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Abstract
Despite worldwide attention given to food access, very little progress has been made under 
the current model. Recognizing that individual engagement is likely based on individual 
experiences and perceptions, this research study investigated whether or not a correlation 
exists between one’s socioeconomic status (SES) and perceived personal responsibility for 
food access. Discussion of results and implications provide fresh insight into the ongoing 
global debate surrounding food access. Outcomes also provide insight into willing and able 
participants and point to least-cost solutions which may be better suited to implement and 
initiate change. Results indicate that the issue of food access is more complex than simply 
lobbying for better decision-making among individuals and populations, highlighting the 
importance of unit of analysis considerations.

Keywords Food access · Perceived responsibility · Socioeconomic status · Learned 
helplessness · Least-cost

As attention to global food access and food related issues increases, many studies have 
been conducted offering potential solutions to the global health issue related to non-com-
municable diseases (NCDs), human rights, food justice, and food sovereignty. As a result, 
opinions on potential food access solutions are abundant with many calling on private–
public partnerships in addition to a call for corporations to do more under the guise of 
corporate social responsibility (CSR). Yet, in 2014, the United Nations concluded that 
very little progress had been made under the current models. The authors believe there 
is shared responsibility that can benefit from partnerships, but responsibility resulting in 
positive change likely cannot be addressed through large scale solutions or one size fits all 
approaches that overlook the issue at the unit of analysis, or individual, level.

Our approach to responsibility surrounding food access as hypothesized in this study, 
which recognizes that the global issue comprises the individual, offers that responsibil-
ity will fall on different actors in differing degrees dependent upon traditionally measured 
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socioeconomic factors. Further, considering that it is the individual who ultimately must 
engage with change to impact outcomes, we offer that how an individual perceives their 
personal responsibility for a change issue will be related to one’s SES. With this under-
standing, the question that guides our inquiry asks if individuals of differing SES perceive 
personal responsibility for food access differently? Findings indicate that individuals across 
varying SES levels do view their responsibility for food access differently and provide 
empirical support to barriers surrounding implementation of ideas and programs intended 
to improve access. In other words, the study findings speak to why the current paradigm 
has been ineffective and highlight the need to rethink current efforts.

Currently, much of the research in food and beverage related fields focuses on the nutri-
tional aspect of products (Cornil et al. 2020; Stuckler and Nestle 2012; Tempels et al. 2017; 
Botterill 2017; Gostin 2016) with access playing a role in consumption and subsequent 
nutritional outcomes affecting the health of the individual. Current research, therefore, 
is focused on global health as, in the U.S., there is an increase in obesity and associated 
health issues (Chen and Wang 2021; Persoskie et al. 2017) and health costs are increas-
ing in part due to decisions surrounding food consumption. However, human food choice 
behavior is not as clear cut as choosing a food one likes when hungry (Scott 2017); in fact, 
for some, food choice is not an option. As a result, targeted solutions to these issues must 
understand the role participants play in the food industry – more specifically, the roles and 
responsibilities individual actors see themselves filling.

Ongoing discussion surrounding responsibility related to access and health appears to 
assume that all actors are at the table, ready and willing to participate in positive change as 
soon as a conclusion is reached as to who the responsible party is for food and food-related 
decisions. It is no surprise that, according to the United Nations (UN), very little progress 
has been made under the current partnership model (Marks 2017) pursued in an effort to 
foster positive change, yet the trend continues. At the moment, there does not appear to be 
a clear-cut solution or agreement as to the nature of participant responsibilities on a global 
scale. In addition, much of the existing literature appears to reflect this situation from a 
qualitative standpoint and the global community cannot agree on a starting point in pursuit 
of improved outcomes.

Food Access: An Ongoing and Increasing Issue

Many individuals today (due to factors such as lack of: time; food education; access; or 
economic resources) are contributing to their current or future poor health through the 
consumption of foods readily available which introduce unnatural chemicals into the body. 
The actions ultimately undertaken by individuals regarding food consumption feeds into 
information listed by the World Health Organization (WHO) in June 2021 regarding 2016 
estimates that show approximately 1.9 billion adults and forty-one million children under 
five years old were overweight or obese; numbers which were greater than the level of 
the undernourished population (Browning 2017). In addition, the Food and Agricultural 
Organization (FAO) of the UN reported a global one-year increase of approximately 1.5 
percent in the prevalence of undernourishment between 2019 and 2020. The increase 
brought greater challenges to achieving the goal of Zero Hunger by 2030 (FAO et  al. 
2021); a goal that was already in jeopardy prior to the COVID-19 pandemic (HLPE 2021). 
It is now estimated, using median values of range estimates published by the FAO, that 
2020 found 118 million more people facing hunger than in the previous year (FAO et al. 
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2021). Therefore, we see that in addition to worrying about hunger, the concern has also 
become obesity as well as diabetes and heart disease; non-communicable diseases (NCDs).

Historical research on food responsibility offers differing opinions as to where responsi-
bility lies when it comes to NCDs. Corporations point to other actors such as the individual 
whereas the individual points back to the corporation (Mialon et al. 2016a) while govern-
ment and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) are also said to play a role. Much of 
the current research speaks to the idea of partnerships and shared responsibilities between 
public and private entities (Marks 2017; Tempels et al. 2017; Calveras and Ganuza 2016), 
while at the same time, other research refers to corruption present among partnerships and 
lobbying in the development of policy (Wiist et  al. 2017; Mialon et al., 2016b) that can 
impact outcomes. Regardless, there does not appear to be a shift in the global leadership 
mindset regarding the issue as those with positional power in the global discussion con-
tinue down the familiar path.

For example, the 2021 United Nations Food Systems Summit (UNFSS) (developed as 
a partnership between the World Economic Forum and the UN) continues with the current 
global paradigm and has been criticized for failing to avoid conflicts of interests in the form 
of corporate financial and non-financial pursuits. In addition, they have been accused of 
undermining “more democratic arenas of global food governance, while reinforcing cor-
porate control over food systems” (p. 2). In fact, the UNFSS 2021 is said to have further 
allowed corporations the ability to affect decision-making and outcomes (Canfield et  al. 
2021) in the presence of serious concerns from Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform 
on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES), Indigenous Peoples, grassroots move-
ments, and social movements to name a few as well as those from other civil society organ-
izations (CSOs) (“Civil Society” 2021). This continuation of the existing model, which 
reinforces corporate control, is further understood as a pathway that continues to threaten 
small-scale agriculture in favor of industrial agriculture, negatively affecting food security 
and production in many areas (Chan et al. 2019).

Thus, the continued adherence to current trajectories by many, such as that by UNFSS, 
as well as the disconnected focus and discussion surrounding responsible parties which 
fractures collaborative efforts, does not support necessary global progress. Human health 
and nutrition will continue to be topics at the forefront of public debate and discussion as 
people continue to call attention to food systems that may negatively impact them (Jones 
and Ejeta 2016). In addition, the impact consumed foods have on the individual is likely to 
become more important as populations increase, global diets change, food choice remains 
a barrier, access remains an issue, and an individual’s time allotted for healthier, slower 
cooking foods, decreases. As globalization continues, increased focus will be placed on 
NCDs, food access, food education, consumption, lifestyle, hunger, and purchasing habits 
to name only a few. With the increase in globalization, concern for social and environmen-
tal issues continues to grow and this is true for areas such as the food industry that have 
an impact on human health (Chen et al. 2016). As such, human rights, food sovereignty, 
and food justice are areas of increased research and awareness and there is a call moving 
forward for more study in these fields as many are impacted by the way food is currently 
produced and distributed. Those at the margins of society are demonstrated to be impacted 
the most and neoliberalism is shown to offer challenges to feeding those who also find 
themselves in the expanding urban environment without sufficient resources (Clendenning 
et al. 2016). As a result, even a decade ago Wittman (2011) referenced the fact that food 
movements that sought greater access and rights to food were growing.

As with the majority of research in this area, it is relatively young in the context of 
social science study. Growing food movements, which identify food access as a human 
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right, are an ongoing field of research with much opportunity to focus on more nuanced 
approaches and bypass blanket solutions. The last several decades have been instrumental 
in this area as researchers have dedicated much effort to identifying areas of concern and 
trends in social movements. However, the gap that appears to exist is to now take the dis-
cussion from one of moral platitudes and grand scales, and approach future studies from 
the bottom-up on a more personal level gaining the perspective of those impacted with a 
unit of analysis approach.

Food Access Identified

Food access as a human right was identified decades ago in the International Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), a multilateral treaty, as a “fundamental 
right of everyone to be free from hunger” (“United Nations General Assembly, Interna-
tional” 1966, Article 11). While attracting much attention, expansion, and agreement since, 
the Committee on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (CESCR) recognized three dec-
ades later that hunger and malnutrition still exist in both developed and developing coun-
tries; something they attribute to “not lack of food but lack of access to available food” 
(“United Nations Economic” 1999, p. 3, emphasis in original). ICESCR further linked 
access to food with its availability, which refers to food being available “in a quantity and 
quality sufficient to satisfy the dietary needs of individuals, free from adverse substances” 
(“United Nations Economic” 1999, p. 3). Furthermore, the discussion related to access also 
included “both economic and physical accessibility” (“United Nations Economic” 1999, p. 
3).

Individuals with inadequate access to markets to purchase healthy foods, due to eco-
nomic and physical constraints, are then at greater risk for experiencing undernutrition, 
lower birth weights, and NCDs as they consume “processed foods that are often energy-
dense, high in saturated fats, sugars and salt, and low in fibre” (FAO et al. 2021, p. 27). 
Considering the constraints, the issue is further exacerbated as Popkin et al. (2012) shared 
that energy-dense foods that are low in micronutrients also combine with being more read-
ily available at relatively lower price points.

In an effort to further the definition of access, Usher (2015) conceptualized five dimen-
sions in recognition of objective criteria as well as perceived elements; acceptability, 
accessibility, accommodation, affordability, and availability. The conceptualization is iden-
tified as a mix of factors related to the acquisition of, as well the potential benefits from, 
healthy food. (Usher 2015). In addition, language utilized in the 2030 Agenda for Sustaina-
ble Development adopted by the United Nations General Assembly on September 25, 2015 
includes the desire to provide access to “safe, nutritious and sufficient food all year round” 
(“United Nations General Assembly, Transforming” 2015, p. 35, target 2.1); a sentiment 
later reiterated in the document to read, “sufficient, safe, affordable and nutritious” (United 
Nations General Assembly, Transforming, 2015, p. 4). Therefore, review of the discussion 
surrounding food access reveals that a definition of food access cannot be disconnected 
from considering subsequent and potential health impacts and must consider nutrition as 
part of access evaluation.

Following a review of existing definitions and discussion surrounding various consider-
ations of food access, this research (in line with the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Develop-
ment adopted by the United Nations General Assembly in 2015) herein defines food access 
as the economic and physical accessibility to sufficient, safe, affordable and nutritious food 
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all year round. Of note, and consistent with this research into perceived responsibility for 
food access, is that the importance and context of the community as well as its role in 
food access will differ across individuals, cultures, and locations and must consider the 
viewpoint of the participant. This is an important distinction as the definition in this study 
includes consideration and recognition of more personal solutions and discussion sur-
rounding food access (such as the impact of individuals’ differing economic conditions); 
not broad-brush solutions to a highly individualized issue. Further clarifying, while this 
definition at its foundation pulls from established global discussion, it is important to note 
that here it is thought to be applicable on a more personal level. Therefore, this definition 
lends itself to the goals of this study where self-reported information, to include perceived 
responsibility for food access, will be analyzed in relation to SES.

There are several food theory approaches studied today that include citizen-consumer, 
food security, food justice, food sovereignty, and food democracy. Among these food the-
ories, food access is included as a basic human right while operating under the idea of 
the consumer as an active participant in that right. For example, as a citizen-consumer (a 
theory that emerged from the political consumerism of the late 1980s), one was viewed 
as being able to influence the collective market through purchasing decisions and choice. 
Food access is a common theme throughout these theories as food democracy further calls 
for individuals to get involved and to be active participants in the process (Lozano-Cabedo 
and Gómez-Benito 2017). The theories listed point to input and production outcomes from 
a system where the consumer, in addition to other actors, play active roles in the process.

However, with a current reliance on active participants, we are driven in this study to 
inquire about those citizens who no longer view themselves capable of influencing out-
comes in their surroundings. Identifying that someone has the right to something, access 
to food in this case, does not conclude that they are willing or able to embrace that right. 
Therefore, it is thought that there are those in society who will not benefit from any collec-
tive theory, even if for their own good, and that socioeconomic status (SES) [traditionally 
comprised of three of the most common indicators such as income, occupation, and edu-
cation (Psaki et. al. 2014; Niu 2017; Darin-Mattsson et al. 2017)] will correlate with how 
individual actors perceive their responsibilities for food access.

Independent and Dependent Variables

The study presented in this paper looks to show that the starting point need not be a single 
large-scale solution, but rather a varied and more nuanced approach with the idea of taking 
the first step. To accomplish the objective of this research project, we attempted to iden-
tify how members of differing SES classifications perceive responsibility for nutritional 
food access—which ultimately affects health. The idea is that once this relationship is rec-
ognized, it will refocus effort to generate small scale successes that will breed continued 
momentum and ultimately involve other actors found in the large-scale debates.

A pilot study was conducted to identify any concerns or issues with the data collec-
tion method and to highlight modifications that may be required in the instrument used to 
measure the study variables before final study implementation. With many studies depict-
ing a decrease in survey participation in recent decades, potentially leading to nonresponse 
bias (Guo et al. 2016), and as cultural behavior can affect response styles, it is important 
to understand response trends to properly interpret and collect sufficient data as response 
tendencies are no longer defined by a clear boundary (Kemmelmeier 2016). Thus, conduct-
ing a pilot study allowed the researchers to incorporate any necessary changes into the final 
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study to promote sufficient and relevant data collection necessary to answer the research 
question.

SES as Independent Variable

Our contribution offers that in the current change efforts there is a lack of attention given to 
the situation from a micro level and that top-down approaches overshadow those that could 
be viewed as bottom up. Concerning the individual, which we consider to be a bottom-up 
approach, a study by Li and Chen (2018) demonstrated that how one views their socio-
economic status can influence the choices and decisions they make. Another study found 
that those in lower SES households needed additional policies in place in order to be on a 
level playing field with other SES groups when it comes to food choice as economics was 
shown to be a “rate-limiting factor in the process of food decision-making” (Daivadanam 
et al. 2015, p. 6). In addition, a case study utilizing McDonald’s in Australia demonstrated 
that the franchise was more likely to be found among geographic locations associated with 
lower SES (Anaf et al. 2017). These studies show that SES can be an indication of limited 
choice and alter decisions made by individuals, with economics being a key indicator from 
a socioeconomic standpoint. Therefore, we think it a key pursuit to ask how those of dif-
fering SES perceive their personal responsibility for food access; a bottom-up approach as 
opposed to top down.

Socioeconomic status is thus used in this study as the independent variable (IV) as it is 
a theoretical construct affecting access to resources (Psaki et al. 2014) and is thought to be 
correlated to how one perceives their role in the decision-making processes associated with 
food access. Traditionally, SES has included three components of measurement; income, 
education, and occupation (Daivadanam et al. 2015; Niu 2017; Wang et al. 2018). How-
ever, this study focuses on income as a proxy for SES as income has been discussed as a 
key indicator surrounding food related decisions [income and food insecurity are positively 
correlated (Holt-Giménez and Patel 2009)] as lower income households are unable to 
access more expensive food. In addition, it was also important to gather information on the 
number of persons in the household to facilitate converting reported household incomes 
to a uniform household size using equivalence scales. The use of equivalent scales for this 
purpose is favored by researchers (Ebert and Moyes 2003) where this scale, used for tracta-
bility, is dependent upon the number of people in the household (Garner et al. 2003).

Perceived Responsibility as Dependent Variable

As the dependent variable (DV) in the study, perceived responsibility for food access 
relates to how individuals view themselves in the process of accessing nutritional foods. 
This unique consideration adds to the global discussion of food access and the surround-
ing NCD concerns as, to date, solutions focus on applied ideas that have failed to make a 
significant impact. As a result, there is the need to understand how an individual sees them-
selves in this process of nutritional food access instead of others assuming and projecting 
action items globally without understanding the individuals involved. The conceptual basis 
offered for this discussion is the social psychological phenomenon of learned helplessness, 
discussed below.

When discussing patterns of decision-making processes by individuals or groups that 
appear to not make sense from an onlooker’s perspective, choices (or lack thereof) of indi-
viduals can foster an idea of apathy or laziness from onlookers. For example, one may 
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view their personal ability to access quality or healthier foods as the responsibility of oth-
ers, thus affecting the choices and decisions they make in the process and disconnecting 
themselves from the idea of action and consequence. While this may appear to many as 
an excuse, we offer that the psychological phenomenon called learned helplessness (LH), 
which has developed as a socially relevant construct, must be considered in the discussion 
as a potential explanation. The idea of LH has been applied and extended across various 
social issues as it includes various emotional, behavioral, and biological aspects (Sorrenti 
et al. 2015) and proves to be a foundation for perceived responsibility as it relates to this 
study with its inclusion of interpersonal factors.

Much research has been conducted based on the learned helplessness theory in both 
animals and humans since its development. The theory states that exposure to “uncontrol-
lable aversive stimuli” (Reznik et al. 2017, p. 905) can lead one to perceive situations to be 
out of their control; such as when a market fails the consumer (Leary and Ridinger 2020). 
Under this theory, one disconnects their response from events and views each as being 
independent from one another, affecting goal-oriented behavior and motivation. Here, 
one no longer searches to be proactive in changing their situation (Reznik et al. 2017) and 
instead displays passivity in the wake of uncontrollable adverse events.

The learned helplessness hypothesis labeled by the initial researchers stated that organ-
isms that disconnect outcomes from their responses will thus learn helplessness relating 
to results (Barber 1986). In a 2016 study performed with flies, researchers found that once 
they removed them from the environment where they developed a feeling of helpless-
ness, the learned helplessness they had acquired dissipated and the attribute was no longer 
observed (Batsching, Wolf, and Heisenberg 2016). In humans, where learned helplessness 
has traditionally focused on helplessness as a result of trauma in addition to studies con-
ducted pertaining to academic success, depression, and anxiety, much of the focus has been 
on stress as an antecedent to depression under the model (Havranek et al. 2016). Under-
standing perceived responsibility by an individual appears, therefore, to be related in part 
to the ideas presented in the learned helplessness theory where an individual’s experiences 
can lead to a loss in confidence where they ultimately disconnect outcomes from actions. 
With this, there is a tendency to stop trying and negative perceived feedback or experi-
ences under the learned helplessness paradigm has an impact on an individual’s future 
performance or engagement. Learned helplessness, therefore, can include the deflection of 
responsibility to external factors rather than personal effort; this is in keeping with Fincham 
et al’s definition developed in 1989 and speaks directly to the issue of assuming all partici-
pants are willing and able to participate and the failure to recognize behaviors cultivated 
and rooted in previous experiences. Again, it is not as simple as making better choices.

Those individuals who fall into the LH mindset are often frustrated to the point that they 
feel overwhelmed by a situation. Studies on LH have shown that those who have developed 
this mindset will avoid challenges and when faced with obstacles, perform at a lower level 
when acting. Low confidence, motivation, and passivity result (Sorrenti et  al. 2015) and 
this mindset is offered in this study as one of the reasons why the suggestions of creating 
networks, even within communities (Blay-Palmer et al. 2016) struggle to affect change. It 
is possible that those within a community who have had similar negative experiences in 
life, have a greater potential to disconnect action and outcomes and will exhibit traits of 
learned helplessness. As such, LH as a conceptual framework not directly tested in this 
paper serves as one of the theories behind this study by suggesting that socioeconomic 
status (SES) will play a role in the LH of individuals across different levels and will be 
exhibited by an individual’s perceived responsibility.
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Data and Methods

The instrument used as the foundation for the collection of self-reported perceived personal 
responsibility is the twenty-six question Responsibility Attitude Scale (RAS) developed by 
Salkovskis et al. (2000). This questionnaire is often utilized in studies surrounding obses-
sive compulsive disorder (OCD) (Manoussaki 2015; Kobori et al. 2017; Barrett et al. 2016) 
and was designed to understand general attitudes and beliefs regarding responsibility. The 
RAS questionnaire has an original Cronbach’s alpha of 0.92 in addition to good test–retest 
reliability (Ashbaugh et al. 2006) where r = 0.94, p < 0.0001 (Salkovskis et al. 2000).

Drawing from the original RAS instrument, questions were modified for the purpose of 
this study. Where questions in the original instrument were found to be more concerned 
with OCD-specific outcomes (such as harm), they were removed. Other more general 
responsibility questions that remained (nine items) were modified and adjusted to relate 
to the present research study surrounding responsibility for food access. While efforts in 
modifying the RAS were made to retain the original intent of the questions, statistical anal-
ysis in the form of Cronbach’s alpha was performed following data collection on received 
responses to ensure the reliability of items in the modified scale. Cronbach’s alpha for the 
modified RAS was 0.80, indicating internal consistency.

As part of a pilot study, a total of thirty questionnaires, cover letters, and return enve-
lopes were folded and mailed to addresses within the city of Danville, KY to collect pri-
mary data. Addresses were randomly selected to participate from a database obtained at 
the County Courthouse which contained all residential addresses within the city. Danville, 
KY was selected as it is an area that has affluent neighborhoods as well as Sect. 8 housing 
indicating a wide range of household incomes in the area – an important determinant of 
SES. The randomly selected addresses were then removed from potential selection for the 
final study so that the same household was not selected twice, thus duplicating participants. 
The pilot study asked participants to return the completed questionnaire within three days 
of receipt, informed them that participation was voluntary, defined food access, and high-
lighted the anonymous nature of the study.

Results from the pilot study were interesting and informative, resulting in changes to the 
final study. One of the main goals of the pilot study was to indicate potential response rates 
of participants, which would then be used to adjust number mailed out in the final study. 
This was done to ensure enough responses necessary to result in adequate statistical power. 
The pilot study yielded a 13.3 percent return rate.

A statistical power analysis determined that at least twenty-six completed, usable sur-
veys were required for the final study. With minor adjustments to the mailing procedure 
(using full-sized envelopes to avoid folding the survey instruments, paring down the cover 
letter that accompanied the survey instruments, and providing an operational definition of 
food access on the survey instrument), we believed an expected overall 15 percent return 
rate in the final study to be reasonable. Needing twenty-six usable responses under the con-
ditions of an expected 15 percent return rate meant that 180 surveys should be mailed. 
However, taking into account the percentage of respondents in the pilot study that indicated 
their occupation as retired, 320 surveys were sent out in the final study as using SES as IV 
with income as proxy meant not including responses from retirees as current income may 
not be accurately reflective of SES.

With the sample frame identified as residential housing units within the city of Danville, 
KY and the database scrubbed for non-applicable participants [businesses, out of area 
mailing addresses, and duplicates], the sample selection process became the focus. Simple 
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random sampling via a random number generator from Urbaniak and Plous (2013) was 
employed to determine the households asked to participate in the study. Each address had 
an equal chance of being selected. It should also be noted that the researchers requested, 
prior to receipt of the housing unit database within the city, that all columns contain-
ing names of occupants be removed. This was done to help maintain anonymity of the 
participants.

Final Study

Of the 320 questionnaires sent out for the final research study, fourteen were undeliver-
able and returned to sender as the homes were vacant. Out of the 306 remaining, seventy-
six questionnaires (24.8 percent) were returned for consideration in the study, a significant 
increase from the pilot study response rate of 13.3 percent—an indication that the adjust-
ments made following the pilot study had a positive impact on response rate. Data for the 
seventy-six respondents was entered into an SPSS v26 database and responses correspond-
ing to negatively worded items on the instrument were reverse coded. By reverse coding 
these questions, the items were consistent in their measurement reflection of perceived 
responsibility as a higher value on the Likert scale indicated more responsibility perceived 
by the individual.

Filters were then applied for missing data within the scale, the number of persons in the 
household, as well as income as these are the primary considerations in this study; these 
filters removed twelve cases resulting in a total of sixty-four. It should be noted that only 
one case had missing value items within the scale questions and that respondent also did 
not include the number of persons in the household or income. This is noted as remov-
ing cases solely based upon missing scale data could potentially result in removing a case 
based on missing data in a particular question, where the question itself may not ultimately 
be used in the analysis or included in the total calculated responsibility score following 
inter-item correlational analysis. This concern is not an issue here as all missing data cases 
removed did not include income information.

An additional filter was then included in relation to the occupation response to remove 
retirees and other occupational non-responses from the analysis. Following this filter appli-
cation, thirty-four additional cases were removed due to indicating retired as their occu-
pation and two respondents were removed as they did not list an occupation at all. Thus, 
the database was left with twenty-eight cases. Data cleaning performed to this point was 
focused on identifying data that was useful in answering the research question, thus remov-
ing data non-response cases and retirees. The following steps, performed prior to final data 
analysis, focused on the quality of the data remaining by testing the assumptions of the 
Pearson’s product-moment correlation coefficient to determine analysis applicability.

Assumptions and Analysis – Pearson’s Product‑Moment Correlation

Assumptions of the Pearson’s product-moment correlation statistical test necessary in 
order to produce a valid result when applying the bivariate correlation analysis: Continuous 
scale; Linearity; Outliers; Normality; Related pairs; and Homoscedasticity. All assump-
tions of a Pearson’s correlational analysis were tested and confirmed for both the IV (SES) 
and the DV (perceived total responsibility) and the outlier analysis resulted in the removal 
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of two cases, for a total of twenty-six cases remaining. Table 1 shows the descriptive statis-
tics for the final data set.

Additionally, an examination of the original inter-item correlation matrix of the items in 
the perceived responsibility scale showed three items to be weakly related to the others and 
they were removed from the scale, resulting in a total of five items comprising the modi-
fied RAS. Table 2 shows the inter-item correlation matrix results after removing the scale 
items indicated followed by a between variables analysis addressing the research question 
through Pearson’s r.

With the final data set prepared, the Pearson correlation statistical test was performed 
to determine if a statistically significant relationship exists between SES and personal per-
ceived responsibility for food access. The Pearson correlation was used to test the null 
hypothesis that there is no statistically significant difference in how individuals perceive 
personal responsibility for food access based on the respondents’ SES. Table 3 reflects the 
results of the Pearson’s correlational analysis.

Pearson’s product-moment correlational coefficient, Pearson’s r, was used to deter-
mine if a statistically significant relationship exists between SES and personal perceived 
responsibility for food access. Based on the applied statistical test, SES and perceived per-
sonal responsibility for food access were shown to be statistically significantly correlated. 
Results indicate that SES accounts for 18.6 percent of the variability in the DV and that 
there is a positive correlation with a moderate effect size between SES and perceived per-
sonal responsibility for food access (r(24) = 0.43, p = 0.028); where food access is defined 
as the economic and physical accessibility to sufficient, safe, affordable and nutritious food 
all year round. Therefore, results of this study identify a statistically significant difference 
in how individuals perceive personal responsibility for food access based on their SES.

Table 1  Descriptive Statistics for Final Dataset

Note: Descriptive statistics for final dataset.

N = 26

Minimum Maximum Mean Standard Deviation

Adjusted Household Income $5,367 $72,169 $42,112.80 $18,269.04
Responsibility Score 9 25 18.62 4.109

Table 2  Final Inter-Item Correlation Matrix

Source: Author’s  calculationsa.
Notes: Indicates the final inter-item correlation matrix following the removal of Q2, Q6, and Q8.
a) Final Cronbach’s α = 0.80.

Influence_Q1R Impact_Q3 Actions_Q4R Access_Q5 Control_Q7R

Influence_Q1R 1 0.647 0.35 0.357 0.716
Impact_Q3 0.647 1 0.464 0.213 0.635
Actions_Q4R 0.35 0.464 1 0.042 0.57
Access_Q5 0.357 0.213 0.042 1 0.253
Control_Q7R 0.716 0.635 0.57 0.253 1
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Post‑hoc Analyses

Post-hoc analyses were also performed utilizing the independent-samples t test to test dif-
ferences between the means of those in different SES levels. To perform post-hoc anal-
yses on the self-reported standardized household income data, data was categorized and 
analyzed within the context of a specific SES class in order to discuss post-hoc results in 
detail. Therefore, a method of delineation was developed for this study to determine the 
demarcation between low, middle, and high SES based on adjusted household income lev-
els. To calculate and define thresholds between low, median, and high-income levels, the 
Pew Research Center designation for determining what constitutes the middle-class was 
used that identifies middle-class as falling between 67 to 200 percent of the median house-
hold income.

The Pew Research Center middle-class percentage range was applied to the ACS 
median published household income for the city of Danville, KY listed for 2013–2017; 
$37,045 (U.S. Census Bureau 2019). The goal was not only to identify the lower and upper 
limits of what this study identifies as middle-class (from the city’s median household 
income perspective), but at the same time created a distinct measure of upper and lower 
thresholds used for classification and post-hoc analysis. Applying the percentages to the 
median household income of $37,045 obtained from the ACS, division between low and 
middle-class was calculated as $24,820 (Rounded—$24,820.15) and the division between 
upper and middle-class was calculated as $74,090. Thus, the designation used in post-hoc 
study as a guide when referring to low, middle, and upper-class are as follows: low SES—
$0 to $24,820; middle SES – between $24,820 and $74,090; and high SES—greater than 
$74,090.

Utilizing common equivalency scale calculations, a household of five earning $50,000 
per year would have an adjusted income of $22,360, whereas a household of two making 
the same amount would have an adjusted income of $35,355; the five-person household 
would be categorized as low SES in this study. It is noted that this procedure to identify the 
class boundaries adds a qualitative component as, with no specific universal designation 
to identify or distinguish between social classes, the researchers determined the process, 
selected the method, and calculated the threshold limits for this study.

Utilizing the demarcations identified for low, middle, and upper SES levels, no cases in 
this study resulted in a household adjusted income level that met the calculated requirement 

Table 3  Pearson’s Correlation Coefficient

Source: Author’s calculations
* p < 0.05

Adjusted Income Perceived 
Responsi-
bility

Adjusted Income Pearson Correlation 1 0.431*
Sig. (2-tailed) – 0.028
N 26 26

Perceived Responsibility Pearson Correlation 0.431* 1
Sig. (2-tailed) 0.028 –
N 26 26
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of 200 percent of the median household income identified for Danville, KY. Therefore, 
with a two-group design the independent-samples t test was used for analysis as the data 
met the assumptions of independent samples, normality of the dependent variable, and 
homogeneity of variance based on Levene’s test. Three independent-samples t tests were 
conducted as, in addition to the $24,820 demarcation calculated above between low and 
middle SES, additional cutoff values for additional income levels were also checked as a 
point of interest. Results of the three post-hoc independent-samples t tests performed are 
found in Table 4.

Utilizing the $24,820 income value demarcation (where low and middle SES groups 
were separated by the calculated value of $24,820), those in the low SES group had lower 
total perceived responsibility scores for food access (M = 15.4, SD = 5.03) compared to 
adjusted household income levels identifying the middle-class designation (M = 19.38, 
SD = 3.58). An independent-samples t test was computed to compare groups and the differ-
ence was found to be significant, t(24) = -2.07, p = 0.049, r2 = 0.19. Therefore, those in the 
lower SES category perceived themselves as having significantly less responsibility than 
those reflecting the middle class in this study at 95 percent CI [-7.958, -0.01]. In addition, 
results were also significant when utilizing the demarcation value of $30,000 for further 
comparison of means (t(24) = -2.22, p = 0.036, r2 = 0.19) as those in the lower SES group 
had lower total perceived responsibility for food access (M = 16.13, SD = 4.26) than those 
in the middle SES group (M = 19.72, SD = 3.63); 95 percent CI [-6.95, -0.25].

Discussion and Conclusions

As the world experiences a continued rise in deaths from NCDs, it is simultaneously 
faced with addressing overconsumption alongside hunger and malnutrition. The topic of 
food access has gained much global attention regarding potential solutions or pathways to 
improvement; where food access is defined as the economic and physical accessibility to 
sufficient, safe, affordable and nutritious food all year round. Unfortunately, global efforts 
to improve food access and subsequently address related worldwide concerns and issues 
have failed under the current partnership model that develops close associations and ties 
with industry. This failed approach, endorsed by the UN in their Sustainable Development 

Table 4  Results of Independent-Samples t Test

Source: Author’s calculations
Notes. There were no additional adjusted household income values between $30,000 and $35,000
a) Delineation between the two groups (low and middle SES)
**p < 0.05

t Test for Equality of Means

Test # aBetween 
Groups Demar-
cation

t df Significance 
Level
(2-tailed)

Mean Difference Standard 
Error of Dif-
ference

95 percent 
Confidence 
Interval

1 $24,820 -2.071 24 0.049** -3.981 1.922 -7.948 -0.014

2 $30,000 -2.215 24 0.036** -3.597 1.624 -6.949 -0.246
3 $40,000 -1.958 24 0.062 -3 1.532 -6.162 0.162
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Goals, continues to be a failed pursuit as they recently admitted that very little progress has 
been made under the current model in providing access to healthier products.

As such, this research study offers a novel multi-disciplinary approach to a growing 
global issue by focusing on the individual; a unit of analysis perspective. This perspective 
was originally suggested by Coleman and Fulford (2020), and this study is an attempt to 
provide empirical substantiation of this proposed approach. In simplest terms, the approach 
attempts to understand how the individual perceives themselves in the current food access 
model as it relates to a level of responsibility; is their view more internal or external in 
nature? This study hypothesized that the individual would believe themselves to have a 
higher level of individual responsibility for food access as income levels increased and a 
relationship would be identified between SES and perceived personal responsibility for 
food access. Thus, while proposed solutions at the global partnership level attempt to solve 
issues with broad or top-down approaches unsuccessfully, this study highlights the need to 
instead begin with the individual and how they perceive the situation. Beginning with the 
individual is key as any solution that relies on engagement or a shift in individual choices 
or behaviors must first understand the barriers that the affected individuals themselves see 
as limiting factors. Only through understanding the individual experience is it offered that 
tailored solutions be presented that directly relate to the existing barriers and issues experi-
enced from the unit of analysis level.

Results of the main study indicated that there is a statistically significant relationship 
between one’s SES level as determined by income and how the individual perceives per-
sonal responsibility for food access; the variables demonstrate a moderate effect size and 
are positively correlated. Thus, those with higher incomes, standardized based on the 
number of persons in the household, had higher self-reported total responsibility scores 
than those with lower incomes. Post-hoc analysis supports the main study as a signifi-
cant difference in perceived total responsibility scores was found between low and middle 
SES groups based on scale scores. Findings demonstrate that those with higher adjusted 
incomes see themselves as having greater responsibility for food access whereas those with 
lower standardized household incomes viewed themselves as having less responsibility for 
food access. This result indicates that those of lower SES viewed food access as being 
beyond their control or the responsibility of others. Thus, those from lower SES levels tend 
to place responsibility on external parties whereas there appears to be a greater sense of 
ownership connected with personal actions and behaviors as SES increases.

We offer that one possible explanation for the statistically significant relationship found 
in this study is the unique application of the social psychological phenomena of learned 
helplessness (LH). The use of LH to explain different perspectives relating to one’s respon-
sibility for food access supports the current disconnect between proposed global solutions, 
well-intended local movements, current results, and the ultimate desired outcomes. As 
this study demonstrates, there are differences across SES levels in individual food access 
beliefs regarding responsibility. Thus, it is no surprise that those who see themselves as 
having more responsibility in the process will engage in proactive actions and behaviors 
at a greater rate than those who do not. Additionally, solutions on a broad level that call 
or rely on the individual to proactively engage through such behavioral changes as making 
better choices for example, will undoubtedly be more effective with those at greater income 
levels while the same proposal will, in large part, result in no effective outcome for those 
who need it the most.

The uniqueness of individual experiences as it relates to LH further contributes to indi-
vidual behaviors and actions in relation to the notion of whether they experience univer-
sal helplessness or personal helplessness. These distinctions further support the linear 

Page 13 of 20    1Food Ethics (2022) 7: 1



1 3

relationship observed in this study as individuals will respond differently to the same stim-
uli due to the fact that they attribute the idea of control to different things. Thus, broad 
solutions to the issue of food access are ineffective as they generalize to situations that can 
be very different from one another and as such, miss the real issues at the point of impact 
completely; overlooking the individual meant to benefit the most as what works in one area 
may not work in the next.

This recognition of universal or personal LH as a conceptual framework also applies to 
food movements intended to be change agents in response to the ineffective global model 
as those with universal helplessness believe there is nothing neither they, nor anyone else, 
can do to change their situation. Those experiencing personal helplessness on the other 
hand believe that there are actions that impact outcomes, however, they themselves do not 
believe they can exhibit that response. Therefore movements, even those at a local level, 
that do not understand the individualized concerns of those most affected will fall short if 
relying on those whose experiences have resulted in disconnecting actions and outcomes 
completely through LH (a universal helplessness perspective). These are individuals who 
may place more trust in, or rely more heavily on, epistemic authority.

Limitations of the Study

Limitations to the research include the localized sample used in the study. While there is 
no reason to believe that the City of Danville, KY would be uniquely different from other 
locations within the U.S., it is still only a representative sample from one city at a particu-
lar point in time. In addition, the study was conducted in a city located in the U.S., findings 
may not be applicable to other countries. Thus, while a statistically significant relationship 
was determined between SES and perceived personal responsibility for food access, the 
findings may not be generalizable to the other locations where the context may be different 
(time, culture, politics, etc.).

While the sample size was deemed appropriate for this research study based on the 
effect size found in other completed studies between SES and measures of self-efficacy, the 
small number of participants utilized may be a limitation to greater generalization. There 
were also no cases where the adjusted household income level fell within the upper-class 
designation for post-hoc analysis, as most participants were middle class. Therefore, a limi-
tation would be the inability to statistically test the hypothesis incorporating data from the 
higher SES level. Retirees were also not included in the sample that was further defined as 
those employed or of pre-retirement age – where birth year was not among the data col-
lected. Thus, the sample parameters may have an impact on the study outcome.

A further limitation is the lack of research regarding SES and a measure of self-efficacy; 
here, personal perceived responsibility for food access. This does not allow the study to be 
compared to other studies in different locations consisting of different sizes and contextual 
influences. This study introduces a unique application and approach to food access and as 
such, large scale actions resultant of this study should be tempered until additional and 
confirmatory studies are available to contextualize findings.

In addition, although LH is offered as a possible explanation as to why those of dif-
fering SES perceive their responsibility for food access differently, this study did not 
research this directly and results obtained do not provide details as to why the statistical 
relationship exists. It is also likely that other variables not identified in this study affect per-
ceived responsibility for food access beyond SES. Therefore, while there is a statistically 
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significant relationship between the independent and dependent variables, additional uni-
dentified variables also likely contribute to one’s perception of responsibility.

Finally, an existing reliable instrument was modified and utilized in this study resulting 
in continued high reliability; five scale questions remained for the research study following 
the pilot study and adjustments. A potential limitation from this may be attributed to the 
number of questions used in the analysis and the number of factors covered by the instru-
ment relating to responsibility. It is possible that more questions or additional factors on an 
instrument may provide a wider range of understanding to the relationship.

Implications for Practice

Results of the study demonstrate that one’s adjusted household income level affects how 
they view themselves in the food access paradigm. Practical solutions or approaches that 
lead effective change relating to food access need to recognize that not all individuals view 
food access as a personal responsibility at the same level as others. Thus, proposed solu-
tions that rely on individual engagement or action will not produce equal or desired results 
as those most in need may ultimately realize the least amount of benefit; through being 
unable or unwilling. In addressing food access, global actors must take this into account 
and increase their level of involvement at the point of impact in order to positively affect 
those who view improved food access as an external responsibility. By focusing on tailored 
results that directly address the individual differences related to responsibility perspectives 
across SES levels, it is possible that significant and targeted solutions will not only posi-
tively affect individual wellness and quality of life, but will subsequently have a positive 
effect on global healthcare costs as well as potentially minimizing the perceptions of dis-
connectedness between actions and behaviors experienced by those of lower SES.

Global and Local Leadership Engagement

From a leadership perspective and as an approach from local and multinational corpora-
tions (MNCs) that includes the global actors concerned and involved by choice, necessity, 
or association in the discussions and partnerships surrounding the improvement of nutri-
tional food access worldwide, it is worth offering a different lens through which to view the 
issues. Under the current global model, one could argue that the approach to food access is 
counter-productive to not only the individuals who are being impacted the most, but to the 
very organizations themselves who outwardly subscribe to CSR activities and partner in 
expressed support of SDGs, while stopping short of experiencing monetary inconveniences 
in addressing a global issue. The current partnerships thus can exhibit the appearance of 
greenwashing and not reflect genuine interest in refocusing efforts; which is why it is inter-
esting that while part of the problem, industry has been called on to also be part of the 
solution without a change in focus demonstrated by action from these global partnerships. 
Thus, it should be recognized that those not interested in solving the problem, never will.

Implications, motivations, and incentives for organizations to adopt this individualized 
approach in relation to food access also extend further. Refocusing global leadership to 
engage in a bottom-up approach that simultaneously recognizes that organizations are made 
up of a collective of individuals, companies may recognize internal value as a secondary 
benefit to this new perspective on a currently perceived external issue. In other words, lead-
ers should understand that when individuals, who are also the same people who comprise 
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the existing and potential workforce, have access to nutritional foods in lieu of those linked 
to NCDs and obesity, that lower healthcare costs, fewer lost workdays, increased productiv-
ity, and increased profit can result.

Therefore, from a practical application standpoint and to support the change process, 
organizations may find a deeper interest in approaching the issue as focusing on improved 
worker access to nutritional food seems a more reasonable starting point for those organi-
zations that have been historically viewed as part of the problem. The shift to focusing on 
improved individual health within each organization through improvement of food access 
appears a much more palatable and feasible undertaking to affect positive change but 
requires a shift in mindset and pathway to achieve stated goals. Whether one agrees that 
businesses are in place solely to make a profit or they have responsibilities for the direct or 
indirect impacts they have on the environment and social worlds within which they oper-
ate, this change of lens allows the leader to be conscious of shareholders and stakeholders 
while simultaneously impacting both the individual and surroundings. This shift in focus 
allows leaders to be consistent in working toward the betterment of the company while at 
the same time, addressing individual needs and concerns of community and employees one 
step at a time.

It is here that we also find support for the least-cost principles (see Wenar 2007) which, 
in relation to this study, places the responsibility for action on the actor who is capable 
and willing to act without excessive burden. This may mean that responsibility is initially 
placed on those with the greatest resources, such as corporations or governments, and 
later shifted to individuals. While one can argue that ultimate responsibility lies with the 
individual, the understanding of LH developed from lived experiences would suggest that 
external support and action is needed to begin to alter the mindset of those who have dis-
connected from engaging. In this manner, past experiences of individuals may be able to 
be shifted from universal to personal helplessness and later to having the confidence and 
means to personally engage as they learn to associate action with outcomes. From a practi-
cal standpoint, this would appear to be in line with Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 
and would therefore not only require a shift in the individual mindset, but a renewed com-
mitment to the individual and issues involved above and beyond profit and market share by 
corporations. In other words, focus could be shifted to a more relational-based model that 
can remain profitable while at the same time displaying actions that proactively mitigate 
the current issue. Restructuring as part of CSR initiatives may mean that ethical considera-
tions are revisited in an effort to reevaluate how the competitive market is approached.

Further, food movements such as food sovereignty and food justice, and even farmer’s 
markets, must also recognize that SES has an effect on participation and the movements 
may unconsciously be missing a great portion of the community they intend to serve. The 
explanation of LH offered in this research as a potential reason for the statistically signifi-
cant relationship between SES and personal perceived responsibility means that individual 
experiences and how they have previously associated negative outcomes (universal help-
lessness or personal helplessness) ultimately effects their participation and future actions or 
inactions, even if the actions will be to their benefit. This means that not only at the global 
level, but at the local level, the individual should be the focus as even local organizations 
intended to combat the global paradigm have failed to take hold. With this approach, initial 
growth and impact may be and appear slow, but a continued focus on the individual means 
many actors and organizations with a simultaneous focus on the individual, will quickly 
realize a positive shift at the community and global level; potentially reflected in lower 
NCD and obesity rates that currently are on the rise in the name of profit and partnerships.
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