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Background/Objectives
Access to secure, regular and nutritious food is a fundamental human right. Despite residing in a high-income nation, some Australians regularly experience food insecurity. Children face particularly elevated health and developmental risks as a result of food hardship, including higher rates of obesity, poorer health-related quality of life, and compromised academic, behavioural and psychosocial outcomes. To maximise assessment and intervention efforts, a nuanced understanding of food insecurity in childhood is needed, yet current research approaches prioritise the assessment of adult populations as proxies for children. As such, no qualitative studies have sought to understand Australian children's understandings and experiences of food insecurity. This study aimed to fill this gap by inviting preadolescent children's perspectives. 

Methods
We generated dialogue with 12 children aged 10-13 years through drawings and individual semi-structured interviews. At the time of data collection, all participants were attending a South Australian charity school holiday camp that targets severely disadvantaged youth. All interviews were audio recorded, transcribed and analysed using thematic analysis. Images were analysed alongside transcripts, to allow for a contextualized understanding of how children perceive and experience food insecurity.

Results
Children expressed rich ideas about disadvantage and food poverty. In doing so, they demonstrated awareness of the pragmatic realities that families face about the cost of living,  which can impact on food provision. Participants described feelings of sadness and concern associated with food hardship, particularly when they were aware that people (e.g. parents) had to eat less to compensate for having less food in the household. Children were also resourceful in their responses as to how things could be improved for food insecure families. 

Discussion
Findings indicate that the children hold clear opinions regarding family food insecurity. This research makes a novel contribution to our understanding of Australian children's lived experiences of food disadvantage. A new, child-derived understanding provides a critical basis from which to build effective approaches to assess and respond to children vulnerable to food insecurity. 
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