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Abstract: Food insecurity has emerged as a leading health care problem in the United States, impact-
ing college students’ health, well-being, and academic performance. The aims of this study were:
(1) to assess the prevalence of food insecurity, (2) to identify college students’ perceptions about food
access resources, and (3) to explore students’ expressed needs from the university in improving food
security status. A mixed-methods approach was used to assess the quantitative and qualitative aspects
of the study aims. An online survey to gather demographic information and assess food security status
using the 6-item version of the US Household Food Security Scale Module (HFSSM) was administered.
Next, qualitative focus groups with subsets of participants was conducted to gain further insight
into the perceptions, coping mechanisms, and resource utilization issues related to food insecurity.
This study found 34.1% of undergraduate college students to be food insecure and demonstrates that
students with a meal plan are less likely to be food insecure (p = 0.012; OR = 0.68; 95% CI = 0.489,
0.918). Qualitative data identified key influencers of food insecurity: (1) personal beliefs, (2) life skills,
and (3) the university. The results of this study contribute to the literature focused on food insecurity
prevalence in college students and presents insight from the college student perspective. Findings
may support the development of relevant interventions that are congruent with students’ needs,
enhancing resource utilization to increase food security status among college students.

Keywords: food insecurity; college students; university resources; resource utilization

1. Introduction

Food insecurity has emerged as a leading health care issue in the United States [1]
and impacts college students at a higher rate than found in the general public [2,3]. While
there are no national reports on the prevalence of food insecurity among college students,
recent literature indicates that about one-third of college students are classified as food
insecure [4]. Traditional college-age individuals, those 18–24, have experienced some of the
highest rates of unemployment as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic [5] and associations
found in the literature between unemployment and food insecurity [6,7] create increased
concern about the trajectory of food insecurity among college students given that food
insecure students enduring financial hardship are more likely to suspend their collegiate
studies than food secure students [8].

Food insecurity is more than feeling hungry. Food insecurity is a broad and multi-
faceted issue determined by varying levels of influence [9], holding the capacity to create
shame and frustration in the students experiencing the circumstance [10,11]. In addition
to having higher rates of fair or poor physical health when compared to food secure
students [12–14], those experiencing food insecurity are more likely to report negative
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mental health symptoms, such as depression and stress [4,7], which have been identified
by students as factors negatively impacting academic potential [15].

To be food secure, students need access to food and food access resources that are
believed to be socially acceptable [6,7]. However, even students who have access and are
aware of resources, do not always utilize them [16]. The view of normalcy that surrounds
being hungry in college can foster reluctance to seek out and utilize resources [10,15].

The goal of the current research is to explore students’ perceptions about food access
resources and factors impacting resource utilization, in hopes that the insight gained can
lead to the development of effective outreach strategies that link students to solutions that
alleviate the problem. By identifying students’ knowledge of interventions, their perceived
barriers about utilizing food assistance resources, as well as students’ ideas about potential
facilitators to resource utilization, tailored interventions can be developed to match the
intended program participant.

2. Methods
2.1. Study Design

Quantitative and qualitative data collection was conducted to address the study
aims. The qualitative method of this study utilized data collected from a subset of 1159
undergraduate college students who were 18 years of age or older, taking classes on the
university’s main campus, and who had completed an online food insecurity questionnaire
sent to all undergraduate students in the fall of 2019 and spring of 2020. The survey was
designed to assess food insecurity prevalence and gather additional descriptive data about
the students. Students were classified as food secure or food insecure based on results of
the online survey. Students’ university identification codes were used to identify which
survey respondents were food secure and which were food insecure. Students were then
assigned to focus groups which organized students with similar food security or food
insecurity status to minimize stigma and facilitate open discussion [17]. The qualitative
design plan of this study had to be altered due to the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on
focus group facilitation. Rather than using face-to-face focus groups as the only method
of qualitative data collection, qualitative data was gathered through face-to-face focus
groups, virtual focus groups, and online questionnaires. Two face-to-face focus groups
were conducted during Fall Semester 2019. Five focus groups were scheduled during
Spring Semester 2020, prior to the sudden transition of university classes and operations
to distance methods for an undetermined amount of time. The scheduled in-person focus
groups transitioned to a virtual focus group format. The transition of the scheduled focus
groups to virtual focus groups did not provide equal participation among food secure and
food insecure students. Food insecure students had low participation in the virtual focus
groups, which led to an underrepresentation of this group. Qualitative data collection
was adapted to an online questionnaire with both closed- and open-ended questions
based on the focus group prompts. The adaptation of data collection due to a pandemic
allowed for increased participation during a time of stay-at-home orders from the university.
Components of the online questionnaire had built-in probes so that further information
could be obtained based on participants’ responses when indicated. Research on the
effectiveness of open-ended questions in web-administered surveys has found potential in
the derivation of high-quality responses through “thick, rich, descriptive information from
respondents [18]”. Once qualitative data saturation had been reached, recruitment efforts
for additional qualitative data participation concluded.

2.2. Participants and Recruitment

The research study was approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at Mis-
sissippi State University and provided an Exemption Determination (IRB-19-357). All
undergraduate students enrolled in traditional classes on campus had been provided the
opportunity to participate in a food insecurity survey. A total of 1159 students over the
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age of 18 completed the food insecurity survey and then the pool was used to recruit
participants for the current qualitative study.

Students were recruited to participate in focus groups in the fall semester of 2019
and spring semester of 2020. A recruitment goal for the qualitative aim of this study was
determined to be at a point of data saturation, or the point in which potential qualitative
themes have been exhausted and no new information is being provided [19,20]. Two
focus groups took place in the fall semester, and five focus groups were scheduled for the
spring semester. Unfortunately, the COVID-19 pandemic necessitated the cancellation of all
in-person focus groups scheduled for the spring. Six virtual focus groups were scheduled
and recruited for, but the groups were condensed to three virtual focus groups due to the
low number of participant responses. The qualitative data collection method was further
adapted to a questionnaire with open-ended questions and sent to all previous survey
participants who had not participated in a focus group. A total of two face-to-face focus
groups were conducted in the fall 2019 semester, with three participants in each group. A
total of three virtual focus groups were conducted in the spring 2020 semester, with two,
three, and four participants in each group, respectively. A total of 43 open-ended qualitative
questionnaires were completed at the end of the spring 2020 semester. A collective total of
58 students participated in the qualitative arm of this study. Response repetitiveness and
data redundancy within the surveys and combined with the focus group responses lead to
the establishment of data saturation. Once data saturation was determined, recruitment
efforts for additional qualitative data participation was concluded.

2.3. Procedures

Quantitative data was obtained to determine prevalence of food insecurity and general
student information. Undergraduates were recruited to complete an online survey through
a mass email sent from the university with approval by the Vice President of Student Affairs.
The recruitment email delivered to all undergraduate students explained the purpose of
the research, the type of information included in the survey, the approximate length of
time needed to complete the survey, and the voluntary nature of the survey. The email
contained statements informing students how to consent to participation in the research by
proceeding with the survey link, given their understanding of the research and details of
the survey participation.

A pilot focus group was conducted to gain insight on the flow of the focus group
questions and to help identify needed revisions to the structure or questions, and for the
facilitators to get feedback on their effectiveness in leading the group [17]. A focus group
guide was used to conduct the focus groups to ensure consistency, and focus groups were
audio recorded for analysis. A co-moderator was present for the first two focus groups and
tasked solely with taking notes should the audio equipment fail. The co-moderator was also
present in the virtual focus groups. Five open-ended questions, along with prompts and
probes for each question were used by the moderator [21]. The questions were prioritized
and arranged to allow flow in the focus group discussions and were specifically developed
to align with the research objectives. The questions can be found in Table 1. At the end of
each focus group, a general summary of the main points that arose were verbally provided
by the co-moderator based on the notes taken and participants were allowed to agree
or provide insight on the general summary before concluding the focus group [17]. The
qualitative data collection method was further adapted to a questionnaire with open-ended
questions based on the focus group prompts and probes. The questionnaire was sent
to all previous survey participants who had not participated in a focus group. Students
completed an informed consent detailing their rights prior to the start of the focus groups
or online questionnaire.
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Table 1. Focus Group Guide: Initial Statements/Question and Subsequent Prompt and Probe.

Initial Statement/Question Prompt Probe

Tell me about your food
situation in college and if you

have enough food or
struggle to have enough food.

How do you feel about your
food situations?

Do you think your experience
is much different or similar to

other students’
experiences with food security?

Why do you think having
enough food can be a

struggle for you or other
college students at times?

What are some factors that
impact students’ ability to

have enough food?

Do you think having enough
food is different for college
students compared to when

someone is not currently
attending college?

Tell me how you go about
having food to eat as a

college student.

What are some things you do
to try and have enough food?

Do you seek ways to gain
money for food? Do you seek
any support from friends or

family for food? Are there any
activities on campus or in the
community you seek out to
help you have more food to
eat? Do you have ways that

you stretch your food dollars?

Tell me about resources that
are available to students to

help them have enough food
to eat.

What do you know about
available food pantries in the

area? What do you know
about the Block-by-Block Meal
Program at Mississippi State
University? Are you aware of

any government food
programs that are available to

eligible students?

Have you ever used any of
these resources? What was
your experience like? How

did you feel about using the
resources? What are some
reasons students might not

use these resources?

What could be done to better
help students have consistent

access to healthy food?

Do you feel there is a need for
more resources or

assistance for students to help
them have enough food?

Whose responsibility is this?
How would this impact
students? What barriers
might there be to helping

students have adequate food
available? Would students be

receptive to resources and
participate in available

programs? Why or why not?

2.4. Data Analysis

Quantitative analysis was performed by using IBM SPSS Statistics for Windows,
Version 27.0. Armonk, NY: IBM Corp. predictive analytics software. Descriptive statistics
were determined for demographic data and logistic regression was performed to assess
the impact of a set of predictors of food insecurity, should this information be relevant to
further discussion identified in the qualitative data. Food security status was calculated
based on the method established by the USDA’s scoring methods for the US Household
Food Security Survey Module: Six-Item Short Form [22].

NVivo 12 (NVivo version 12.0, QSR International Pty Ltd., 2018) qualitative data anal-
ysis software was used. Transcripts of the focus group discussions, as well as participant
answers to the open-ended survey questions were read and reread to identify themes
via systematic coding [23]. Face-to-face focus groups were transcribed verbatim from
audio recordings. Virtual focus groups were transcribed via captioning automated during
recording. All transcripts were reviewed and checked for errors. Qualitative data derived
from open-ended questions of secondary survey were downloaded into a Microsoft Excel
spreadsheet for review and analysis. Each dataset was read and reread to actively seek
meaning and patterns in the data. Notes were taken to capture ideas and create initial codes
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and potential coding themes to use in subsequent phases [24]. Guided by a socio-ecological
perspective, thematic analysis was used to provide a systematic framework for coding the
qualitative data so that patterns were identified as they relate to the research objectives and
an ecological approach to levels of influence [6,7,25,26].

To demonstrate that a rigorous thematic approach was taken to produce insightful
analysis of data in relation to the research aims, decisions made about the thematic analysis
were explicitly considered [24]. A realist thematic position was used to reflect the reality of
food insecurity experienced by college students [24]. This position allows for motivations and
experiences to be considered in a straightforward context. To investigate food insecurity as
the specific area of interest for this study, a semantic theoretical thematic analysis was utilized,
allowing for analysis and coding to be driven by analytic interest in food insecurity in a college
student population [24]. Response repetitiveness and data redundancy within the surveys
and combined with the focus group responses led to the establishment of data saturation.

Transcript analysis involved systematic coding, informed by the research aims, focus
group guides, open-ended questions, as well as the levels of influence which comprised
the socio-ecological perspective. To expand the interpretive power of this study, thematic
analysis was utilized with a grounded theory approach [27]. Grounded theory coding
helps to generate the structure of the analysis by linking the collected data to the emerging
patterns being identified [27]. This requires breaking the data down into the basic con-
stituents, defining them as codes, and reviewing the codes to find meaning [27]. Studying
the data as it is analyzed can present new ideas to be explored; therefore, multiple rounds
of coding can allow for initial ideas to be explored, sorted, and applied back to the data to
form interpretations of what is happening in the data [27].

Three rounds of coding were conducted. First, open coding was used to identify initial
codes to represent ideas expressed by students. A total of 112 initial codes were named
and sorted into potential themes. Relevant codes were collated to produce overarching
themes and sub-themes representing various influencers of food security status. The
second round of coding used line-by-line coding of overarching themes applied to all
transcripts. After the second round of coding, a thematic map was produced to provide a
visual representation of themes, as well as structure in identifying the relationship between
codes, themes, and level of influence. The levels of influence from an ecological perspective
were recognized in the thematic map. A third round of coding was conducted to sort data
into themes representing influencers on food security status, with levels of influence at
the intrapersonal, interpersonal, and institutional level being considered for their roles as
anchors in the upcoming analytic discussion. After the third round of coding, themes were
refined to produce the finalized themes.

3. Results

Initial codes captured coping mechanisms expressed by both food secure and food
insecure students, as well as their perceptions of food access resources. Within the mi-
crosystem of each individual student, additional intrapersonal codes were identified which
captured the impact of food insecurity on students’ health and everyday activities [28].
Individual beliefs, knowledge, and reactions to food security status were identified. Initial
codes also captured the mesosystematic influences of friends, family, living arrangement,
and resources accessibility at the interpersonal level. The broader community level of
influence was captured in initial coding via discussions involving students expressed needs
from the university, as well as students’ ideas around potential changes or involvement by
the university that could enhance food access to students.

Several themes representing influencers of food security status became apparent
through the quantitative data analysis process. The identified themes were: (1) personal
beliefs, (2) life skills, and (3) university. Sub-themes were identified for each of the estab-
lished themes. For the theme of personal beliefs, identified sub-themes were: (1) resources,
(2) what it means to need, and (3) time. For the theme of life skills, the identified sub-themes
were: (1) attainment prior to college, (2) implementation, and (3) resourcefulness. For the
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theme university, the identified sub-themes were: (1) student outreach, (2) interpersonal
interactions, and (3) meal plans. The visual relationship of themes and sub-themes for
the influences of food security status are presented in the Figure 1 Illustrative quotes
representing each theme and sub-theme are in Table 2.

Figure 1. Qualitative results identified influencers of food insecurity status in undergraduate college students.

Table 2. Themes, Sub-themes, and Illustrative Quotes for Influencers of Food Insecurity Status in
College Students.

Theme Sub-Theme Illustrative Quote

Personal
Beliefs Resources

“I think if people just knew about [resources], and if the
university talked about food resources as much as they talk

about, like, the writing center, yeah. I mean, then if a student is
struggling, they remember that information. If the resources are

just something that are normal on a college campus and you
use it like you use the library, I don’t know, it’s would just be

easier to talk about and do”

“Getting it presented to me by someone with authority is nice,
but like getting a personal testimony from students who are like
using [a resource] or have done it and they like certify that it is

legit and that it helps . . . that would be a homerun for me”.

Personal
Beliefs

What it means
to “need”

“There are people who obviously need this more than I do, why
should I go get the help?”

“There’s probably not many external barriers to getting food,
but there are definitely still internal barriers, meaning you have
to get past any embarrassment and shame and stigma you may

feel when going to the pantry to get food”.

“There is a lot of stigma attached to that sort of thing. I know
that when I was a kid I was much more well off and my dad

pretty much drilled it into my head that this is not a thing that
we need, that we do. We help other people, but we do not

require help. It is really difficult to try to get past that mind set,
even fifteen years later”.
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Table 2. Cont.

Theme Sub-Theme Illustrative Quote

“It is hard for students to express it to their friends. It is kind of
joked about I guess. Like, ‘Oh, college kids, we are just living
off of Ramen’. . . . And it is discouraging to even mention to

your other friends, when one minute everyone is joking about
how broke they are, and saying ‘I’m on the Ramen diet’, or just

making the broke college kid jokes, when the next they are
doing things that are like, things they would clearly not do if

they were broke”.

“So, it’s just kind of becomes one of those things people joke
about and don’t really think about those who are truly affected,

like, when the words literally mean it . . . right?”

Personal
Beliefs Time

“I mean, your classes end at five and you have class from ten to
five, five days a week. But then you have two hundred pages of
reading for each class each week, and then you have like two
ten-page essays due at the end of the semester and then three
other essays due. So, then you don’t have free time. You read
on your phone the book you are supposed to be reading, and
you are sort of cooking whatever dinner you are supposed to
have. But you don’t have free time to prep anything, or work

more, or even use some of the stuff out there that is supposed to
be helping you have food”.

“And sometimes [resource organizers] are not considerate of
other people’s time, but they are insisting that this is a great

thing that you guys need to do”.

“So, in college, I’m definitely like, time is money”.

Life Skills Attainment
prior to college

“So, like I would go grocery shopping with [my mom]. I would
see how she would like, buy things, how she would, like use,

like, rice, five different ways. You know, so definitely. I learned
that from my mom growing up”.

“But my friends will buy a frozen pizza and that is pretty much
is. But I know that you can buy, like, frozen chicken breast, and

a five-pound bag of potatoes and tons of canned vegetables.
You just have to know how to shop on a budget. It is a mindset.
But it does take knowing how to cook . . . and stretch it . . . just

stuff like that. The frozen pizza is one meal, and it is gone”.

“Access to resources and how to cook or grocery shop or
purchase food on a budget is needed—students don’t know

how to do that stuff. It is a shift and they’ve never dealt with it
before. But now, they have to”.

Life Skills Implementation

“I keep track of how many block meals I have and how many
weeks I have left and then divide. So, I divide and am like, okay,
I can use this many block meals per week. So, like every week I

make sure I know. So, I count beforehand and plan”.

“I have friends who say they are struggling with food, but I
know they blew their meal plan at the beginning just buying

junk food . . . ”

“We would find ways to maximize the meal plan, but that
would use up a lot of time figuring it all out”.

“It is very hard to get used to a meal plan. I remember my
freshman year, I was like, so these places you can go after nine
[o’clock], these places you can’t, you can do the things where

you can go to these buffet places and use your meal plan again
at Chick-fil-a, and then use two block meals, It was just . . . hard.

You have to figure it out to make it work”.

“It takes time to get food and prepare the food we want”.
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Table 2. Cont.

Theme Sub-Theme Illustrative Quote

Life Skills Resourcefulness

“Well, for me, I have time to cook for myself, I just don’t have
money. It is a lot cheaper to stretch a can of beef stew and a cup
of rice out for two days than it is to have three square meals a

day”.

“Rice. It is a God send. It stretches so well, and it lasts forever
so it won’t go bad. “The first freshman week to campus is great!

There is food everywhere!”

“Sometimes they will have these events and they will just say,
like, ‘free food’ at the bottom. So, sometimes I will go.”

“I know a lot of churches have free food. Really, any of the
churches in [town] Starkville. Just check and you can usually

get free food from there”.

“The first freshman week on campus is great. There is food
everywhere!”

“I sneak food from work. Crackers and stale pieces of bread
that would have been thrown away. I’m not proud of this”.

University Student
Outreach

“I think the university can ask more about students needing
food. Send an email and ask and just give them a number to call
for those who need it. Make it easy. And nobody has to know.

Everyone got the email. Nobody knows if you call”.

“I think that many students do not know about how to ask for
help when they don’t have enough food. Therefore, I think the
university should have flyers or more ways for students to ask

for help in a more private manner so that they don’t feel
embarrassed”

“I think emails from the university are helpful. But not just
from them. The organizations I am involved in, they send out

follow-up emails or either a group message notification saying,
‘Hey, this is what they just sent out. Make sure you read it,

share it with others”.

University Personal
Interactions

“Me, I just have learned about what is offered on campus
because we just talk about it in the different clubs I am in”.

“It helps when the programs can be talked about in classes. It
helps to try to bring the real world in with, like, what we are

learning. So, like, talking about these programs, and it may be
because of the classes I am taking, but classes are a good place
because students are already involved in class and have to hear
about it. So, students who are involved learn about things, but

hit the things that students are involved in, like, for sure”.

“This is about our time and what we are paying for. I mean,
make [telling about a resource] a part of the discussion where

we can use it”.

“For me, a personal connection makes [a resource] mean more”.

“I know if I had my band director tell me something, I’m like,
‘Oh, I should probably do this’. But if my meat science teacher is

telling me, I’m probably not going to listen”.

“Sometimes the university does programs to make themselves
look good. This is just my hot take on it. But I think, sometimes
if they aren’t being considerate of other people’s time, it seems
fake . . . I think maybe it is your RA’s [residence hall assistant]
responsibility or those who are leaders in your social circles, or

people who are supposed to be there for you”.

University Meal Plans
“It is definitely easier to get food having a meal plan. I was

more likely to go eat because it had already been paid for and it
was one less thing to think about”.
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Table 2. Cont.

Theme Sub-Theme Illustrative Quote

“Meal plans do help you have access to food. But they are too
expensive when you are not required to have it”.

“The meal plans are too expensive. I am paying my own way
through college and deciding if I wanted to pay that much for a

meal plan was hard to choose”.

“So, like, the Student Association, they do this Block by Block
meal thing. So, you can donate a meal plan which I think is so

interesting. Because we say all the time that we have an
overabundance with the unlimited meal plan, yet they do this
thing for people who are, like, food insecure. And I am like, this

is really cool, but I am also like, it means there is something
inefficient with our meal plans if they are always asking us to

donate”.

“Students should be able to donate more of their unused meals
since they already paid for it”.

“They don’t let you swipe a meal for a friend and share, but
they tell you to donate, but you can only donate a certain

amount”.

“Instead of making Block by Block optional, the university
should automatically take the leftover blocks and donate them

to food insecure students the next semester”.

“Being limited to only two block meals that can be donated
makes people feel as though they aren’t making a difference

and, some of my friends have been turned off from donating”.

To test the predictive power of independent variables on the dependent variable of
food security status, logistic regression was utilized. The model contained nine independent
variables based on data obtained in the initial quantitative survey sent to all undergraduate
students. The nine independent variables in the model were student classification, ethnicity,
gender identity, work status, financial independence, meal plan participation, financial aid
recipient, past participation in free- or reduced-school lunch program, and utilization of
food assistance resources in the past year. The full model containing all predictors was
statistically significant, χ2 (9, N = 1091) = 163.07, p < 0.001, indicating that the model was
able to distinguish between respondents that were food secure from those that were found
to be food insecure. The model correctly classified 71.0% of all cases. The independent
variable of student meal plans made a statistically significant contribution to the model
and is relevant to the qualitative findings. An odds ratio of 0.68 for meal plan was less
than 1, indicating that students who have a meal plan were less likely to be food insecure,
controlling for other factors in the model.

4. Discussion

The literature available on the topic of food insecurity among college students con-
sistently reveals that college students are at risk of food insecurity, and the increased
prevalence rates for this group compared to others in their geographic area highlight the
need for relevant resources and interventions targeted to college students [2,13,29–32].
The key findings contribute to the recognition of an increased prevalence of food insecu-
rity among college students and indicate that there are multiple influencers that impact
students’ utilization of available resources [7,33].

The findings of this study reveal primary factors expressed by college students that
influence food security status. Key influencers are (1) personal beliefs, (2) life skills, and
(3) the university. Each influencing entity impacts college students’ ability to cope with
food insecurity and reveals more about students’ thoughts regarding food access resources.
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Some of the themes are similar to associations identified in previous quantitative studies,
such as hunger normalcy in college [10], but insight provided through the qualitative aspect
of this study enhances what is known about how students feel about resources available to
them, and what type of resources will be most relevant and helpful.

Because food insecure students who experience financial hardships are more likely to
suspend their studies, university student success and retention programs can benefit from
the inclusion of initiatives that normalize the use of food access resources and promote
initiatives that lessen the financial burdens associated with meal plan costs [8]. Previous
research indicates that “higher education professionals, including student affairs practi-
tioners and others, could be important partners in addressing food insecurity needs” [5].
Findings from this research support a number of multidisciplinary options to enhance
college students’ access and utilization of resources which can alleviate food insecurity.

This study supports a previously expressed need “to identify approaches that are both
viable and effective in lessening the burden of food insecurity on students” [5]. Viable
and effective approaches should be designed for the students who are more likely to be
classified as food insecure since these students will be the target audience for the approaches.
Previous research has proposed a one-unit undergraduate life skills course as a resource to
help alleviate the impact of food insecurity while in college [15]. The influence of life skills
on food security status was identified in our study and study participants voiced many
ideas that support the benefit of this type of intervention strategy.

This study took a distinct approach to focus on student perceptions of food access
resources. Student perceptions and beliefs influence how resources are used to cope with
a lack of food. Therefore, an understanding of how students feel about a resource is
necessary and can be used by those developing strategies to alleviate college student food
insecurity. By identifying the need for interventions which weave strategies representing
interpersonal, intrapersonal, and institutional influencers together, the present study offers
strategic considerations when planning effective programs relevant to student needs.

Limitations

A potential limitation of this study is the risk of biasing focus groups to obtain re-
sponses that are not necessarily reflective of the participants’ own ideas [34]. Participant
selection processes described in the methodology section and the use of a facilitator guide
was utilized to minimize bias. Another potential limitation of this study is related to
the necessity of focus groups transitioning to a virtual format due to the shut-down of
on-campus learning associated with the coronavirus pandemic. Past concerns of virtual
focus groups involve the potential elimination of non-computer users [34]. However, due
to the support, training, and assistance provided by the university to ensure students had
access to virtual learning methods, this limitation was minimized.

5. Implications for Research and Practice

The relevance of this study to what we know about the impact of food insecurity on
student health and college success is in the application of knowledge gained. Resources
to address food insecurity in the college student population must meet the needs of the
students and incorporate strategies that will allow for the overcoming of both perceived
and actual barriers to resource utilization. Undergraduate students were found to cope
with food insecurity through resourceful actions, such as seeking out free food and using
resources, as well as by practicing basic life skills, such as budgeting, economically pur-
chasing food, and time management. Many students enter college lacking these basic life
skills or do not implement them into their college experience. This influences food security
status yet are areas that can be addressed.



Nutrients 2022, 14, 3517 11 of 13

Recommendations

The prevalence of food insecurity in college students is higher than the national
average. It is crucial for future research to continue to explore viable intervention strategies
that universities can implement which will produce acceptable resources that students will use.

The utilization of meal plans at the university reduces the chance that a student will
be food insecure. Meal plans access is a vital option to ensure students have enough food.
Making meal plans more affordable and less confusing so that an increased number of
students have access to them is one way the university can impact the food security status
among college students. Meal plans were mentioned frequently in the qualitative aspect
of the study, and students who have a meal plan were found to be less likely to be food
insecure. These findings highlight the importance of making meal plans accessible to as
many students as possible, as well as a need to reduce barriers in having a meal plan.
According to the literature, students who have unlimited access to a meal plan are more
likely to be food secure [35]. Students feel that the university can enhance food security on
campus by addressing meal plan cost so that food is more affordable for students.

Future research into policies related to meal plan cost and availability will be beneficial
in creating policy changes and meal plan programs that enhance food access. The data
demonstrates that students with a meal plan are less likely to be food insecure. This
finding is supported by statements made by students in focus groups, with one example
summarizing the finding in a very succinct manner: “It is definitely easier to get food having
a meal plan”. These finding highlight the importance of making meal plans accessible to as
many students as possible, as well as a need to reduce barriers in having a meal plan. Data
from the qualitative aspect of this study complement the quantitative findings and provide
insight from students that a barrier to having a meal plan is the cost. One student indicated
that while meals plans are helpful in having enough food, they are too expensive if they are
not required. Including meal plan expenses within the cost of tuition is one intervention to
consider in attempting to overcoming the financial burden of the increased expense of meal
plans. This institutional level intervention would expand the number of students who have
access to meal plans, whether the student lives on campus or off campus.

This study also found that students’ resourcefulness and attainment of life skills
associated with time and money management influence students’ ability to have enough
food. Additionally, the university influences food security status in the way it reaches and
interacts with students. Students need to be made aware of resources; therefore, relevant
methods used to let students know about resources and the opportunities for students to
engage must be present. Students value interpersonal interactions and are more likely to
consider using a resource if they learn about it from a person or group that they have a
connection with or that they trust. Future research that investigates how students who
utilize food access resources heard about the resource can contribute to effective outreach
strategies that connect food insecure students to available resources.

Additionally, an intervention strategy that students incorporate into their course
schedule, such as a life skills course, will alleviate the expressed issue of not having time to
attend programs designed to enhance food access, directly or indirectly. The course setting
will allow for discussions surrounding time management, budgeting, efficient utilization
of campus meal plans, and economical food purchasing and preparation. Students will
be part of a class, where no one is singled out. Resources, and their utilization, can be
discussed in a way that normalizes need, reducing stigma. Real conversations can also
highlight the prevalence of food insecurity on college campuses to expand perspective and
minimize joking about the issue. The need for food access resources and what it means to
need those resources are further confused when the level of need is unequal among peers.
Peers’ perception of need can fuel feelings of isolation in the struggle with food insecurity,
reinforcing the stigma of utilizing available assistance. Jokes about being a “broke college
student” lead to uncertainty in students who hear their fellow classmates joke about being
poor, but then appear to have money to spend. Encouraging this type of class for students
beyond their freshman year will enhance the relevance of the course as students will be
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less likely to have a meal plan, or an unlimited meal plan, and students will be more likely
to be navigating efficient use of more limited meal plans and other food sources. Students
discussed the lack of worry they faced when they had a meal plan, but the learning curve
needed to learn how to watch their budget when they did not have a meal plan and were
balancing grocery shopping with eating out.

6. Conclusions

This research provides a voice to food insecurity. It is important for university admin-
istrators to know the prevalence of food insecurity on their campus. Knowledge about the
local problem will be useful in guiding goals and plans for detection and the connection of
students to needed resources that will increase the likelihood of their success, educationally
and beyond. While students are often viewed as a general demographic, it is important
for individual campuses to understand the challenges faced by their students, and to hear
their students’ perspectives of the situation since they are the ones who live the experience.
When students provide a voice to food insecurity, universities are provided with the oppor-
tunity to listen and continue the conversation with them. This study provides foundational
insight into student experiences that impact food security status and can be used to inform
future research exploring viable intervention strategies that universities can implement to
produce acceptable resources that students will utilize.
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at Mānoa. Public Health Nutr. 2009, 12, 2097–2103. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
30. Davidson, A.A.; Morrell, J.S. Food insecurity prevalence among university students in New Hampshire. J. Hunger Environ. Nutr.

2018, 15, 118–127. [CrossRef]
31. Morris, L.M.; Smith, S.; Davis, J.; Null, D.B. The Prevalence of Food Security and Insecurity Among Illinois University Students. J.

Nutr. Educ. Behav. 2016, 48, 376–382.e1. [CrossRef]
32. Maroto, M.E.; Snelling, A.; Linck, H. Food Insecurity Among Community College Students: Prevalence and Association with

Grade Point Average. Community Coll. J. Res. Pract. 2015, 39, 515–526. [CrossRef]
33. Cady, C.L. Food insecurity as a student issue. J. Coll. Character 2014, 15, 265–271. [CrossRef]
34. Harris, J.E.; Gleason, P.M.; Sheean, P.M.; Boushey, C.; Beto, J.A.; Bruemmer, B. An Introduction to Qualitative Research for Food

and Nutrition Professionals. J. Am. Diet. Assoc. 2009, 109, 80–90. [CrossRef]
35. Heying, E. O7 More for Your Money? Understanding Campus Meal Plan Choice in Relation to Food Insecurity Risk at a Rural

Liberal Arts Institution. J. Nutr. Educ. Behav. 2019, 51, S3–S4. [CrossRef]

https://www.ucop.edu/global-food-initiative/best-practices/food-access-security/student-food-access-and-security-study.pdf
https://www.ucop.edu/global-food-initiative/best-practices/food-access-security/student-food-access-and-security-study.pdf
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2019.112724
http://doi.org/10.1111/napa.12108
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jneb.2017.10.011
http://doi.org/10.1080/19325037.2017.1316689
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jneb.2013.10.007
http://doi.org/10.1177/0890117117719620
http://doi.org/10.3733/ca.2017a0023
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1747-0080.2010.01496.x
http://doi.org/10.1080/03098260600927575
http://doi.org/10.1093/poq/nfp029
http://doi.org/10.1108/QMR-06-2016-0053
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jand.2017.01.018
http://www.mmgconnect.com/projects/userfiles/file/focusgroupbrief.pdf
https://www.ers.usda.gov/media/8282/short2012.pdf
http://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
http://doi.org/10.3402/qhw.v9.26152
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25326092
http://doi.org/10.1136/jech.2003.018044
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15598720
http://doi.org/10.1155/2012/450630
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22997580
http://doi.org/10.1017/S1368980009990735
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19650961
http://doi.org/10.1080/19320248.2018.1512928
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jneb.2016.03.013
http://doi.org/10.1080/10668926.2013.850758
http://doi.org/10.1515/jcc-2014-0031
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jada.2008.10.018
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jneb.2019.05.313

	Addressing Food Insecurity: A Qualitative Study of Undergraduate Students' Perceptions of Food Access Resources.
	Recommended Citation

	Introduction 
	Methods 
	Study Design 
	Participants and Recruitment 
	Procedures 
	Data Analysis 

	Results 
	Discussion 
	Implications for Research and Practice 
	Conclusions 
	References

