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Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic exposed and exacerbated the vulnerabilities of migrants and refugees in secondary cities in Can-
ada, where the restrictive food environment and limited resources heightened challenges related to food security. This study 
investigates how the intersectionality of immobility, gender, and food insecurity shaped the lived experiences of recently 
resettled Syrian, Somali and Afghanistan refugees in the Waterloo Region, Canada, during the pandemic. The mixed methods 
research approach integrates survey and in-depth interview data to examine refugees’ motivations for migration, economic 
conditions, challenges in accessing culturally appropriate food, and the impact of gender roles. Findings reveal that structural 
barriers within the food environment, compounded by mobility restrictions and shifting gender dynamics, perpetuated a 
vicious cycle of marginalization that undermined migrants’ overall well-being. Women respondents were particularly affected 
as primary caregivers, by bearing the disproportionate burdens of food-related household responsibilities under precarious 
circumstances. This paper contributes to the discussion on migration, food systems, and social inequalities by emphasizing 
the need for gender-responsive and culturally sensitive policies to address the compounded challenges refugees encounter 
during crisis circumstances.
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Introduction
Two years after the COVID-19 pandemic ended, its after-
math continues to impact socioeconomic systems, high-
lighting the various vulnerabilities of human society that 
were exposed during the health crisis. One of the critical 
dimensions of the widely discussed socioeconomic conse-
quences of the pandemic was its impact on food security 
around the world, particularly in low and middle-income 
countries (Béné et al., 2021; Chang et al., 2023; Hassen 
& Bilali, 2024). According to the Food and Agricultural Or-
ganization (FAO), the pandemic increased the number of 
people experiencing severe and moderate food insecurity by 
approximately 320 million (FAO et al., 2021). What’s worse, 
after the sharp rise, global hunger has persisted at nearly 
the same level from 2021-2023, still plaguing 9.1 percent of 
the population in 2023 (FAO, 2024). COVID-19 is, therefore, a 
hunger crisis that has significantly hindered global progress 
toward the 2030 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 
impacting not only the goal of zero hunger (SDG2) but also 
several other goals (e.g., SDG3, SDG5, SDG12) that depend 
on achieving food security (Begho, 2022; Hanna et al., 2024; 
Saccone, 2021; Shulla et al., 2021).

Migrants and refugees, particularly those living in urban 
areas reliant on precarious employment and social services, 
have been impacted significantly by the pandemic (Ahmed 
et al., 2024; Enns et al., 2024). Food insecurity among refu-
gee households increased markedly during the pandemic, 
varying across location and population groups (Crush & 
Ramachandran, 2023; Kar et al., 2021). The Global Report 
on Food Crises (FSIN & Global Network Against Food Crisis, 
2023) noted that many refugees and asylum seekers in 
certain countries faced acute food insecurity in 2022. For 
instance, 82% of the Syrian refugees in Jordan faced acute 
food insecurity. The pandemic also intensified existing 
inequalities in food accessibility and availability, as many 
refugees could not access food banks and grocery stores 
catering to their specific dietary needs based on cultural or 
religious practices (Dabone et al., 2022; Mori & Onyango, 
2023). Additionally, recent studies have found that refugees 
faced higher levels of anxiety and stress related to food 
insecurity, impacting their overall well-being and ability to 
adapt to their new environments (Kong et al., 2022; Zangia-
badi et al., 2024).

Refugees experience compounded vulnerabilities in host 
countries and countries of resettlement during the pandemic. 
Kimberlé Crenshaw’s (1994) concept of “intersectionality” 
(Weldon, 2008) provides a critical theoretical lens to unpack 
these multiple and interlinked sources of inequality. Rooted 
in feminist scholarship and Black women’s experience in 
the legal system, the concept of intersectionality examines 
how multiple, overlapping social categories —such as race, 
ethnicity, gender, and class—interact to produce unique 
forms of oppression or privilege (Bürkner, 2012). Refugees 
represent the “quintessential intersectional subjects” within 
migration studies (Nash, 2008). They have crossed multiple 
boundaries as they resettle and integrate into the social 
fabric of the new geographies where they have relocated 
(Bastia, 2014). These crossed boundaries cause disruptions 

in established systems where conflicts of interest in various 
ways result in numerous types of discrimination, oppres-
sion, socioeconomic disadvantages, and inequalities. These 
pre-existing challenges were compounded by the “mobility 
crisis” of the COVID-19 pandemic, as lockdowns, border 
closures, and travel restrictions, which further isolated 
refugees from essential resources and services (Crush & 
Ramachandran, 2023; Orjuela-Grimm et al., 2022). 

During the chaos of the pandemic, refugees often found 
themselves at a disadvantage when accessing resources, 
including food and other necessities. Canada’s food environ-
ment has exacerbated food insecurity among refugees and 
migrants. This exacerbation is driven by the Western-centric 
nature of Canada’s food environment, with fast food and 
ingredients for Western diets being widely available, while 
culturally specific foods remain less accessible (Moffat et 
al., 2017; Stelfox & Newbold, 2019; Tarraf et al., 2017), cou-
pled with car-dependent shopping patterns that place food 
outlets beyond walking distance. Moreover, structural barri-
ers, such as their “othered” ethnicity, race and food culture 
often translated into language-related difficulties, economic 
precarity, and limited food availability, which further margin-
alized them within this socioeconomic system (Ahmed et 
al., 2023; Leone et al., 2020; Kavian et al., 2020).

Although the COVID-19 pandemic has exposed and exac-
erbated existing challenges for migrants and refugees in 
both large and small cities, refugees living in secondary 
cities face unique and, in many ways, greater challenges 
compared to those in primary cities. As Easton-Calabria 
et al. (2022) pointed out, more research is needed on sec-
ondary cities where urban refugees settle and how these 
settings affect their lives, livelihoods, and ability to integrate. 
Available studies have shown that the limited institutional, 
social and financial resources in smaller secondary cities 
have contributed to severe food insecurity among refugees 
and more difficulties in accessing basic services (Rahman 
& Ruszczyk, 2021; Ruszczyk et al., 2021). The food envi-
ronment in secondary cities is often restrictive due to the 
limited number of ethnic food stores. The smaller refugee 
population in a secondary city region further reduces the 
community’s ability to provide food support as well as the 
social and communal support that refugees could rely on 
during times of crisis. In addition, the COVID-19 pandemic 
exposed inadequacies in support services for migrant and 
refugee women, particularly in addressing cultural and lin-
guistic barriers (Gillespie et al., 2022). Despite the multifac-
eted challenges facing migrants and refugees, few studies 
exist on their food experiences in Canada’s secondary cities 
during the pandemic. In addition, very few studies have 
examined the relationship between migration and food se-
curity from a gendered perspective (Smith and Floro, 2020). 
This study explores the intersection of immobility, migrant 
status and gender with food security by examining the lived 
experiences of refugees in the secondary cities of Kitchener 
and Waterloo in Canada. Through this focus, the study aims 
to provide critical insights into how the unique social and 
structural challenges of secondary cities shape the food 
security and well-being of refugees.
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This paper begins by reviewing existing literature on the 
vulnerabilities experienced by refugees during the COVID-19 
pandemic, with a particular focus on the barriers faced by 
migrants and refugees in Canada when accessing critical 
resources. It then outlines the mixed-methods approach 
employed in this study, detailing the integration of survey 
and interview data collected from migrants in the Waterloo 
Region. The analysis explores key themes, including moti-
vations for migration, economic conditions, food security 
status, challenges in accessing culturally appropriate food, 
immobility, the use of food banks, and the intersections of 
these factors with gender. By addressing these dimensions, 
the paper provides a comprehensive understanding of the 
complex realities faced by migrant and refugee communi-
ties during the pandemic.

Intersectionality of COVID-19, 
Immobility, Gender and Food Security
Several studies have highlighted the intersectionality of 
immobility, gender, and food security for migrants and 
refugees during the COVID-19 global crisis (Gillespie et al., 
2022; Orjuela-Grimm et al., 2022). In Canada, immigrants 
and refugees experienced intensified negative socio-eco-
nomic impacts, worsened by precarious employment, racial 
discrimination, and mental health challenges (Arya et al., 
2021; Nakhaie et al., 2022). Some of these challenges are 
closely associated with the various barriers that refugees 
and migrants in Canada faced in accessing healthcare, 
economic, and social support during the pandemic, all of 
which contributed to food insecurity (Edmonds & Flahault, 
2021; Ramachandran et al., 2024). Despite the availability of 
federal government programs such as the Interim Federal 
Health Program (IFHP) that provided limited and temporary 
coverage of healthcare benefits for resettled refugees and 
refugee claimants, refugees in Canada still faced barriers. 
These include well recognized structural barriers such as 
language barriers needed to complete application forms 
and lack of awareness and misunderstanding of the pro-
gram among healthcare providers and refugees. On top of 
this, other well-recognized structural barriers, including em-
ployment-related discrimination and housing-related stress 
were significantly exacerbated as the pandemic unfolded 
(Hamilton et al., 2020).

Moreover, in-depth studies of how the pandemic impacts 
refugees in Canada reveal the gendered nature of the dif-
ferent economic and social impacts on women and men. 
For instance, a study of Yazidi refugees shows that while 
some male refugees lost their jobs because of the pan-
demic, women refugees were more concerned about the 
economic future of their family (Banerjee et al., 2022). This 
elevated concern was perhaps because women assumed 
the often “invisible” and under-recognized responsibilities 
of caregiving and becoming the financial providers during 
the pandemic. Another study of skilled immigrant women 
underscored the pandemic’s gendered nature (Nardon et al., 
2022). It was less feasible for women to work from home 
due to limited social support and increased family responsi-
bilities. Despite their critical role in long-term care facilities, 

women immigrants working as healthcare aides faced 
economic exclusion, workplace precarity and broader social 
exclusion (Lightman, 2022). The situation was even more 
difficult for migrant women without legal status (Abji et al., 
2020). The pandemic exacerbated gender-based violence 
and food insecurity for migrant women, with the overlapping 
systems of sexism, racism, and xenophobia contributing to 
their increased vulnerability (Gillespie et al., 2022).

Despite these many challenges, women migrants had 
limited accessibility to adequate support because of vari-
ous reasons (Ramachandran et al., 2024). Studies in India 
and Europe have shown that migrant women experienced 
desperation and panic grief due to food scarcity and lack 
of access to healthcare and the labour market during the 
pandemic (Germain & Yong, 2020; Hamedanian, 2022; Sa-
hayam & Tiwari, 2022). In Canada, non-documented women 
were largely invisible in the public health response and sup-
port programs, even though women are more likely to live in 
poverty, be single-parent household heads, and enter Can-
ada as dependents (Abji et al., 2020). They were excluded 
from emergency income support provided by the Canadian 
government such as Canada Emergency Response Benefit 
(CERB) and the Canada Child Benefit. 

Financial hardship, documentation status, and reduced hu-
manitarian assistance were key factors contributing to the 
alarming increase in food insecurity among migrants and 
refugees during the pandemic (Ahmed et al., 2023; Karki & 
Moasun, 2023; Sharma, 2020). Studies before the pandemic 
pointed out that 40-71% of refugee households resettling 
in high-income countries were food insecure, which was 
significantly higher than the local population in host coun-
tries (Mansour et al., 2020; Wood et al., 2021). This already 
disproportionate landscape of food insecurity worsened 
during the pandemic. Despite this critical challenge facing 
refugees, medicines and food were often not included in the 
support provided to those in isolation and quarantine during 
the pandemic (Cardwell et al., 2022). Even in cases where 
support was accessible, refugees often found them to be 
inadequate (Javaher, 2020). These findings underscore the 
importance of addressing well-entrenched systemic ineq-
uities and improving food security measures for vulnerable 
populations in Canada.

Building on this understanding of the complex challenges 
facing migrants and refugees, this paper offers selected 
findings from the survey and interview data gathered in the 
Kitchener-Waterloo (K-W) area in Ontario, Canada, in 2022. It 
aims to depict the experience of refugees in Canada during 
the COVID-19 pandemic, particularly their household food 
security status. It also evaluates how gender and COVID-19 
have reproduced the structural challenges they face as they 
resettle in Canada. Drawing on the notion of intersection-
ality in conceptualizing subjectivity, defining identity and 
shaping one’s lived experience (Birchall, 2021; McCall, 2005; 
Nash, 2008), this research sheds light on the intersectional-
ity among health, gender, and food insecurity of vulnerable 
groups exposed by the pandemic. It also highlights the 
policy interventions needed for enhancing the food security 
and long-term livelihood viability of refugees in Canada. 
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Study Sites
The study site of Waterloo Region in Ontario province 
includes the three cities of Waterloo, Kitchener, and Cam-
bridge and four surrounding townships. With an estimated 
33,000 refugees and a broader immigrant population of 
around 150,000 in 2021, the region represents the ninth larg-
est destination for refugee resettlement in Canada and the 
fourth largest in Ontario (IRCC, 2021). The region also hosts 
a significant number of non-permanent residents, including 
students, temporary foreign workers, and asylum seekers. 
The growth of the immigrant population in this region since 
2015 has coincided with a marked increase in demand for 
food assistance, particularly during the pandemic (The Food 
Bank of Waterloo Region, 2020).

One of the main reasons Kitchener-Waterloo was selected 
for this study is its status as a secondary city in Canada. 
Secondary cities are distinct from primary cities like Toronto. 
The latter benefit from advanced social networks, extensive 
resources, and marked policy attention. Secondary cities are 
typically second-tier urban centres within a hierarchical sys-
tem, defined by their population size and urban functions, 
and often serve important regional roles despite having 
fewer resources and less-developed institutional capacity 
(Goodall, 1987). In contrast, primary cities often serve as 
political, economic, and cultural hubs for their regions. Their 
larger scale and substantial investments in infrastructure 
typically enable them to offer more comprehensive support 
systems for vulnerable populations (Galiani & Kim, 2008). 
Secondary cities, however, play a crucial role in managing 
urbanization and fostering balanced development, acting as 
transitional zones between rural areas and major metropol-
itan centres (Brand et al., 2021).

Research highlights the potential of secondary cities to drive 
regional growth and innovation by providing adequate infra-
structure to meet population growth demands, sometimes 
outperforming metropolitan areas in service delivery (Ma-
rais & Cloete, 2017). These cities often house globally active 
firms in non-financial industries, exhibit distinct migration 
patterns and can foster innovative political and professional 
cultures (Hodos, 2007). They can act as catalysts for dis-
persed economic growth, offering opportunities for more 
equitable urban development while alleviating pressure on 
primary cities (Brand et al., 2021; Pendras & Williams, 2021). 
However, challenges persist, including lower household 
incomes compared to primary cities, limited resources, and 
the need for tailored policies to support their growth and 
building capacity to address socioeconomic vulnerabilities 
(Marais & Cloete, 2017; Rondinelli, 1983).

In this context, Kitchener-Waterloo exemplifies the dual 
potential and challenges faced by secondary cities. While 
it plays a vital role in the region, supporting a significant 
and diverse refugee population, its limited infrastructure, 
constrained resources, and less robust institutional ca-
pacity pose unique difficulties. Studies in other countries 
have pointed out that the COVID-19 pandemic particularly 

heightened the vulnerabilities of low-income groups in 
smaller cities (Ledraa & Aldegheishem, 2023; Ruszczyk et 
al., 2021). In Kitchener-Waterloo, these vulnerabilities were 
compounded by disruptions in public services, limited 
availability of culturally appropriate food sources, and the 
strain on housing and employment sectors. As a mid-sized 
urban centre, Kitchener-Waterloo faces unique challenges 
in addressing the intersecting issues of food insecurity, eco-
nomic instability, and restricted mobility, especially for its 
significant and diverse refugee population. Examining the 
lived experiences of migrants and refugees in Kitchener-Wa-
terloo provides valuable understanding of how food security 
and health conditions are shaped by the unique limitations 
of secondary cities, filling an important gap in the literature 
and offering critical guidance for designing targeted and 
equitable policies to enhance support for refugees in similar 
urban settings across Canada.

Methodology
Within this specific context, the research team conducted 
a survey with 85 refugees and 37 in-depth interviews from 
July to September 2022. The research included refugee 
households from three countries of origin: Afghanistan (10 
surveys and 7 interviews), Somalia (40 surveys and 20 inter-
views) and Syria (35 surveys and 10 interviews). Among the 
85 respondents, 56 were female and 29 were male. In total, 
82 participants completed the food security questions and 
constitute the primary group for the food security analysis. 
Despite the small sample size, the survey data provides im-
portant insights into the social and economic conditions of 
refugees living in the Waterloo Region of Canada.

Survey and interview participants were recruited through 
snowball sampling following initial contact through local 
migrant organizations and the study’s Research Assistants. 
Our RAs were peer researchers drawn from these commu-
nities. They spoke one major language of the study groups 
and utilized their cultural expertise and social networks to 
build trust with these participants. Their deep understand-
ing of the sociocultural norms and values played a crucial 
role in fostering effective communication with respondents, 
ensuring the success of the research project, and generat-
ing nuanced insights into the lived experiences of refugees 
in Kitchener-Waterloo. 

Demographic Profile
The demographic profile of study respondents highlights 
key characteristics of the refugee households studied. Their 
average household size is 5.7 members, with an average age 
of 40.5 years among respondents. Approximately 65% of the 
households are nuclear, reflecting the diversity in household 
structures and offering a window into the socio-economic 
realities of refugee families in Kitchener-Waterloo (Figure 1). 
This rich dataset serves as a foundation for understanding 
the unique challenges and intersecting vulnerabilities refu-
gees face in this secondary city context. 
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Motivations for Migration
Respondents were asked to identify the primary reasons 
for their migration to Canada. The top three motivations 
cited were “overall living conditions”, “to escape war” and 
“education” (Table 1). While food insecurity and hunger 
ranked as the sixth major reason, it remains a critical factor 
intertwined with other drivers, such as climate change and 
economic instability. Notably, climate-related factors includ-
ing drought, floods, and other natural disasters were ranked 
seventh. However, these environmental drivers often com-
pound broader structural issues, making it difficult to isolate 
their specific role in migration decisions. For example, one 
Somali respondent explained how the compounded effects 
of conflicts forced their displacement: 

I was born in Jubbaland. I grew up with no formal 
education, taking care of my family’s cattle. But due 
to prolonged conflict and cyclical drought, it became 
difficult to take care of our animals- most of them 
perished. So, I sought refuge in Kenya’s Dadaab 
refugee camp where I met my husband in the mid 
2000s.

Economic Conditions

Economic hardships among refugee households in Kitch-
ener-Waterloo were particularly pronounced during the 
pandemic, reflecting the broader structural barriers to 
financial stability. Less than half of the respondents (41%) 
reported receiving social assistance programs such as 
the Canada Emergency Response Benefit (CERB) and the 
Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP), while 44% were 
unemployed. Furthermore, 66% of the households relied on 
child benefits, underscoring the critical role of governmental 
financial support in maintaining basic needs. 

Among the respondents who were employed, a significant 
proportion worked in low-wage service sector jobs, such as 
in sales, customer service, or as cooks, bakers, servers, hair-
dressers, manufacturing and utilities, trade and transport 
and equipment operators, Uber drivers, plumbers, as well 
as occupations in education and government services. Very 
few were involved in high-skilled business, finance, adminis-
trative, health or science-related occupations. Employment 
conditions in factories and small stores often made social 
distancing challenging, increasing the risk of contracting the 
virus. Additionally, hourly workers in food stores, restaurants, 
and factories faced significant reductions in work hours due 
to store closures and lockdowns.

Figure 1: The Household Structure of Surveyed Refugee Households

Nuclear

Extended
Female-centred

Male-centred

Reasons Frequency (n=) Percentage (%)
Overall living conditions 69 81.2
To escape war/civil war/armed conflict 67 78.8
Education/schools 50 58.8
Safety of myself/family 49 57.7
Moved with family 45 52.9
Food insecurity/hunger 23 27.1
Drought/flooding/climate change/natural disaster 13 15.3
Illness related 9 10.6
Religious reasons 4 4.7
Eviction 1 1.2
Crime 1 1.2
Other 2 2.4

Table 1: Main Reasons for Migrating to Canada
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This employment pattern also has significant socioeco-
nomic implications for refugees in the long run. Existing 
studies have pointed out that refugees often experience 
downward mobility (Gans, 2009) in what Lumley-Sapanski 
(2021) called “the survival job trap” upon resettlement. These 
“survival jobs” in the service, labour, and lower-wage sectors 
generally offer low pay, limited benefits, and reduced job se-
curity, and create financial instability, which makes it difficult 
for them to improve their economic and, thus, social status. 
These jobs also restrict refugees’ upward social mobility 
due to their lack of pathways to skills upgrading and devel-
opment, which can confine them into a cycle of low-paying 
jobs without real opportunities to transition to higher-wage 
or knowledge-based roles. This employment pattern not 
only reinforces their lower socioeconomic status but also 
hinders their integration into Canada. The relegation to 
low-status, low-paying employment affects negative per-
ceptions of refugees in Canadian society and thus creates 
structural barriers that hinder their access to professional 
networks and other opportunities for economic advance-
ment. It perpetuates their marginalization within Canadian 
society unless targeted interventions are introduced.

Although many migrants and refugees aspire to improve 
their living conditions after moving to Canada, they often find 
that the reality falls short of their expectations, particularly 
because their previous work experience and qualifications 
are not equivalently recognized in the Canadian job market. 
As one woman from Syria noted,

Employment, honestly, is a huge issue here. Because 
we arrived in Canada with our degrees and well-ed-
ucated and you get ambushed by the fact that you 
‘freeze’. They expect you to start from square one 
and you still do not reach where you were back 
home. My husband has a PhD, and he still hasn’t got-
ten any opportunity to teach at the university or even 
be a teaching assistant. So, the employment issue is 
a stressful one for me because we did not get true 
opportunities that are equivalent to our degrees and 
experiences.

Fifty-six percent of survey participants were resettled in 
Canada under the government-sponsored program as Gov-
ernment Assisted Refugees (GARs). As government-spon-
sored resettled refugees, they received one year of support 
after landing. Several respondents noted the importance of 
these social assistance programs for their resettlement and 
socioeconomic integration in Canada. They also stated that 
their living conditions deteriorated after the first year or two 
following the termination of government support. 

A key finding of the study is that the COVID-19 pandemic 
significantly worsened the economic circumstances of the 
respondents. Two-thirds of participants said that their finan-
cial standing had deteriorated. Of these, 46% of respondents 
claimed that their economic conditions were much worse 
because of the pandemic, and another 31% claimed that 
their economic conditions were worse. Only 5% accepted 
that their economic conditions were unaffected by the pan-
demic. Negative changes to the employment of household 

members were an important reason for this shift. When 
asked about the pandemic’s impact on employment, 30.5% 
said they had lost their job, and 15.9% of respondents were 
working reduced hours. Only 8.5% of the study respondents 
said their employment conditions were unchanged and 
unaffected.

The economic conditions of migrants were heavily impacted 
by the high cost of housing, which significantly increased 
during the pandemic (Rabiah-Mohammed et al., 2022). In 
the absence of a work record and proof of income, many 
migrants were forced to rent under a guarantor’s name. 
In some cases, larger family sizes also made it difficult 
for migrant households to find appropriate and affordable 
housing. As one Afghan respondent explained,

All my husband’s salary is going towards rent, and 
we are left with paying for the rest of the things like 
groceries, phone bills, and internet from the allow-
ance we get for our children from the government. 
…We had to lie to the landlord (claiming) that we 
are five people in the family because you know he 
wouldn’t give us a three bedroom for a family of 
seven.

Food Security
The survey results demonstrate that migration is a critical 
coping strategy for food insecurity among refugee house-
holds, although the profound connections between migra-
tion and food security have long been overlooked in policy 
agendas of international organizations and states (Crush, 
2013; Smith & Floro, 2020). In total, 72% of surveyed house-
holds reported that migrating to Canada improved their 
households’ food security. On average, refugee households 
spent $1,142 (CAD) on food the month before the survey. 
This food expenditure constituted 26% of their average 
household income and 31% of their total expenses. 

We have quantified the food security level of participants at 
the household scale by using the widely adopted and tested 
FANTA food security index (Coates et al., 2007). Table 2 
compares the average household food insecurity access 
scale (HFIAS) and household dietary diversity score (HDDS) 
of households from different countries of origin. The HFIAS 
was calculated based on responses to nine questions about 
the household’s experience of food access. The result 
ranges from 0 to 27. The higher the number, the more food 
insecure the household. In contrast, the HDDS indicates the 
number of food groups the household consumed in the past 
day, ranging from 0 to 12. The higher the score, the more 
diverse the diet and, thus, food secure. Table 2 shows that 
despite the improved food security level, refugee house-
holds in Kitchener-Waterloo still faced a relatively high food 
insecurity challenge, with HFIAS scores above six among all 
three groups. Refugees from Syria were the most food inse-
cure. When answering questions about food access, 64% of 
households worried that they would not have enough food, 
and 70% had to reduce food variety due to lack of financial 
resources to purchase food. However, these refugees en-
joyed a highly diverse diet, especially refugees from Somalia. 
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The Household Food Insecurity Access Prevalence (HFIAP) 
calculation presents a more nuanced picture regarding the 
variation of food insecurity levels (Table 3). Refugee house-
holds in Kitchener-Waterloo were generally food insecure 
despite the government’s support programs. In comparison, 
88.9% of surveyed Afghanistan refugee households, 82.1% 
of Somali refugee households, and 73.5% of Syrian refugee 
households were categorized as food insecure to various 
extents. Syrian refugees were most likely to be severely food 
insecure. In comparison, Somali refugees were more likely 
to be moderately food insecure.

Cultural Food Access and Immobility 
One significant factor contributing to food insecurity among 
refugees during the pandemic was the difficulty in accessing 
culturally appropriate food. Our survey shows that almost all 
refugees relied on ethnic food stores and prominent super-
market chains such as Food Basics and Sobeys to access 
food during the pandemic. It is also noteworthy that 58.5% 
of respondents used farmers’ markets, where some foods 
were typically more affordable, and 39% used food banks 
(Table 4). In contrast, very few respondents and their house-
holds (less than 10) had access to shared meals provided 
by members of the community, community soup kitchen, or 
school lunch program, meals provided at religious institutes, 
online food delivery or self-pickup, or participated in urban 
agriculture. This weak support is likely due to the limited 
availability of these alternative food sources in small cities 
and the restricted access to these venues because of the 
lockdowns.

For most refugees who relied on ethnic food stores as their 
primary food sources, reduced mobility during the pan-
demic significantly impacted their food security. The weak 
availability of ethnic food stores and restaurants in Kitchen-
er-Waterloo while accessing culturally appropriate food was 
already a significant hurdle for refugees before the onset of 
the pandemic. As residents of smaller secondary cities, it 
has been difficult for them to find culturally appropriate food 
and food ingredients essential to their diets. A 62-year-old 
Somali female participant mentioned these difficulties,

It can be difficult to find Somali cultural food in 
Kitchener, especially if you don’t drive. Most people 
travel to Toronto to find Somali cultural foods. When 
we need to buy Somali food, I always ask friends 
who drive to take me to Toronto.

The need to drive to Toronto, which often takes more than 
one and a half hours, to purchase culturally appropriate 
ethnic food exposed another major challenge for refugees. 
Weak mobility and the need to use public transit to purchase 
food was adversely affected during the pandemic. Many 
marginal migrants and refugees do not own cars or have 
driver’s licenses. Bus routes were suspended or discontin-
ued during lockdowns. Our respondents highlighted the 
difficulty of accessing ethnic food without a car. Even within 
Waterloo, having a car and being able to drive was essential 
for food access because it was common for refugees to 
travel to multiple stores to get the food they need, which 
could be time consuming, putting pressure on the already 
tight schedule of respondents, especially female partici-
pants. This reliance on private transportation underscores 

Table 2: Household Food Security by Participants’ Country of Origin

Country of origin HFIAS HDDS
Afghanistan 6.3 7.9
Somalia 6.7 9.5
Syria 6.9 8.1

Table 3: Prevalence of Different Levels of Household Food Insecurity by Respondents’ Country of Origin

HFIAP Categories Afghanistan Somalia Syria
Food secure 11.1% 17.9% 26.5%
Mildly food insecure 66.7% 28.2% 32.3%
Moderately food insecure 11.1% 38.5% 14.7%
Severely food insecure 11.1% 15.4% 26.5%

Table 4: Commonly Used Food Sources during the Pandemic

Food sources Frequency (n=) Percentage (%)
Ethnic supermarket or grocery stores 81 98.8
Large supermarket chains 80 97.6
Farmers’ markets 48 58.5
Food bank 32 39.0
Eating at restaurant 24 29.3
Small grocery stores/green grocers/shops 20 24.4
Prepared meals through online delivery service 12 14.6
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the intersection of mobility constraints and food insecurity. 
A Syrian participant discussed these challenges, 

The main thing is that we have to go to several 
stores to get everything we need, so it takes up an 
entire day. You cannot find everything in one store. It 
takes up 4-5 hours from a weekend.

The reduced food sharing among neighbors within the 
refugee community due to social distancing practices and 
quarantines was also evident through our interviews. While 
accessing food became challenging for some who did not 
have cooking skills, others had to reduce the frequency of 
their grocery shopping and stock up on certain food items. 
Some respondents found grocery shopping to be more diffi-
cult due to the long waiting times, reduced store capacities 
and empty shelves. For example, a single mother from Syria 
remarked: 

Going to the supermarket in itself was hard. The 
weather was cold and you had to wait in line for a 
long time. I would change what we wanted to cook 
based on that. If we had to wait for a long time, we 
would go back home and make do with what we 
had. Also, a lot of the shelves were empty, so you 
wouldn’t even find what you wanted.

Increased food prices had another deleterious effect on their 
food security, worsened by other increasing living costs that 
drained their relatively low incomes. The survey shows that 
41.5% and 19.5% of respondents had gone without consum-
ing certain types of foods because of high food prices once 
a month and once a week over the past six months prior to 
the survey, respectively (Table 5). More expensive food such 
as meat, fish, and fruits were the most mentioned items that 
migrant households could not afford. Over 60% of respon-
dents reported that their households had foregone meat, 
while 53.6% indicated difficulties affording fish or shellfish. 
Additionally, 48.2% of respondents noted challenges in 
accessing fruits, and 30.4% faced difficulties obtaining cer-
tain vegetables. Generally, most people could afford tuber 
vegetables, beans, and lentils despite economic hardship. 
However, specific vegetables frequently consumed among 

refugee communities from Syria, Somalia, and Afghanistan, 
such as spinach and okra, were commonly highlighted as 
costly items during interviews. Healthy food options com-
monly used in the traditional diets of these ethnocultural 
groups, such as ghee and olive oil, were also less afford-
able. In conclusion, the intersection of immobility and food 
insecurity during the pandemic disproportionately impacted 
migrant communities. Their reliance on ethnic foods, which 
are often limited in availability in smaller cities, combined 
with already restricted access to transportation—a limitation 
exacerbated by the pandemic—intensified these challenges.

Accessing Food Banks 
Studies have highlighted the crucial role of food banks in 
addressing food insecurity during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
demonstrating their remarkable resilience and innovation 
(Capodistrias et al., 2021; Lanier and Schumacher, 2023). 
Although food banks faced significant challenges such as 
supply chain disruptions, increased demand, and volunteer 
shortages (Esmaeilidouki et al., 2023; Slater et al., 2022), 
they were able to redistribute higher amounts of food 
compared to pre-pandemic levels. For example, the Food 
Bank of Waterloo Region experienced a 26% increase in 
food distribution and a 36% increase in food hamper use 
in the first year of the pandemic. It also distributed  more 
than 6.8 million pounds of fresh, frozen, and non-perishable 
food from July 1, 2020, to June 30, 2021 (The Food Bank of 
Waterloo Region, 2021). However, this data does not provide 
stratified information to distinguish the specific impact on 
refugees and migrants.

Despite these significant achievements, our survey data 
indicates limited food bank use among the refugee com-
munity. While some respondents (n=20) reported accessing 
food banks at least once a month, many relied on them less 
frequently, or not at all. Interviews with participants revealed 
several challenges that likely contributed to this limited use, 
including insufficient supplies, poor food quality, and inad-
equate service, which impacted refugees’ ability to rely on 
food banks as a consistent food source. The limited quantity 
of food provided by food banks was particularly problematic 

Table 5: Types of Food Participants Lacked during the Pandemic

Food type Frequency (n=) Percentage (%)
Beef, pork, chicken, duck, lamb, goat and other meat 34 60.7
Fish or shellfish 30 53.6
Fruits 27 48.2
Vegetables 17 30.4
Foods made with oil, fat, or butter 14 25.0
Milk, yoghurt, cheese or other milk products 12 21.4
Eggs 11 19.6
Rice, noodles, bread, or any other staples 10 17.9
Sugar or honey 7 12.5
Beans, peas, lentils, or nuts 2 3.6
Potatoes, sweet potatoes, yams, or any tuber vegetables 1 1.8
Condiments, tea, or coffee 1 1.8
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for larger families. One Afghan respondent emphasized the 
mismatch between food bank provisions and family size,

You know that Afghan families are big, and the food 
bank assistance cannot address the needs of a fam-
ily of eight, for example.

The food bank system also reinforced the cultural food inse-
curity of study participants. Several respondents highlighted 
that there were no halal food options. They often received 
culturally inappropriate items, such as soybean-based 
foods and beans, which they did not generally consume and 
would go to waste. One Syrian mother with two children 
highlighted these deficiencies in the food provided by the 
food bank,

They cater to one part of the need, but it is not suf-
ficient for an entire family. And they do not cater to 
our Arab community as they do not offer everything 
we are looking for. So, if Muslim organizations also 
participate, it would be more inclusive.

Another respondent also commented in a similar vein,

A lot of it (food provided by the food bank) is not 
culturally appropriate. For example, we do not eat 
beans. So, if I get beans, what should I do with 
them? Another thing I noticed is, because I was not 
at the receiving end, that the volunteers are unkind 
to recipients. So, if someone asks for a replacement, 
the volunteers reply harshly and refuse.

Gender
Research indicates that gender significantly influenced 
household food security during the COVID-19 pandemic, with 
women and female-headed households experiencing more 
significant declines in dietary diversity and nutrient intake 
compared to men and male-headed households (Akalu and 
Wang, 2023; Shahbaz et al., 2021). Women’s roles in social 
reproduction and unpaid care work exacerbated their food 
insecurity, as they managed household food needs amid 
declining incomes and rising costs (Davies et al., 2024). 
Increase in care work responsibilities during the pandemic 
and their financial vulnerability due to their employment in 
precarious work sectors intensified these challenges (Doss 
et al., 2020).

Despite the small sample size, our study’s findings confirm 
that female-centred households were more likely to be food 
insecure, and nuclear households were most likely to be se-

verely food insecure (Table 6). Using the FANTA HFIPA indi-
cator, only 8% of female-centred households were classified 
as food secure. By comparison, 22% of nuclear households 
and 18% of extended households met the criteria for food 
security.

One critical factor that limited women’s agency is their 
limited decision-making power over daily matters. Although 
women were primarily responsible for preparing food for 
their families, 27.4% were unable to make independent 
decisions, even if they wanted to, about the type of food 
their family would consume, with this constraint particularly 
affecting women from Syria (44%). Additionally, 33.9% had 
to get permission from someone in their households before 
they could go to the market or shops alone. In addition to 
relying on their husbands and other family members for 
decision-making, the burden of housework further limited 
their opportunities for career-related capacity building. 
Among women respondents, 64.5%were the person in the 
household who spent the most time doing housework, such 
as cleaning, cooking, and/or caring for children or other 
household members. 35.5% of female participants reported 
that these housework responsibilities prevented them from 
engaging in paid work or participating in education or train-
ing. Interviews also revealed that while many migrants must 
pursue additional education and training to obtain Canadian 
credentials, migrant women face substantial barriers. The 
heavy burden of household responsibilities, intensified by 
the pandemic, makes further education nearly unattainable 
for many.

Interviews with women migrants reveal additional nuanced 
insights into the pandemic’s disproportionate impacts on 
women and girls, mainly stemming from pre-existing cul-
tural norms around household labour division. The sudden 
increase in housework, especially tasks related to food prep-
aration and health care, particularly impacted women’s daily 
lives. As a 40-year-old Afghan mother pointed out,

I think it affected women, especially housewives and 
mothers differently than men because suddenly we 
were responsible for the health of everyone in the 
family. All the important things that could prevent 
COVID, like cleaning and healthy diet are all wom-
en-related duties. We had to take all the burden for 
cleaning, cooking, and taking care of the children 
and everyone else in the house. I had to make sure 
that everyone was eating on time and enough, 
sleeping on time, washing their hands, and taking all 
other important steps like wearing a mask.

Table 6: Household Structure and Food Insecurity

Household structure
Food  

secure (%)
Mildly  

food insecure (%)
Moderately  

food insecure (%)
Severely  

food insecure (%)
Total number of 

households
Extended 18 45 27 9 11
Female-centred 8 38 38 15 13
Male-centred 67 33 0 0 3
Nuclear 22 31 22 24 54
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In addition to challenges related to household labour divi-
sion, in the in-depth interviews, some women respondents 
discussed the increase in domestic violence within the 
community. One Afghan respondent made the following 
observation, 

There were some women in our community who 
complained about how their husbands became 
aggressive and were short tempered because they 
either lost their jobs or were not making enough. 
They were stressful times and affected everyone in 
some ways.

The pandemic underscored the intersection of gender and 
food insecurity, as women’s dual roles as caregivers and 
economic contributors placed them at the epicentre of 
household crises.

Discussion 
Drawing on survey and interview data, this study examines 
the unique challenges recently resettled refugees face in 
Kitchener-Waterloo, Canada. Key findings of this study un-
derscore the intersectionality of immobility, gender, and food 
security in structuring the challenges they encountered dur-
ing the pandemic. These intersecting challenges are deeply 
interconnected, compounding the vulnerabilities of refugees 
and magnifying the impact of the pandemic on their daily 
lives. In the Canadian context, despite the various supports 
provided to refugees by the government, civil society and 
private sector, refugees’ wellbeing during the pandemic has 
been significantly affected by these intertwined issues. The 
findings of this study indicate that the high level of food 
insecurity among refugees was not solely driven by wors-
ening precarious economic conditions. Structural barriers 
within the food environment also shaped these challenges, 
which limited access to culturally appropriate food. Further-
more, reduced mobility and inadequate food bank support 
exacerbated their food insecurity, compounded by shifting 
gender dynamics that placed disproportionate burdens on 
women within these households.

The interplay of multiple linked factors created a vicious 
cycle that entraps many migrants and refugees, making it 
difficult for them to break free. The COVID-19 pandemic, in 
this context, was not just a health crisis but a multifaceted 
mobility, social and food security crisis. Poor health, whether 
due to pre-existing conditions or COVID-19, restricted indi-
viduals’ ability to work or move freely, increasing the burden 
of domestic responsibilities on women in these households 
and reshaping their roles in food-related tasks. The resulting 
stress exacerbated mental health challenges, compounding 
barriers to employment that led to limited financial re-
sources. Limited financial resources, rising food costs and 
restricted mobility in a food environment with limited access 
to culturally appropriate food, further constrained their food 
choices, affordability, and security. These conditions, in turn, 
perpetuated a cycle of deteriorating health and worsening 
food insecurity. This intersectionality is reflected clearly in 
the experience of a Syrian female participant. 

The pandemic has completely changed how we 
carry out food related activities. I am no longer in 
charge of purchasing and cooking food due to my 
mental health status. My husband was in a long 
coma after contracting COVID-19. I was forced 
to take care of him, leaving the responsibilities of 
purchasing food to my children who were also af-
fected by the COVID-19 and their father’s demise. 
So, we did not pay much attention to food as we 
used to before the pandemic. High cost of living and 
increased food prices also meant we had to reduce 
the amount of food we purchased as a family. It was 
truly a difficult moment for us.

The experience of a Somali male respondent also under-
scores the interplay between health and food security.

I lost my father to COVID-19 after a prolonged period 
of time in hospital. That affected our mental health 
situations as a family due to high stress levels. This 
disrupted my eating pattern and nutritional intake. I 
ate a lot of fast food as a result I have significantly 
gained weight during the last few years of the pan-
demic.

Food insecurity, therefore, is not merely an issue of food 
access. This is particularly true for migrants and refugees 
struggling to make a living and adjust to a new food environ-
ment that often does not align with their dietary preferences. 
As our findings about the use of food banks show, food 
assistance programs alone cannot effectively address the 
long-term food security of refugee households. The vicious 
cycle underpinned by the intersectionality of immobility, 
gender, health and food security was especially prominent 
during the pandemic. These disadvantages need to be 
addressed and rectified to improve the overall wellbeing of 
migrants and refugees. 

Conclusion
The COVID-19 pandemic underscored the complex inter-
sections of gender, immobility, health, and food security, 
which compounded the vulnerabilities of migrants and 
refugees. For many, the abrupt restrictions on movement 
exacerbated pre-existing barriers to economic stability, 
particularly for women, who are often primary caregivers 
and disproportionately represented in informal jobs. It also 
created additional barriers to healthcare, economic support, 
and social connections (Edmonds & Flahault, 2021; Sharma, 
2020). Gender roles and increased responsibilities during 
the pandemic frequently limited women’s mobility further, 
restricting their access to essential resources, employ-
ment and personal development opportunities. Lockdown 
measures left many migrants and refugees in precarious 
situations, with reduced work hours and restricted mobility, 
preventing them from traveling for work, accessing support 
networks, or obtaining culturally appropriate food. These 
circumstances significantly intensified their food insecurity.

Intersectionality in this context reveals how these multiple, 
overlapping identities—such as gender, migrant status, and 
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health vulnerability—interact to create compounded risks 
(Hankivsky, 2012; Larson et al., 2016; Turan et al., 2019). 
Health issues, often already prevalent due to the conditions 
of migration and resettlement, were heightened by food 
insecurity, as limited access to nutritious, familiar foods 
weakened immune responses and exacerbated stress 
and mental health challenges (Fang et al., 2021; Milán & 
Martens, 2023). The pandemic further intensified these 
pre-existing vulnerabilities, creating a unique crisis of im-
mobility, where refugees faced not only physical restrictions 
on movement but also sociocultural and economic barriers 
that trapped them in cycles of deprivation. This burden was 
particularly heavy for women, who were often tasked with 
securing food under difficult circumstances (Gillespie et al., 
2021; Kalbarczyk et al., 2022). Interpreting intersectionality 
here highlights how these interlinked factors coexisted and 
amplified one another, creating a web of insecurities that 
were far more complex and difficult to navigate than any 
single factor alone. This dynamic demonstrates the critical 
importance of addressing structural inequalities in food 
systems and transportation infrastructure, particularly in 
secondary cities, where refugees are disproportionately af-
fected. Understanding this intersectionality is crucial for de-
veloping policies that address the layered needs of migrants 
and refugees in crisis situations, particularly in designing 
gender-responsive and culturally sensitive interventions for 
food security.

Other factors identified in our study are also crucial for 
migrants and refugees to escape the cycle of vulnerability. 
Tackling language barriers emerges as a top priority for 
many refugees, followed by better recognition of their ed-
ucation and work experience from their countries of origin. 
Language barriers, particularly during a global crisis, ex-
acerbated feelings of socioeconomic isolation and limited 
refugees’ ability to access critical resources, such as food 
assistance programs or job opportunities (Golesorkhi, 
2023). Addressing this issue requires investments in mul-
tilingual community services and support networks tailored 
to refugees’ specific cultural and linguistic needs. Addition-
ally, increased support for housing is essential, as housing 
costs consume a growing portion of refugees’ income. The 
role of housing stability cannot be overstated in mitigating 
food insecurity, as the financial strain of high rent often 
leaves refugee households with inadequate funds to meet 
their dietary needs (Rabiah-Mohammed et al., 2022). Social 
assistance programs must also be gender-responsive to 
address the disproportionate impact of the pandemic on 
women refugees. This includes providing targeted support 
to alleviate women’s food- and health-related household 
responsibilities and address domestic violence concerns. 
Integrating these programs with employment and skills 
training initiatives for women would further enhance their 
economic independence and resilience, creating pathways 
out of poverty and insecurity (Mousa, 2018).

Further research is required to explore the complex relation-
ships between migration status, year of migration, health 
and food security conditions. Migrants and refugees arriving 
in Canada through various programs or streams at different 
times and with varying forms of resettlement experience 

differing degrees of access to essential resources. Exam-
ining the specific vulnerabilities of distinct groups within the 
migrant population is crucial for generating evidence-based 
policies that address their unique challenges and promote 
equitable access to food and other critical resources. It is 
also important to study how the food practices of migrants 
in the pandemic reinforced or reshaped their cultural or 
ethnic values and their connections with these values. Food 
is as a key cultural marker, connecting individuals to their 
traditions and identities. For many refugees, disruptions in 
food practices were not merely a logistical inconvenience 
but a profound source of emotional and cultural disconnec-
tion. Addressing this requires policy measures beyond food 
provision to include culturally tailored support systems that 
respect and preserve these practices.

For migrants, disruptions caused by the pandemic, such 
as limited access to culturally appropriate foods, may have 
challenged their ability to maintain these connections, 
forcing them to adapt their practices. Exploring this issue 
provides insights into the resilience of cultural practices un-
der crisis and the role of food in fostering identity, emotional 
well-being, and community solidarity. In this light, culturally 
sensitive policy interventions must prioritize immediate 
food security needs and the long-term integration of refu-
gees into local food systems, fostering inclusive, equitable 
communities. As Steeves et al. (2023) noted, embedding 
cultural sensitivity into food systems policies not only en-
hances food security outcomes but also strengthens the 
broader social fabric by ensuring that refugees feel a sense 
of belonging in their host communities.
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