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• We are an applied translational research laboratory 
focused on college affordable 

• College students and practitioners expressed that 
basic needs insecurity – including food insecurity 
and housing instability – are key challenges to 
college success

• We examine the prevalence and correlates of these 
material challenges, how students cope, and what 
colleges and communities are doing to help 



Food insecurity is the limited or uncertain 
availability of nutritionally adequate and 
safe foods, or the ability to acquire 
such foods in a socially acceptable 
manner
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Food insecurity in Wisconsin



Food insecurity among 
college students

Multi-Site Food Insecurity Studies



Today’s College Student
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Today’s College Student
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Today’s College Student
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Net Price by Family Income

Source: Wisconsin HOPE Lab, 2015



Healthy Minds 
Community College Study



Female 55% Household Income
Race / Ethnicity <$5,000 7%
Non-Hispanic White 54% $5-$15,000 11%
Hispanic or Latino 20% $15-$25,000 9%
African American 15% $25-$50,000 16%
Age $50-$75,000 11%
18-25 years 50% >$75,000 17%
26-30 years 16% Not reported 29%
Over age 30 33% Financial aid 

recipient
67%

Has child(ren) 19%

Respondent Characteristics



Food Security Status (prior month)

• No reported food-
access problemsHigh

• Anxiety over food 
sufficiency or 
shortage

Marginal

• Reduced quality, 
variety or desirability 
of diet

Low

• Multiple indications 
of disrupted eating & 
reduced food intake

Very Low

48% 

13% 

19% 

20% 

(N=4,312)



Housing Security Status (prior year)

48% 

39% 

13% 

Secure
Insecure without homelessness
Homeless

(N=4,312)



Mental 
Health 

Challenges

Food 
Insecurity

Physical 
Health 

Problems

Multiple Challenges

Among students with 
low or very low levels of 
food security, 73 percent 
were also housing 
insecure, including 23 
percent who were 
homeless. 



Mental Health

Depression Severe 
Anxiety

Disordered 
Eating 

Suicidal
Ideation

Overall 32% 29% 10% 11%
Food Security
High 20% 18% 5% 6%
Marginal 33% 28% 12% 12%
Low 36% 32% 13% 14%
Very low 55% 52% 16% 20%
Housing Security
Secure 21% 20% 7% 8%
Insecure 39% 35% 12% 11%
Homeless 54% 50% 16% 24%



Responses to food insecurity

Working Public assistance

Private assistance Stretching &
cutting back

Coping



Coping: Employment
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Coping: Food-related 
public assistance
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SNAP exceptions allow some low-income college 
students to receive benefits:

• Receiving work-study
– Access to this program is extremely limited

• Participating in job training program (WIOA, TAA, 
SNAP E&T)
– States have some flexibility (e.g., Massachusetts)

• Working for pay at least 20 hours/ week (can be averaged across a month in WI)
• Under age 18 or older than 50
• Caring for a child under age 6
• Single parent caring for child age 6-11 and enrolled full-time or unable to obtain child care
• Receiving TANF
• Unable to work due to disability

Stigma, Awareness & Access



Access & Receipt

I applied for [food stamps] probably two or three 
times and they always denied me. I’ve been on 

my own since I was 19, living paycheck to 
paycheck, in between jobs, trying to stay afloat 
and juggle school at the same time, but they 

always denied me and I never could get them. I 
never understood why; I’m struggling with my 

bills. Why can’t I get food stamps? I don’t have 
any help from my family. I’m doing it all by myself.



Coping: Free food or meals
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According to the College and University Food 
Bank Alliance (CUFBA), there are about 500 on-
campus food pantries across the nation
• In 1993, Michigan State University established 

the first campus food pantry 
• Just one part of a comprehensive food strategy 

at many colleges and universities 
– SNAP outreach and sign-up
– Cooking and healthy eating demonstrations
– Farm and fresh produce distribution 
– Meal vouchers

On-campus food assistance



Policy Proposal

In May 2016, Representative 
Bobby Scott (D-VA) introduced an 
amendment to the Child Nutrition 
Act that reiterated the Wisconsin 
HOPE Lab's call to expand the 
National School Lunch Program to 
higher education. As planned, after 
getting the issue on the record, he 
withdrew the amendment saying he 
will pursue it in the Higher 
Education Act Reauthorization.



Coping with mental health 
among those in need

Two-year 
College Students

Four-year 
College Students

Clinical service and support, past year
Psychotropic medication 31% 30%
Therapy or counseling 28% 34%
Any medication or therapy 41% 46%
Any visit to health provider 72% 86%
Non-clinical counseling and support, past year
Friend or roommate 39% 62%
Significant other 26% 37%
Family member 32% 48%
Religious contact 8% 6%
Support group 3% 3%
Any of the above 60% 79%



• College attainment remains a key pathway to 
breaking the cycle of poverty and promoting an 
economically stable and healthy lifestyle

• Substantial share of college students is struggling to 
make ends meet and report mental health challenges

• Mental and financial well-being are key predictors of 
college success

• In addition to direct service support, we need a multi-
pronged, comprehensive set of institutional, local, 
state, and federal policies

• Such action has the potential to improve educational 
success and promote community well-being

Summary and Conclusion 
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