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State of the Problem



27% U Hawaii,  
Manoa (n=410)

Student Food Insecurity in 2014

39% City Univ. 
New York 
(n=1086)

56% Maryland 
community 
colleges (n=301)

59% Oregon 
state univ.
(n=354)

14% U Alabama 
(n=557)

39% 10 Community Colleges 
(n= 4312)

14 to 56%
N=9375 students

35% Illinois 
univ. (n=1882)

40% U Arkansas 
(n=473)



The field grows…

56% Maryland community 
colleges (n= 301)

48% 8 Community colleges  and 
26 4-yr Universities
(n= 3,752)

59% 70 Community colleges 
(n=33,934)
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Source: Nazmi et al., JHEN 2018

Systematic review of food insecurity (28 studies)



Source: Nazmi et al., JHEN 2018

8 studies using USDA food security module

43.5% 
(unweighted)

50.9% 
(weighted)



GAO Food Insecurity Report (Jan. 2019)

9% to > 50% food insecurity:
31 studies of U.S. college students

Recommended that FNS:
1) Improve student eligibility information 

on web 
2) Share information on approaches that 

state SNAP agencies’ are taking to help 
eligible students.

>30% 
U.S. college students 

experience food insecurity
(21 studies)

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwj2q7TTvsHLAhVM42MKHTIjARQQjRwIBw&url=http://nobacks.com/plate-with-set-of-plates-with-forks-and-knife/&bvm=bv.116954456,d.cGc&psig=AFQjCNHo9zFAIzM_-ncqdNvoPBhtCLaWfw&ust=1458089987780243


FOOD INSECURITY in
California Public Higher Education

UC San Diego Food Pantry



• Student enrollment (in 2013)
− 72,500 low-income
− 40% low-income backgrounds
− 25% first-generation college-going

• Attending UC
− 52% students' tuition fully covered by 

financial aid programs
− 71% receive some form of  

financial aid

University of California  10 Campus System

http://universityofcalifornia.edu/news/how-uc-serves-low-income-students

UC SAN 
FRANCISCO





First UC Study (2015; N= 8932)

Student Characteristics
• 66% Female 
• 76% 17-24 years old
• 34% Asian
• 31% White
• 21% Hispanic
• 2% Black
• 73% Undergraduate
• 58% Living off campus
• 63% Received financial aid

Source: http://regents.universityofcalifornia.edu/regmeet/july16/e1attach.pdf



42%
food insecurity, 
past 12 months

White

30%  
48%  

Undergraduates 

25%   

Graduates

60%  

Black

59%

Hispanic

23% 

Child history 
food insecurity

Martinez et al., JHEN 2018

2015 data
• 23% low food, 19% very low food
• N=8,932
• Random sample
• 14% response
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UC Irvine Basic Needs Hub



Undergraduate
(n=63,000)

Graduate
(n=6,764)

White

35%
5% ∆44%

4% ∆

Undergraduates 

26%
1% ∆ 

Graduates

62%
2% ∆

Black

57%
2% ∆

Hispanic ∆ = difference

2016 data
• Census sample 
• 33% response
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2016 data 

42%
58%

In the past 30 days
20% low food security 
22% very low food security 

CSU 23 campus system

• N=24,324
• Census sample
• 5% response



50%

58%

2016+2018 data 

In the past 30 days
20% low food security 
30% very low food security 

Food insecure

• N=32,256 
• Census sample
• Response rate 5%

57 of 115 community colleges



Factors related to food insecurity

UC Berkeley Basic Needs Center



38%

2%

15%

35%

19%

14% 16% 14%

23%

3%

29%
33%

17% 18%

25%

19%

Non-Hispanic
White

Non-Hispanic
Black

Hispanic Asian 1st year
student

2nd year
student

3rd year
student

4th year
student

Food secure group Food insecure group

More students experiencing food insecurity were from 
minority groups and in their 2nd to 4th year



Martinez et al., JHEN 2018



More students from underrepresented 
groups experiencing food insecurity

UC 2016 Data 

No, 35%

No, 44% No, 43% No, 42%

Yes, 56%

Yes, 61%

Yes, 51% Yes, 52%

first gen LGBTQ Foster Transfer

1st yr, 
40%

2nd yr, 
45%

3rd yr, 
46% 4th yr, 

44%

5th yr, 
58%

6th yr+, 
59%

Year Enrolled

Independent, 
59%

$0-49K, 
55%

$0-99K, 
46%

$100-
149K, 
36%

>$150 , 
27%

Family income

Food insecurity impacts all 
students regardless of income



“I’ve heard [of ] it. I don’t use it. It feels kind 
of weird to like intellectualize
this process that just comes down to like, 
I’m hungry, and I don’t have
money to buy food, you know.” 
— Undergraduate student

Theme 1: Awareness regarding food insecurity

Theme 2: Cost of Attendance

Theme 3: Consequences of food insecurity

Theme 4: Coping with food insecurity

“I try to allocate [my refund check] for 
housing because housing is like really, really 
important, but what’s left over is like 
nothing for food.” — Undergraduate student
“The physiological effects of having poor 
quality of food really affects the way you 
think and the way you function as a student . 
. . Because good grades, ultimately, is a 
function of how well you are getting your 
physiological needs met.” — Undergraduate 
student

“I think an indirect effect that [food 
insecurity] has on academics is just the fact 
that people might feel obligated to sacrifice 
some of their academics to go work a 
secondary—a part-time—job, just to be 
able to afford food.” 
— Undergraduate student

11 Focus groups at UCLA (Spring 2016; N= 82)

Watson, Malan, et al., CA Agriculture 2017



Theme 1: Stress of food insecurity 
interfering with daily life

Theme 2: Fear of disappointing family

Theme 3: Jealousy or resentment of 
students in more stable food and financial 
situations

Theme 4: Inability to develop meaningful 
social relationships

One-on-One Interviews at UC Berkeley (Spring 2017; N=25)

Meza et al., JAND 2019

Theme 5: Sadness from reflecting on 
food insecurity

Theme 6: Feeling hopeless or 
undeserving of help 

Theme 7: Frustration and anger at the 
larger institution for not providing 
enough support



Note. Response options were no [0] or yes [1]; * p < 0.05

Martinez et al. J Health Psychol 2018

No food for thought



hopeless
overwhelmed

lonely
Very sad

anxiety
anger

depressed
tremendous stress

49%

39%

9%

29%

49%

29%

0%

10%

20%
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40%
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60%

A B C

Average GPA by food security status (%)

Food Secure Food Insecure



Food insecurity and health outcomes

Martinez et al. Nutrients 2019



Food insecurity 
directly and indirectly 
related to 
poor health 
behaviors, and in 
turn increased 
weight status & 
poor general health

MVPA = moderate to vigorous 
intensity physical activity



What are Students’ 
Basic Needs?

N=60; 11 focus groups @ 5 UC campuses, Spring 2019 (unpublished)



The Reality



Policy Implications



UC Basic Needs Strategy

• Local, state, regional, and 
national

• Policies, structures, 
decision making

• Prospective Students
• Admissions
• 1st Year Experience
• CalFresh/FAP
• Skills/Services
• Emergency
• Crisis Resolution

• People
• Funding
• Environment

• Deepen 
understanding

• Evaluation of 
interventions

• Proactive Reporting

Research Sustainability

AdvocacyPrevention



Presenting to UC Regents



California
Higher
Education
Basic
Needs
Alliance



AB1930
(2016)

Improve access to CalFresh, 
make it easier for students to 
qualify for CalFresh

AB453
(2017)

Hunger-Free Campus Bill - food pantries, meal vouchers 
One-time $2.5M investment to each UC & CSU

Trailer Bill 
(2018)

Higher Ed Trailer Bill -
$15M investment to UC + CSU 
to address food insecurity + 
$3.5M for rapid rehousing

State

U.S.

GAO
2018 Report

Call out to FNS!

Data

AB 77
(2019)

$1.5M investment to 
UC + CSU to address food insecurity

1. EATS (Gomez; CA)
2. BASIC (Harris; CA)
3. Food for Thought (Schiff; CA)
4. Closing the College Hunger Gap Act of 2019 (Hayes; CT)
5. Campus Hunger Reduction Act of 2019 (Chu; CA)
6. STOP Campus Hunger Act (Fudge; OH)



UC progress to date

• Institutional basic 
needs committees

• Basic needs 
prevention models

• CalFresh application 
and enrollment 
efforts

• Emergency food 
provision efforts

• Launched basic 
needs skills  
development efforts

75%

• Basic Needs Centers 
to centralize 
information and 
services

50%
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Student 
Responsibility

University 
Responsibility

Basic 
Needs

Safe + 
Secure

Housing

Sufficient 
healthy 

Food

Hygiene

Stability 
(peace of 

mind)

Trans-
portation

Sleep

Student 
Responsibility



Food 
insecurity

Free food 
events

Food 
pantry

On-
Campus 
food $$$

Long 
commute 

to 
affordable 

food

CalFresh
Skipping 
meals/

Poor diet 
quality

Food is 
2nd to 

housing

Mentally 
stressful
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