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ABSTRACT
Objective: An estimated 21% to 58.8% of U.S. college student populations experience food 
insecurity (FI)—that is, limited or uncertain access to adequate food. Ameliorating this FI requires 
the involvement of college administrations. This study seeks to explore campus administrators’ 
understanding of—and support for—students who experience FI. Participants: Thirty administrators 
at a university on the West Coast participated in semi-structured interviews. Methods: All interviews 
were transcribed verbatim. The transcripts were analyzed using the grounded theory approach. 
Results: Though participants understood the concept of FI, the majority underestimated the scope 
of the problem and didn’t believe it had been treated as a priority. They identified competing 
resources and concerns, along with other factors like low awareness, as barriers to addressing FI. 
Conclusion: Although administrators were aware of the existence of FI on their campus, this study’s 
results allude to the importance of providing further necessary FI education for administrators.

Introduction

Contrary to the common perception of college students as 
socioeconomically privileged, emerging evidence suggests 
that this population experiences food insecurity (FI)—an 
economic and social condition of limited or uncertain access 
to adequate food—at an alarming rate.1–3 Specifically, a sys-
tematic review of journal articles focusing on FI among col-
lege students reported an average FI prevalence rate of 
43.5%, with the rate ranging from 21% to 58.8% depending 
on the studies.1 The wide range of FI rates across different 
studies may stem from differences in study samples, response 
biases, measurement inconsistences, various reference peri-
ods (i.e., past 30 days or 12 months, or semester), survey 
modalities (i.e., online, paper-and-pencil), and other fac-
tors.2,4,5 With the efforts and advocation from various 
researchers for a more nationally representative data,3,6 the 
2019-20 National Postsecondary Student Aid Study 
(NPSAS:20) surveyed students about food insecurity (FI) for 
its first iteration.7 Based on the data from NPSAS:20, the 
Hope Center reported that more than 3.9 million (34.5%) 
undergraduates experience various levels of food insecurity 
(22.6% for low or very low FI, and 11.9% for marginal FI).7 
This food insecurity rate among college students is much 
higher than the rate (12.8%) of the general population 
reported by the U.S. Department of Agriculture.8 FI exposes 
those affected to a host of academic issues (lower GPA, 
higher drop out rate, etc) and physiological harms (e.g., 
higher risk for anxiety, depression, obesity, risky behaviors, 
lack of social connections, etc).9

Multiple social, environmental, and individual factors 
contribute to current rates of FI among college students.9–11 
However, financial instability has been identified as the main 
driving force. In fact, nearly a third of college students live 
in poverty—an increase of 21% compared to 20 years ago.12 
Nontraditional students constitute two-thirds of the college 
student population, referring to those students who juggle 
multiple responsibilities and face various personal challenges 
related to economic instability (e.g., being financially inde-
pendent from parents, having one or more dependents, or 
enrolling in college part-time due to their need for full-time 
employment).13 Additionally, the financial challenges faced 
by students are tied to the larger economy. Expensive living 
costs and rising tuition fees constrain students’ fundamental 
life choices.10 Unlike tuition that students must pay, money 
for food—or a lack thereof—does not necessarily compro-
mise their continuous attendance at college, which can result 
in such students experiencing FI. In short, with the present 
influx of college students who are financially unstable, the 
prevalence of FI on campuses across the country is 
exacerbated.7,11

Clearly, financial stability is inseparable from one’s socio-
economic status (SES). At the same time, SES is closely con-
nected to race. As such, students with family financial 
struggles as well as those who receive financial aid—both of 
whom constitute a large portion of the student population 
that experiences FI—are often students with historically 
marginalized racial identities.11,14,15 Though people of color 
overall are more likely to experience food insecurity, there is 
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inconsistency in terms of which specific racial group experi-
ences the highest rate of FI. Some studies have reported 
higher rates among Hispanic students, while others identi-
fied Black students as experiencing greater FI.7,11 Aside from 
race, researchers have also suggested other FI risk factors, 
such as type of institution (private vs public), enrollment 
status (full-time vs. part-time), living arrangements 
(on-campus vs. off-campus), gender, disability status, being 
first-generation students, and financial dependence.7,16,17 
Some researchers have further linked FI with students’ lack 
of preparedness for living on their own, citing inadequate 
budgeting knowledge, limited cooking skills, and a lack of 
other resources and information.18–20

Although multiple factors have been explored in the hope 
of identifying possible solutions for FI among college stu-
dents, studies have typically focused on examining factors 
shaped by the larger system (e.g., SES, financial stability) 
and factors that are out of students’ control (e.g. ethnicity & 
race).7,21 However, the localized experiences of students at 
specific colleges or universities should not be neglected. 
After all, academic institutions are shaped by administrators; 
given their high-level responsibility for facilitating smooth 
daily operations to provide students with the best possible 
educational experience,22 administrators are, to a large extent, 
agents who direct the attention of various college constitu-
ents to selected agendas or issues of concern. In fact, Miller 
et  al23 noted that FI deserves increased attention from insti-
tutional administrators, especially those who work at schools 
with a large number of low-income, first-generation, and 
nontraditional students.

Depending on their areas of supervision, administrators 
may or may not work directly with students. Without that 
direct contact, administrators might not have a full under-
standing of students’ experiences on campus. Some adminis-
trators’ detachment from students—especially from those 
who experience food insecurity—may detract from their 
ability to contribute meaningfully to devising possible solu-
tions to reducing FI occurrences. To the best of our knowl-
edge, there is no published study on FI that examines 
campus administrators’ perspectives. Therefore, the current 
study was designed to fill that void by exploring school 
administrators’ comprehension of FI among college students.

Methods

Participants

This qualitative study was conducted in 2019 at a public 
university campus in the Pacific Northwest, with approval 
from the institution’s Institutional Review Board (IRB). All 
the administrators (n = 59) listed in the university’s 
Organizational Structure Chart were invited to participate in 
the semi-structured interviews. Thirty administrators agreed 
and completed the interview, representing various roles such 
as deans of colleges, a provost, vice provosts, a president, 
and multiple directors across different offices. Participants’ 
employment history at the university ranged from 17 months 
to 32 years, and the majority of participants were male (male 
= 19, female = 11).

Data collection & analysis

The participants agreed to be audio-recorded for 30- to 
45-minute semi-structured interviews regarding food insecurity 
on campus (without compensation). They were asked to answer 
questions like “what does the term food insecurity mean to 
you”, “please describe what you know about student food inse-
curity on campus”, “what do you think of school administra-
tors’ awareness of student food insecurity on campus”, and etc. 
The corresponding 30 interviews were transcribed verbatim. 
Thematic content analysis of the interview data was guided by 
the grounded theory approach, which permits data reduction of 
the complexity of participants’ accounts by identifying patterns 
(i.e., themes) that are suitable for descriptive studies.24 The 
grounded theory method is appropriate for use in this study 
exploring the participants’ own meanings in understanding and 
experiencing a lived phenomenon.25,26

To analyze the data, the researchers first individually 
reviewed the transcriptions in their entirety at multiple points 
in time to familiarize themselves with the participants’ responses. 
They then met to discuss their observations of the data and 
explore any emerging issues or questions. Next, the researchers 
coded the participants’ responses line by line using the research 
question—specifically regarding administrators’ understanding 
of student FI on their campus—to guide the inductive identifi-
cation of main concepts.24,26 Each researcher independently 
reexamined each code in every interview and then compared 
them with other codes from the remaining interviews to create 
several broader categories (i.e., themes). Finally, after the 
researchers recalibrated their understanding of mutually 
agreed-upon codes and themes by comparing their reflective 
notes taken during their individual data coding, they derived 
the main themes that characterized participants’ understanding 
of food insecurity on their college campus.

Each researcher’s multiple rounds of inductive coding 
performed at different points in time addressed the issue of 
intercoder reliability.27 Moreover, the researchers met to dis-
cuss their coding, recalibrated their understanding of the 
data, and negated their personal assumptions and biases 
through their comparisons and discussions. Thus, credibility, 
dependability, and confirmability were sought to establish 
the trustworthiness of the study.28,29 For example, the use of 
researcher triangulation—involving the researchers 
cross-checking their interpretations of the data—helped to 
establish credibility by ensuring that the study’s findings 
were drawn definitively from the participants’ narratives. 
The study’s confirmability and dependability were enhanced 
by using direct quotes from the participants to clarify the 
findings and by including explanations to illustrate the logic 
of the conclusions drawn. When relevant, the researchers 
provided thick descriptions detailing the context of the 
study, facilitating the ability of readers to judge the appro-
priateness of applying the findings to their own situations 
and thus allowing for the study’s potential transferability.

Results

Below, this paper delves into the main themes that were 
uncovered in the study indicating the administrators’ 
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awareness and understanding of food insecurity challenges 
faced by students on their campus. Four main themes were 
identified with subthemes further elaborating the knowledge 
and attitudes of participating administrators.

Understanding the concept of food insecurity

The following definition of FI, consistent with the majority of 
participants, illustrates their understanding of uncertainties 
faced by students who experience food insecurity as going 
beyond meeting “caloric needs” (Participant 26)—that is, food 
insecurity is an issue related to accessibility, or lack thereof, to 
a sufficient quantity of affordable, nutritious food.30

Food insecurity to me means that students at any given moment 
are at risk for not having their nutritional needs met in order to 
do the activity that they’re doing. And access can be limited 
either to an opportunity to get that food, whether physically or 
an opportunity financially to get that food. (Participant 3)

Aside from “…whether you get enough to eat, whether 
you have opportunity and means to get enough food,” as 
Participant 27 stated, administrators emphasized a lack of 
access to the “foods students want.” This emphasis suggests 
the idea that the degree of food insecurity experienced by a 
student varies according to the student’s personal preferences 
and choices. Thus, the subjective experiences of students, 
along with varying degrees of accessibility and uncertainty, 
renders food insecurity “a problem,” as Participant 30 char-
acterized. Additionally, a few participants also connected the 
“problem” with larger systemic issues, such as the food sup-
ply chain, as explained by one respondent:

You go into a grocery store, prepackaged everything is there and 
yet the insecurity, or whatever [you] call it, the fragility of that 
is all reliant on food that’s possibly grown and processed miles 
and miles away. So the inability for that student to actually put 
their hands on the real food creates a dependency on transpor-
tation and logistics and money and fuel and all of the things to 
be able to keep us with food. So insecurity to me is that fragility 
between the development of the product itself, the availability of 
that food, and the consumer that needs it. (Participant 19)

Participants perceived that with many students facing an 
increased disconnection to food systems and distribution net-
works, those students who experience food insecurity have no 
choice but to suffer from hunger. Indeed, the word “hunger” 
dominated the administrators’ first reaction to the phrase 
“food insecurity” during their interviews. This physiological 
response, however, was seen by many respondents as a result 
of, but not to be treated the same as, more extreme levels of 
insecurity. For instance, Participant 9 explained:

I think that hunger is a part of food insecurity. [long pause] I 
see them slightly different in that a person can have food inse-
curity, but not be hungry all the time. They can be wondering 
how they’re going to pay for their food costs, and access food, 
but not necessarily be hungry in the moment.

Awareness of student food insecurity

While most of the participants articulated their general 
knowledge and understanding of the definition of food 

insecurity as an issue in society at large, they showed a lim-
ited awareness of it in terms of how it pertained to college 
students. Participant 30 illustrated this clearly: “No. Your 
email to me was the first I had kind of heard [of] some of 
the issues.” Even so, most participants did assume that FI 
existed, at least to some degree, among students. As 
Participant 3 noted, “I know virtually nothing about what 
experientially is happening. I [only] know the concept of it.”

When asked about the percentage of students who may 
be experiencing FI on campus, administrators, while able to 
quote specific numbers, were not able to justify or cite evi-
dence for their responses. Not surprisingly, most participants 
(27 out of 30 or 90%) underestimated the estimated preva-
lence of student FI that was reported from the institutional 
survey at the same university. Similar to other administra-
tors when attempting to estimate the prevalence of FI on 
campus, Participant 24 said, “I have not seen any statistics, 
so, I don’t – so, this is truly a wild guess.” Interviewees were 
able to illuminate a variety of reasons driving the lack of 
knowledge of the issue on campus, with the most common 
one being the often invisible nature of FI.

Invisibility of student food insecurity
The frequent invisibility of food insecurity informed the 
administrators’ assumption of FI as a hidden issue on cam-
pus; as Participant 11 explained, “Food insecurity we’re 
aware of, but I think it’s kind of – it’s almost hidden, you 
know, it’s not obvious, it’s not in our faces.” For many par-
ticipants, this invisibility was tied to their limited engage-
ment with students in their daily professional lives. As 
Participant 18 summarized, “My direct contact [with stu-
dents] on an ongoing basis is really low.” Administrators’ 
understanding of student demographics, as well as their 
observations of students’ lifestyles, was also a driver of their 
perceptions of a lack of FI among students. Participant 25 
noted, “I’m  making assumptions about students who are at 
the university and the funding that pays for their tuition.  So 
if they have that, then the vast majority would not be in 
those situations of food insecurity.” In addition, Participant 
29 elucidated:

You see students walking around with Starbucks coffee cups and 
eating Kind bars and they’re not eating the – I don’t know what 
I would think of as typically really cheap food, right? They’re 
not just walking around with packs of ramen. I just don’t know 
what, like a bulk apple juice or something. You just don’t see 
that at all on campus if you’re walking around.

Participant 16 noted that they felt the low awareness of 
FI was universal among administrators and staff at the 
university:

I would also wager to guess that if I were to ask five colleagues 
walking down the hall right now, they would probably all be in 
the same boat as me. And just, I have not been – it comes 
down to a lot. Personally, I just have not seen – I haven’t heard 
much talk about it.

Additionally, many respondents noted that the stigma 
surrounding food insecurity likely drove students to hide 
their struggles with food insecurity, which in turn fed into 
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its invisibility. Participant 31 stated, “Students—many stu-
dents, I should say—are very reluctant to go public about 
it or to seek help in an open way that they are struggling 
with food insecurity.” Some administrators even mentioned 
that the culture on campus perpetuated this stigma. 
Participant 24 recognized that issue: “I would say that the 
campus culture is – we still stigmatize it.  We still, I think, 
probably, while there’s goodwill, we also don’t like to 
look at it.”

Because of FI’s typical invisibility, the vast majority of 
the participants did not believe it had been a priority for 
the university administrators to focus on, as Participant 
22 shared: “I would say it hasn’t been. Because I didn’t 
even know that – yeah. I wouldn’t say that it was – it 
would be set as a priority. It’s not in any of the 
documents.”

Drivers of food insecurity

Socioeconomic & demographic status
The socioeconomic status of incoming students was a pri-
mary concern for most participants in their discussion about 
students who experience food insecurity. Some delved into 
the connection between lower socioeconomic status and 
greater risk of food insecurity.

But higher education is expensive, and especially first-generation 
students, students of color, students who come from poor families 
– not all students of color obviously come from poor fami-
lies.  There’s a spectrum there.  But overall, our students of color 
on average have lower family incomes, and available options, and 
assets.  They’re disproportionately hit by hunger.  (Participant 9)

Participants consistently mentioned first-generation stu-
dents or students whose parents did not complete a four-year 
college degree as the main factors contributing to FI. Racial 
variables were also discussed as correlating to a higher risk of 
food insecurity. Participant 24 noted that they believed that 
“white students have less or have less food insecurity than 
African-American [pause] Black students, Native American, 
Latino, Hispanic, also have…higher food insecurity.”

In addition, some participants linked BIPOC, Black, 
Indigenous and Other People of Color, status to a lack of 
support networks, which eventually restricted their access to 
resources—such as food. Participant 24 noted, “When I say 
networks, I also mean – also would say cultural networks, 
so if a student is – does not have the – [pause] – I know 
that particularly students of color, if they don’t feel like – if 
they don’t have the connections with other students of color, 
they feel more isolated.” This isolation may make BIPOC 
students even more reticent to come forward and seek help 
when facing food insecurity. Participant 21 echoed this 
concern:

Could be that as a first-generation student or a student of color 
in a predominantly white community…or as a trans-identified 
student…who may be reluctant to know if there are social ser-
vices that are going to be available for them here. I think those 
can be perceived barriers as well. They may be actual barriers…
where they’re not sure that they’re going to be – that their iden-
tity is going to be understood by the support – by the social 
service support providers.

Lack of skills
Many participants expressed concerns regarding students’ 
lack of knowledge about basic life skills and suggested that 
the dearth of such knowledge was a contributing factor in 
those students experiencing food insecurity:

There sometimes is a lack of understanding about how to bud-
get. How to understand how to – even cook. And work with 
food in some way. I think there’s a transition point for a lot of 
students of not always knowing how to care for themselves 
around [food]. You know, how to shop, how to cook, how to 
think about that a little differently. That’s a basic life skill. That 
sometimes isn’t there. (Participant 18)

I always go back to economic factors, you know? And so, I mean, 
that’s the – you know, another one is education, too, an education 
piece. I know some students just, first-year students, come in 
away from home living by themselves – sometimes [they] don’t 
know how to manage it well. Manage money, manage groceries, 
manage how to prepare food, how to manage food, how to make 
food last longer, how to stretch your dollar when it comes to 
spending on food or how to prepare [it]. (Participant 15)

Well,  like if you know how to cook beans and rice,  you can live 
on a reasonable food budget.  But  a lot of people no longer have 
that expertise,  and so,  you know,  buy meals that – and then if 
they used their fund, if they used the money they have for food 
on preparing foods,  they would have – they might be able to 
make it through the month.  But  the student culture is to buy 
food that’s prepared,  then it doesn’t go as far.  (Participant 4)

Participant 13 went further and emphasized the impor-
tance of financial skills: “It’s all about money. I mean, every-
thing about this is having enough money to get your college 
degree. But everybody can if they figure it out. They don’t 
have to graduate in four years. It could take six, seven years, 
that’s okay.” Interestingly, these responses came from many 
of the same administrators who pointed out that socioeco-
nomic factors were a demographic driver of food insecurity.

Barriers to addressing student food insecurity

When the participants were asked about barriers for univer-
sity administrators to address student FI, almost all of them 
pointed to resource issues. In many cases, the lack of 
resources discussed by participants extended beyond the 
monetary to include a wide range of barriers.

Well, so resources can include money, right, but also personnel 
and time and knowledge of the scope of the problem and 
understanding of the best practices and, you know, sort of the 
research-based models. And I think all of those are barriers and 
they’re all sort of resource barriers. But it’s not just that we don’t 
have enough money, it’s that we – right now, the way we’re 
structured, this issue becomes an addition to existing responsi-
bilities. So it’s a thing that we add on to lots of different peoples’ 
jobs, and sometimes those plates are really full already. So it’s 
the – another barrier is the capacity to implement a systemic 
response and to move that through the institution in a way that 
everybody understands what their role in that process is. And 
that’s time and thinking and buy-in and commitment and 
money and – so those are all, I think, barriers, and some atti-
tudinal barriers too, maybe. I mean I don’t – I would wish that 
that wasn’t true, but there may be people who don’t think that 
this is as much of a problem as I know it to be. There may be 
people who feel that that’s the responsibility of the individual 
person and not the institution to address that. (Participant 6)
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As Participant 24 stated, “The challenge is resources. It 
always comes down to resources. Where do you – where do 
you find resources to support this?” The other recurrent 
theme regarding barriers centered around competing priori-
ties, as described by Participant 23:

I think it’s the classic problem of a million competing priorities. 
Cause one person’s gonna come to you and say this is the most 
important issue. The next person’s gonna come to you and say 
this is the most important issue. The next person, you know. So 
pretty soon you have a line of people who [claim] their issue, 
it’s the most important issue.

In addition, participants acknowledged the common lack 
of awareness of food insecurity as an obvious barrier to 
addressing it. Participant 21 explained:

I honestly think on this particular issue it’s a matter of, you 
know, maybe people don’t recognize that it is more widespread 
than it is, people think that maybe it’s an isolated half a dozen 
folks who are hungry or whatnot… I think one of the key bar-
riers really is a lack of awareness of how big the issue is.

Administrators also recognized multiple operational chal-
lenges that could be seen as barriers to addressing student 
food insecurity. One such challenge was finding physical 
space for FI-related assistance programs; as Participant 28 
shared, “Certainly infrastructure is an issue. So, what would 
be the infrastructure impacts of a program like this on cam-
pus where space is such an issue, right?” Another barrier 
was identified by Participant 16: “How do you know who 
gets help and [who doesn’t]?” Participant 29 addressed the 
challenge of defining “success” as related to addressing 
student FI:

What does success look like? Say we have food: mac and cheese. 
So if I was food insecure and I went to the, say, the food pantry 
and I wanted mac and cheese…is it there? Is it not there? If it’s 
not there, does that mean we failed or is it like – no. There’s 
healthier options and I need to use that… So measuring what 
does success look like…from the efficacy side, where it’s let’s 
make this change happen.

Participants touched on the barriers caused by decen-
tralization and a lack of coordinated efforts, like 
Participant 8: “I do worry sometimes that the university 
likes to decentralize so much. So we often end up with 
lots of pop-up initiatives that are similar to each other, 
but not well coordinated.”

Finally, discussions about student FI also seemed to spark 
a philosophical debate over whether a higher-education 
institution has a moral responsibility to address the 
issue—or not:

I think there is tension and dilemma with administration and 
with faculty that asks a question, and has a hard time answering 
[it]: “What are my obligations to this student beyond giving 
them the education that they paid for, which is our mission, and 
which me – not me personally, but me as a faculty member/
administrator, is capable of doing?” I think there is some real 
tension, in where does the role start and stop for education that 
flows into nurturing, that flows into social welfare, that flows 
into counseling, that flows into mental health, and all this kind 
of thing. I think that is a real tension, not just at our university, 
but [at] every university. (Participant 30)

Discussion

The first study about food insecurity among college stu-
dents, which was published in 2009, exposed the issue with 
the hope of it receiving greater attention.31 However, some 
researchers pointed out that the overall level of awareness 
remained low: “Notably, this crisis profoundly impacts col-
lege students, a population whose food insecurity issues are 
largely under-recognized, under-examined, and under- 
addressed.”32 The current study, unfortunately, supported 
that statement. Specifically, out of 30 participants, 27 under-
estimated the previously reported FI prevalence rate on their 
campus. While administrators may not be expected to know 
national trends of FI, it is noteworthy that they did not 
know their own University’s reported data. In addition, a 
couple of the participants heard about FI among college stu-
dents for the first time because of this study. Considering 
their job as campus administrators, their low awareness of 
student FI seems in urgent need of addressing, as they are 
the people who set policy, determine budget, and serve stu-
dents. Efforts like the Student Basic Needs Survey, a state 
wide initiation organized by Washington Student Achievement 
Council, are essential; the results can help school adminis-
trators and other policymakers to appreciate the scale of the 
problem.

A statewide or nationwide assessment of food insecurity 
(FI) among college students could offer comparable FI rates 
across different universities by mitigating certain measure-
ment issues, such as variations in instruments and survey 
modalities. However, concerns about the validity of FI mea-
surement persist, as highlighted by some researchers 33,34 
Specifically, researchers questioned the psychometric perfor-
mance of the widely used USDA Food Security Survey 
Module (FSSM) survey among college students as they may 
interpret and respond to FSSM items differently than the 
general population.33,34 In recognition of these validity issues 
associated with the FSSM, some researchers have attempted 
to address them by introducing a preamble to enhance mea-
surement accuracy, although initial results have not been 
promising.35 The urgency of addressing concerns about FI 
measurement accuracy is heightened, as hesitation to address 
FI among students could potentially result from these 
issues.33

In addition to the challenges associated with FI measure-
ment, it’s crucial to remember that awareness alone might 
not trigger change. As some researchers pointed out, com-
peting interests and priorities can cause complications.36 
Additionally, the simple fact of these food-insecure individ-
uals being college students presents its own problem: people 
tend to view attending college as a privilege, which makes 
those students’ needs less compelling compared to other vul-
nerable groups’ needs or politically charged issues.

Although the administrators lacked an understanding of 
the rates and experiences of food insecurity among college 
students, they were able to list the major contributing factors 
related to FI—including socioeconomic status, living arrange-
ments (on or off campus), invisibility, and racial identity—
which were in line with the literature.16,37 In addition,  
some participants linked students’ lack of competency in 
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managing basic life skills like budgeting, finding resources, 
and cooking with their experience with FI. Even though 
such an association is in line with some studies as well as 
educational proposals (i.e., teaching students how to budget 
money, locate resources, and cook inexpensive meals) sug-
gested by students in another study, it should be taken with 
caution.18–20 One study reported the low percentage of 
food-insecure students who utilize available supports, such 
as SNAP or on-campus food pantries.37 However, the study 
didn’t confirm or approve an association between those stu-
dents and their ability to locate and utilize existing resources. 
Another study reported the challenges associated with cook-
ing on campus, such as a lack of transportation, time, and 
availability of grocery stores.38 Last, some researchers have 
noted that more people are transitioning into adulthood 
lacking sufficient daily life skills such as those mentioned 
above.39,40 This may explain why college students expressed 
a desire for practical training in areas like finances and food 
preparation.15,39 With all the evidence presented, it is reason-
able to hypothesize that many college students lack these 
daily life skills to some extent. Given that presumption, it’s 
also safe to assume that vulnerable students—who are less 
likely to have had the same access as privileged students to 
life skill resources, support, and education—are more likely 
to become the victims of food insecurity. For future research, 
it may be worth a closer examination into the association 
between students’ basic life skills and their experiences of FI. 
More specifically, it might be interesting to explore the dif-
ferences between students who experience FI and those who 
don’t to see if a lack of basic life skills is universal among 
college students.

The suggestion that the responsibility for experiencing FI 
lies with students—implied by some of the study’s partici-
pants—may be viewed as victim blaming, which can put 
administrators in a disadvantageous position, as students 
may view them as opponents instead of advocates or sup-
porters. In addition, shifting the focus from addressing the 
overarching issue of food insecurity to merely changing stu-
dent behavior can unwittingly reinforce the stigma that stu-
dents experiencing FI face.21 This increased perception of 
stigma can serve as another barrier, as mentioned previously, 
that students face when attempting to access support services.

It is not surprising that participants cited competing 
resources and priorities as one of the most significant barri-
ers to addressing food insecurity among students. As 
researchers have reported, continuing cuts in state funding 
since the Great Recession of 2008 have led to the vulnerable 
financial status of regional public universities.41 With addi-
tional challenges associated with the Covid-19 pandemic—
including reduced revenue from housing and dining and 
changing demographics in the U.S.—universities are facing 
even more economic strain.41,42 To withstand such financial 
challenges, some researchers recommend that universities 
with decreasing public funding add the economic mission of 
raising and diversifying funds to their universities’ core mis-
sions.43 In addition, many researchers have looked into ways 
of operating universities that are more financially efficient in 
terms of management.44 These strategies may provide a 
direction for solving the resource issue; however, they also 

lead to a philosophical discussion about higher-learning 
institutions’ responsibilities and roles within society, just as 
some participants noted in their interviews. Clearly, there is 
no perfect answer to resolve the issue of competing—and 
depleting—resources. It is important to remember that each 
university is unique and needs to find its own approach to 
fulfilling its role as a social institution while operating with 
a business mindset.

Operational challenges mentioned by the participants—
such as defining what situations constitute FI among students 
and identifying aid program recipients—are legitimate, as 
other researchers have reported similar issues.36,37 That said, 
many organizations and universities are working together to 
explore different strategies to end student food insecurity. For 
example, The Hope Center for College, Community, and 
Justice at Temple University has been leading efforts to pro-
vide applied scientific research, technical assistance, and edu-
cational training services to colleges and universities to 
alleviate student FI.45 Through its coordinated efforts, 85 
organizations released a public letter to the federal govern-
ment in 2022 asking for bold actions to eliminate systemic 
barriers to food security among college students.46 Some of 
the actions are focused on obtaining direct financial support 
for students, some are centered around expanding SNAP and 
simplifying its application process, and others pertain to using 
FAFSA data sharing to identify eligible students. Optimistically, 
this letter coincided with the release of the National Strategy 
on Hunger, Nutrition, and Health from the Biden-Harris 
Administration, which set a goal of ending hunger in America 
by 2030.47 This heightened attention and affirmed commit-
ment is a promising indicator of a more supportive environ-
ment for higher-education administrators to both identify and 
redress food insecurity among college students.

While the findings of this study offer valuable insights 
into food insecurity (FI) among college students, several 
limitations warrant consideration. First, the researchers’ 
experience, knowledge, value and beliefs may bring subjec-
tivity into the interpretation of the data. To address this 
issue, the researchers adopted the practice of having 3 cod-
ers and conducting multiple rounds of codes and themes 
cross-checking, comparison, and group discussions during 
the data analysis process. Moreover, the fact that only 
about half of the administrators from this institution agreed 
to participate introduces potential self-selection bias. Third, 
the presence of the researcher during interviews could 
influence participants’ responses, potentially leading to 
social desirability bias in their answers. To minimize such 
effects, researchers assured participants of the confidential-
ity of their identity and emphasized the absence of right or 
wrong answers.
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