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An Examination of Food Insecurity within Connecticut’s 
Public University System
Jennifer Anziano, Latasha Neal, and Victoria A. Zigmont

Department of Health, Exercise Science, and Recreation Management, University of Mississippi, 
University Park, Mississippi, USA

ABSTRACT
This secondary analysis examined the differences in food secur
ity, knowledge of eligibility for food assistance programs, and 
access to food programming across students attending two- 
and four-year public postsecondary institutions in the state of 
Connecticut. This study found two-year college students experi
enced a higher prevalence of food insecurity and were also 
more aware of their eligibility for SNAP than students attending 
four-year institutions. Additionally, all institutions provided stu
dents with an on-campus food pantry. Further research is 
needed to understand differences in food security and oppor
tunities to address student barriers to the use of available 
resources to support food security.
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Introduction

Background

Food security is a measure of an individual’s access to food that is nutritious 
and substantial to maintaining an active, healthy life (United States 
Department of Agriculture [USDA], 2023). Current literature on the topic 
has identified low food security, or food insecurity, as a public health concern 
among postsecondary students in the U.S. According to a scoping literature 
review, studies have estimated that nearly half (41%) of college students 
nationwide experience food insecurity (Nikolaus et al., 2020). In addition to 
inhibiting appropriate nutritional intake, students experiencing food insecur
ity are more likely to experience decreased sleep quality, high levels of stress, 
poor mental health indicators and lower academic achievement (El Zein et al.,  
2019; Nagata et al., 2019).

The majority of research on food insecurity has focused on students in 
higher education attending public or private universities (four-year institu
tions), with those attending community colleges (two-year institutions) unac
counted for in much of the literature. Over the past years, community colleges 
have provided beneficial opportunities to non-traditional, disadvantaged, and 
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underrepresented students, a factor that has bolstered enrollment and reten
tion rates at these institutions (Community College Research Center, 2022). 
During the 2019–20 academic year, federal data estimated that about one third 
(about 5.6 million) of undergraduate students in the U.S. were enrolled in two- 
year institutions (CCRC, 2022). Community colleges tend to have higher 
proportions of students that are first-generation, from low-income commu
nities, from racial minority groups, and who hold additional non-academic 
responsibilities such as employment and parenting, when compared to those 
attending four-year universities (American Association of Community 
Colleges, 2022; CCRC, 2022). With additional external pressures and burdens, 
it is reasonable to surmise that community college attendees also face barriers 
to food security.

In comparison of institutional rates, recent literature has provided evidence 
that students attending two-year colleges may experience food insecurity at 
a higher rate than their peers attending four-year universities, with several 
studies placing the food insecurity prevalence rate for community colleges 
near or above 50% (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2018; Ilieva et al., 2019; Wood et al.,  
2017, Nikolaus et al., 2020; Spaid & Gillett-Karam, 2018). In examining 
national figures, Goldrick-Rab et al. (2018) found 54% of community college 
students to be considered food insecure – compared to 49% of those attending 
four-year institutions; while Nikolaus et al. (2020) estimated that 47% of 
community college students were considered food insecure, in comparison 
to their peers attending four-year universities (36%) (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2018; 
Nikolaus et al., 2020). Another study compared food insecurity prevalence 
rates amongst community colleges in urban versus suburban settings and 
found that the overall food insecurity rate in their sample was 56%, with 
rates being slightly higher for those students at the urban community college 
(60% vs. 53%) (Maroto et al., 2015). However, these studies did not directly 
compare the two institution-types as part of the same study.

One study found in recent literature compared food insecurity amongst 
two-year and four-year college students. Broton and Goldrick-Rab (2018) 
evaluated four surveys that included data from both two- and four-year 
colleges and universities to estimate levels of food and housing insecurity 
among college students (Broton & Goldrick-Rab, 2018). While results were 
mixed, there was some evidence that two-year college students were more 
likely to report experiencing food insecurity than their peers at four-year 
universities (Broton & Goldrick-Rab, 2018). Rates of food insecurity amongst 
community college students ranged from 11% to 38%; compared to 9% to 25% 
amongst state university students (Broton & Goldrick-Rab, 2018).

Community college students experiencing food insecurity report the inabil
ity to eat balanced meals, often reducing the size of their meals or skipping 
daily meals altogether, a problem that stems from a lack of monetary funds to 
support eating an sufficient and balanced diet (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2018; Spaid 
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& Gillett-Karam, 2018). Additionally, these students indicated experiencing 
high levels of stress, poor mental health indicators, disruptions in energy 
levels, and housing instability, all factors that impact their ability to stay on 
track in their academic plans (Spaid & Gillett-Karam, 2018; Wood et al., 2017). 
These outcomes are consistent with observations among food insecure stu
dents attending four-year universities (El Zein et al., 2019; Nagata et al., 2019; 
van Woerden et al., 2019), yet no direct comparisons have been investigated 
between the two institution-types in related literature.

In July of 2019, Connecticut passed a bill that required all public institutions 
in the state to collect and submit data on the number of students at their 
institution who experienced food insecurity, the number of students who 
attempted to access food support and benefits offered by the institution, as 
well as additional data about the availability of on campus food pantries 
including if the institution currently operated one. The current study is 
a secondary analysis of this data.

Objectives

The purpose of this secondary analysis was to examine differences in food 
insecurity amongst students enrolled at public two-year community colleges 
and four-year universities in Connecticut. Specifically, this analysis sought to 
answer the following questions: 1) What differences exist in food security 
across institution-type? 2) Are there differences in knowledge of available 
campus food assistance across institution-type? 3) Are there differences in 
student food security status and having received food support from campus? 
and 4) Does knowledge of SNAP eligibility status differ by institution-type and 
student food security status?

Materials and methods

Study design

The current cross-sectional study is a secondary analysis of survey data 
collected in Fall 2019 by the public state university system in Connecticut in 
which this study takes place. The survey contained the United States 
Department of Agriculture (USDA) U.S. 10 item Adult Food Security Survey 
Module (AFSSM) survey module, using a timeframe of the past six months to 
measure food insecurity (USDA, 2012). Additional questions asked about 
participant age, student knowledge and use of food assistance programs and 
the food environment.

Supplementary data to describe the demographic characteristics of students 
attending each institution was obtained from the Integrated Postsecondary 
Education Data System (IPEDS) (Integrated Postsecondary Education Data 
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System [IPEDS], n.d.). Additionally, institution websites were reviewed to 
understand the food environment and supports for student food security 
including the type and availability of food security resources.

Study population

Undergraduate students who were enrolled as a student at any of the 17 public 
institutions included in this study during the Fall 2019 semester were invited 
to participate in this study. Two community colleges had less than three 
participants and were removed from analysis. This study presents data for 
the students across the remaining 15 public institutions.

Sampling procedures

This study employed a non-probability convenience sample to recruit parti
cipants. Each institution sent out a link to the electronic survey 
(SurveyMonkey) via e-mail to all undergraduate students enrolled in classes 
for the Fall 2019 semester. Up to two reminder e-mail messages were sent out. 
Each e-mail was sent from an administrator at the institution where the 
student was enrolled.

Measurements

Food security was measured using the U.S. Adult Food Security Survey 
Module (USDA, 2012). Students were asked questions about food support 
offered on their campus, their SNAP eligibility status, and ease of access to 
local food stores and the variety they provided. Students were also asked 
a question about if they had enough money to spend on everyday items, 
such as food. Institution-type was measured by asking students to select 
which institution they were currently enrolled in from a list of participating 
campuses, and if they were a new or continuing student at that institution. Age 
categories for students were also collected at the beginning of the survey. The 
survey instrument is included in the Supplementary Material. IRB approval 
was obtained at the institutions where this research was conducted (#301), and 
the study was considered exempt. Consent to participate in the survey was 
obtained from students at the beginning of the survey, and students also 
confirmed that they were 18 years of age or older.

Demographic and institutional information was obtained from IPEDS to 
describe the student populations at each institution (IPEDS, n.d.). Respective 
institutional website reviews were conducted to identify a list of available food 
supports on campus, such as on-campus food banks, food pantries, or meal 
swipe donation programs. Additional details about on-campus food pantries 
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and food banks were also collected, such as if they required an application 
or ID.

Data analysis

Frequencies and percentages were calculated for all variables. Surveys with 
missing food insecurity data were excluded. Chi-square tests were used to 
compare categorical variables across food insecurity status and institution- 
type. Food security responses were scored according to the guidelines of the 
AFSSM instrument (USDA, 2012) and dichotomized to compare food inse
cure and food secure students. The list of institutions in this study was 
dichotomized into two-year institutions (community colleges) and four-year 
institutions (state university) to compare students based on institution-type. 
Descriptive statistics were used to summarize the data collected from each 
institutional website. SPSS and Microsoft Excel were used to analyze this data.

Results

A total of 4,479 responses were recorded. After removing all records with 
missing food insecurity data, records from 3,076 participants remained. 
Participant demographics are presented in Table 1. Participants were rela
tively evenly split amongst institution-types; 48.6% 
(n = 1,494) were from two-year institutions (community colleges) and 
51.4% (n = 1,582) were from four-year institutions (state universities). The 
majority of participants were between 18 to 24 years old (n = 2,206, 66.1%).

IPEDS data

Data collected from IPEDS is presented in Table 2 to provide a better 
understanding of the student demographics at each institution, as this 
data was not able to be collected during the original study. This data is 
based on enrollment during Fall 2019. Overall fall undergraduate enroll
ment ranged from 1,299 to 9,045. Four-year institutions had a higher 
average total enrollment than community colleges (6,697 vs. 3,592, respec
tively). Most institutions had more females enrolled than males and 
consisted of students aged 24 and younger. Based on a congregate average, 
students who attended these institutions were primarily White (52%), 
followed by Hispanic (22%) and Black (15%). The percentage of Pell 
Grant recipients per organization for the 2019–2020 school year ranged 
from 36% to 82%, with an average of 55%. The average percentage of Pell 
Grant recipients for community colleges was significantly higher than 
four-year universities (60% vs. 41%, respectively).
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Prevalence of food insecurity

The overall prevalence of food insecurity across all fifteen institutions in 
this study was 59% (n = 1,973). Of these food insecure students, most 
students 
(n = 1,391, 42%) reported very low levels of food security. The preva
lence of food insecurity at the eleven community colleges in this study 
was 61% 
(n = 910). The prevalence of food insecurity at the four state universities 
in this study was slightly lower at 57% (n = 906). According to a Chi- 
square analysis, this difference was statistically significant (X2 = 4.212, df  
= 1, p < .05).

Table 1. Participant demographics.
Total Sample 

(n = 3,076)
2-Year 

(n = 1,494)
4-Year 

(n = 1,582)

Characteristic n (%) n (%) n (%) p-Value

Age Category <0.01
18 to 24 2,206 (66.1) 774 (51.8) 1,217 (76.9)
25 to 34 593 (17.8) 351 (23.5) 216 (13.7)
35 to 44 260 (7.8) 191 (12.8) 62 (3.9)
45 to 54 148 (4.4) 97 (6.5) 46 (2.9)
55+ 129 (3.9) 81 (5.4) 41 (2.6)
Food Security Status <0.05
Food secure 1,363 (40.9) 584 (39.0) 676 (42.7)
Food insecure 1,973 (59.1) 910 (61.0) 906 (57.3)
Does your institution offer any kind of food assistance? <0.01
Yes 1,355 (40.8) 650 (43.7) 633 (40.2)
No 428 (12.9) 211 (14.2) 176 (11.2)
I don’t know 1,536 (46.1) 626 (42.1) 766 (48.6)
Do you know if you are SNAP eligible? <0.01
Yes, I know I am eligible 306 (9.8) 223 (14.9) 80 (5.1)
Yes, I know that I am not eligible 883 (28.3) 427 (28.6) 432 (27.3)
No, I don’t know that I am or am not eligible 1,934 (61.9) 839 (56.2) 1,062 (67.1)
Have you received food support of any kind from your 

campus?
>0.05

Yes 490 (14.7) 246 (16.5) 216 (13.7)
No 2,402 (72.2) 1,058 (70.8) 1,167 (73.8)
I don’t know 436 (13.1) 186 (12.4) 197 (12.5)
Did anyone on campus refer you to community resources? <0.01
Yes 286 (9.4) 165 (11.1) 121 (7.7)
No 2,527 (82.8) 1,183 (79.7) 1,341 (85.6)
I don’t know 240 (7.9) 136 (9.2) 104 (6.6)
How easy or difficult would it be to get to food store by 

walking, riding your bike, or taking the bus?
<0.01

Very Easy 1,118 (36.4) 561 (37.6) 557 (35.3)
Fairly Easy 1,297 (42.3) 607 (40.7) 693 (43.9)
Fairly Difficult 467 (15.2) 229 (15.4) 238 (15.1)
Very Difficult 187 (6.1) 97 (6.5) 90 (5.7)
Variety of Food Available? <0.05
Enough 2,597 (84.8) 1,281 (86.3) 1,316 (83.5)
Not Enough 464 (15.2) 204 (13.7) 260 (16.5)
Financial Resources for Food? <0.05
Enough 1,433 (46.0) 651 (43.9) 750 (47.6)
Not Enough 1,683 (54.1) 833 (56.1) 825 (52.4)

6 J. ANZIANO ET AL.



Ta
bl

e 
2.

 In
st

itu
tio

n 
U

nd
er

gr
ad

ua
te

 S
tu

de
nt

 D
em

og
ra

ph
ic

s*
 (2

01
9)

.

In
st

itu
tio

n
Ty

pe
To

ta
l E

nr
ol

lm
en

t
M

al
e 

n 
(%

)
Fe

m
al

e 
n 

(%
)

≤
24

 y
/o

 
n 

(%
)

≥
25

 y
/o

 
n 

(%
)

W
hi

te
 

n 
(%

)
Bl

ac
k 

n 
(%

)
H

is
pa

ni
c/

La
tin

o 
n 

(%
)

As
ia

n 
n 

(%
)

O
th

er
**

 
n 

(%
)

Pe
ll 

G
ra

nt
 R

ec
ip

ie
nt

s 
n 

(%
)

1
2-

ye
ar

16
00

77
7 

(4
9)

82
3 

(5
1)

10
39

 (6
5)

56
1 

(3
5)

97
0 

(6
1)

20
7 

(1
3)

26
8 

(1
7)

42
 (3

)
11

3 
(7

)
75

2 
(4

7)
2

2-
ye

ar
15

47
46

0 
(3

0)
10

87
 (7

0)
22

0 
(1

4)
13

27
 (8

6)
86

2 
(5

6)
25

7 
(1

7)
23

1 
(1

5)
41

 (3
)

15
6 

(1
0)

88
2 

(5
7)

3
2-

ye
ar

30
83

88
0 

(2
9)

22
03

 (7
1)

14
12

 (4
6)

16
71

 (5
4)

60
7 

(2
0)

11
57

 (3
8)

95
0 

(3
1)

14
5 

(5
)

22
4 

(7
)

25
28

 (8
2)

4
2-

ye
ar

48
36

18
28

 (3
8)

30
08

 (6
2)

29
18

 (6
0)

19
13

 (4
0)

11
43

 (2
4)

15
75

 (3
3)

17
15

 (3
5)

14
7 

(3
)

25
6 

(5
)

32
88

 (6
8)

5
2-

ye
ar

55
11

24
66

 (4
5)

30
45

 (5
5)

37
59

 (6
8)

17
51

 (3
2)

25
89

 (4
7)

10
31

 (1
9)

11
99

 (2
2)

31
8 

(6
)

37
4 

(7
)

30
31

 (5
5)

6
2-

ye
ar

60
55

25
53

 (4
2)

35
02

 (5
8)

39
09

 (6
5)

21
46

 (3
5)

27
12

 (4
5)

65
1 

(1
1)

19
52

 (3
2)

21
6 

(4
)

52
4 

(9
)

36
94

 (6
1)

7
2-

ye
ar

24
24

10
39

 (4
3)

13
85

 (5
7)

14
79

 (6
1)

94
5 

(3
9)

14
54

 (6
0)

23
7 

(1
0)

49
4 

(2
0)

84
 (3

)
15

5 
(6

)
12

85
 (5

3)
8

2-
ye

ar
33

04
13

80
 (4

2)
19

24
 (5

8)
19

78
 (6

0)
13

26
 (4

0)
19

90
 (6

0)
27

8 
(8

)
56

5 
(1

7)
14

2 
(4

)
32

9 
(1

0)
19

16
 (5

8)
9

2-
ye

ar
50

83
21

68
 (4

3)
29

15
 (5

7)
33

73
 (6

6)
17

10
 (3

4)
16

71
 (3

3)
76

8 
(1

5)
20

48
 (4

0)
24

6 
(5

)
35

0 
(7

)
30

50
 (6

0)
10

2-
ye

ar
13

08
45

6 
(3

5)
85

2 
(6

5)
81

7 
(6

2)
49

1 
(3

8)
98

5 
(7

5)
46

 (4
)

17
3 

(1
3)

26
 (2

)
78

 (6
)

78
5 

(6
0)

11
2-

ye
ar

68
64

27
38

 (4
0)

41
26

 (6
0)

41
12

 (6
0)

27
52

 (4
0)

25
33

 (3
7)

16
88

 (2
5)

19
56

 (2
8)

28
6 

(4
)

40
1 

(6
)

45
99

 (6
7)

12
4-

ye
ar

49
82

23
64

 (4
7)

26
18

 (5
3)

41
95

 (8
4)

75
1 

(1
5)

29
14

 (5
8)

46
0 

(9
)

10
54

 (2
1)

22
9 

(5
)

32
5 

(7
)

19
93

 (4
0)

13
4-

ye
ar

79
62

30
97

 (3
9)

48
65

 (6
1)

68
16

 (8
6)

11
46

 (1
4)

41
86

 (5
3)

14
95

 (1
9)

98
4 

(1
2)

26
8 

(3
)

10
29

 (1
3)

39
01

 (4
9)

14
4-

ye
ar

48
00

20
32

 (4
2)

27
68

 (5
8)

44
47

 (9
3)

35
0 

(7
)

30
97

 (6
5)

45
6 

(1
0)

56
6 

(1
2)

16
7 

(3
)

51
4 

(1
1)

17
28

 (3
6)

15
4-

ye
ar

90
45

47
96

 (5
3)

42
49

 (4
7)

74
67

 (8
3)

15
78

 (1
7)

52
91

 (5
8)

11
32

 (1
3)

14
52

 (1
6)

39
5 

(4
)

77
5 

(9
)

35
28

 (3
9)

*T
ab

le
 is

 b
as

ed
 o

n 
da

ta
 fr

om
 T

he
 In

te
gr

at
ed

 P
os

ts
ec

on
da

ry
 E

du
ca

tio
n 

D
at

a 
Sy

st
em

 (I
PE

D
S)

. 
**

D
ue

 to
 re

la
tiv

el
y 

lo
w

 n
um

be
rs

 a
nd

 li
m

ite
d 

ta
bl

e 
sp

ac
e,

 th
e 

fo
llo

w
in

g 
ra

ce
/e

th
ni

ci
ty

 c
at

eg
or

ie
s 

w
er

e 
co

m
bi

ne
d 

to
 c

re
at

e 
th

e 
“O

th
er

” v
ar

ia
bl

e 
– 

Am
er

ic
an

 In
di

an
 o

r A
la

sk
a 

N
at

iv
e,

 N
at

iv
e 

H
aw

ai
ia

n 
or

 O
th

er
 P

ac
ifi

c 
Is

la
nd

er
, T

w
o 

or
 M

or
e 

Ra
ce

s,
 U

nk
no

w
n 

an
d 

N
on

re
si

de
nt

 A
lie

n.

JOURNAL OF POVERTY 7



Knowledge of food assistance

Amongst community college students, 43% (n = 650) were aware of some kind 
of food assistance offered by their campus, knowledge of food assistance 
amongst state university students was 40% (n = 633). This difference was 
statistically significant (X2 = 14.881, df = 2, p < .001). Furthermore, rates of 
food insecurity were also significantly higher for those who said their institu
tion did not offer food assistance compared to those who said their institution 
did offer food assistance (73% vs. 58%, respectively). This difference was also 
statistically significant (X2 = 39.556, df = 2, p < .001).

SNAP eligibility

About 15% (n = 223) of community college students knew that they were SNAP 
eligible. However, only 5% (n = 80) of state university students knew that they 
were SNAP eligible. Most students at both institution-types were not aware of 
their SNAP eligibility status. According to a Chi-square analysis, significantly 
more community college students were aware of their SNAP eligibility com
pared to state university students (X2 = 91.044, df = 2, p < .001).

When comparing SNAP eligibility to food security status, about 13% 
(n = 237) of food insecure students knew they were eligible for SNAP 
compared to only 5% (n=69) of food secure students. However, like the 
findings above, most students were not aware of their SNAP eligibility 
status; this proportion was slightly higher amongst food insecure stu
dents (63% vs. 60%). These differences in SNAP eligibility by food 
insecurity status were significantly different according to a Chi-square 
analysis (X2 = 72.294, df = 2, p < .001).

Received support from campus

Approximately 17% (n = 246) of community college students have received 
some kind of food support from their campus compared to 14% (n = 216) 
of state university students. This difference was not statistically significant 
(X2 = 4.970, df = 2, p > .05).

However, about 20% (n = 389) of food insecure students have received food 
support from their campus while only 7% (n = 101) of food secure students 
received support. This difference was statistically significant (X2 = 110.910, 
df = 2, p < .001).

Referred to community resources

Approximately 11% (n = 165) of community college students reported that 
they were referred to community resources by someone on campus, compared 
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to approximately 8% (n = 121) of state university students. This difference was 
statistically significant (X2 = 18.511, df = 2, p < .001).

Significantly more food insecure students were referred to community 
resources by someone on campus compared to food secure students 
(11% vs. 6%,). This difference was statistically significant (X2 = 30.819, 
df = 2, p < .001).

Difficulty getting to a food store

There were no significant differences in the number of students who reported 
they had difficulty getting to the nearest grocery store by institution-type. 
However, about 24% (n = 451) of food insecure students said it was either 
difficult or very difficult for them to get to the nearest food store, compared to 
17% (n = 215) of food secure students. This difference was statistically sig
nificant (X2 = 25.066, df = 3, p < .001).

Variety of food available

Significantly more state university students reported that there was not 
enough variety of food available to them compared to community college 
students (16.5% vs 13.8%) (X2 = 4.529, df = 1, p < .05). When comparing food 
variety by food security status, significantly more food insecure students 
reported limited food variety available compared to food secure students 
(21% vs. 7%,) (X2 = 120.74, df = 1, p < .001).

Money for food

Approximately 44% (n = 650) of community college students reported that 
they had enough money to spend on everyday things, including food, com
pared to 48% (n = 750) of state university students. This difference was 
statistically significant (X2 = 4.331, df = 1, p < .05).

Only 21% (n = 388) of food insecure students reported they had enough 
money for every items, compared to 82% (n = 1,045) of food secure students. 
This difference was also statistically significant (X2 = 1131.884, df = 1, p < .001).

Review of food options

A review of the dining and food pantry characteristics at each of the present 
study’s institutions (N = 15) collected the most recent (2022) information for 
comparison across institution-type (Table 3). All the state universities offered 
retail dining options, compared to only seven (63.6%) of the community 
colleges. Of the community colleges that did offer dining, only four (36.6%) 
offered either a dining hall and/or café. Other options included student-run 
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cafés and catering options. No community college offered a student meal plan, 
while all state universities did.

Discussion

This study conducted a secondary analysis of state-collected data to compare 
food insecurity among students attending community colleges (two-year 
institutions) and state universities (four-year institutions) within 
Connecticut. Previous research has suggested that those attending two-year 
institutions experience food insecurity in higher proportions than those 
attending four-year institutions, however previous studies have not directly 
compared the two institution-types within the same study (Goldrick-Rab et al.,  
2018; Ilieva et al., 2019; Wood et al., 2017, Nikolaus et al., 2020; Spaid & 
Gillett-Karam, 2018). This study found 59.2% of students across fifteen insti
tutions experienced food insecurity. The eleven community colleges included 
in this study had slightly higher proportions of food insecure students (61%), 
when compared to the four-year state universities (57.3%), which is consistent 
with previous studies (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2018; Nikolaus et al., 2020). This 
difference in food insecurity prevalence was found to be statistically signifi
cant, indicating that there may be a relationship between institution-type and 
food security. This study examined this association further, comparing food 
security, food assistance, and institutional support among students enrolled at 
public two-year community colleges and four-year universities.

Access to food is strongly associated with food security which, for college 
students, includes community and institutional foodscapes. In the present 
study, only 63.6% of the community colleges offered retail dining options, 
with 36.6% offering a dining hall or cafeteria option, compared to the 100% of 
the state universities that offered retail dining options. Additionally, while 
none of the community colleges offered a meal plan to students, all the state 

Table 3. University dining characteristics.
Institution-type

On Campus Dining Characteristics
2- year (n = 11) 

n (%)
4-year (n = 4) 

n (%)

Any Dining Options Available 7 (63.6) 4 (100.0)
Dining Hall is available 4 (36.6) 4 (100.0)
Café/Restaurant is available 4 (36.6) 4 (100.0)
Student Run Café is available 2 (18.18)
Meal Plan is available 0 (0.0) 4 (100.0)
On Campus Food Pantry (mobile or brick and mortar on campus) 11 (100.0) 4 (100.0)
Food Pantry Characteristics
Fresh fruits & vegetables are available 7 (63.6) 2 (50.0)
Students are required to apply to use the food pantry 3 (27.2) 0 (0.0)
Students are required to complete a screener for eligibility 1 (1.0) 0 (0.0)
Students are required to provide ID 8 (72.7) 4 (100.0)
Partnership with a community organization 5 (45.5) 1 (25.0)
Additional food assistance programs are available/being promoted to students 6 (54.5) 2 (50.0)
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universities did. While there was no significant difference in difficulty getting 
to the nearest grocery stores by institution-type, results revealed a significant 
difference in this task by food security status. In their investigation of institu
tional foodscape navigation, Ilieva et al. (2019) found food insecure students to 
report often acquiring food from bodegas, vending machines, convenience 
stores and fast-food restaurants far more frequently than utilizing the campus 
cafeteria and café (Ilieva et al., 2019). Within their written narratives, the 
community college students revealed two main barriers to accessing food on- 
campus: lack of appeal and low affordability (Ilieva et al., 2019). Furthermore, 
the researchers found that features of the on-campus foodscapes encouraged 
distrust of the college institution among the student sample (Ilieva et al., 2019). 
With this, Ilieva et al. (2019) concluded that accessibility to food on-campus 
not only impacts students’ emotional and academic wellbeing, but their 
perception of the academic institution they attend (Ilieva et al., 2019).

Knowledge of food assistance among students

The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), formally known as 
“food stamps,” is a federal program that provides benefits to low-income 
households (USDA, n.d.). In 2018, 12.4% of households in Connecticut 
experienced food insecurity, with 4.2% experiencing very low food security 
(Coleman-Jensen et al., 2019). However, only 31% of eligible households in the 
state participated in SNAP (Cronquist, 2019). College students 18 years or 
older may be eligible to receive these benefits, yet the same pattern exists; while 
an estimated 7.3 million college students nationally were eligible for SNAP in 
2018, only 2.26 million (31%) were enrolled in the program (Cronquist, 2019).

This study found that significantly more community college students had 
any knowledge of food assistance offered by their campus and greater aware
ness of their SNAP eligibility compared to state university students. About 
14.9% of community college students knew that they were SNAP eligible, 
compared to only 5.1% of state university students. This suggests that com
munity college students may have experienced a higher level of financial 
hardship than four-year college students, and also may have a higher aware
ness of food assistance opportunities than their peers attending state univer
sities. While the cost of tuition is similar across the two study institution-types, 
individuals from lower income households are more likely to pursue an two- 
year degree (associates) than a four-year college degree (bachelors) (Fry & 
Cilluffo, 2019) and many of these students start their education at 
a community college prior to enrolling in a four-year state school (CCRC,  
2022). However, while in the present study the difference in SNAP eligibility 
across institution-type was found to be statistically significant, the majority of 
the total student sample (61.9%) reported not knowing their SNAP eligibility 
status at all. This finding aligns with Ilieva et al. (2019), who found all students 
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in their small sample of low-income, minority undergraduate students experi
enced food insecurity (Ilieva et al., 2019). In investigating factors that were 
considered by the students when making food choices, the researchers found 
that over 77% considered SNAP benefits, and other federal food subsidies, an 
unimportant factor in these decisions (Ilieva et al., 2019). Similarly, in their 
qualitative study of 19 food insecure students, Zigmont et al. (2019) found 
only one student reported utilization of any federal food assistance program 
(Zigmont et al., 2019).

Furthermore, Freudenberg et al. (2019) posed that, aside from the asso
ciated social stigmas of receiving federal assistance, another reason why more 
college students do not apply for SNAP is a result of daunting policies and 
stipulations that deter students from applying (Freudenberg et al., 2019). 
A 2018 study from the Government Accountability Office found that both 
college students and university officials experienced confusion and uncer
tainty when reviewing student eligibility rules (Freudenberg et al., 2019; 
United States Government Accountability Office [GAO], 2018). 
Additionally, with rigid qualifications such as needing to be a being full-time 
college student while simultaneously working 20 hours per week, to reporting 
physical eating location, students have been excluded from any of these 
benefits nationwide (Freudenberg et al., 2019). Currently, due to the public 
health emergency due to the COVID-19 pandemic, many of the rigid qualifi
cations have been relaxed, allowing more college students to access this benefit 
(Federal Student Aid, 2023). Still, Freudenberg et al. (2019) offered sound 
recommendations proposing changes to policy at the federal, state, local, and 
university levels that may catalyze campus mobilization and forward progress 
toward raising national awareness of college food insecurity and increase 
student enrollment in the SNAP program (Freudenberg et al., 2019).

Institutional food assistance for students

Due to the relatively high proportions of college students experiencing food 
insecurity, and other basic needs insecurities, academic institutions have 
generated means of supporting students’ basic needs. The most common 
form of food assistance are on-campus food pantries. Other common food 
supports include meals vouchers, food outreach events, emergency fund dis
tribution and educational programs for federal benefits and food efficacy skills 
(Freudenberg et al., 2019; Zigmont et al., 2019). In the review on on-campus 
food options in the present study, it was found that most community colleges 
did not offer on-campus dining. As mentioned above, a lack of adequate and 
affordable dining options on community college campuses may contribute to 
high proportions of food insecure students. However, all the study institutions 
had a food pantry available to support students.
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The present study found that significantly more community college 
students (43%) had any knowledge of food assistance provided by their 
institution compared to their peers attending public universities (40%). 
Furthermore, significantly more community college students (11%) had 
been referred to community resources from someone on campus, than at 
the state universities (8%). It is probable that these differences exist due to 
the increased proportions of non-traditional students attending 2-year 
institutions, where these students are more likely to experience food inse
curity and use food resources (Tanner et al., 2023). According to the 2022 
data of the food options at the institutions of the present study, 54% of the 
community colleges and 50% of the universities offered means of food 
assistance, in addition to a food pantry. While this study did not find 
that there was a significant difference in the proportions of students who 
received food support from their school based on institution-type, there 
was a significant difference in receiving food support from campus based 
on food insecurity status. Significantly more food insecure students 
received food support from campus (20%) compared to food secure stu
dents (7%) across both institution-types, similar to previous findings 
(Adamovic et al., 2022; El Zein et al., 2018). It is probable that students 
who are food insecure are more likely than food secure students to seek out 
the resources available to them, as previous research has indicated 
(Adamovic et al., 2022; El Zein et al., 2018; Zigmont et al., 2019).

Findings, such as these, raise questions regarding student utilization of food 
support offered by academic institutions; if resources exist, why is food 
insecurity still so prevalent? Ilieva et al. (2019) found that students placed 
high value on the difficulty of accessing food resources, their voices being 
heard by administrators, problem-solving solutions to campus food insecurity, 
and social support (Ilieva et al., 2019). Similarly, Zigmont et al. (2019) found 
common themes preventing food insecure students from accessing food 
including financial barriers, lack of transportation and decreased time and 
food efficacy skills, consistent with the findings of the present study (Zigmont 
et al., 2019). Additional research has indicated that barriers exist in the 
structure and advertisement of institutional food assistance, as well as negative 
social perceptions in receiving help among students (Adamovic et al., 2022; El 
Zein et al., 2018; Peterson et al., 2022).In their mixed-methods study of these 
barriers, El Zein et al. (2018) identified four barriers preventing their sample of 
college students from receiving adequate support from their campus food 
pantry: social stigma and embarrassment, insufficient information on pantry 
operations, implications of self-identity and inconvenient hours of operation 
(El Zein et al., 2018). Similarly, Peterson et al. (2022) identified lack of knowl
edge and social stigma to be large deterrents to students accessing institutional 
food support (Peterson et al., 2022). These studies indicated that many stu
dents hold sentiments that they are undeserving of the support and experience 
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feelings of fear, embarrassment, or shame (El Zein et al., 2018; Peterson et al.,  
2022).

In observing the food pantry characteristics among the institutions included 
in this study, providing student identification was required at the majority of 
these institutions; all of the state universities have this policy in place, and 
72.7% of the community colleges did the same. It was also more common for 
a community college to require completion of an application or screener 
(28.2% vs 0%), which can be considered a deterrent to utilizing the food 
pantries (El Zein et al., 2018; Peterson et al., 2022). However, this study still 
found a higher proportion of students attending two-year institutions (17%) to 
have received help from their campus, in comparison to their peers attending 
four-year institutions (14%). However, as mentioned above, across the entire 
study sample only 13.9% of students have received help from their campus, 
suggesting that these barriers are far more impactful than institutions recog
nize. Access to food pantries, while important, are not the silver bullet to 
college student food insecurity. In addition to researchers, students have raised 
their voices, offering alternative programs and means of assistance (Adamovic 
et al., 2022; Freudenberg et al., 2019; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2018; Ilieva et al.,  
2019; Nagata et al., 2019; Peterson et al., 2022). Common themes among 
student suggestions included: redistribution of food resources, off-campus 
food assistance programs and discounts, and increasing food efficacy and 
assistance awareness for students (Adamovic et al., 2022; Peterson et al., 2022).

Limitations

This study is not without limitations. The original study did not collect 
demographic data (gender or race/ethnicity) from students aside from their 
age category. This decision was made to keep the survey short and increase the 
completion rate. We provided demographic data based on Fall 2019 from 
IPEDS in Table 2 to try and supplement this information (IPEDS, n.d.); 
however, it is unknown if the students who participated in this study accu
rately represent the institutional data. Additionally, due to the nature of how 
the original survey was disseminated response rates are not able to be calcu
lated. However, the number of students who responded to the survey at each 
institution is known. Some institutions had very few (in some instances only 
one or two) students respond to the survey. Additionally, 50% of the commu
nity colleges in this study had less than 100 respondents. As a result, the 
estimated food insecurity rates in this analysis may widely differ from the true 
prevalence of food insecurity on the campuses included in this study. The low 
number of responses may be a result of convenience sampling, sending the 
survey to students via e-mail, and not providing an incentive to participants to 
complete the study.
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Conclusions

This study provided evidence that students who attend two-year commu
nity colleges may experience food insecurity at higher rates than students 
who attend four-year universities. Additional research is needed to further 
examine the differences and experiences between these two student popu
lations that may contribute to differences in food insecurity. Both com
munity colleges and universities should continue to research and 
implement different types of food assistance programs on their campuses 
to assist their students with their needs. Each institution has different 
student populations and differences in the campus food environment; 
therefore, a one-size fits all approach is unlikely to solve the issue of 
student food insecurity. It is important that campuses evaluate if students 
in need are taking advantage of these resources, and make appropriate 
changes as needed to lessen barriers, and increase student uptake of 
available resources.
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