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INTRODUCTION
The overall objective of this research was to understand 
food insecurity and housing vulnerability of 
undergraduate college students. Research has found 
that 60% of students must borrow money using loans to 
pay bills and 25% actively seek free meals and food.1
Research also suggests that around 5% of students 
experience homelessness.2 A 2015 survey conducted by 
the Ohio State University Center for The Study of 
Student Life found that 19.9% of students surveyed were 
hungry but did not eat because there wasn’t enough 
money for food.3. For off-campus students, gentrification 
and urban development in residential communities 
surrounding the campus area makes living in proximity to 
campus increasingly financially unsustainable.4 Students 
facing housing and severe food insecurity are more likely 
to fail or withdraw from classes. Research shows 
students experiencing housing insecurity are more likely 
to skip class or drop-out.5 A limitation with research is 
that many students are unaware of resources available 
to them through universities or fear stigma associated 
with asking for these resources.1

Table 1. Demographics Results

METHODS
Instruments
Three focus groups lasting 90 minutes each were 
conducted. Participants received $10 Kroger gift cards as 
incentives. 

A Focus Group Interview Guide and Supplemental 
Demographic Survey were developed based on reviews 
of the literature and similar instruments. The Focus Group 
focused on students’ experience and perception of:

• Access to affordable food

• Access to safe, affordable housing

• OSU’s role in providing these and resources available
A Resource Review was completed about on-campus services 
available to assist students.

CONCLUSIONS
Food and housing insecurity among college students 
remains an issue when resources fail to address the 
needs of vulnerable students. Improving resource 
education and accessibility may reduce financial 
stressors and improve the quality of education for at-risk 
students. Mental health professionals on college 
campuses may consider including questions about 
financial stressors like housing and food.
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AIMS
1. Identify factors related to housing vulnerability and 

food insecurity that college students living on campus 
and off campus experience. 

2. Identify policies or programs that exist or may be 
developed that would be intended to help address 
identified factors and consequences of housing 
vulnerability and food insecurity. 

This research adds to the existing knowledge and offers 
new information from the perspective of students affected 
by these issues.
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IMPLICATIONS
As found in our focus group discussions, stigma for 
students experiencing housing and food insecurity 
is high. Very few focus group participants disclosed 
dealing with the issue of food and housing insecurity 
personally, despite the demographic survey showing 
over 1/3 experience food insecurity in some form. The 
survey gave results that many might not have felt 
comfortable sharing in the larger focus group 
discussion as many referred to friends but never 
themselves in wider discussion.
Despite the resources available to students many find 
them difficult to access and many were unaware of 
the resources in place to combat food and housing 
issues. Students suggested including more 
information about these resources in syllabi and 
through high-traffic student sites, such as Carmen. It is 
important that the university hear student experiences 
to know if their resources are making an impact 
following the original study done in 2015. 

I remember also not having enough information 
coming to college about food and housing. -Student

It's more of a struggle because [students] have 
to keep a job and go to classes and make sure 
that they can keep their apartment. - Student

RESULTS - Demographic Survey
The demographic survey administered to participants was 
used to determine which students were at risk for food and 
housing insecurity. The results showed that over 33% of our 
participants experience some form of food insecurity. 
None of our participants are experiencing housing insecurity 
although nearly half identified their living expenses as 
unreasonable and 1/3 admitted to forgoing other 
necessities in order to afford rent. The survey also 
revealed that 2/3 of participants are relying on loans to 
cover their living expenses.

RESULTS – Focus Groups
The focus group discussions can be broken down into 5 major 
categories: 1) Rising Costs, 2) Resource Awareness, 3)Loans and 
Outside Help, 4) Transportation, and 5) Stigma.
1) Rising Costs:

- Gentrification and the rising cost of housing on and around Ohio  
State’s campus

- Inflated food and housing prices in the campus area
2) Resource Awareness:

- Lack of resource awareness
- Lack of resource promotion and information
- Resources that don’t address the underlying issues of students
- Going beyond Ohio Union advertising, more convenient locations

3) Loans and Outside Help:
- Loans as a mean of paying expenses
- Relying on outside help to afford living

4) Transportation (Primarily Off-Campus Students):
- Need for transportation 
- Proximity to grocery stores and fresh produce

5) Stigma:
- Difficulty of disclosure (self-blame, feeling alone, embarrassed, 
shame)

There have been times, like I said, where my meal 
plan hasn't been enough. - Student

Everything for me has to come from loans 
because, like, that's my only option. - Student
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Table 1. Demographics Results cont.

Variables
All 

Participants 
(N=9)

Food Insecure 
Participants 

(n=4)

Food Secure 
Participants 

(n=5)

n % n % n %
Gender

Female 6 66.7 2 50.0 4 80.0
Male 3 33.3 2 50.0 1 20.0

Race
White 9 100 4 100 5 100

Living Situation
Off Campus 5 55.6 3 75.0 2 40.0
On Campus 4 44.4 1 25.0 3 60.0

Access to Healthy 
Foods 8    89.9 3 75.0 5 100

Variables All 
Partici-
pants 
(N=9)

Food 
Insecure 

Participants 
(n=4)

Food Secure 
Participants 

(n=5)

n % n % n %
Access to Safe & Affordable 
Housing

6 66.7 2 50.0 4 80.0

Use Campus Food 
Pantry/Student Advocacy

0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0

Help From Someone For 
Living Expenses

7 77.8 1 25.0 4 80.0

Feel rent and living 
expenses reasonable

5 55.6 1 25.0 4 80.0

Afford rent and living 
w/current job

0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0

Use loans for living 
expenses*

6 66.7 4 100 2 40.0

How often do you go w/o 
something to afford rent?

Some months, but not 
every month

3 33.3 2 50.0 1 20.0

Only 1-2 Months 2 22.2 1 25.0 1 20.0
Refused to 

Answer/Don’t Know
4 44.4 1 25.0 3 60.0

*p=0.058 (approaching significance, Χ2 Statistic)


