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Researchers have only recently begun 
looking at food insecurity on college 

campuses. Food insecurity is characterized by 
the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) as 
limited or uncertain access to nutritionally ad-
equate and safe foods or the ability to acquire 
acceptable foods in socially acceptable ways 
due to limited financial resources.1 Harmony 
Reppond illustrates this point when writing, 
“food insecurity for college students can mean 
running out of food between paychecks, 
attending campus events in search of food, 
reducing food intake, purchasing minimally 
nutritious food that costs less, skipping meals, 
and deciding between paying for textbooks 
or food.”2 Food insecurity is often an invis-
ible condition because of the stigma associ-
ated with hunger and poverty. However, 
the extent and severity of food insecurity 
on college campuses is alarming. The U.S. 
Government Accountability Office (GAO) 
conducted a literature review and found that 
college student food insecurity rates exceeded 
30% in the majority of published studies.3 The 
Hope Center at Temple University conducts 
an annual survey on student basic needs, 
which originally covered food and housing 
insecurity, and has since been expanded to 
include transportation, childcare, stress, and 
mental health. Over the last five years this 
survey has been completed by more than 
330,000 students attending 411 colleges and 
universities, and the Hope Center has found 
that on average over the last five years 39% of 
respondents reported being food insecure in 

the prior 30 days.4 The rise of student food inse-
curity is linked to a decrease in public funding 
for higher education, which in turn has caused 
a steep increase in tuition rates, combined with 
more low-income students entering college.5 

Indeed, student food insecurity is experi-
enced at higher rates by traditionally under-
represented groups, including first-generation 
college students, Black and Indigenous peo-
ple, single parents, people with disabilities, 
nonbinary and trans identifying individuals, 
former foster youth, and those who are pres-
ently unhoused or at risk of homelessness.6 
While food insecurity is arguably prevalent 
at every college and university in the United 
States, it is higher for students attending 
public universities and two-year colleges.7 

Students experiencing food insecurity are 
overwhelmingly part of the labor force, with 
many of the most food insecure working 
more hours than their peers.8 

This grim picture is being exacerbated 
by the economic devastation cause by the 
COVID-19 pandemic. As unemployment 
rises, demand at food banks has increased 
by as much as 600% and applications for the 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
(SNAP, formerly known as food stamps), 
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have more than doubled in most states.9 
Food banks are struggling to keep up with 
this increased demand, and many states are 
cash-strapped to fund hunger-relief pro-
grams.10 As our academic libraries begin re-
opening across the country, we must prepare 
to welcome more students, and potentially 
furloughed faculty and staff, who are strug-
gling to have their basic needs met.

Our role
Academic libraries value and work towards 
student success and equity, yet food insecurity 
often undermines our progress.11 Food insecu-
rity affects students’ academic success, includ-
ing college 
completion, 
a c a d e m i c 
performance, 
class atten-
dance, and 
concentra-
tion in class.12 
Cons i s ten t 
hunger can 
cause stu-
dents to drop 
out or take 
on additional 
loans to cov-
er the cost 
of food and 
other basic 
necessities.13 
The stress 
caused by food insecurity negatively affects 
students’ mental and physical health, leading 
to long-term health consequences such as 
depression, hopelessness, isolation, and em-
barrassment.14 Food insecurity is inextricable 
from equity because of its detrimental effects 
and disproportionate burden on traditionally 
underrepresented groups in higher education.

Academic libraries are uniquely posi-
tioned to address food insecurity. We are 
experts at navigating information, resources, 
and systems. We have long been in the busi-
ness of distributing materials, and continually 
find innovative and effective ways to do so. 

We are privacy experts and have stated val-
ues around equity and inclusion. We support 
the whole student, both individually and in 
collaboration with other campus units, and 
are skilled in outreach and programming. 
Our work and expertise positions us to be 
leaders in addressing food insecurity on our 
campuses.

Addressing student food insecurity
Pioneers for HOPE is an intervention pro-
gram that focuses on addressing students’ 
basic needs at California State University-
East Bay (Cal State-East Bay).15 It was found-
ed in August, 2016, in response to the find-

ings from a 
report look-
ing at stu-
dent hous-
ing and food 
i n s e c u r i t y 
for the entire 
C a l i f o r n i a 
State Univer-
sity system.16 

Pioneers for 
HOPE is led 
by Student 
Health and 
C o u n s e l -
ing Services, 
and the Ad-
visory Board 
has repre-
s en t a t i v e s 

from across Cal State-East Bay, including the 
library. One of Pioneers for HOPE’s guiding 
principles is the importance of maintaining 
dignity for those seeking basic needs ser-
vices, including reducing stigma, providing 
privacy, and normalizing and creating a cul-
ture of care across the campus.

Food pantries
As of September, 2018, more than 650 U.S. 
colleges report having a food pantry on 
campus that provides free food to college 
students in need.17 While it is unclear where 
these pantries are physically located on the 

Cal State-East Bay’s Pioneers for HOPE food pantry library kiosk’s 
grand opening celebration. The author is seen on the far right. Photo 
courtesy of Diana Wakimoto.
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campus, libraries provide an ideal location 
to house campus food pantries because of 
the library’s expansive hours and student 
traffic. At Cal State-East Bay, the library of-
fers an after-hours kiosk where students 
can pick up healthy snacks and beverages 
in the evening after the primary pantry, 
which is stocked with grocery staples, has 
closed. This kiosk is available to anyone 
without needing to prove their eligibility in 
order to reduce stigma in using the service, 
which also serves as a jumping off point 
for connecting students in need with addi-
tional basic needs services offered through 
Pioneers for HOPE.

Library food pantries are not one-size-
fits-all. Other examples include housing 
the primary pantry in the library, partnering 
with the campus pantry to discretely offer 
prepackaged bags of food that students can 
claim at the circulation desk, and creating a 
DIY food pantry, where the campus com-
munity is encouraged to take what they need 
and give what they can.18 Even if there is not 
enough space in the library for a permanent 
pantry, it may be possible for your library or 
campus to have a mobile or pop-up pantry, 
where students can still access food on-site, 
such as drive-through services to pick up 
pre-packed grocery bags. Organizations 
like the College & University Food Bank 
Alliance (CUFBA) provide a “Getting Started 
Toolkit,” along with other guidelines and 
best practices for improving outreach and 
pantry success.19 

SNAP application assistance
A report issued by GAO estimates that 57% 
of students at risk for food insecurity and 
eligible for SNAP do not collect those ben-
efits, and part of the reason for these low 
levels of usage may be because there is 
insufficient clarity about student eligibility 
for SNAP.20 At Cal State-East Bay we have 
reframed SNAP as “food aid,” and commu-
nicate to students that if they are eligible 
for financial aid, they are most likely eligi-
ble for food aid. This reframing has helped 
to increase SNAP enrollment on our cam-

pus and reduce the stigma in using SNAP, 
since so many students receive financial aid 
and know others who do as well.

The complexity of SNAP eligibility pro-
vides an opportunity for libraries to help 
students navigate this process, as well as 
help to address existing misinformation and 
rumors about how SNAP benefits may affect 
student’s financial aid, work study allotment, 
and immigration status. At Cal State-East 
Bay, work-study students have been trained 
to assist students in signing up for “food 
aid.” Allowing students to work with their 
peers creates a greater sense of community, 
particularly since many of the work-study 
students who help with SNAP applications 
are also eligible for the program. The ma-
jority of in-person SNAP enrollment takes 
place at the library kiosk, since it is open 
in the evening when students tend to have 
more availability. 

Community partnerships
Cal State-East Bay partners with a number 
of community organizations on basic needs 
initiatives. Some of the groups related to 
food insecurity include the local food bank21 
to help stock the pantry; Cooking Matters to 
help teach students how to make simple, 
healthy meals on a budget; and CalFresh 
to provide training on signing students up 
for SNAP. Student groups may be working 
on food insecurity already and are excellent 
to partner with. Associated Students Incor-
porated at Cal State-East Bay partners with 
Swipe Out Hunger, which encourages stu-
dents to donated their unused meal swipes 
from the dining hall to students in need.

Service navigation
The Pioneers for HOPE program serves as 
the primary basic needs insecurity service 
navigation on campus. However, for those 
campuses that do not have centralized ba-
sic needs services, libraries can create Lib-
Guides with curated information on local 
food banks, campus pantries, SNAP, and 
other related services, such as housing and 
emergency aid.



July/August 2020 325 C&RL News

Redistributing leftover food
How many times has your library held an 
event and overbought food? To help ad-
dress this, Cal State East-Bay has created a 
campus-wide alert system, where students 
opt-in to receive text messages letting them 
know when there is leftover catered food 
available anywhere on campus. Students 
are alerted in real time about what type 
of food is available, where to find it, and 
when it will be cleared away. Campuses 
without texting services can consider us-
ing social media, such as Twitter, to alert 
students about available food.

Conclusion
Many college students on your campus are 
grappling with food insecurity, and this 
lack of access to healthy food is affecting 
their studies and ability to thrive. While 
the number of food insecure students is 
already high, the global economic impact 
of the COVID-19 pandemic is making this 
problem more widespread and urgent. 
Academic libraries must use our unique 
skills and position on campus to support 
all students by taking steps to address food 
insecurity.
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demic libraries to make timely and critical 
decisions in support of student online learn-
ing. These challenges may present health 
sciences librarians greater opportunities to 
promote their value and to become integral 
to their institutional goals. At the four aca-
demic health sciences libraries, transition to 
online learning and remote work has served 
as a catalyst for increased access to and use 
of library online resources by students, fac-
ulty, and researchers who are striving to 
retain normalcy in their daily routine. It is 
vital for librarians to stay proactive, flexible, 
and nimble in providing library services 
and handling library processes, procedures, 
and policies to meet emerging needs in the 
rapidly evolving situation. To stay well, pro-
ductive, and creative, the ability to quickly 
adapt to new technologies and the new nor-
mal is as important as the ability to prac-
tice good self-care and to attend to one’s 
own emotional, social, and physical health 
needs. 
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