose stores with less desirable goods in terms of variety, quality, and cost, so that they 

don’t have to travel through these difficult environments. Additional safety concerns 

included not being able to take taxis home because they would not drive to their 

neighborhoods for fear of violence as well as difficulty traveling during inclement 

weather in the winter.  

As found by other scholars (Milbourne, 2004), public transportation was regularly 

criticized by residents as inaccessible, restricting available locations to obtain food. One 

participant in DC noted that it simply “takes longer to get around without a car” (Natalia, 
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43 years old, DC). In both cities, women pointed out that the most touted mass transit 

(i.e. Metro (subway) and Metrocable (aerial cable cars up steep hillsides) in Medellín and 

Metro (subway) in DC) simply did not reach the places they needed to go. It was also the 

least used form of transport for all of the participants. In Medellín, those living near the 

Metrocable indicated that they could cover more distance for less money and time by 

Metro and Metrocable, but the bus drops them off in front the markets they prefer to shop 

at, whereas it would be a long walk from the metro station. As a result, they are more 

inclined to use the bus. In DC, several people indicated that obtaining sufficient 

affordable, quality food would be easier if more stores were located in places accessible 

without a car. Some chose stores that were further away because they could get there 

without a car. This need for transport is important, as Chant (2013) points out that 

women’s access to space in the city is generally more limited than men’s which can 

restrict their ability to benefit from urban prosperity. Additionally, gender-blind transport 

planning generally assumes male labor patterns (i.e. travel into the city during normal, 

peak business hours) while ignoring non-peak journeys for domestic, informal, part-time 

work in non-centralized zones. This can make travel more difficult for women engaging 

in these kinds of trips. There is also little attention paid in transport planning to non-

work-related travel such as procuring food.  

Finally, most participants cited time as a major obstacle to moving throughout the 

city for food. While the majority traveled on foot to nearby stores to obtain food, 

traveling to emergency food sources took much longer with 24% of participants reporting 

traveling between 61 and 90 minutes to these sources (Table 5.6). Similar to findings in 

other work on the spatiality of daily life (Gilbert, 1998), the time spent traveling for food 
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was frequently impacted by other daily obligations such as caring for children. Several 

women pointed out that traveling long distances with children to obtain food was much 

more time consuming and difficult. In general, women in this research described very 

time-intensive survival strategies. They often traveled to multiple stores to find specific, 

cheaper goods, had to shop frequently because they could not afford big shopping trips, 

experienced long waits for emergency food distribution and meetings at social service 

offices, and had serious health concerns that made travel slower. Many of these obstacles 

shift depending on the time of day and year. Many women reported waking very early (as 

early as 3am) in order to take care of household needs (making empanadas to sell or 

making meals for children for the day) before leaving for work or beginning care for 

family members. At the same time, they expressed fear about going out in the evening, 

after dark, for concerns of violence. Several participants using the bus in DC noted that 

travel is faster in the morning because there are more buses. Yet traffic is worse in the 

afternoon, slowing travel by bus and car. Additionally, mobility in DC is decreased in the 

winter – it is too cold to go out, friends do not give rides as often, buses run less 

frequently, and walking and driving is more difficult/treacherous. For many this limits 

access to food. They respond to these changes by eating at home more in the winter and 

saving canned or frozen food for the winter so that less shopping trips are required. At the 

same time, participants in DC looked forward to summer when it is easier to walk to 

places and the sun sets later in the evening.  
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Table 5.6. Time spent in transit while obtaining food 
 

To Stores No. of 
women 
(n=72) 

Medellín 
(n=41) 

DC (n=31) 

<10 minutes 46 (64%) 32 (78%) 14 (45%) 
11-30 minutes 25 (35%) 14 (34%) 11 (35%) 
31-60 minutes 8 (11%) 2 (5%) 6 (19%) 
61-90 minutes 2 (3%) 1 (2%) 1 (3%) 
>91 minutes 0 (0%) 0 (0%)  0 (0%) 

 
 

To food distribution 
centers 

No. of women 
(n=72) 

Medellín 
(n=41) 

DC (n=31) 

<10 minutes 12 (17%) 8 (20%) 4 (13%) 
11-30 minutes 3 (4%) 1 (2%) 2 (6%) 
31-60 minutes 8 (11%) 6 (15%) 2 (6%) 
61-90 minutes 17 (24%) 13 (32%) 4 (13% 
>91 minutes 2 (3%) 2 (5%) 0 (0%) 

 
 

To social network 
contacts 

No. of 
women 
(n=72) 

Medellín 
(n=41) 

DC (n=31) 

<10 minutes 53 (74%) 38 (93%) 15 (48%) 
11-30 minutes 14 (19%) 1 (2%) 13 (42%) 
31-60 minutes 8 (11%) 5 (12%) 3 (10%) 
61-90 minutes 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 
>91 minutes 0 (0%)  0 (0%) 0 (0%) 

 
Figures 5.1 and 5.2 depict sketch maps created alongside interview participants. 

The maps were marked up by hand by the participants and digitized by the researcher. 

The first map identifies several food stores and community spaces in the participants’ 

immediate neighborhood in Medellín as well as in the nearest neighborhood that they 

travel to for many resources. Their neighborhood does not have paved roads, access to 
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buses, or many desirable resources. As such, the women regularly walk approximately 20 

minutes on dirt roads and paths, traversing steep hills before crossing one of two 

dangerous bridges to access resources available in a nearby neighborhood.  

Figure 5.1. Sample sketch map from Medellín. 

 
Source: Satellite imagery from Google Earth. This maps depicts all available food stores marked 
by one participant in this neighborhood as well as important markers in the terrain impacting her 
movement to those stores. While it also includes community spaces in which she obtains food on 
occasion, it only captures static food sources, not mobile food trucks and carts.  
 

 

 

 
 
 

Nearby neighborhood participants frequent 
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Figure 5.2. Sample sketch map from DC 

 
Source: Satellite imagery from Google Earth. This map depicts food stores used by one 
participant and routes she uses to get to these stores. She relied on one store in her immediate 
neighborhood as well as two stores, a community center, and an emergency food provider for 
which she needed to travel by subway to different neighborhoods. 
 

The second figure illustrates the foodscape of a participant in Washington, DC, 

that primarily relied on food stores near her home and a community center as well as an 

emergency food distribution center in other neighborhoods. She generally accessed these 
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resources via walking and subway, but was concerned that the route to a nearby grocery 

store and the subway is not safe to walk after dark. These two examples of maps 

sketching urban foodscapes show the distance covered by participants as they seek out 

resources in multiple neighborhoods and areas along their routes that pose safety 

concerns. Both of the maps illustrate the participants’ reliance on moving throughout 

different neighborhoods in the city in order to obtain food. 

While mobility is critical to all aspects of women’s lives, it is experienced 

differently among marginalized groups (Preston and Ustundag, 2005). The ability to 

move throughout the city is frequently more difficult, yet more prized, by those living in 

poverty. For instance, Daniela (56 years old, DC) commented: “Every Saturday I go to 

the doctor. It is much slower to go by bus, but it only costs $1.70, so that is my preferred 

way. I make sure to take a bus that doesn’t require a transfer since that costs more.” It is 

clear, that for those living in poverty, it takes more time, effort and coordination to move 

throughout the city in search of affordable food via mass transit that remains too costly.  

 

Going Together 

Importantly, many survival strategies employed by the women in this research 

were both mobile and social as they regularly traveled with those in their social networks 

to obtain food. For many, the ability to move throughout the city in search of food and 

other daily needs is enhanced by social networks. Urry (2007) and others argue that 

social networks are central to social life and must be “accessed” (and thus implicate a 

needed mobility) in order for individuals to participate in society. Social networks impact 
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mobility by being drivers of the places people go and who they meet with. Mobility is 

also important for building and connecting to social networks, which provide critical 

connections for accessing basic resources such as food. Mobility, accessibility, and 

connectivity enable exchange of information and formation of valuable social networks 

(Macdonald and Grieco, 2007). Some research (Carrasco and Cid-Aguayo, 2012; Hanson 

and Pratt, 1992; Kelly, 1994; Mattingly, 1999; Moore, 1990; Rowe and Wolch, 1990) has 

pointed to the ability of members in a network (friends, family, employers) to provide 

resources that can sustain individuals facing tough circumstances (job loss, eviction, 

violence). Kelly (1994), in particular, explores the relationship between cultural capital 

and social capital for accessing scarce resources. She argues that these relationships are 

defined by physical environments (e.g., urban environments) and social constructions 

(e.g., class, race, and gender). Various scholars (Axhausen, 2007; Fernandez and Su, 

2004; Helsley and Zenou, 2011; Kelly, 1994; Moore, 1990; Rowe and Wolch, 1990) 

consider structural influences on social networks (such as gender, political, economic, 

and geographical influences) arguing that social relations occur within certain contexts 

that can support or constrain network formation. Gilbert (1998) notes “that the spatial 

boundedness of women’s daily lives and their survival strategies are mutually 

constituted; that is, place-based personal networks are an important component of 

survival strategies, and can be both enabling and constraining” (pg. 595).  

The effectiveness of these networks may be constrained by the composition of the 

networks. The tendency of people to form strong ties with people more like them might 

constrain the resources they have to share (e.g., if everyone you know does not have a 

car, they are less likely to be able to give you a ride) (Marsden, 1988; Montgomery, 
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1994). Although, strong ties may also be more willing to share more scarce resources 

(Rowe and Wolch, 1990). Social networks can be important for trading and exchanging 

physical resources as well as exchanging information about how to navigate the city, 

where and when to find food and other services, and pooling common resources (such as 

child care). Nearly every participant in this research relied on word of mouth throughout 

their social networks to find food resources and work. As such, the connectivity provided 

through social networks and mobility influences the ability of individuals to access 

essential daily needs, such as food. 

At the same time, Macdonald and Grieco (2007) argue that “the point of attending 

to mobility and connectivity is that it affects and determines the shape of social networks 

– and not just their shape, but the kinds and nature of goods they can deliver” (pg. 1). In 

order to successfully build and maintain social networks, it is important for individuals to 

be mobile (whether physically or through communication channels) (Carrasco and Cid-

Aguayo 2012; Urry, 2007). On the other hand, localness and fixedness (e.g., moorings) 

can also be important for resource acquisition, reciprocity, and assistance within a social 

network (Domosh and Seager, 2001). The growing reliance on mobile devices and 

electronic connections also has important implications for building and relying on social 

networks. The mobility of individuals within a social network determine, in part, the 

shape of the network and the resources (e.g., food) that can be obtained from it.  

The research presented in this chapter shows that food insecurity coping strategies 

are very social. The influence of social networks on mobility while searching for food is 

most evident by the frequency in which women travel through the city together. Twenty-

eight percent of women reported going with family, neighbors, or friends to carry out at 
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Table 5.7. Participants reporting traveling with social network members 
 

Locations traveling to with 
family, neighbors, or friends 

No. of women 
(n=72) 

Medellín 
(n=41) 

DC (n=31) 

To emergency food 8 (11%) 7 (17%) 1 (3%) 
To stores 7 (10%) 0 (0%) 7 (23%) 
To work or other daily needs 6 (8%) 2 (5%) 4 (13%) 
Total* 20 9 12 
* One person reported traveling to two different locations with members of her 
social network, the remainder are distinct values 

 
least one survival strategy (Table 5.7). For example, in Medellín when women trek 

through town to beg for food they typically go in groups. Others sell food together, such 

as Alejandra (20 years old, Medellín) who works with her sister twice each week to sell 

chorizo throughout her neighborhood. Most participants in Medellín who relied on 

emergency food from the central market reported making the arduous trip there with 

family and neighbors. Similarly, in DC, research participants reported sharing rides for 

shopping and commuting to work, traveling on mass transit together, and/or going 

together to food distribution centers. For instance, Gaby (21 years old, DC) goes with her 

best friend’s mother to a discount grocery store located a 30-minute drive from her home. 

Her friend’s mother has both the requisite car and store membership for shopping there, 

greatly improving Gaby’s ability to access affordable food for herself and her young 

daughter. For many participants in this research, the ability to cope with food insecurity 

was greatly influenced by the ability to move throughout the city with the support of 

social networks.  
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Critique of Policy and Practitioner Responses 
 

Investigating the complexity of urban food landscapes experienced by female 

migrants living in poverty as this chapter does is important for understanding the efficacy 

of urban policies seeking to address food insecurity and poverty. Through demonstrating 

ways in which survival strategies are both social and mobile, my foodscapes research 

critiques the simplicity of many policy solutions that fail to address the complexity of 

food insecurity coping strategies. In particular, it critiques simplistic solutions to so-

called food deserts in the US as well as uninformed public transit planning in Medellín 

that view low-income residents as only static, unknowing, economic actors. Instead, this 

foodscapes approach calls for looking beyond just food to consider how food access is 

influenced by wider institutions and processes (Miewald and McCann, 2014). As Alkon 

et al (2013) point out, better understanding individual responses to food insecurity shows 

that “low-income people are neither unthinking dupes of the corporate food system 

motivated only by appetite, nor overly rational calculators driven only by price, but 

inhabitants of marginalized yet complex social worlds in which they must actively 

navigate a variety of barriers to obtain the foods they prefer” (pg. 131). It is important 

that proposed solutions to urban food insecurity dilemmas, such as limited access to food 

resources, reflect these complex realities.  
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More than Static Food Deserts 

Urban food policy in many cities in recent years, particularly in the US, has 

galvanized around solving ‘food deserts’. Defined by the US Department of Agriculture 

as “areas with limited access to a variety of healthy and affordable food” (Dutko, et al, 

2012, pg. iii), there are a reported 23 million Americans living in food deserts (Bedore, 

2014). From this definition, policymakers, nutritionists, and community practitioners 

have equated poor diets and obesity with living in low-income communities of color 

lacking supermarkets and grocery stores (Cummins and Macyntire, 2002). The food 

desert logic argues that without mainstream grocery stores, residents in food deserts do 

not have access to healthy, low-cost foods. But if grocery stores can be incentivized to 

enter low-income communities, and with the correct nutrition education, these residents 

will begin to make healthier food choices. However, these simple explanations and 

solutions belie a more complex urban food landscape characterized by systematic 

disinvestment in communities of color and knowledgeable residents with social, cultural, 

and economic connections to their food systems.  

Food desert research and related solutions are coming under increasing critique 

for lacking empirical evidence of the link between limited grocery store access and 

negative health outcomes; disregarding the nutritional knowledge and survival strategies 

of those living in marginalized communities; and ignoring the powerful influences of 

food production systems and systematic disinvestment in communities of color (Alkon et 

al, 2013; Guthman, 2008c; Passidomo, 2013; Shannon, 2013; Slocum, 2007). Current 

definitions of food deserts present them as static, pathologized landscapes with clearly 

defined boundaries best improved by changing neighborhood space (Shannon, 2013). 
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Additionally, the static perspective of residents in food deserts implies immobile 

residents that simply take whatever food is available in their neighborhood (Alkon et al, 

2013; Shannon, 2013). Yet the research on foodscapes in this paper shows how urban 

environments inhabited by low-income migrants are in fact dynamic, stretching across 

multiple neighborhoods as they move throughout the city with social networks to obtain 

the most desirable food goods. These residents also demonstrate desires for specific food 

goods and sources that drive their food consumption habits in ways not accounted for in 

food desert literature (Shannon, 2013). 

Policy solutions to changing food deserts regularly rely on incentivizing large 

supermarkets into areas with limited food retail. This is the case in Washington, DC, 

where urban revitalization plans seeking to improve the economic landscape in 

neighborhoods historically experiencing disinvestment focus on luring large grocery 

chains with mixed results to date (Hedgpeth, 2005; Mui, 2007). This simplistic response 

to urban hunger risks being ineffective as it ignores the relational nature of these urban 

spaces (Massey, 2005; Shannon, 2013). Shannon (2013) further critiques food desert 

responses as generally redesigning these communities to resemble middle-class 

neighborhoods. Critiques of these simple responses to food desert concerns are also found 

among residents of those neighborhoods. Research in marginalized communities of color 

by Alkon et al (2013) found that participants connected challenges in procuring food to 

racial hierarchies and economic development that disregarded their needs (including lack 

of transportation).   

In response to these critiques, there have been calls for better understanding the 

dynamic lived experienced of food insecure residents in marginalized communities that 
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consider how these residents’ interaction with their food environments is shaped by social 

networks, class status, and cultural norms (Shannon, 2013). The research presented in this 

chapter seeks to respond to these calls. As the maps in Figures 5.1 and 5.2 show, the 

foodscapes described by urban migrant women living in poverty in Medellín and DC 

stretch throughout several neighborhoods including multiple food sources based on 

calculations of cost, convenience, quality, and desired food goods. Additionally, their 

ability to move throughout the city to these food sources is impacted by home and work 

obligations, access to transit, safety, and accessibility to desired retailers. These maps 

demonstrate the importance of being able to move through and in different urban spaces 

as they identify the dynamic nature of foodscapes that is not accounted for in simplistic 

food desert policy solutions. The survival strategies described in this research also rely on 

connectivity to other people in ways that are not considered by responses to food deserts 

that simply incentivize grocery stores into underserved neighborhoods. Much food desert 

literature implies individualistic economic actors without social and cultural connections 

in their urban foodscapes (see chapter 3). Yet my research paints a different picture, in 

which survival strategies are decidedly social as residents rely on social networks for 

sharing and exchanging food, traveling together to obtain food, and garnering 

information about affordable food resources. These more nuanced understandings of 

survival strategies can show how “healthy and unhealthy foodscapes owe more to deep-

seated prejudices and the industrial food system’s hunger for profit than the spatial 

distribution of food cravings” (MacKendrick, 2014, pg. 17). In response, new policy 

responses to insecure foodscapes should be developed that foster these social and 

physical relations while also addressing structural concerns such as access to transit 
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instead of focusing solely on big box grocery stores and nutrition education (also see 

chapter 4 on this latter point).  

Uninformed Urban Transit Planning 

In another example, better understanding the urban foodscapes of migrant women 

can demonstrate ways in which urban transit projects couched within progressive 

planning agendas are ignorant of the lived experiences of marginalized communities. In 

Medellín, the ability of migrant women to connect physically with food sources is 

influenced by the city’s social urbanism planning agenda which seeks to attract foreign 

investment by transforming public space and mass transit in the poorest neighborhoods of 

the city (see chapter 6 for more on this). Garnering attention as a progressive model for 

the world, one feature of the social urbanism agenda is big mass transit projects to 

increase mobility options for residents throughout the city. This includes new buses and 

tram lines into marginalized communities on the hillsides. While these projects have 

opened up greater transport opportunities in several neighborhoods of the city, it isn’t 

clear that these mobility options necessarily lead to social improvement. For example, the 

new transit options (aerial cable cars and tram lines) require residents to have a card they 

can swipe in order to ride, thus formalizing the payment system. This is different from 

buses in which cash is paid to the driver. The new system was regularly criticized by 

participants in this research. The benefit of the previous bus system is that if someone 

does not have enough money to pay for the bus, they can ask the driver if they can pay 

what they have and only go part of the way, or go in the back door (thus not turning a 

turn style) and get a free or discounted ride. The bus drivers operate informally to collect 
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fares in this practice that was commonly reported by the research participants. Although 

the buses are a slower, less comfortable, and more dangerous mode of transport, their 

informality makes them a more viable transport option for those with limited financial 

resources. Yet, if they must use a card that enables no flexibility in payment method, 

many participants in this research will be further limited in their ability to travel through 

the city. Therefore, by formalizing the fare system within new mass transit projects, it 

may actually serve to further limit the mobility of low-income residents – counter to the 

reported mass transit planning goals in the city. Several residents also criticized new 

transit options for not allowing them to carry large bags of goods from their residences to 

sell in markets downtown. Both transit-oriented policies and responses to food deserts 

seek to improve the lives of low-income urban residents. Yet, without considering the 

dynamic urban foodscapes in which they carry out survival strategies, these policies may 

instead serve to further limit the efficacy of these strategies.  

 

Discussion 
 

The research described in this chapter demonstrates the importance of 

investigating, from their perspective, the food landscapes charted by low-income, food 

insecure, urban migrants. A more complete understanding of these foodscapes shows the 

ways in which their survival strategies are both social and mobile while complicating 

superficial explanations reliant on images of static, neighborhood-sized urban spaces of 

inhabitance. In particular, it shows that urban migrants living in poverty engage in food 

insecurity coping strategies that stretch across neighborhoods and are dependent on social 
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networks. They are very knowledgeable about where and what resources are available to 

them and how this access is impacted by the urban landscape. As such, practitioners, 

policymakers, and academics need to pay greater attention to how people move about the 

city, who they connect with, and who they move with, in order to gain a more complete 

understanding of food insecurity coping strategies in the city.  

It is important to complicate these explanations in order to develop new policy 

responses that are responsive to the shifting boundaries of food environments, knitted 

together geographies of survival, and political economic disinvestment in these 

communities (Heynen, 2010; MacKendrick, 2014; Shannon, 2013). As such, the research 

in this chapter asks how these foodscapes relate to the ‘progressive’ planning agendas of 

local governments seeking to ameliorate food deserts in the US and expand mobility 

options in Medellín, finding that the simplistic explanations used by policymakers leaves 

many residents asking for whom the progressive urban policy are really designed. For 

example, a common response to neighborhoods deemed pathological for their limited 

food resources (i.e. so-called food deserts) is to attract large grocery stores alongside 

nutrition education programs to incentivize low-income residents to make the ‘correct’ 

food choices. Yet, these responses are increasingly called into question for lacking 

efficacy and not attending to the more complex lived experience of those struggling with 

food insecurity in urban food landscapes characterized by systematic disinvestment (see 

chapter 3). Instead, the research presented in this chapter responds to these critiques with 

empirical data that calls attention to social, cultural, and economic connections to food 

found in these urban foodscapes. This calls forth new avenues of research that rely more 

fully on the knowledge of residents living in these neighborhoods to ask how urban 
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planning can work from the bottom-up to better support the mobile and social survival 

strategies of residents in marginalized communities.  

This question is also important for transportation planning which has been shown 

in this chapter to lack an informed approach to addressing the needs of low-income 

residents. Despite regularly stated policy goals in Medellín of increasing the mobility of 

underserved populations, much of these transportation policies do not take into account 

the needed flexibility of transportation for these populations. Instead, new policies (in 

both cities) need to ask how flexible payment methods, schedules that enable non-peak 

travel (including travel to obtain food, not simply commuting to work), and the needs of 

underserved populations to be able to carry goods with them might be incorporated into 

transport systems. These are the start of ideas toward building transit systems that better 

meet the needs of underserved residents that evolve out of more bottom-up approaches to 

understanding how people move about and eat in the city.  
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CHAPTER 6 
 

RELYING ON URBAN GARDENS FOR SURVIVAL AMID MODERN CITY 
PLANNING IN MEDELLÍN 

 
Interest in urban agriculture (UA), at various scales, has been growing around the 

world over the past several decades (Colasanti, et al, 2012; Hampwaye, 2013; Mougeot, 

2005). Accompanying this growth is an interest on the part of scholars, policymakers, and 

NGO workers in the motivations and benefits of UA as well as how urban planning can 

hinder or help UA. This chapter adds to this discussion through investigating ways 

displaced women in Medellín, Colombia, utilize urban gardens as a survival strategy in 

the face of tenuous support from local government. It contributes to literature on urban 

agriculture by providing a clear example of the ways urban planning (that is influenced 

by global political economic systems) impacts a critical survival strategy: growing food. 

Significant research on UA has been conducted to date (Guitart et al, 2012) that includes 

considerations of insecure land tenure (Bryld, 2003; DeKay, 1997, Irvine et al, 1999; 

Schmelzkopf, 2002, among others). However, Guitart et al (2012) note that much of this 

research occurs in low-income areas of post-industrial US cities, leading the authors to 

ask if similar concerns of land tenure being threatened by development occur in other 

countries (pg. 369). This chapter seeks to show that similar concerns do occur in other 

countries and are, importantly, driven by political economic influences on urban planning 

faced by cities around the world.   

This research relies on interviews with 41 displaced women living in Medellín to 

discuss urban gardening as a survival strategy enabling them to grow food for 

consumption, exchange, and income. These gardens also play an important role in the 
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Medellín city government’s efforts to build an image of the modern city as “inhabited by 

life” (ACI Medellín, 2014; City of Medellín, 2014). The government’s support for the 

gardens is tenuous as it is tied to ‘worlding’ strategies of gaining international investment 

that can overlook the immediate social justice concerns of gardeners. Worlding strategies 

are those that seek to make the city safe for international capital flows, through projects 

that further integrate cities into global structures and ideologies (Roy, 2011). In 

particular, the gardens in Medellín are permitted under the guise of supporting these 

families but also for preventing further geographic expansion of neighborhoods populated 

by poor residents. As described below, the gardeners understood the desire of the 

government to prevent growth of their neighborhood and tapped into that desire in their 

proposal for the project. The gardeners grow crops on the land with short-term leases 

under constant fear of governmental removal of these critical resources if its priorities or 

personnel change. This experience provides lessons for other contexts by demonstrating 

ways to support urban gardens by linking them to government priorities as well as the 

pressure this can place on families using the gardens. In this regard, this chapter 

contributes empirical evidence of the ways urban planning strategies (social urbanism in 

Medellín), embedded in global political economy (via worlding), impact the efficacy of 

urban agriculture as a survival strategy for low-income urban migrants.  

To begin I provide a brief review of literature addressing the role of UA as a 

survival strategy as well as local governments’ role in supporting or hindering the 

development of UA. Then I detail the case of one neighborhood of displaced residents in 

Medellín with particular attention paid to the influence of local planning priorities carried 

out as worlding strategies, before concluding with broader implications for practice and 
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research. Urban agriculture emerged as an important survival strategy in Medellín that is 

greatly impacted by city planning. It sheds light on a local example of the ways in which 

specific survival strategies remake community in tenuous relationships with broader 

structures. While this chapter focuses on one strategy in one city, it is particularly 

emblematic of the relational nature of survival strategies described throughout this 

dissertation that are dependent on the agency of individuals yet constrained by broader 

structures. This chapter contributes to literature on urban agriculture through highlighting 

the impact of government policies on urban agriculture, particularly land tenure, as a 

survival strategy in marginalized communities.  

 

Urban Agriculture as a Food Insecurity Coping Strategy 
 
Urban agriculture in both the global north and south has been studied by 

numerous scholars investigating the motivations and results of undertaking the practice at 

various scales. UA generally involves the production of agricultural goods by urban 

residents (Zezza and Tasciotti, 2010). Some forms of UA include small commercial 

farms and community-supported agriculture, community gardens in which food or 

flowers are grown in ‘open spaces’ and managed by members of the local community 

(Guitart et al, 2012); backyard or household gardens (Taylor and Lovell, 2014; 

WinklerPrins, 2002); or some hybrid of these (Mok et al, 2013). The research discussed 

in this chapter focuses in particular on a hybrid model of community gardens in which 

food is cultivated on public land by households, but lessons from this case are also 

evident at other scales of UA.  



  185 
 

In the global south UA is frequently carried out for subsistence (Bryld, 2003; 

Lerner and Eakin, 2011; Maxwell 1999) and the amount of urban dwellers involved in 

agricultural activity is as much as 50% in some Latin American countries (Redwood, 

2009; Zezza and Tasciotti, 2010). Alongside home gardens, the reliance on community 

gardens to supplement food budgets of low-income families is also a growing 

consideration in the global north (Ackerman et al, 2014). It is important for contributing 

to the welfare of low-income urban residents (Maxwell 1999). Community gardens are 

beneficial for providing greater accessibility and affordability of food as well as self-

reliance (Corrigan, 2011; Mok et al, 2013; Redwood, 2008). UA can support families to 

minimize risk of food insecurity, address cultural needs and traditions associated with 

agriculture and/or migrants’ place of origin, organize for collective rights, and obtain 

both cash and non-cash capital as families sell excess goods on local markets (Lerner and 

Eakin, 2011; Taylor and Lovell, 2014, Tornaghi and Van Dyck, 2014). While UA may 

only provide supplemental food for a family, the corresponding savings for food budgets 

can be significant (Brown and Carter, 2003; Redwood, 2008). Redwood (2008) points out 

that given the significant proportion of income spent by urban residents on food (as much 

as 50-85% in cities such as La Florida, Chile; Bangkok, Thailand; and Dar es Salaam, 

Tanzania), UA is an attractive strategy for reducing household expenses. It is also 

regularly carried out by women in order to obtain cheap produce and grow sustainable, 

chemical-free food (Bryld, 2003; Buckingham, 2005; Redwood, 2008). In some locations 

there is also a connection between rural-to-urban migration and the expansion of UA 

driven by low average household incomes among migrants and their desire to maintain 

some connection to their rural homelands (Hamilton, et al, 2014; Learner and Eakin, 



  186 
 

2011). While families may turn to UA in times of economic crisis, they struggle to access 

enough land to support the entire family and to obtain a complex set of inputs (materials, 

knowledge, credit) thus limiting the availability of UA as a survival strategy for those 

families most in need (Bryld, 2003; Frayne et al, 2014). Various challenges with UA 

must also be considered including insecure land tenure; risk of food contamination from 

chemicals present in soils and water; surface runoff from agrichemicals; and limited 

understanding of the carbon footprint of urban agriculture (Hamilton et al, 2013; Mok et 

al, 2014). As urban gardeners around the world face obstacles from theft/destruction and 

lack of secure tenure they may plant short-duration (less sustainable) crops or limit their 

investment because they fear eviction (Bryld, 2003; Redwood, 2008). Many people 

growing food in cities around the world do not own the land they garden, as UA is often 

taken up on public land (possibly with short-term leases) or private land with conflicting 

ownership (Brown and Carter, 2003; Redwood, 2009). 

City policymakers and planners in both the global north and south have taken 

multiple, conflicting actions relating to UA. Historically UA has been embraced by cities 

in times of crisis (Frayne et al, 2014; McClintock, 2010) and dismantled as an obstacle to 

development and modernization as economies improve. Particularly urban planners in 

African cities have regularly sought to remove UA due to concerns about public health as 

well as notions about building progressive, modern city images (Redwood, 2008; 

Hamilton, et al, 2014; Morgan, 2009). In contrast, UA has a longer history of government 

support in Latin American cities that have undergone periods of land reform, especially 

in Cuba (Galt et al, 2014; Hamilton, et al, 2014; Moskow, 1999). Government/city 

managers are generally less supportive of UA when it is perceived as having only 
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marginal importance to the urban economy, counter to modernization, a potential health 

hazard, and taking up space that could be used for urban housing or other city 

modernization projects (Bryld, 2003). “There is a general lack of flexibility among urban 

planners towards urban cultivation. The practice is seen as reminiscence from the past, 

which does not compile with the general ‘modern’ view of the city” (Bryld, 2003, pg. 

83).  

However these perspectives are shifting in some parts of the world – several cities 

in the global south are seeing new policies in favor of UA and food policy councils in 

parts of the global north increasingly support UA (Redwood, 2008). As discussed in the 

literature (i.e. WinklerPrins, forthcoming), support for UA is also growing as part of 

urban sustainability agendas. However, in cities where land is at a premium, such as 

Medellín, visions of sustainability may come into conflict with UA practices further 

threatening the work of marginalized communities. As described further below, despite 

the importance of UA for survival strategies among displaced people in Medellín, they 

experience concerns regarding uncertain land tenure in the face of changing planning 

priorities. This chapter contributes to the literature on UA through illustrating the 

complexity of land tenure and UA as a survival strategy particularly in response to local 

government planning strategies for building a modern city.  

An emerging theme within my research was reliance on growing food for home 

consumption within tenuous space constraints. Carrying out many of the coping strategies 

discussed in this dissertation are arduous, time intensive, and take away from other 

household responsibilities. Where space is available several displaced women in 

Medellín have successfully undertaken efforts to grow food through urban garden 



  188 
 

projects on public land near their homes.6 This survival strategy has proven to be 

particularly effective for those with access to nearby land, yet can be both positively and 

negatively impacted by local government planning initiatives.  

 

Utilizing Urban Gardens as a Survival Strategy 
 

In one Medellín neighborhood that was a focus of this research, an urban 

agriculture project has significantly augmented female resident’s food security while also 

contributing to aesthetic improvements. WinklerPrins (forthcoming) discusses the 

emerging role of UA in both the global north and south for making the city a more 

‘palatable experience’ particularly with regard to ‘greening’ cities to improve aesthetics, 

quality of life, and sustainability. The urban gardens discussed in this chapter fill this role 

to the extent that they improve the quality of life for residents through addressing some 

food insecurity concerns. The project also improves the aesthetics of the city under the 

auspices of limiting the growth of informal settlements. However, the aesthetic ideal 

matters much more for the local government’s worlding strategies as it seeks to entice 

international investment. As such, there is a growing tension with other sustainability-

focused projects (such as a greenbelt) that similarly seek to improve the international 

image of the city. The urban garden project described in this chapter is supported by the 

social urbanism planning agenda of the city by fitting into its aesthetic goals of 

beautifying the modern city and limiting further growth of informal settlements, yet is 

                                                             
6 While men are also involved in urban agriculture in the research sites in Medellín, the focus of this 
research is on women because in these communities they are largely the heads of household responsible for 
obtaining food for their families. When they were in good health, the women were also largely responsible 
for the UA efforts. 
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also threatened by plans for future urban infrastructure projects, including those with a 

‘greening’ focus. 

Most of the displaced people in the city came from agricultural towns and are 

more accustomed to growing their food instead of purchasing it all in stores. Some 

continue to foster a connection to the countryside through growing what they can in the 

little bit of space they have available, primarily onions, herbs, or flowers in pots. This is 

difficult, however, as there is really very little land available for growing food in these 

densely populated neighborhoods. Yet, in one neighborhood on the eastern edge of the 

city the residents were able to secure a lease from the government to open space on the 

hill above the neighborhood in order to build urban gardens. This neighborhood is made 

up almost exclusively of displaced persons that have built their homes in what is 

considered to be an ‘invasion’ or unauthorized, unplanned neighborhood (see chapter 3 

for a discussion of the rhetoric of othering directed toward displaced people in Medellín). 

It is on the edge of growth, high up the hillside, with limited access by bus to the central 

business district.  

In 2011, community leaders and neighborhood residents came together to propose 

an urban gardening project. Two community leaders saw that residents in the 

neighborhood were finding it very difficult to get the food they needed. Several families 

were regularly struggling to obtain sufficient food and available resources were largely 

located a long distance outside the neighborhood. The leaders also saw that there was 

public land next to the neighborhood that was not being used. From this context and in 

partnership with the community, the leaders developed a proposal for an urban garden 

project. The community applied to local organizations (particularly one that supports 
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victims of the war) for support and gained a lease to cultivate the land from the local 

government. Once the project was approved, local organizations supported residents in 

building their gardens and the management of the garden (particularly inviting 

neighborhood residents to join) is carried out by two neighborhood leaders. The residents 

renew the lease with the government every year under the stipulation that the land will 

not be used for anything but agriculture. The garden project began with the support of a 

local university, government organizations, and non-government organizations and there 

is an ongoing relationship with some of these partners that assist the gardeners with 

training, fertilizer and starter plants, and visibility. 

In this open space on the edge of the neighborhood, the residents have built 40 

garden plots. Forty families rely on these small garden plots that are approximately 1 

meter by 5 meters with raised beds. The families grow a wide variety of crops including 

cabbage, carrots, maize, lettuce, onions, spinach, tomatoes, and herbs. The gardens are 

located close to the families’ homes – no more than a six minute walk away. The women 

interviewed reported spending anywhere between one day per week or one hour each day 

to all weekend or 3-4 hours every morning in the gardens weeding, planting, harvesting, 

and watering. The amount of time spent in the garden was influenced by the time of year 

and weather, the health of the women, employment status, and other obligations such as 

caring for children. While some participants expressed concern that other people from the 

neighborhood would steal their crops, they generally saw this as an inevitable part of 

having a community garden space. These gardens represent a more hybrid model of 

community gardening with shared management between two community leaders and 

residents who grow food only for their households. The gardens exist on land garnered 
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for the community by community leaders through a lease from the government. Yet, each 

family involved in the gardens has its own individual plot in which it is responsible for 

deciding which crops to plant, tending to those crops, and consuming, selling, or 

exchanging the goods produced. As such, they are both community and private spaces.  

The crops grown in these gardens are used for consumption, exchange, and sale. 

As found in other cases (Brown and Carter, 2003; Corrigan, 2011; Mok et al, 2013; 

Redwood, 2008; Gallaher et al., 2013), it provides an important barrier against food 

insecurity. From the 41 women interviewed in Medellín for this research, only 15 either 

had a plot in the garden or had a family member with a garden plot. Those who did not 

lease a garden plot either lived in another neighborhood, preferred to share with a family 

member, or opted not to have a plot. The research participants indicated that there was 

still more space available for other families to garden in the neighborhood. For anyone 

desiring space in the gardens, they simply needed to coordinate with the community 

leaders managing the space. 

Of the 15 women who had community garden plots, nine are the heads of their 

household and three are married. Three others do not have their own garden, but have a 

family member with a garden they can access, and of those three, one is the head of 

household. Importantly all 15 women reported much less difficulty with food insecurity 

and much greater satisfaction with the quality of food they could obtain. For example, 

one woman indicated that the only reason she has food for her family is because she has a 

garden. Now that she has a garden, she does not have to buy vegetables and has access to 

better quality vegetables and a bigger variety than before she had a garden. This is similar 

to research elsewhere finding that gardens can provide an important supplement to food 
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budgets (Gallaher et al, 2013; Hampwaye, 2013). Additionally, several of the women 

with a garden reported that all of their produce came from their garden, reducing their 

expenses on food and time and money spent traveling to the central market for food. One 

gardener said:  

I have food for my family because of the gardens. I have had it for about five 
years now and can get things I couldn’t get before. It was very difficult to obtain 
everything I needed. Having the gardens means I don’t have to buy vegetables 
and I have a lot of things I couldn’t eat before…It is really important to not have 
to spend money on these things” (Agata, Medellín, 43 years old).  
 

The description of available produce included much more variety and satisfaction among 

women with a garden than those without. The sentiment that the gardens are important 

for their survival was shared by all of the women interviewed in this research.  

While some families only use the gardens for subsistence, more than half also rely 

on the gardens for economic benefits via exchange and sale of excess produce. If a family 

grows more food than they can consume or the food is going to spoil before they can eat 

it, they will exchange it with neighbors, local stores, or the food bank, and/or sell it at 

local markets. “The things from the garden help a lot because sometimes I don’t have the 

money to buy (the things I need) and I can take the things from the garden to the store to 

sell” (Olivia, Medellín, 32 years old). Several women indicated that this option is very 

important when they don’t have enough money to buy goods such rice, sugar or cooking 

oil, household items such as toothpaste or shampoo, or pay for public services such as 

electricity.  

There are also various non-economic benefits arising from participation in the 

gardens. Several women expressed the importance of the gardens for connecting them to 

the land and the agricultural customs they had in the countryside. They also argued that 
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the vegetables coming from the garden were better for their health and the environment’s 

health than those found in the stores. In particular, they were pleased with the quality of 

vegetables that are grown organically, without genetically modified ingredients, and 

cultivated by their hands (and they taste really good). They also argued that they protect 

the land from chemicals by growing their food organically (see chapter 4 for more on the 

importance of organic foods). Finally, some of the women discussed the importance of 

the gardens for connecting with neighbors and providing an avenue to organize on other 

issues important to the community. For example, one participant indicated that she works 

to fight for women’s rights and finds the sense of community created by the gardens to be 

an important tool in that effort. This aspect of urban agriculture has also been found by 

scholars in other cities (e.g. Christie, 2004; Grey et al, 2014; Redwood, 2008; Tornaghi 

and Van Dyck, 2014). Overall, the women are proud of the produce they are growing and 

are interested in sharing their stories and practices for other communities to emulate. 

These gardens are a tremendous survival strategy for this community. The women 

rely on the gardens to meet their daily needs and are identified with the farms. Yet a 

majority of the women expressed concern that the government support for the gardens, 

and the lease to the land, might easily disappear if the city’s planning priorities change. 

Many of these women have experienced intra-urban displacement as a result of 

government projects and have participated in local planning meetings in their 

neighborhoods regarding government-proposed infrastructure changes. These 

experiences give them reason to be concerned about the government’s changing priorities 

and the possible negative ramifications for their survival strategies. Therefore, the next 

section moves beyond the critical food resources provided by the gardens to discuss the 
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links between the local government’s social urbanism planning agenda and the long-term 

prospects of the urban gardens. 

 
 

Neoliberal Remaking of Space via Medellín’s Social Urbanism  
 

Residents in this eastern neighborhood in Medellín successfully tapped into the 

government’s planning priorities to gain support and land for their urban gardens. The 

Medellín government’s planning efforts, often referred to as social urbanism, have gained 

international attention for uncharacteristically providing significant investment in the 

poorest and most violent neighborhoods. Medellín has undergone a remarkable transition 

from one of the most dangerous cities in the world in the 1990s to being named the 

International City of the Year in 2012 and hosting the United Nations’ World Urban 

Forum in 2014. Violence in Medellín peaked at 6,349 killings in 1991 (or 380 per 

100,000 people) (Scruggs, 2014). The city also faced very high levels of poverty and 

unemployment as the opening up of the national economy forced a restructuring of the 

traditional manufacturing sector of the city (Brand and Davila, 2011). There was a 

corresponding rise in local gang culture linked to the drug trade, urban guerillas, and 

paramilitary groups. From this context of violence, ungovernable spaces, and poverty, the 

Medellín government began an ambitious planning project in the mid-1990s seeking to 

transform it and its international reputation into a ‘modern city’ that is safe and attractive 

for foreign investment, tourists, and its residents.  

Planning efforts to garner Medellín international attention as a ‘modern, world-

class city’ and the resulting influx of foreign capital can be understood within global 
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urbanizing processes and neoliberal productions of space, referred to by Roy (2011) as 

‘worlding’ processes. This is another example of the global structures that influence 

productions of space in the city (see chapter 3). Worlding of cities involves the neoliberal 

remaking of space to be safe for capital flows. According to Roy (2011), these processes, 

whether the result of elite aspirations or instances of worlding from below, often serve to 

consolidate post-colonial sovereignty and territory in the name of building a ‘world-class 

city’. In this context, the city is a platform of market rule and state practices to regulate 

and deregulate space in accordance with neoliberal ideology. Worlding processes that 

bring cities further within the fold of global structures can be evident in various aesthetic, 

political, economic, and discursive projects (Goonewardena, 2005; Roy, 2011). The 

Medellín government’s worlding projects are most evident in its quest to be recognized 

as a modern international city and its transformative social urbanism agenda. This has 

direct implications for urban gardening projects among displaced residents in the city that 

have been able to temporarily garner governmental support under the guise of halting 

informal settlement growth, thus contributing to a more aesthetically-pleasing space for 

international visitors. Yet, this governmental support may diminish when the value of the 

urban gardens for building the modern city comes into question. The remainder of this 

chapter illustrates the ongoing tension between worlding-oriented local government 

policies that focus on garnering international investment and UA practices focused on 

improving the food security of the city’s most vulnerable residents. 

 The social urbanism agenda is an approach to city planning initiated by former 

Medellín Mayor Sergio Fajardo (2004-2007). It integrates new public spaces and public 

facilities with social programs and the active involvement of local communities. It also 
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seeks to reduce poverty and crime through state investment in social infrastructure 

(libraries, schools, public space). Further, a goal of the social urbanism agenda is to 

integrate the poorest and most violent hillside neighborhoods into the mainstream 

processes of the city. Fajardo saw this as a means to ‘re-pay the city’s historical debt’ to 

those forgotten areas and as an instrument for social inclusion (Calderon, 2012; Fajardo, 

2007; Sanchez, 2010). Fajardo pursued urban upgrading by enhancing mobility, the 

environment, housing, and public space. He also created new dynamic centers of public 

space and services in economically-distressed areas. The city has invested in various 

‘modernizing’ infrastructure projects to create inviting public space for residents all over 

the city – including libraries, parks, and soccer stadiums. Fajardo believed that they must 

build the most beautiful buildings in the city’s poorest neighborhoods. 

I argue here that this social urbanism agenda, in which the urban gardens are 

implicated, exemplifies worlding strategies as it seeks to modernize and beautify the city 

so as to remake its international image. While the rhetorical focus was on improving the 

most deprived neighborhoods of the city, its far-reaching goal is adding to the business 

development of the city, making it safe for international investment. Fajardo brought 

together these expectations by declaring, “our buildings, parks and pedestrian precincts 

are beautiful and modern. Just as they are in any other city in the world” (quoted in 

Sanchez, 2010). This effort sought to change the aesthetics of the city, particularly 

through limiting further growth of informal settlements. The negative externalities caused 

by problems in the poorest and most violent neighborhoods were seen as a limitation to 

improving the city’s international competitiveness. Fajardo was quoted in several 

publications emphasizing the need to transform Medellín into a vibrant city that is 
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friendly for international business – “once again taking its place as a business hub and 

tourist destination” (Hylton, 2007, pg. 88) – and the city is now described by some 

journalists as “media-saturated, image conscious… (and) improving at breakneck speed” 

(Hylton, 2007, pg. 72).  

The social urbanism agenda is understood by many as a project to ‘modernize’ the 

image of the city and make it more attractive (figuratively and literally) to local 

cosmopolitan elite, international visitors, and foreign capital (Brand and Davila, 2011; 

Calderon, 2012; Sanchez, 2010; Turok, 2014). This continues to be evident in the public 

relations campaigns that emphasize the city as being recognized internationally for its 

innovation, goals of becoming an innovation ecosystem, and a city inhabited by life (ACI 

Medellín, 2014; City of Medellín, 2014). It is also evident in the short-term support of 

urban agriculture on the part of the city, so long as the gardeners use the space to prevent 

further growth of their informal neighborhoods. Perhaps also signaling the business-

focused (as opposed to solely social-focused) intentions is that funding for the social 

urbanism projects (that Sanchez (2010) estimates as high as one billion Colombian pesos 

or almost US$500 million) comes from a “neoliberal constellation of corporate partners 

and powerful multinationals” (Scruggs, 2014, pg. 3). The joint financing schemes involve 

contributions from the municipal and national governments, mutual benefit funds, private 

companies such as the major public services company, EPM, and the Inter-American 

Development Bank (Sanchez, 2010).  

The social urbanism model has had success in transforming much of the city and 

certainly its international reputation. Since 1991, the murder rate has fallen more than 

80%, residents express a renewed sense of pride and ownership of their city, the city is 
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now the recipient of multiple awards for its resurgence and social programs, and foreign 

investment is growing. The homicide rate and violence in the city has fallen drastically. 

Between 2002 and 2003 alone, the homicide rate fell 46 percent, and by many accounts 

the city is now considered as safe as Washington, DC, for example (Fukuyama and 

Colby, 2011). Many believe this can be attributed in part to this new style of planning. 

Social urbanism projects have also fostered a sense of pride and ownership in 

neighborhoods throughout the city. In talking with residents all throughout the city, a 

common refrain is that they are proud of the improvements and infrastructure in the city 

(Brand and Davila, 2011). To this end, Brand and Davila (2011) argue that some of the 

greatest benefits of investments in mass transit are the symbolic value of the highly 

visible infrastructures and aesthetic experiences that “create a feeling of inclusion and 

integration into the ‘modern’ city, help develop local pride and promote individual self-

esteem” (pg. 658).  

As a result of these projects, Medellín was named the International City of the 

Year in 2012 by Citi/Urban Land Institute/Wall Street Journal and one of the top 33 

Resilient Cities by the Rockefeller Foundation. In 2009-2010 alone, Medellín, received 

more than 10 international awards for architecture, urbanism, education, transparent 

government, etc. (Sanchez, 2010). It also hosted the UN Habitat’s World Urban Forum in 

2014, a big honor for the city. This model has also been adopted by cities outside of 

Colombia. Governments in Brazil, Venezuela, and Bolivia are all taking ideas from 

Medellín’s social urbanism to address poverty, crime, and informal settlements in their 

cities. Finally, foreign capital is increasing in the city. Over a dozen international 

conferences are now held in Medellín annually, generating more than $100 million in 
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investment and business deals (Hylton, 2007). Medellín was visited by more than 

500,000 national and international tourists in 2014 (Morales, 2015). And large 

Colombian conglomerates as well as more than 70 foreign companies have located their 

Colombian headquarters in Medellín (Hylton, 2007). For example, Toyota, Mitsubishi, 

Phillip Morris, and Kimberly Clark have set up shop in Medellín (Scruggs, 2014).  

However, there remain other more mixed results leading some to perceive the 

transformation as a “half-miracle” (Fukuyama and Colby, 2011). Residents in lower 

income communities (including the participants in my research) are particularly vocal in 

their critique of this agenda as serving the goal of improving the city’s image and middle-

class interests, while significant inequality remains in the city. While there is growing 

wealth in the downtown areas, those living in the periphery continue to experience 

violence, poverty, precarious housing, and limited services. As a result there is growing 

intra-urban displacement occurring in the city. In the first 10 months of 2013, an 

estimated 5,000 people were involuntarily displaced from their homes within the city 

(Turok, 2014). Additionally, as paramilitary groups demobilize, many are moving into 

the cities and joining gangs that control the poorest neighborhoods. These gangs continue 

to be involved in the drug trade and urban violence in these neighborhoods continues to 

be a problem leading to stories among my research participants about families that are 

unable to move through their neighborhoods because different gangs control different 

parts and will not let them pass through with significant ramifications for their survival 

strategies (see chapter 5). 

Importantly, the social urbanism agenda is critiqued by residents, particularly the 

urban gardeners in my research, for not directly addressing the needs of poor residents 
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through more traditional social services. The sentiment among several women 

interviewed for this research is that soccer stadiums and libraries are nice, but not as 

important as finding enough food to eat or being able to pay for water, electricity, and 

transport. For instance, one participant indicated: 

The new soccer stadium (being built in the neighborhood) will be a good place for 
kids to play and community to gather, but millions and millions of pesos are being 
invested in this and could be better spent elsewhere. It is a complicated situation. 
We live in a precarious situation and could use that money for better houses, 
sidewalks, etc. (Olivia, Medellín, 32 years old). 
 

They distrust the government because at the same time that it is investing significant 

sums of money into these projects, they struggle to obtain promised social support to 

displaced persons (see chapter 4 for a discussion of how women resist these types of 

structures they view as unjust). Many displaced women indicated that government policy 

is to provide displaced persons with financial assistance every three months but the 

support rarely materializes. While the focus of the social urbanism agenda is purported to 

be those living in poverty in violent sectors of the neighborhood (thus, largely displaced 

neighborhoods), it does not regularly take into account the voices of those communities. 

As a result, planning projects regularly risk exacerbating obstacles to survival in these 

communities (see chapter 5). This divide between the everyday needs of these residents 

and the bigger investments of the city has led many residents to question the priorities of 

the government. There is also concern that the administration has overstretched its 

resources and is more concerned with re-making its image than with really addressing the 

difficult realities of many of its residents (Brand and Davila, 2011). As such, the 

worlding processes evident in Medellín’s social urbanism agenda have fostered 
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impressive transformation in the city while also reproducing contexts of poverty and 

marginalization. 

 

Growing Food Under the Social Urbanism Agenda 
 

This tension between the goals of the social urbanism agenda and the everyday 

needs of the city’s poorer residents is particularly evident in displaced women’s strategies 

to obtain sufficient quantity and quality of food for their families and to move throughout 

the city in carrying out these strategies. The neighborhood discussed in this research was 

able to capitalize on the city’s worlding goals to garner support for its community 

gardens. As discussed above, in order to attract foreign capital and remake its image as a 

modern, world-class city, the government seeks to make the city an aesthetically pleasing 

and ordered space. This includes halting further growth of informal settlements high up 

the mountainsides and preserving the “city’s verdant edges” (Scruggs, 2014, pg. 4).  The 

edges of the neighborhood in my research rise up an iconic peak in the city that the 

government seeks to preserve (Barrows, et al, 2013). Understanding this importance, the 

community proposed their urban gardening project to the local government suggesting 

that it would protect the existing open space from further growth of informal settlements. 

Instead they would plant trees and build gardens in the space, while also addressing their 

food security needs. The neighborhood exists on the edge of existing housing settlements 

occupied by residents for many years, and thus this proposal garnered significant support 

from the community at the time. The utilization of UA for preserving green space is 

evident in other cities in both the global north and global south as well (Bryld, 2003). The 
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government accepted the proposal and leased the land to the neighborhood specifically 

for agricultural purposes. It was stipulated that nothing else can be built on the land. As 

with other examples of urban planning (Blomley, 2004), the government’s social 

urbanism agenda seeks to build a sense of pride and ownership of the city among poorer 

residents. I argue that these gardens furthered this agenda by enabling residents to invest 

in their neighborhood and connect to the land while also addressing more immediate 

daily needs of securing food. The residents interviewed in this research were very proud 

of their gardens explaining that they are very beautiful and important to them, and that 

they want to share their project in an effort to stimulate similar projects in other 

neighborhoods and cities. As one participant said: “It is very important to know that the 

project is very beautiful and very, very, very important for us” (Olivia, Medellín, 32 years 

old). While another indicated: “We want others to know about the gardens – how good 

the food is from them, how much they help the community, and how important it is to 

have them in other neighborhoods, countries, and places” (Agata, Medellín, 43 years 

old). 

While this project seems to be a win-win for both the government and the 

neighborhood, it is a tenuous situation that could change easily. The community is in 

constant fear that the government will change its planning priorities in the neighborhood 

and revoke their lease to the land. Every four years the municipal government changes 

and they worry. Their fears are warranted. They can look to various attempts around the 

world to evict gardeners in the name of progress (Redwood, 2008; Saed, 2012). 

Additionally, many of the residents in this research reported being displaced from homes 

in other parts of the city and/or participating in community meetings about government 



  203 
 

plans for further development. These plans worry the residents. For example, there is a 

proposed project just above their neighborhood to build and preserve a greenbelt that 

could expand into the land leased to the community. The greenbelt plan is a strategy for 

sustainability as well as urban containment that addresses issues of growing informal 

settlements and ecosystem loss (Chelleri and Anguelovski, 2015). This greenbelt plan, 

including a ‘protection zone’ bordering this neighborhood, proposes an area of 

environmental protection that includes the land the gardeners are using, but not their 

gardens, thus threatening their leases (Barrows, et al, 2013). There are also plans to 

expand mass transit, build soccer stadiums, and other public space projects in the 

neighborhood or surrounding areas. The residents interviewed for this research welcome 

investment in the neighborhood, but they question the significant amount of money being 

spent on these projects and the prioritization of these projects. Instead they believe the 

money might be better spent on improved housing and sidewalks, and on support for 

community initiatives such as the gardens.  

In this context, many residents question what I describe as the neoliberal worlding 

of the city that pays lip service to social inclusion, yet emphasizes high-profile 

aesthetically pleasing projects such as major transportation projects and a greenbelt at the 

expense of addressing more immediate concerns relating to flexible transportation (see 

chapter 5) and obtaining food. Indeed, questions of required governmental support for 

UA, particularly for land, arise when the reasons for supporting these projects lie in 

garnering international investment. The production of space as either an urban garden in a 

marginalized community or a greenbelt in the name of sustainability has critical 

implications for who can use the space in the future. This urban planning work in 
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Medellín demonstrates Roy’s worlding from above in which “urban experiments are 

closely tied to elite aspirations and the making of world-class cities” (Roy, 2011, pg. 10). 

As discussed above, the social urbanism planning agenda of the city has successfully 

gained international attention through circulating around the world as an urban model. 

With the focus on international attention-getting instead of local community needs, these 

efforts risk legitimizing “projects of primitive accumulation, often deepening socio-

spatial inequality and injustice” (Roy, 2011, pg. 11). This is evident in the growing risk to 

the gardens from higher-profile, international-attention-getting projects, such as the 

greenbelt. 

These concerns about land tenure and divisions between marginalized resident 

concerns and government planning priorities are not specific to Medellín. As mentioned 

earlier, urban agriculture in many cities has been viewed as inconsistent with 

development priorities (Morgan, 2009, Redwood, 2008; Redwood, 2009).  Despite more 

limited research on land tenure concerns in the global south (Guitart et al, 2012), it is 

clear that in both the global north and south, unsecure land tenure is a significant 

challenge for UA (Corrigan, 2011). Many people relying on UA do not own their own 

land. Instead they cultivate food on public land (as is the case in Medellín), lease private 

land, or farm illegally (Brown and Carter, 2003; Guitart et al, 2012). As little as 20% of 

UA in the global south occurs on land owned by the farmer (Bryld, 2003). For those 

farming on public or private leases, they are often short-term leases (1-5 years) that are 

threatened by urban development plans, and gardeners risk losing their investments made 

in the land (Redwood, 2008). In some instances, vacant lots are often made available for 

gardeners, but only until more lucrative uses for the spaces are identified (Corrigan 
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2011). This lack of land tenure (alongside the legal status of poor, migrant residents) 

often forces UA onto marginal lands (Redwood, 2008). Leases to public land are also 

threatened by historical perceptions by city planners that UA is a marginal activity 

counter to urban development and progress (Morgan, 2009; Redwood, 2008; Redwood, 

2009). Although, this perspective is changing in some cities with the creation of food 

policy councils and new policies in favor of UA (Redwood, 2008). While the urban 

gardens utilized by this group of displaced women in Medellín receive support from the 

local government at the moment, they worry that their lease to the land could be revoked 

at any time, thus eliminating a critical survival strategy.  

 

Discussion 
  

The urban gardens described in this chapter provide a critical avenue to address 

the food insecurity of displaced women in Medellín while also supporting local 

government objectives of preserving open space and halting the growth of informal 

settlements. However, similar to UA in other cities, the uncertain future of land tenure for 

the gardens weighs on the gardeners and raises possible impediments to full investment 

in the gardens. Conflicting priorities for valuable urban land are evident in cities around 

the world and solutions are not easily found. In many instances, conflicts arise around 

using land for much needed housing or for urban agriculture, two important needs for 

marginalized communities (Bryld, 2003; Schmelzkopf, 1995). Some scholars have 

offered suggestions including securing land for the urban poor (Bryld, 2003), valuing 

land informally controlled by farmers, engaging advocacy groups for increasing security 
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and access to land, and considering tenure along a spectrum of options from squatting to 

titling (Redwood, 2009). Where giving ownership to farmers may not be feasible, longer-

term leases may be a start, as well as better understanding the value of land held outside 

formal systems. Additionally, where UA is perceived as marginal or of lesser value than 

other development or housing projects, new economic methodologies need to be 

developed to identify the value of the land and agricultural products for the gardeners 

(Redwood, 2009). To support improved land tenure for UA more research is needed 

regarding the economic and non-economic benefits of UA to marginalized communities. 

In Medellín, these gardens and families continue to operate in tenuous 

circumstances that demonstrate some of the tensions between the priorities of a 

government seeking to remake its global image and the residents that are trying to survive 

every day. As such, this empirical data provides important insights into the ways that 

global and local structures (such as a local take on neoliberalism in Medellín, social 

urbanism) limit the efficacy of survival strategies, specifically urban agriculture, in 

marginalized communities. This chapter contributes to literature on urban agriculture 

through providing an example of the influences of urban planning on land tenure for 

urban agriculture practiced as a survival strategy in the global south. While the city has 

undergone a remarkable transformation with a significant reduction in violence, 

improved infrastructure, and increasing international recognition and investment, the 

everyday needs of the city’s marginalized residents remain unmet and overlooked.  
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CHAPTER 7 
 

BROADER REFLECTIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 
 

This research used sketch mapping during in-depth interviews with 72 urban 

migrant women coping with food insecurity in Medellín, Colombia, and Washington, 

DC, USA, to answer the research question: How are transnational migrants’ food 

insecurity coping strategies influencing and influenced by the spatial connectivity 

fostered by mobility and social networks? The multi-part answer found in this research, 

described in the previous chapters, is that urban migrant women’s survival strategies rely 

greatly on social networks, and to a lesser degree mobility, in ways that are constrained 

by the global political economic systems they strive to resist. By highlighting this 

physical and social connectivity that is important for accessing food resources, this 

research highlighted the work of women as parts of social networks and calls into 

question individualized food insecurity responses focused on consumption habits. This 

research demonstrated that connectivity is important for their survival strategies that are 

frequently both social and mobile. As predicted, it is clear in this research that mobility 

and social networks have a mutually influential relationship and create a connectivity that 

greatly impacts the food insecurity coping strategies of migrant women. Women’s 

connectivity in space has implications for their social, political, economic, and cultural 

relationships. Castells (2001) argues that “space does not reflect society, it expresses it, it 

is a fundamental dimension of society, inseparable of the overall process of social 

organization and social change” (pg. 574). Connections in space shape and are shaped by 

interactions, practices, interrelations, and identities; in short, spaces are intimately 

intertwined with power (Massey, 2004; 2009). Building on these understandings of space, 
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my research examined food insecurity as a distinctly spatial phenomenon, made visible 

by tracing connections of physical mobility and networks of social relations. In seeking to 

better understand this answer, I examined their everyday survival strategies to illustrate 

the critical dynamics between structure and agency that produce policy and programs that 

are ineffective in supporting connectivity in order to reduce food insecurity (Figure 7.1). 

Figure 7.1. Relationship between structural constraints, empirical examples, and 
policy suggestions throughout the dissertation 

 

In the end, I conclude that in order to better meet the needs of food insecure migrants, 

practitioners, policymakers, and academics need to better understand how they move 

about the city, who they connect with (social networks, discount stores, emergency food 
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providers), and who they move with to carry out survival strategies. This conclusion 

summarizes the findings presented in the dissertation, themes that emerged in these 

findings, and the significance of the research. I conclude by discussing future directions 

and research that emerge from these findings. 

 

Summary of the Dissertation 
 

To better understand the influence of connectivity on food insecurity coping 

strategies, this dissertation began with relational explanations of what produces and 

reproduces food insecurity. In particular, I used a relational poverty lens to argue in 

chapter 3 that political, economic, and social relations maintain chronic food insecurity 

through commodifying resources critical to human survival, capitalist visions of humans 

as primarily individual economic actors, and social categorizations that exclude certain 

groups (the food insecure, migrants). I further argue that policy and programmatic 

responses to food insecurity are largely ineffective because of their reductionist focus on 

increasing consumption opportunities, tying benefits to specific labor market outcomes, 

and inattention to the agency (via knowledge, informal networks, and mobility, among 

others) of their target groups. 

Set within this broader framework, chapter 4 considers the creative combination 

of survival strategies migrant women use to procure food. This chapter relies on feminist 

geographic theorizations of insurgent citizenship to open up understandings of resistance. 

In particular, it finds resistance in the everyday survival strategies of marginalized 

women that object to a food system they view as unhealthy, identities others impose on 
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them, and global (and local) structures that discourage their survival. Important in all of 

their strategies is a keen understanding of sources of ‘healthy’ food (both emergency and 

non-emergency) and of inequality in the global food system. This dissertation also 

considers the connectivity of survival strategies and the impact of broader structures in 

chapter 5 as it traces the urban food landscapes (‘foodscapes’) of the research 

participants. This chapter demonstrates that survival strategies are both social and mobile 

in ways that call into question simplistic policy and practitioner responses to food 

insecurity, particularly food desert policy and transportation innovations that do not 

consider the agency and complex decision making of mobile residents.  

Finally, chapter 6 focuses on urban agriculture in Medellín to highlight the impact 

of urban planning influenced by global ideologies on individual survival strategies. Urban 

agriculture is increasingly used by women facing food insecurity in peripheral 

neighborhoods of Medellín with limited support from the government. The gardens are 

permitted under the guise of supporting these families but also, importantly for the 

government, preventing further geographic expansion of informal neighborhoods 

populated by poor residents that diminish its image as a modern city. These gardens are 

on land with limited tenure that could be removed at the whims of a changing 

government, as discussed later in this conclusion. This is a particularly illustrative case of 

the influence of neoliberal global processes remaking the modern city with great impact 

on the individual survival strategies of more marginalized communities. All of these 

chapters present different aspects of the global and local influence of political, economic, 

and social structures on the connectivity critical to migrant women’s survival strategies.  
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Emerging Themes 
 

Several themes emerged throughout this research. Three overarching themes 

evident in the chapters include (1) the influence of political economic structures and (2) 

how these structures are resisted through the agency and knowledge of low income 

migrants, as well as (3) the integral role of connectivity within this context. In particular, 

I argue that global political economic structures (driving local planning policies) 

influence migrant women’s survival strategies in the face of food insecurity, including 

implications for their connectivity to sources of food and social networks. For example, 

in chapter 3, I used relational poverty analysis to argue that global political and social 

relations (in addition to economics) influence the food insecurity experiences of migrant 

women living in poverty. In particular, global structures that commodify resources 

critical to human survival (i.e. food), value humans as primarily individual economic 

actors (both workers and consumers), and exclude certain communities (the food 

insecure, migrants) from decision making, serve to maintain food insecurity in these 

marginalized communities. Additionally, in chapter 5 I critiqued the simple explanation 

of food deserts as missing the agency of food insecure individuals. By treating the food 

insecure as static actors in bounded neighborhoods while ignoring systematic 

disinvestment, food desert policies produce ineffective solutions that ignore survival 

strategies that are both social and mobile. Finally, in chapter 6 I demonstrate how local 

planning in Medellín creates tenuous support of the land tenure required to utilize urban 

agriculture as a survival strategy. In Medellín, a neoliberal worlding approach to urban 

planning uses progressive rhetoric, but focuses on big international-attention garnering 

projects at the expense of local community needs. All of these chapters demonstrate the 
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influence of global political economic structures in maintaining the food insecurity of less 

powerful actors regularly operating outside the usual dictates of a capitalist food system.  

At the same time, it is clear throughout this dissertation that the migrant women 

living in poverty participating in this research have tremendous knowledge and agency to 

resist these hegemonic structures as they build their lives in pursuit of alternative urban 

imaginaries. This is demonstrated through their survival strategies that focus on acquiring 

healthy, organic, non-GMO foods via routes that maintain their dignity. This was 

discussed in chapter 4 through highlighting the reliance on survival strategies outside 

normal economic dictates (such as exchange within social networks and growing food), 

avoidance of using government benefits, and insistence on the importance of fresh, 

organic, non-processed foods for maintaining good health. This latter point also emerged 

among urban gardeners in Medellín described in chapter 6. 

Finally, the knowledge of urban migrant women coping with food insecurity is 

also evident in chapter 5, through critiques they provide of their urban foodscapes as they 

move with others in their social networks throughout the city to obtain food. This leads to 

a third emerging theme. As posited at the beginning of the research, connections with 

nearby social ties are crucial for meeting food needs. These connections, as well as those 

to affordable, quality food, are enhanced by better access to affordable transportation. 

The reliance on social networks is demonstrated in chapters 4 and 5. In chapter 5, in 

particular, I illustrate the importance of connecting with social networks to move 

throughout the city in search of food. In Medellín, many participants reported needing to 

travel with neighbors or family when going long distances (such as the central market) in 

search of discount or free food. Similarly in DC, participants reported traveling together 
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or sharing a car with family or friends to go longer distances to discount stores or 

emergency food providers. All of these connections (physical and social) were influenced 

by political economic systems determining where and what food is available, how mass 

transport operates, and which survival strategies are supported by service providers. 

 

Significance of the Research 
 

This research is significant for its contribution to geographic thought and 

literature. It provides a more nuanced understanding of the food insecurity experiences of 

migrant women in order to inform food security, mobilities, and social networks 

literature. This dissertation contributes to literature on food insecurity through looking to 

new explanations of chronic, long-term food insecurity in relational poverty theory. 

Described in detail in chapter 3, I extend relational poverty’s emphasis on social relations 

to explain food insecurity as a result of global political economic systems (especially a 

capitalist, corporate food regime). These explanations are further illustrated throughout 

the dissertation with examples of survival strategies as resistance (chapter 4), that are 

both social and mobile (chapter 5), and impacted locally by planning policies reflecting 

global norms (chapter 6). This theorizing on the systematic causes of food insecurity, 

supported by empirical examples of the lived experience of those facing food insecurity, 

opens up avenues for rethinking food insecurity research and policy focused on 

quantitative measurements of consumption practices (see below).  

This research also contributes to the mobilities and social networks literature by 

better understanding how they are mutually reinforcing in providing connectivity. Several 
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authors (Akyelken, 2013; Axhausen, 2007; Carrasco, and Cid-Aguayo, 2012; Domosh 

and Seager, 2001; Ryan, 2011; Urry, 2007) discuss mobility and social networks in 

relation to each other, but few further explore what this relationship might mean for lived 

experience. My research seeks to fill this gap through its attention to the ways social 

networks are relied upon in carrying out survival strategies reliant on mobility (chapter 

5). An additional weakness in the mobility literature is the limited discussion of daily 

mobility patterns for meeting basic needs, especially focusing in the global south (Law, 

1999). The literature focusing on daily mobility largely addresses journeys to work. 

While that experience is important, it leaves out much lived experience, especially for 

those in marginalized communities that may spend much of their daily movement in 

search of basic needs such as food, water, and shelter (Clifton, 2004; Rowe and Wolsch, 

1990). Much of this research also focuses on contexts in North America and Western 

Europe, leaving large gaps of understanding mobility in other places. This research fills 

some of that gap through theorizing relationships between the global north and south and 

attending to the ways these different contexts are similarly integrated into globalized 

processes. 

Finally, much social networks and mobility literature tends to see both in a 

positive light and only focus on the benefits that can accrue from each. While this 

research attends to these positives, it also addresses constraints that can be experienced in 

relation to both. Understanding both the strengths and constraints provided by mobility 

and social networks, as well as their dialectical relationship, can provide a more nuanced 

and complete understanding of how both are experienced. Recent calls for panels and 

journal submissions by the American Association of Geographers on mobility and linking 
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mobility literature in innovative ways to other literatures, such as poverty, also highlight 

a growing interest in the applicability of mobility research to various aspects of 

geographic thought. Positioned at the intersection of literature on food security, mobility, 

and social networks, this research adds insight to the under theorized notion of 

connectivity and how it influences the ability of individuals to meet their daily needs. 

This research also has broader impacts through contributing a more nuanced 

understanding of the food insecurity experiences of women migrating into urban 

environments that can inform ineffective policymaking and service provision. There is a 

growing trend of displaced individuals (whether internal or across borders) to seek refuge 

in urban environments. However, there is a lack of theoretical and empirical research 

about the lived experience of these individuals, especially their struggles to meet basic 

daily needs (Crisp, et al, 2012; Hines, 2004). This lack of understanding limits the ability 

of governments and relief agencies to provide support to these individuals and to respond 

to possible tension created between newly displaced people and the already marginalized 

populations they join in impoverished areas of the city. This research offers insights into 

these complex structures and the ramifications for the food insecurity experiences of 

individuals displaced into urban environments, enabling more effective policy making 

and service provision by governments and relief agencies (Hines, 2001, Crisp, et al, 

2012). It also provides examples throughout about the ways this limited understanding 

negatively affects policymaking (Figure 7.1). For example, this research provides 

critiques of policy approaches that focus on increasing opportunities for consumption 

(chapters 3 and 5) and nutrition education programs that focus on the ‘right’ kinds of 

consumption (chapters 4 and 5). These policy approaches ignore the structural causes of 
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food insecurity (chapter 3) and the nutritional knowledge of food insecure migrants 

(chapter 4). Instead, I argue for policies and programs to be created with a better 

understanding of the lived experience of those they seek to support. This includes valuing 

their critiques of political economic systems (chapter 4), supporting their non-economic 

survival strategies (such as exchange in informal networks (chapters 4 and 5) and 

growing food (chapter 6)), and increasing flexibility to accommodate ‘non-traditional’ 

mobility and work schedules. The critique of structural influences demonstrates a need to 

go beyond these smaller-scale policy changes suggested so far (see Figure 7.1) to also 

look to structural changes necessary for addressing chronic food insecurity. In particular, 

it is clear that as migration and urbanization continue to grow across the globe, rethinking 

of immigration systems is necessary so that it more appropriately values not just 

widespread movement of capital, but also the informal work of social reproduction that 

increasingly relies on cross-border relationships. In rethinking these broad, governing 

systems, there is a need to address structural racism and sexism (among many other 

marginalizing ‘isms’) that constrains the ability of individuals and communities to 

adequately meet their needs. Finally, throughout this dissertation are critiques of the 

commodification of food. There is a need to really consider the right to adequate food for 

all citizens and how commodifying food so that speculators can impact its price and 

availability significantly undermines that right. Given the dearth of knowledge about 

migration, food insecurity, and connectivity, my research in Medellín and Washington, 

DC, may also be instructive for other similarly positioned environments, migrant 

populations, and political economic situations. 
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This research further brings attention to understudied experiences of female 

migrant labor in domestic work, the survival needs of displaced populations, and the 

importance of connectivity for carrying out survival strategies (Flores-Gonzalez and 

Guevarra, 2013). Finally, in a world characterized by greater disparities between rich and 

poor and growing rates of food insecurity, it is critical to better understand these 

experiences. Especially in an increasingly mobile and networked society there are clear 

relationships between mobility, social networks, connectivity, and inequality. “The 

dialectics between inclusion and exclusion in the networked society redefines the field of 

study of urban poverty” (Castells, 2001, pg. 579). My research seeks to shed light on 

these relationships in order to perhaps open up new ideas for ways to support the agency 

of individuals in meeting their basic food needs while also breaking down systemic 

obstacles to achieving food security. 

 

Future Research 
 

Given the critical feminist perspective I bring to this research, I regularly reflected 

on the broader impact of my research on the communities that I engage with. I am 

interested in community-engaged research and considering the role of scholarship in 

connecting theories and resources among research participants, practitioners, and 

policymakers. Some opportunities for doing this work emerged organically during the 

fieldwork. For example, several women expressed gratitude for having someone listen to 

their stories and value their knowledge (chapter 2). Other opportunities resulted from 

some shifts in focus based on the interests of research participants. In Medellín, I began 
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asking women if they grew food after learning more about the urban gardens some had 

planted. Some women indicated that they hadn’t really thought about growing food in 

their new urban environments or they perceived it as not possible. But they then learned 

about urban gardens in other parts of the city from passing by other research participants 

or asking me questions. The following summer I returned to Medellín and met with many 

of these women again in small focus groups. The women and a community leader from 

one of the neighborhoods indicated that following our conversations the previous year, 

they began thinking about the possibility of an urban agriculture project in their 

neighborhood. As of my summer 2015 visit, they had recently acquired land and were 

preparing the soil for an urban garden project in their neighborhood 

Building on these experiences and points of emphasis by the participants of this 

research, I am engaging in new research on urban agricultural practices of migrant 

women living in poverty. Urban agriculture is gaining increased attention around the 

world as a means for productively using vacant space, sourcing local and organic foods, 

and supporting livelihoods in marginalized communities. At the same time, ‘progressive’ 

cities such as Medellín, Colombia, tout principles of urban sustainability as they seek 

greater international investment. In cities where land is at a premium, the urban 

agriculture and sustainability agendas often find themselves in competition. Land tenure 

for urban agriculture in many cities is threatened by other development policies when 

economies improve (see chapter 6). For instance, the urban gardens in several Medellín 

neighborhoods are threatened by development of a greenbelt, characterized by a 72-km 

corridor of greenspace of gardens, footpaths, and other open space around the edges of 

the city (Barrows et al, 2013; Chelleri and Anguelovski, 2015; Parkinson, 2014). The 
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project supports the city’s sustainability agenda through protecting water basins and 

forests around the city in order to reduce pollution and protect biodiversity. However, the 

project has been critiqued by community members (and scholars) for not being attentive 

to its impact on the most vulnerable populations in the city. The plan threatens to displace 

these residents diminishing social cohesion, recognition of community rights and dignity, 

and livelihoods. In neighborhoods practicing urban agriculture, leases for the land are 

also under threat as they overlap with land designated for the greenbelt. Building on this, 

my new research investigates the relationship between the powerful urban sustainability 

agenda of the government and the urban agricultural practices of less powerful, 

marginalized communities in cities.  

This new project also explores the possibility of a city-wide network of urban 

gardeners in Medellín to support urban agricultural practices in the face of these planning 

pressures. The network will bring together urban gardeners from the displaced 

community in several neighborhoods of the city. Embedded in these communities, this 

network will provide opportunities for gardeners to share knowledge (such as on 

practices of composting to create fertilizer), resources (i.e., seeds, starter plants), and 

experiences (in growing food in urban environments, advocating with the government). It 

will also provide new opportunities to build community within the city and partnerships 

with stakeholders in the countryside. A community meeting with gardeners from three 

neighborhoods was held in Medellín in January 2016 to begin work on forming this 

network. Through this project and others with urban migrants coping with food 

insecurity, I hope to continue a research agenda informed by this dissertation. 
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