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ABSTRACT 
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INSECURITY 
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University of Guelph, 2022 

Advisor(s): 

Dr. Philip Loring 

 

Food insecurity is a complex, multifaceted issue that has serious consequences for 

health and wellbeing. Concerningly, a growing body of research demonstrates that food 

insecurity is a reality for a substantial number of postsecondary students in Canada. My 

thesis explores and illuminates the phenomenon of postsecondary student food 

insecurity using qualitative methodologies. Specifically, I use a phenomenological 

framework to better understand what constitutes the lived experience of students with 

food insecurity. To support my research interests, I conducted 11 semi-structured 

interviews with students, all but one from the University of Guelph, who were recruited 

primarily through the campus food bank. My findings show that students’ experiences 

with food insecurity are diverse, yet overarchingly shaped by the intersection of the 

social identities they hold. My position is that student food insecurity is produced by 

multiple, overlapping systems of oppression that privilege certain identities and 

discriminate against others. 
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1 Introduction  

1.1 Background  

Prior to starting graduate school, I was living and working in Inuvik, a small community 
in the Inuvialuit Settlement Region (ISR), 140 kilometers south from the Arctic Ocean. 
The ISR is one of four Inuit regions in Canada and is home to the Inuvialuit people. 
Here, I had the great privilege to listen to people’s stories about time spent on the land 
and water, usually hunting and fishing animals that also call this area home. Going on 
the land is how Inuit obtained food and sustained themselves for millennia, and many 
still do to this day. Indeed, these stories were about food, but they were also about 
culture, health, relationships, and a way of being – they truly embodied the 
interconnected relationships of these elements.  

A time came when I decided to leave my job in Inuvik and return to school for a 
graduate degree. I applied to the University of Guelph and was interested to continue 
learning about the connections between food and health and wellbeing. I spent the first 
six months researching food security and sovereignty and started to establish 
relationships with a First Nation to collaborate on a fisheries related research project. 
Then COVID-19 happened. The world turned upside down and became a very 
uncertain place in many ways. For various reasons it was no longer feasible to work on 
that project at that time. Fortunately, I had the chance to switch projects and work with a 
team on a multi-pronged initiative related to postsecondary student food insecurity in 
Canada, and at the University of Guelph specifically.   

Student food insecurity was new to me. It had been many years since I was a 
postsecondary student myself, and when I was, food insecurity was not a concept that I 
understood well. During my undergraduate degree, I worked on a project related to 
household food insecurity in one of the geography classes I took, but aside from that I 
don’t recall ever hearing about it, especially among postsecondary students. For sure it 
was not something that came up in conversation among my peers. I wonder now, was 
anyone I knew experiencing food insecurity? How did my own privileges shape what I 
saw, or perhaps more accurately, what I didn’t see? 

Digging into the academic research on student food security provided an important 
background on a phenomenon that was more prevalent than I realized, but it wasn’t 
until I interviewed students with lived experience that it struck me in a different way. It all 
sunk in further as I went through the long processes of transcribing, coding, and 
analyzing. To me, it was very clear that this was injustice, built on systems of privilege 
and inequities. As simple as the solution may seem to ensure people can adequately 
access sufficient food to meet their needs and preferences so that they can live 
dignified lives, the stories of these students were each unique, drawing attention to the 
complexities and intricacies of food and a lack of it.  
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I started graduate school with interests in food and although my research path went in 
different directions, food always remained a part of it; for that, I am grateful. Certainly 
there are differences between the contexts of postsecondary students who experience 
food insecurity and community members in the Inuvialuit Settlement Region who 
experience food insecurity. For example, the demanding workload from a full schedule 
of university classes is not the same as less sea ice (driven by climate change) to hunt 
on. The contexts don’t need to be comparable though; what is important to realize is 
that people have multifaceted and unique relationships to food, which impacts their 
health and wellbeing. Moreover, aspects of identity, such as being a postsecondary 
student and / or Inuit, are influential in shaping these relationships. Overall, these 
relationships between identity, food, and health and wellbeing are meaningful, powerful, 
and important, and they ought to be treated as such.  

Despite not having personal experiences with food insecurity, I hope this research is a 
valuable contribution to the amazing work being done by many to address this injustice. 
University can be a place of learning and growth, but not while starving and stressed on 
a shoestring budget. If there is interest in creating university spaces that are equitable, 
diverse, inclusive, and where students can thrive, then there is much work that needs to 
be done.   

 

1.2 Context 

Food insecurity is a reality for many postsecondary students in Canada. This fact is 
supported by mounting evidence that demonstrates a substantial proportion of students 
from Canadian universities experience food insecurity. Consider the statistics on 
prevalence rates from the following universities: 23% at the University of Guelph 
(Ahmadi et al., 2020), 39.5% at the University of Saskatchewan (Olauson et al., 2018), 
39.9% at Memorial University of Newfoundland (Blundell et al., 2019), 35.3% at the 
University of Manitoba (Entz et al., 2017), 37.2% at Saint Francis Xavier University 
(Reynolds et al., 2018), and 42.3% at the University of British Colombia (Hamilton et al., 
2020)1. While there is variability in these data (and collection methods), they are still 
well above the percentage of people living in food insecure households in Canadian 
provinces, which was 15.6% in 2019 (Caron and Plunkett-Latimer, 2022). Instead, they 
are closer to other groups in Canada that disproportionately experience food insecurity, 
such as Indigenous, Black, and other racialized households (Tarasuk and Mitchell, 
2020). These numbers indicate that there is a crisis occurring at Canadian universities. 
Although it is gaining attention, the issue has existed for decades. 

 

1 Note that to date, no standard method has been applied to measure or compare student food insecurity 
– the data listed here were collected using various survey methods and recruitment strategies as no 
standardized collection method exists. The key point to illustrate is that a substantial proportion of 
students face some degree of food insecurity.  
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Student food insecurity is not a new problem. In 1991, the University of Alberta was the 
first Canadian university to open a campus food bank. Since then, food banks have 
popped up on many Canadian campuses to respond to emergency food situations. 
While hunger can be a reason that students seek aid from campus food banks, food 
insecurity is far more complex. Food insecurity occurs when there is “a lack of physical, 
economic, and social access to sufficient, safe, and nutritious food that meets an 
individual’s dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life” (FAO, 
2020, p. 254). However, and as I will explore at length in this thesis, this seemingly 
comprehensive definition does not adequately express the myriad ways that food 
insecurity manifests and infiltrates students’ lives.  

What research has been done shows that food insecurity can result in serious 
consequences to student health and wellbeing (Silverthorn, 2016). Students describe 
the negative impacts to their physical, mental, psychological, and emotional health, as 
well as social relationships, and academic success (Frank, 2018; Olauson et al., 2018; 
Silverthorn, 2016). To cope with these challenges, they use a variety of strategies that 
can include skipping meals (Bessey et al., 2020), attending events with free food 
(Maynard et al., 2018), and making trade-offs between food and other financial 
obligations (Farahbakhsh et al., 2015). Not only are the effects on health and wellbeing 
negative, but they are also unjust and perpetuate existing inequalities.  

While there is increasing recognition that food insecurity is a reality for many students, it 
continues to surprise and perhaps perplex society. Food insecurity is a complex and 
multifaceted issue, however, there are key reasons to explain why awareness and 
understanding are lacking. One important contributor is the starving student narrative, a 
deeply held belief that it is normal and acceptable for students to be poor and eat 
cheap, low-quality foods, such as ramen and Kraft Dinner, for the duration of their 
postsecondary education. This narrative dominates how the postsecondary student 
identity is collectively imagined. It has become entrenched in the minds of many and led 
to societal acceptance of the challenging realties that many students face (Maynard et 
al., 2018; Meal Exchange, 2017). Even students themselves believe that experiencing 
food insecurity is normal, and at times struggle to understand their situations and 
confront this narrative (Bessey et al., 2020; Maynard et al., 2018; Silverthorn, 2016). In 
addition to the starving student, there are other harmful narratives, such as those that 
portray students as poor-budgeters or spending all of their money on alcohol (Meal 
Exchange, 2017). Together these narratives create a strong stereotype of who 
postsecondary students are, which is difficult to dismantle. This is problematic as it 
helps perpetuate food insecurity among students.  

In addition to these powerful narratives, there are also other significant societal and 
economic factors contributing to food insecurity among students. Precarious financial 
situations are at the forefront, driven by trends of rising tuition and costs of living 
(particularly housing and food), as well as decreased availability of financial aid for 
students (Bessey et al., 2020; Frank, 2018; Hattangadi et al., 2019; Maynard et al., 
2018; Meldrum & Willows, 2006; Nugent, 2011; Silverthorn, 2016). It is also evident that 
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students with certain (often marginalized) identities are more likely to experience higher 
rates of food insecurity, including, but not limited to, international and newcomer 
students (Blundell et al., 2019; Hamilton et al., 2020), those with parental status (Lee et 
al., 2020), Black, Indigenous, and People of Colour (Entz et al., 2017; Silverthorn, 
2016), LGBTQ2S+ (Hamilton et al., 2020) and disabled people (Hamiton et al., 2020). 
For students who have more than one identity that is marginalized in society, the 
likelihood of experiencing food insecurity is even greater (Hamilton et al., 2020). 
Understanding this lived aspect of student food insecurity is a main concern of this 
research.  

Although identities are experienced at the individual level, the fact that some are 
marginalized and therefore more at risk to food insecurity than others has nothing to do 
with the individual person. Rather, it is a result of interwoven systemic issues of 
oppression and discrimination at the structural level (e.g. racism, sexism, ableism, 
classism, colonialism, etc.), which disenfranchises some identities and both creates and 
perpetuates socioeconomic inequalities (Bowleg, 2012). Systems of oppression are built 
on decades of social injustices that privileged some (e.g., white people and men) and 
excluded others (Black people and women). Intersectional analysis investigates how 
systemic forces of oppression manifest at the intersection of multiple identities. The 
term intersectionality gained popularity in the 1990s, when legal scholar, Kimberlé 
Crenshaw, used it to advocate that race and gender are not mutually exclusive and 
cannot be separated into categories (Crenshaw, 1989). Crenshaw (1989) argues that 
the intersection of these identities shapes experiences of discrimination, and therefore 
requires the use of a multidimensional framework to understand and address 
inequalities.  

Thinking about intersectionality in the context of postsecondary student food insecurity 
is highly relevant as it requires us to recognize that students’ identities, and therefore 
experiences, are not universal, but highly variable in terms of what they look like and 
how they feel. It also helps us to see that universities can be places that reproduce 
existing inequalities seen in society – for example, the high cost of tuition is not equally 
accessible to all students and disproportionately affects individuals with certain 
identities, putting them more at risk to food insecurity and the inability to successfully 
complete their degrees (Canadian Federation of Students, 2018; Willis, 2019). 
Importantly, intersectionality focuses our attention on students that have identities that 
are marginalized in complex and highly personal ways, and is grounded in the 
perspectives of those with lived experience with food insecurity, without comparison to 
those with privileged identities (Bowleg, 2012).  

Intersectionality as a theoretical framing is used in many different ways in numerous 
academic disciplines, particularly in the humanities and social sciences (Collins, 2019). 
The concept was not a part of my research initially; instead, it emerged later during the 
analysis and became a prominent finding. I approached my research using 
phenomenology as a guiding framework. Phenomenology is a descriptive, qualitative 
approach that orients itself around exploring and understanding a phenomenon based 
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on the lived experiences of an individual (Wertz, 2011). As I reflected on the foundations 
and intentions of phenomenology and intersectionality, I came to see the crossover they 
share, and how phenomenology could naturally lead to key findings related to 
intersectionality. In a broad sense, both are concerned with the subjective experiences 
of people, aim to center participants’ voices, rely on the interpretive skills of the 
researcher to illuminate meaning (i.e., phenomenology) (Smith & Osborn, 2008) and 
make connections between social identities and inequities (i.e., intersectionality) 
(Bowleg, 2008). Indeed, these qualities of subjectiveness and interpretation are also 
deeply embedded in qualitative research and are some of the benefits obtained from 
engaging in this approach (Merriam, 2002).  

At this point in time, qualitative research is particularly needed when it comes to student 
food insecurity. To date, research on student food insecurity has been principally 
quantitative, often relying on some form of online survey to assess certain variables 
related to food insecurity. Certainly this work has been effective for establishing a broad 
overview of trends; however, unlike qualitative research, it is limited in terms of the 
depth of understanding that can be achieved and the nuances that can be captured 
about students’ lived experiences (Bessey et al., 2020). Qualitative research conducted 
thus far has produced insightful findings. For example, studies by Bessey et al (2020) 
and Maynard et al (2018) suggest that there are distinct aspects of the student food 
insecurity experience that are different from the experience in other populations, 
particularly when it comes to finances: high tuition and loan payments paid in lump 
sums make it difficult for students to manage finances, and students may not identify as 
food insecure if they have not experienced financial difficulties in the past. In another 
qualitative study, Power et al (2019) suggests linkages between food insecurity among 
students and the mental health crises on a Canadian university campus. These types of 
descriptive, non-numerical perspectives highlight complexities of student food insecurity 
that are necessary to understand in order to bolster the effectiveness of policies and 
intervention strategies and create meaningful change. 

Existing studies on student food insecurity in Canada urge for more qualitative research, 
particularly with the goal to learn from the lived experiences of students (Hamilton et al., 
2020; Silverthorn, 2016). Listening to the stories of students that experience (or have 
experienced) food insecurity is critical to learn about student food insecurity as a 
potentially distinct phenomenon, rather than assuming it is the same as food insecurity 
experiences among other demographic groups. My study responds to this need for 
qualitative research on student food insecurity as a phenomenon (Bessey et al., 2020; 
Maynard et al., 2018; Stebleton et al., 2020), specifically by listening to the lived 
experiences of Canadian postsecondary students. It is timely given the emergence of 
studies highlighting that food insecurity for postsecondary students is a serious problem 
in Canada.  
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1.3 Research Objectives  

The main objective of this research is to better understand the phenomenon of 
postsecondary student food insecurity in Canada and thereby help inform intervention 
strategies that address the issue. A sub-objective is to use phenomenology to illuminate 
the lived experiences of students who participated in this study. These objectives are 
relevant and valuable as they address several critical areas in the literature on 
postsecondary student food insecurity that need attention. These include the following: 

First, there is a shortage of studies that use qualitative approaches to explore student 
food insecurity. Existing studies are principally quantitative, which certainly have 
provided valuable insights related to prevalence rates, as well as helped to identify 
drivers, outcomes, and possible solutions. However, numerical findings tend to be more 
generalized as they are limited in the amount of detail they can provide. In contrast, 
qualitative approaches can produce various forms of empirical data (e.g., words spoken 
and exchanged between researcher and participant, tone of voice, non-verbal cues, 
transcripts, etc.) that are highly contextualized and exemplify the nuance and 
uniqueness that make up any one person and their experiences. Attaining this robust 
level of detail helps us to get closer to a more comprehensive understanding of any 
phenomenon that would never be achieved by solely relying on numbers. Given the 
complexity of food insecurity and the multitude of experiences that are possible, 
research cannot be limited to measurements alone to represent human experiences, 
feelings, thoughts, perceptions, etc. If it is, there is great risk of failing interventions and 
the perpetuation of food insecurity.  

Another benefit of using a qualitative methodology, and phenomenology specifically, is 
that it can help to center and elevate students’ voices. This is powerful considering that 
one of the best ways to understand something is to go to the people that experience it 
(Carel, 2011). Phenomenological research achieves this by explicitly focusing its 
attention on the richness and depth of any individuals’ lived realities. It acts as an 
illuminating force of the nuanced and diverse contexts of students and their 
relationships to food, which thereby contributes to a fuller understanding of what food 
insecurity experiences encompass. Since my study is underpinned by phenomenology 
and uses ethnographic research methods, both underused in the food security 
literature, it is particularly well positioned to make a strong impact in addressing this 
need. It will also add to research on student food insecurity at the University of Guelph. 
Studies led by the Community Engaged Scholarship Institute and Guelph Lab have 
established the groundwork of research at this institution. This work is quantitative and 
uses surveys to examine food insecurity and well-being among food bank users 
(Choubak et al., 2020) and prevalence rates among the general student population 
(Ahmadi et al., 2020). My research will add to this foundation by providing the first in-
depth qualitative study on the lived experiences of students. 

Second, research on student food insecurity that uses an intersectional lens is minimal. 
Much of the published research on postsecondary student food insecurity tends to look 



 

 

7 

 

at social identities as singular categories and present them in isolation from one 
another. There are a multitude of studies that demonstrate how individually, certain 
identities are more likely to experience food insecurity than others; however, as they do 
not use an intersectional lens the attention is always on relationships between a single 
aspect of identity and food insecurity (Blundell et al., 2019; Entz et al., 2017; S. Lee et 
al., 2020; Maroto et al., 2015; Patton-López et al., 2014; Reynolds et al., 2018; Weaver 
et al., 2020). For example, Maroto et al (2015) reports that single parents in their study 
were more likely to experience food insecurity in comparison to students that are not 
single parents. Where this work falls short is that it obscures or misses the importance 
of the other identities of these single parents and how these likely interact to affect their 
food insecurity status. For example, would a racialized international student experience 
the same amount of risk as a white domestic student? While it is useful to highlight the 
elevated risks that these identities face, they are limited by the fact that they do not 
account for how the intersection of multiple identities might influence the outcomes that 
they found. Looking at identities in isolated categories is not equivalent to looking at the 
intersection of multiple social identities, as it does not fully account for overlapping 
structural forces that create inequalities (Bowleg, 2012).  

My research findings attend to this by highlight the diverse identities that students hold, 
and how the intersection of these identities shapes their experiences with food 
insecurity. I also bring the concept of intersectionality to the forefront and discuss how 
food insecurity cannot be disentangled from other systemic issues of social injustice that 
Canada, and elsewhere, currently face.  

Third, more specific information on the experience of student food insecurity in Canada 
is needed. While there has been a recent stream of published studies on this issue from 
institutions across Canada, there are still many universities in Canada that do not 
appear to be attending to this issue. Even though it’s likely that findings from existing 
studies are common across the country, this does not mean that they are representative 
of every Canadian university. The influence of the contextual details that form a place 
must be understood to produce the most effective interventions. The way to attend to 
these details and thereby attain a more comprehensive understanding involves 
additional place-based studies to expand the field of knowledge. My study is based on 
food insecurity experiences of students at the University of Guelph and will add to the 
growing body of knowledge at this institution, as well as in the broader Canadian 
context.  

Lastly, postsecondary student food insecurity is currently conceptualized in the same 
way as household food insecurity. Assuming that postsecondary students’ lived 
experiences with food insecurity are the same as other non-student groups runs the risk 
of misunderstanding unique aspects of being in the position of a postsecondary student 
and thereby developing faulty, ineffective intervention strategies. As such, gaining a 
deeper understanding of student food insecurity as a potentially distinct phenomenon is 
an essential prerequisite to maximize the effectiveness of policies and intervention 
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strategies. This research is positioned to help conceptualize student food insecurity as 
potentially distinct phenomenon from household food insecurity.  

In addition to contributing to these needs, this study also helps to challenge dominant 
student-food narratives that accept that being a student potentially means experiencing 
food insecurity at some point in time during postsecondary studies. It builds and stands 
alongside the work of many others who are also pushing for more dialogue and action 
on postsecondary student food insecurity.  

 

1.4 Research Questions  

To address the research objectives discussed above, I am exploring with this project 
two interrelated questions2: 

1. What constitutes the lived experience of food insecurity as a postsecondary 
student? 
 

2. How do these experiences [of study participants] differ from characterizations of 
food insecurity among other groups, as found in the academic literature? 

To answer these questions, I conducted a qualitative, human social science research 
study. It was guided by phenomenology as a philosophical approach and used reflexive 
ethnographic research methods, including in-depth semi-structured interviews and 
reflexive research journal as the primary tool for data collection (see Chapter 3 for a 
complete overview of research design and methods).  

In brief, findings from this research show the many linkages that food and food 
insecurity have to other dimensions of students’ lives. These linkages interact with one 
another in complex, multifaceted ways that cannot and should not be separated. Doing 
so risks limiting the effectiveness of strategies aimed at preventing and eliminating food 
insecurity for all students. Additionally, while there were general shared experiences, 
variability was always present depending on the different identities that participants held 
thereby showing that food insecurity must be viewed from an intersectional lens that 

 

2 It is worth nothing that these questions are intentionally broad and open as the objectives of this research 
are exploratory in nature and require space to learn about how participants make sense of their experiences 
with food insecurity (Smith & Osborn, 2008). 
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considers the various identities that people hold and how this influences their 
experiences in the world.  

The rich stories shared with me, that I re-share in Chapters 5-9, offer valuable 
contributions to the literature on postsecondary student food insecurity, particularly from 
a qualitative perspective. Listening to and understand these students’ voices should be 
used to evaluate interventions to structural systems (directly and indirectly related to 
food) within and outside universities that not only improve food security for students but 
that make the campus environment more caring and inclusive of all kinds of human 
diversity. 

 

1.5 Thesis Outline 

My thesis consists of 10 chapters in total. This introduction is Chapter 1. Chapter 2 
contains a literature review on postsecondary student food insecurity. Although the 
focus is on postsecondary student food insecurity, a brief overview of some of the 
scholarship on food insecurity is also included. Chapter 3 discusses my research 
design, including the philosophical orientation, and qualitative methods I used to 
complete this work. In Chapters 4 I introduce my findings. In Chapters 5 – 9, I present 
the key findings from the interviews and thematic analysis. It is here that I share the rich 
details of participants’ experiences. These chapters are organized by theme: each 
theme starts with a vignette that shares the story of a selected participant (using 
pseudonyms), followed by an overview of findings drawing on all interviews. The 
vignettes aim to center participants voices and convey a deeper understanding of each 
theme. Although the themes are sometimes discussed on their own, they are inherently 
connected and always interacting with each other in some way or another. In Chapter 
10, I discuss these findings with an intersectional lens. I also provide a list of 
recommendations and conclude with the contributions of this work, as well as 
suggestions for future research in this area of scholarship and practice. 
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2 Literature Review  

In this chapter, I provide a review of the existing literature on postsecondary student 
food insecurity to help situate my own research. I wrote this in the early stages of my 
research, while I was waiting for ethics approval. At that time, this project was relatively 
new to me, and I had not conducted any interviews – these contextual details matter 
because they shaped the writing I produced. Since then, my understanding of student 
food insecurity has deepened, mostly because of the interviews I did. Participants 
showed me that the nuances of their experiences with food insecurity are not fully 
captured in the literature. Particularly, these conversations highlighted the importance of 
social identities, and how they influence vulnerability to food insecurity. If I were to write 
another literature review now, I would frame it around the relationships between 
identities and food, and focus more on studies that bring attention to students in 
marginalized positions. I am opting to keep this section in its present form to illustrate 
this research as a research journey (McGowan et al., 2014): in other words, this chapter 
establishes the critical conceptual and epistemological starting point for the work, and 
later chapters, especially the discussion, build on this to illustrate movements and 
changes reflected in my positionality and understanding of the problem as my research 
progressed.  
 
This chapter begins with a brief overview of food insecurity in general, including how it is 
defined and who it affects. I then transition to postsecondary student food insecurity, 
which I focus on for the remainder of the chapter. My review of the student food 
insecurity literature includes a summary of the historical context of postsecondary 
education in Canada and how this relates to the financial circumstances that many 
students find themselves in. In addition to finances, I review additional drivers of student 
food insecurity as well as impacts to health and academic performance, and coping 
mechanisms employed by students facing food insecurity. 
 

2.1 Food (In)Security  

Food is a key determinant of health and wellbeing (Frongillo et al., 2017), and is 
intricately tied to aspects of identity and relationships. Yet despite its extraordinary 
significance, many populations around the world face significant levels of food 
insecurity. Food security and insecurity are dynamic concepts, and have undergone 
several iterations since the terms formally emerged at the World Food Summit in 1994 
in Rome, Italy (Maxwell, 1996). Early discourse on food security and insecurity 
emphasized availability of food as the primary barrier to being food secure; however, 
over time the definition has developed to capture the subjective, multidimensional ways 
food security is achieved (Maxwell, 1996), and to support more holistic approaches to 
addressing problems of food insecurity. 



 

 

11 

 

Today, food security is often explained in reference to the Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO)’s definition, which describes it thus: “A situation that exists when all 
people, at all times, have physical, social and economic access to sufficient, safe and 
nutritious food that meets their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and 
healthy life.” (FAO, 2020, p.254). To further conceptualize this definition, the FAO 
outlines four key dimensions required to achieve food security including: 1) food 
availability; 2) economic and physical access to food; 3) food utilization; and 4) stability 
over time (FAO,). In contrast, food insecurity occurs when one or more of these 
conditions are not met (FAO, 2020). Although the FAO definition is well established, it is 
also common to see food insecurity definitions distinctly oriented around inadequate or 
insecure finances. Some of the variations of definitions are shown in Table 1. For the 
purposes of this review, I understand food (in)security in terms of the FAO definition 
because of how it captures greater breadth of what food (in)security can mean. 
However, I also lean on the PROOF definition listed in Table 1 because of its explicit 
attention on the role of finances in food security status. It is important to note that while 
the various definitions reviewed below are expansive and useful, they still cannot 
entirely capture the diversities and complexities of food security and insecurity 
experiences. Indeed, Maxwell (1996) argues that the very abundance of varied food 
security definitions indicates the complexity of the food problems that we face.  
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Table 1: Examples of the various definitions of food security and insecurity. 

Source Food (In)Security Definitions 

United Nations Food and Agriculture 
Organization (2020) 

Food security: A situation that exists 
when all people, at all times, have 
physical, social and economic access to 
sufficient, safe and nutritious food that 
meets their dietary needs and food 
preferences for an active and healthy life. 

PROOF – Food Insecurity Policy 
Research Canada (2020) 

Household food insecurity: The 
inadequate or insecure access to food 
due to financial constraints.  

Ryerson University, Centre for Studies in 
Food Security (2021) 

The Five A’s of Food Security:  

1. Availability: Sufficient food for all 
people at all times.  

2. Accessibility: Physical and 
economic access to food for all at 
all times. 

3. Adequacy: Access to food that is 
nutritious and safe, and produced 
in environmentally sustainable 
ways.  

4. Acceptability: Access to culturally 
acceptable food, which is produced 
and obtained in ways that do not 
compromise people’s dignity, self-
respect, or human rights.  

5. Agency: The policies and 
processes that enable the 
achievement of food security.  

U.S. Department of Agriculture (2022) Food insecurity: a household-level 
economic and social condition of limited 
or uncertain access to adequate food.  
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Food insecurity is a global problem that affects communities around the world, at all 
scales (e.g., local, regional, national, international). The most recent FAO report 
estimates that in 2019, 25.9% of the global population experienced moderate or severe 
food insecurity (FAO, 2020). Concerningly, global prevalence rates of food insecurity 
have continued to rise since 2014 (FAO, 2020). Similarly in Canada, unfavorable rates 
and trends are evident. Statistics Canada’s most recent Canadian Community Health 
Survey (CCHS) – last administered in 2017 – showed that 12.7% of Canadian 
households experienced food insecurity at some point during the 12-month period, 
which is far higher than past national estimates (Tarasuk and Mitchell, 2020). Although 
the data collected by CCHS are important to understand food insecurity prevalence in 
Canada, they are also limited for various reasons.  

For a number of reasons, food security and insecurity are difficult to measure. 
Historically, Canada’s approach to collecting data on food insecurity has been 
characterized by changes in sampling methods, incomplete data, and inconsistent 
participation by certain provinces, making it difficult to compare data from different 
survey cycles (Tarasuk and Mitchell, 2020). To ensure more consistent measuring and 
monitoring, food insecurity is now included as an indicator in the Canadian Income 
Survey, a component of Canada’s Poverty Reduction Strategy, that Statistics Canada 
plans to administer annually (Caron and Plunkett-Latimer, 2022). Based on the most 
recent results from 2019 – which did not include the three territories – the percentage of 
people living in food insecure households in Canadian provinces was 15.6% (Caron and 
Plunkett-Latimer, 2022). 

The likelihood of experiencing food insecurity is not equally distributed among all 
Canadians. Research in Canada shows that certain geographic regions and 
demographic groups are disproportionately more food insecure than others (Silverthorn, 
2016; Tarasuk and Mitchell, 2020). For example, in 2017-18, the CCHS found that the 
highest rates of food insecurity occurred in the territories, especially Nunavut, where 
57% of the population experienced food insecurity at this time (Tarasuk and Mitchell, 
2020). This is a substantial difference when compared to 11.1% in Quebec. Food 
insecurity is also more likely to occur among marginalized populations3, including 
individuals identifying as Indigenous, Black, or other racial backgrounds, those with 
lower socioeconomic status, households with children, and single parent households 
(Tarasuk and Mitchell, 2020). For example, a recent study published by Dhunna & 
Tarasuk (2021) found that Black households are 3.56 times more likely to experience 
food insecurity than white households. 

 

3 It is important to draw attention to the historical and ongoing systems that marginalize some identities 
and not others. Colonialism, racism, sexism, ableism, capitalism, etc. are some examples of hierarchical 
and oppressive ideologies embedded in Canada’s structural systems that create and maintain the stark 
inequalities in rates of food insecurity that exist. Postsecondary institutions can be places that uphold 
these ideologies and thereby contribute to these inequalities and injustices.  
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Postsecondary students are another population that is at greater risk of experiencing 
food insecurity (Silverthorn, 2016). Although students are not often identified as a 
vulnerable group at risk of food insecurity, the issue is indeed prevalent and widespread 
across Canadian campuses4 (Hamilton et al., 2020). A 2016 study by Meal Exchange 
found that nearly 40% of postsecondary students attending the five universities that 
participated in the study are food insecure (Silverthorn, 2016). Since Silverthorn’s 
foundational work, additional studies have been published with similar findings of high 
food insecurity rates among students at Canadian institutions: 39.5% at the University of 
Saskatchewan (Olauson et al., 2018), 39.9% at Memorial University of Newfoundland 
(Blundell et al., 2019), 35.3% at the University of Manitoba (Entz et al., 2017), 37.2% at 
Saint Francis Xavier University (Reynolds et al., 2018), and 42.3% at the University of 
British Colombia (Hamilton et al., 2020)5. Motivated by this growing body of work, the 
Community Engaged Scholarship Institute (CESI)6 at the University of Guelph (U of G) 
also initiated a study in partnership with Meal Exchange to assess prevalence of food 
insecurity at U of G. Findings revealed that 23% of participants experience some level 
of food insecurity (Ahmadi et al., 2020).When comparing these campus prevalence 
rates with the 12.7% national average (and 15.6% provincial) rate of food insecurity 
(Tarasuk and Mitchell, 2020) there is no arguing that this is a serious and urgent issue.  

There are various reasons as to why student food insecurity has been overlooked. One 
is that people tend to couple food insecurity with poverty and other marginalized 
populations, which students are not usually categorized in. In addition, the starving 
student narrative, as well other misconceptions about postsecondary students, have 
normalized that some level of food-related hardship is a standard part of attending 
university (Maynard et al., 2018; Meal Exchange, 2017). Additionally, a trend in previous 
research was to assess food security through nutrition and campus food banks 
(Silverthorn, 2016), which provides limited insights to a complex issue and is not always 
a good indicator of food insecurity (Loopstra & Tarasuk, 2015). Lastly, food insecurity is 
regularly accompanied by feelings of shame, embarrassment, and stigma, which make 
it both an invisible and isolating experience. Together, these factors limit understanding 
as to what student food insecurity is, and entrench beliefs that are not only 
unacceptable, but truly unjust (Maynard et al., 2018).  

Encouragingly, an uptick of emerging research on the topic suggests that these 
assumptions about student food insecurity are changing (Bessey et al., 2020; Blundell 
et al., 2019; Hamilton et al., 2020; Bruening et al., 2017; Entz et al., 2017; Farahbakhsh 

 

4 High rates of food insecurity have also been found at postsecondary institutions in the United States, 
Australia, and South Africa.  
5 Note that there is no standardized method for measuring student food insecurity – the data listed here 
were collected using various survey methods and recruitment strategies were inconsistent. Although 
these inconsistencies are present, the key point I wish to illustrate is that a substantial proportion of 
students face some degree of food insecurity.  
6 The Community Engaged Scholarship Institute is part of the University of Guelph that supports 
collaborative research to support community-identified goals.  
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et al., 2017; Frank, 2018; Hagedorn & Olfert, 2018; Hanbazaza et al., 2017; Hattangadi 
et al., 2019; Henry, 2017; S. D. Lee et al., 2018; Maynard et al., 2018; Meza et al., 
2019; Nazmi et al., 2019; Olauson et al., 2018; Payne-Sturges et al., 2018; Raskind et 
al., 2019; Stebleton et al., 2020; White, 2020). Collectively, the results of these studies 
reveal insights to the prevalence, drivers, and impacts of food insecurity among 
postsecondary students, which are necessary to support effective strategies that tackle 
the problem. However, and as I discuss previously, there remain important gaps in our 
understanding of the phenomena as a lived experience. The research that follows 
shows how these gaps can stymie effective and equitable food security interventions for 
students.  

Addressing postsecondary student food insecurity is important for numerous reasons. 
Firstly, higher education is valued because of its key role in upward economic and 
social mobility (Shankar et al., 2013). In Canada, completion of some form of 
postsecondary education is a prerequisite for many jobs, which is only expected to 
increase in the future (Silverthorn, 2016). Likewise, postsecondary education is clearly 
linked to higher rates of employment and earnings (Berger and Parkin, 2009). In relation 
to food, households with higher levels of education are associated with lower rates of 
food insecurity (Tarasuk and Mitchell, 2020).  In this way, education, like food, can also 
considered a determinant of health and wellbeing (Shankar et al., 2013).  

Secondly, universities arguably face an imperative to address student food insecurity 
because of Canada’s national (e.g., those established in the Food Policy for Canada) 
and international goals (e.g., United Nations Sustainable Development Goal 2: Zero 
Hunger, and 3: Good Health and Wellbeing) and declarations related to food, including 
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which includes the right to food (UN 
General Assembly, 1948). Beyond commitments to improve food security, there are 
also those aimed at education, such as the United Nations Sustainable Development 
Goal 4: Quality Education. It is also important to include here the United Nations 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples – now law in Canada as of June 21, 
2021 (Government of Canada, 2022) – and the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of 
Canada Calls to Action, given the disparities in education and food security that exist. 
The attainment of university degrees by Indigenous peoples is less than half of non-
Indigenous peoples (Arriagada & Hango, 2021), and for Indigenous students that do 
attend university, they are disproportionately affected by high levels of food insecurity 
(Entz et al., 2017; Silverthorn, 2016).  

Lastly, all postsecondary students must be recognized as individuals that deserve a life 
of dignity and wellness. Many students are at a transitional stage of life, and 
postsecondary education offers tremendous opportunity for a bright future. Food is 
essential to health and wellbeing and without it, student’s lives can be significantly 
impacted in ways that are not only detrimental on an individual level, but also to society 
as a collective.  
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2.2 Drivers and Determinants of Student Food Insecurity  

Generally, food insecurity is strongly connected to financial insecurity, whereby 
individuals with lower, and often inadequate income are more likely to be food insecure. 
This relationship is highly evident in emerging research focused on students, which 
often points to precarious finances as the biggest driver of food insecurity (Bessey et al., 
2020; Bruening et al., 2017; Entz et al., 2017; Farahbakhsh et al., 2017; Gallegos et al., 
2014; Hattangadi et al., 2019, 2019; Maynard et al., 2018; Nugent, 2011; Silverthorn, 
2016). Literature on food insecurity among the general population also documents the 
relationship between food and income (Li et al., 2016; Mcintyre et al., 2016; Power et 
al., 2019; Tarasuk et al., 2019). However, being a student involves unique financial 
demands that are not experienced by the general population, including tuition, 
compulsory fees (e.g., athletics, student health services, and student associations) 
textbooks and other materials, and student loan and government aid payments. All 
these costs occur alongside other costs of living, such as housing and food. Together, 
these variables compose the financial landscape for many postsecondary students – 
one that is characterized by increases in tuition, compulsory fees, and costs of living, 
inadequate government funding, and rising student debt.  

 

2.2.1 Historical Context 

In Canada, pursuing postsecondary education did not always involve the same financial 
burdens, such as high tuition, compulsory fees, and textbook costs that contemporary 
students face. In 1946 (post-World War Two), the Veterans Charter was established, 
which provided veterans with free tuition, in addition to subsidies (for books and 
transportation), and living allowances (Harden, 2017). Introducing the Veterans Charter 
resulted in ballooning enrolment rates, including notable increases in the proportion of 
women and individuals from low-and-middle-income backgrounds attending colleges 
and universities (Jones, 2014), and construction of many of the current postsecondary 
institutions to accommodate the dramatic uptake in students (Canadian Federation of 
Students, 2019). These trends lasted until the 1990s, when the federal government 
adopted a more neoliberal approach toward public services, such as health and 
education. This meant reductions in public funding to support social programs, including 
significant cuts in transfer payments to provincial governments for postsecondary 
education (Canadian Federation of Students, 2019; Shanahan & Jones, 2007). 
Furthermore, there was a shift in mindset that framed education as a private service and 
personal investment that students should have to pay for (Harden, 2017).    

The reduction in public financial support for postsecondary education left a gap in 
revenue and forced universities to seek funds from other sources. Consequently, the 
burden to make up for lost revenue was placed on students in the form of tuition 
increases and the introduction of compulsory fees (Harden, 2017). Universities also 
began to heavily recruit international students, – which some have referred to as “cash 
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cows” (Yalnizyan, 2016; Brown, 2014) – charging them extraordinary tuition fees as 
another income stream (Harden, 2017). Today, universities and degree-granting 
colleges receive most of their revenues from two main sources: government (45.8%), 
and tuition (29.4%) (Statistics Canada, 2020a). The revenue from federal and provincial 
governments is the largest single source of funding that institutions receive, with the 
majority coming from provincial governments. The remainder of revenue comes from 
tuition and other sources, such as private donations, grants, and investments (Statistics 
Canada, 2020a). Although the proportion of revenue obtained from tuition is lower than 
government sources, data indicate that tuition revenue has more than tripled between 
2000/2001 and 2018/20197, while revenue from government sources has decreased 
(Statistics Canada, 2021a). 

The increase in revenue from tuition is attributed to increasing tuition fees – which 
continue to outpace inflation (Silverthorn, 2016) – especially for professional programs 
(Statistics Canada, 2020b), as well as enrollment by international students, who pay 
substantially higher costs than domestic students (Statistics Canada, 2020a). In 
2020/2021, average tuition fees increased by 1.7% to $6,580 per year for full-time 
undergraduate students, and 1.6% to $7,304 for full-time graduate students (Statistics 
Canada, 2020b). In 2021/2022, average tuition fees for undergraduate and graduate 
students rose another 1.7% and 1.5%, respectively (Statistics Canada, 2021a). These 
amounts are more than four times higher for international students, where average 
tuition fees increased by 7.1% to $32, 019 per year for undergraduate students, and 
7.3% to $19, 252 for graduate students in 2020/2021 (Statistics Canada, 2020b)8. In 
2021/2022, international tuition fees for undergraduate and graduate students increased 
4.9% and 3.6%, respectively (Statistics Canada, 2021a). Astonishingly, revenue from 
the tuition fees of international students was nearly $ 4 billion, or close to half of all 
tuition revenue in 2017/2018 (Statistics Canada, 2020a).  

At the same time, student financial aid is not keeping pace with the rising costs of 
tuition. This can leave students in precarious financial positions where they are unable 
to cover their costs, particularly when it comes to affording enough quality food to 
support a nutritious diet (Frank, 2018). Findings from studies conducted at universities 
in Ontario indicate that income support from government loans often fall short and do 
not protect students from experiencing food insecurity (Ahmadi et al., 2020; Maynard et 
al., 2018; Power et al., 2021). For these students, and others attending universities in 
Ontario, that rely on government funded loans (e.g., Ontario Student Assistance 
Program), the amount they receive falls short of what they need to support themselves, 

 

7 In 2000/2001 revenue from tuition and other fees was $3,052,960, compared to $12,221,355 in 
2018/2019 for universities and degree granting colleges (Statistics Canada, 2021b).  
8 International tuition fees are unregulated, allowing them to charge exorbitant fees (Canadian Federation 
of Students, 2019). 
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as this program is designed to be a supplemental form of financial aid rather than one 
that covers the entirety of students’ expenses to live and attend school.  

The administration of loan payments can also contribute to student food insecurity. 
Studies have documented that students are more susceptible to experiencing food 
insecurity near the end of semesters and in later years of study because payments are 
administered at the start of the semester in a single lump sum (Frank, 2018; Maynard et 
al., 2018). Similar situations can arise with jobs as well – for example, students from a 
university in Nova Scotia described how payment for a campus job was administered in 
a single payment at the end of the semester (Bessey et al., 2020). A lump sum 
payment, whether at the beginning or end of a semester, makes it harder to budget 
long-term and increases students’ vulnerability to unanticipated expenses (Frank, 
2018).  

Data from the National Graduate Survey found that approximately half of postsecondary 
graduates between 2000-2015 finished with student debt, although variations were 
observed depending on level and field of study (Galarneau & Gibson, 2020). In 2015, 
median student debt at graduation was $17, 500, however, this amount increased for 
Bachelor and Master’s ($19, 200 - $21, 300), doctorate ($25, 400), and professional 
($60, 300) programs (Statistics Canada, 2020c). Although median debt was relatively 
consistent in this period, it is still a substantial amount of money and is higher than 
student debt in the 1980s and 1990s. Furthermore, two-thirds (64%) of 2015 graduates 
had not paid off loans entirely three years after graduation in 2018. Taking on debt 
should not be taken lightly, as the financial burden can postpone upward social mobility 
and other important life events, such as having children or owning a home (Luong, 
2010). Luong (2010) also found that student debt holders on average have lower assets 
and net worth, and are less likely to have savings and investments (Luong, 2010). 
Additionally, it is also possible that incurring debt could prolong food insecurity after 
graduation: in a study by Frank (2018), several students expressed worry about this 
possibility. 

Given the financial challenges that students in the 21st century face, it is unsurprising 
that finances are a primary factor driving food insecurity. Worryingly, certain trends, 
such as increases in tuition and the cost of living are expected to worsen with time. For 
example, the 2021-22 provincial budget for Alberta included $60 million worth of cuts to 
postsecondary education, which will force universities to find additional revenue from 
other sources (Cryderman, 2021). Moving eastward, a similar picture is unfolding in 
Ontario where the government announced a 30% cut to funding for the Ontario Student 
Assistance Program (Canadian Federation of Students Ontario, 2019). Will universities, 
such as those in Alberta and Ontario, make up for this financial loss by increasing tuition 
rates for students? Already students are forced to make trade-offs between food and 
other expenses because of insufficient resources to meet their financial responsibilities 
(Entz et al., 2017; Maynard et al., 2018). Although food is essential, students consider it 
a discretionary expense in contrast to rent and tuition which are thought of as fixed 
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(Hattangadi et al., 2019). This is reflected in students’ budgets, where fixed costs are 
prioritized above food (Hattangadi et al., 2019).  

The financial cost of education is a key determining factor when considering whether to 
attend postsecondary institutions. Being unable to afford upfront tuition and living costs 
and having to take on debt is more likely for marginalized groups and therefore presents 
even greater barriers. This reality compromises the potential for universities to be sites 
of diversity, inclusion, and equity.  

 

2.2.2 Other Drivers 

Financial drivers have a primary role in food insecurity, but they do not exist in a 
vacuum. Another important driver for students is time. Students experience time 
demands associated with heavy course loads, which is compounded by time required 
for part-time or full-time jobs, as well as other aspects of life, which can compromise the 
time available for shopping, preparing, and eating food9 (Bessey et al., 2020; 
Hattangadi et al., 2019; Silverthorn, 2016).  

Other constraints that have been documented to contribute to student food insecurity, 
include food inaccessibility10 – in general and in terms of culturally preferred foods – 
lack of food storage and preparation infrastructure, and low levels of food literacy. Some 
studies (Gaines et al., 2014; Zigmont et al., 2021) suggest food literacy and 
management skills contribute to food insecurity among students, however, situating 
food insecurity as a lack of food literacy skills is problematic in that it shifts attention 
away from the structural forces (e.g. racism, sexism, ableism) that produce 
socioeconomic inequalities, which are at the root of food insecurity. There is also 
evidence demonstrating that food insecurity is not associated with food skills (Huisken 
et al., 2016). In a study by Huisken et al., (2016) that focuses on household food 
insecurity in Canada, no significant differences were found between food insecure 
households and food secure households in terms of self-rated food preparation and 
cooking skills. Additionally, they found that these skills were not significantly related to 
the likelihood of being food insecure (Huisken et al., 2016). Based on these results, 
Huisken et al (2016) point to factors related to income as having a key role in making 
households vulnerable to food insecurity. Similarly, an analysis of food literacy among 

 

9 These demands may be even greater for students living alone, or in less communal settings.  
10 A reality for students that live in food deserts – where there is low availability of affordable, nutritious, 

and culturally preferred foods – and are therefore forced to travel greater distances to grocery shop, as well 
as international and newcomer students, who can find it difficult to find culturally appropriate or preferable 
foods (Hattangadi et al., 2019; Maynard et al., 2018).  
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students at the University of Guelph found that food security status was not associated 
with food literacy levels (Delduco et al, 2020).  

2.2.3 Culturally Preferred Foods 

Availability and accessibility of culturally preferred foods for students can have strong 
implications for their food security, as well as their overall health and wellbeing 
(Hattangadi et al., 2019; Maynard et al., 2018). International and Indigenous students 
are particularly at risk to this type of scenario because foods that meet their cultural 
preferences are either not available on campus or in the city they live, or are not 
physically, socially, or economically accessible to them through other venues.  

 

2.2.3.1 International Students 

Culturally familiar and preferred foods can play an important role for international 
students, who can face significant stress living and studying in a new country. These 
foods can help students feel more comfortable, alleviate feelings of homesickness, and 
support connections to culture, community, religion, and identity (Stewin, 2013). In 
contrast, lacking these foods can lead to negative outcomes, such as feelings of 
isolation, exclusion, and an inability to truly be themselves (Hattangadi et al., 2019). 
Although there are many reasons to support access to culturally preferred foods, it’s not 
always easy for students to access them. For instance, there can be cultural differences 
in terms of what is considered healthy, making navigating a new food system and 
encountering foods that are considered healthy and appropriate challenging  (Adekeye 
et al., 2014). Accessing culturally preferred foods may also be difficult because of the 
increased risk to financial insecurity that international students face (Stewin, 2013). 
Many international students rely on campus food banks to cope with financial insecurity, 
but these places are also unlikely to offer the foods that meet students’ diverse cultural 
needs (Silverthorn, 2016).  

 

2.2.3.2 Indigenous Students 

The important role of cultural foods is not limited to international students. Indigenous 
students also have deeply important cultural and psychological relationships with food 
(Loring & Gerlach, 2009). As a result, they can experience difficulties in finding culturally 
preferred foods while attending university (Classens et al., 2021). Access to traditional 
foods – including harvesting, preparing, and consuming – plays a critical role in 
supporting identity, culture, knowledge transmission, community cohesion, all 
dimensions of health, and an overall way of life (Adelson, 2000; Kuhnlein et al., 2001). 
Given the importance of traditional foods to the health and wellbeing of Indigenous 
peoples, Walch et al (2018) argues that food security should be conceptualized as 
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traditional food security. This means that considerations of food availability, access, and 
utilization (pillars of food security outlined by the FAO) would be done in the context of 
traditional foods (Walch et al., 2018).  

Despite the systemic barriers that Indigenous peoples face because of historical and 
ongoing colonialism, university enrolments rates are increasing in Canada (Arriagada & 
Hango, 2021). For some Indigenous students, attending university can mean moving 
away from home, where access to traditional food diminishes. This shift in diet from 
traditional foods to more industrial foods, has been to shows to negatively impact the 
health of Indigenous peoples (Kuhnlein, 2014.)Relocating, often to an urban center, 
means moving to a new food environment where foods, stores, and food sharing 
practices are different. Using Trent University – a mid-sized urban university in southern 
Ontario – as  an example, Classens et al (2021) suggests that support for Indigenous 
students to access traditional foods on campuses is not a focus of administrators. 
Indigenous students who participated in the study explained that regular access to 
traditional foods is absent, except occasionally during special events, even though Trent 
University has the longest standing Indigenous academic unit and emphasizes their 
leadership efforts in Indigenous studies (Classens et al., 2021). While some Canadian 
universities have started to make efforts toward integrating decolonization and 
reconciliation practices into campus frameworks, policies, and governance (e.g., 
University of Guelph Indigenous Initiative Strategy), considerations of Indigenous food 
systems and the role they play in student food security is lacking.  

The powerful role of cultural foods in health and wellbeing should not be underestimated 
or overlooked. These foods deserve attention alongside other aspects of food, and it is 
essential that they be made a component of food security measurement tools, 
frameworks and policies at postsecondary institutions, and elsewhere. Currently, 
Statistics Canada’s Canadian Community Health Survey does not include questions 
about culturally appropriate foods and instead focuses on linkages between finances 
and food. If such a survey is developed and implemented across Canadian campuses, it 
should attend to the cultural and traditional dimension of food. Not only will such 
questions provide a more accurate representation of food insecurity, but they could also 
improve understandings of the unique food identities of students on campuses. Surely 
this is a necessary step to mitigating food insecurity. 

 

2.2.4 Risk Factors 

Undeniably, not all students face the same level of risk in experiencing food insecurity. 
Understanding the intersectional nature of identity and the power it holds is essential 
when discussing food insecurity among postsecondary students. Identity should not be 
thought of as a singular or static concept, since people hold and maintain many 
identities simultaneously, which can change over time. As such, identity should instead 



 

 

22 

 

be thought of as pluralistic and fluid, and consideration should be given to the role it 
plays in how people experience everyday life.  

There is mounting evidence showing that students with marginalized identities are more 
at risk for food insecurity (Hamilton et al., 2020; Tarasuk, 2005; Willis, 2019). For 
students that identify with more than one marginalized group, the risk can be even 
greater than those with no marginalized identities (Hamilton et al., 2020). Identities that 
are a minority, marginalized, and otherwise more vulnerable are wide-ranging; they 
include race and ethnicity, gender and sexual orientation, income level, living situation, 
parental status, and different abilities, among others. These discriminatory trends are 
also seen outside the context of food and reflect deep rooted intersectional systemic 
barriers related to oppression, such as racism, colonialism, sexism, ableism, and 
ageism (Silverthorn, 2016).  

Rates of food insecurity among Indigenous, Black, and People of Colour compared to 
White/European people demonstrate stark and upsetting contrasts. For example, 
Silverthorn (2016) found that 56.4% of Indigenous students were food insecure, 
compared to 41.9% of students from visible racial minorities, and 37.3% of 
White/European students. Enormous disparities are also seen in household food 
insecurity data in Canada, where the most recent survey (2017-2018) documented that 
57% of households in Nunavut and 28.9% of Black households in Canada were food 
insecure (Tarasuk and Mitchell, 2020). Given the higher rates of poverty among these 
groups and the relationship between finances and food, this reality is not unexpected, 
but still tragic and unjust.  

International students and newcomers to Canada can belong to racial and ethnic 
minorities, and numerous studies have now demonstrated that they are at higher risks 
of experiencing food insecurity compared to Canadian students or students who have 
lived in Canada for more than five years (Blundell et al., 2019; Entz et al., 2017; 
Hamilton et al., 2020; Hanbazaza et al., 2017; Olauson et al., 2018; Silverthorn, 2016). 
Rates among international and newcomer students can be extraordinarily high; for 
example, Innis et al (2020) distributed a survey to a class that was mostly comprised of 
international students and found that 77.2% of participants were food insecure. As 
discussed in the previous section, international students face unique challenges, 
particularly when it comes to finances and food. The elevated levels of food insecurity 
among this group are worrisome, especially given the increased effort by universities to 
recruit more international students.  

Studies have also found that food insecurity was higher among the following groups of 
students: females (Hamilton et al., 2020; Maroto et al., 2015; Spaid & Gillett-Karam, 
2018); LGBTQ2S+ (Hamilton et al., 2020); students with disabilities (Hamilton et al., 
2020); students with parental status (S. Lee et al., 2020) – especially single parents 
(Maroto et al., 2015; Silverthorn, 2016); low socioeconomic status; students relying on  
government or bank loans as their primary income (Frank, 2018; Olauson et al., 2018); 
higher levels of study (Frank, 2018); and certain living situations, such as living off 
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campus (Blundell et al., 2019; Reynolds et al., 2018). Sadly, these patterns of 
discrimination and vulnerability are not new in North American society and are 
observable outside the context of food. When they are layered with the vulnerable 
position of being a postsecondary student, food insecurity becomes even more of a risk. 
Identities are intersectional in diverse ways and exacerbate the vulnerability and 
disparity that individuals experience. 

Postsecondary students often live in unique or precarious housing (e.g., on campus, at 
home, alone, with roommates, etc.), which can also impact their likelihood of 
experiencing food insecurity. Some studies have found that living off campus increases 
the risk (Blundell et al., 2019; Reynolds et al., 2018). In part, this can depend on 
whether students who reside off campus live alone or with parents. Students who live 
off-campus, but with their family are at a lower risk of food insecurity (Bruening et al., 
2017; Silverthorn 2016), whereas students who live off-campus, either alone or with 
roommates can be at a higher risk (Frank, 2018; Maroto et al., 2015; Reynolds et al., 
2018; Silverthorn, 2016). Conversely, living on campus can also increase the risk of 
food insecurity for students. A study by Hamilton et al., (2020) found that living on 
campus at a university in BC increases the risk of food insecurity, despite the fact that 
students are required to purchase a meal plan. They suggest that worries about running 
out of meal plan money before the end of the semester, and poor access to grocery 
stores and other food amenities could be contributing factors (Hamilton et al., 2020).  

The food environment on and off campus can create barriers that impact students’ 
abilities to access food. On-campus, food can be inaccessible from a cost standpoint, 
but also in terms of the types of food available. Participants in a study by Maynard et al 
(2018) explained how the food environment on campus at the University of Waterloo, 
Ontario, is dominated by processed, fast-food options that are expensive. The off-
campus environment is also difficult in that low-cost grocery stores and healthier options 
such as the farmers market are not located close to student housing areas (Maynard et 
al., 2018). Nugent (2011) found a similar situation at the University of Lethbridge (at the 
time of the study), describing the campus as a food desert since the closest food 
amenities to campus were fast-food chain restaurants.  

 

2.2.5 Cultural Narratives of Student Food insecurity 

The “starving student” narrative is an entrenched belief that implies it is both normal and 
acceptable for students to be in positions where they are unable to afford sufficient, 
quality foods. Essentially, this narrative rationalizes food insecurity as a normal part of 
being a student. This is far from normal or acceptable. In addition to the starving student 
narrative, there are other misconceptions about postsecondary student food insecurity 
(Meal Exchange, 2017). To address these misconceptions, Meal Exchange (2017) 
developed a guide that unpacks ten common myths. Examples of these myths include: 
“food insecurity is tolerable during school because students will get a good job at the 
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end of it” (p 5); “students don’t know how to budget: they always have money for extras, 
not for food” (p 6); and “if students can’t afford to go to college or university then they 
shouldn’t go (p 5). It is startling to read these statements, with the understanding that 
they are prevalent in people’s attitudes towards students. They are damaging in that 
they perpetuate the issue of student food insecurity by reinforcing that it is acceptable.  

Evidence from a number of studies shows that students can also believe in and accept 
these narratives, further highlighting how pervasive and harmful they can be 
(Hattangadi et al., 2019; Henry, 2017; Maynard et al., 2018; Meza et al., 2019).Maynard 
et al (2018) found that some participants normalized their experience of food insecurity 
or felt that they were ineligible or undeserving of using the campus food bank. Meza et 
al (2019) also found that student participants perceived themselves as undeserving of 
using the food bank, or better off than others in more extreme situations and therefore 
not wanting to take resources away from others in more need than themselves. 
Hattangadi et al (2019), found that student participants knew of the starving student 
ideology and seemed to express some acceptance that being unhealthy [in terms of 
food] was a normal part of being a student or a rite-of passage. Interesting results from 
a study by Henry (2017) explain that students encounter multiple narratives around 
what is considered “normal”, which leaves them feeling confused. In this study, 
participants expressed their ideas of normal, which included having adequate food to 
eat, using money to go out for food and beer, and being poor and unable to afford 
sufficient quantity and quality of food. These are problematic because although they are 
downright untrue, they can have powerful implications in terms of how students think 
and act.  

The way that the starving student narrative manifests, in the general public and 
students, demonstrates the powerful role of culture in how society thinks and acts (or 
not) towards food insecurity, and other unjust issues. If more people were aware of the 
complex situation of student food insecurity and its implications, would they stand up 
and act out? Exploring how cultural narratives can be dismantled and changed in the 
context of student food insecurity is an area of research that could be pursued.  

 

2.3 Impacts of Food Insecurity on Health 

Food insecurity is a serious public health issue. If an individual does not have reliable 
access to nutritious foods that meet their dietary and cultural preferences (i.e., if they 
are food insecure) then they are more likely to have poor health outcomes and less 
likely to carry out their life as they want to. When any dimension of food security (e.g., 
availability, access, utilization, stability, traditional) is compromised, so too are 
dimensions of health and wellbeing (Tarasuk and Mitchell, 2020). Since food and health 
are interrelated, the opposite can happen as well, where an individual’s health status 
can influence their food security status (Tarasuk et al., 2013). Furthermore, impacts to 
one dimension of health are likely to create impacts to other dimensions. This 



 

 

25 

 

interconnected relationship between health and food is well illustrated in emerging work 
by Sivapalan and Khan (2021) that looks at the health and wellbeing of international 
students at Durham College and Ontario Tech University. Their preliminary findings 
highlight the prevalence of undiagnosed medical issues, such as anemia, B12 
deficiencies, anxiety, and depression, among international students who participated. 
Food insecurity can be a contributing factor to medical issues but can also exacerbate 
them. This is a serious concern given that international students are significantly more 
vulnerable to food insecurity compared to domestic students. I proceed to separate 
physical and mental health into categories for the intention of providing a clearer outline 
of health impacts related to food insecurity. However, it is imperative to understand that 
dimensions of health and wellbeing are interconnected and ultimately cannot be 
separated from one another. Here, I mostly refer to studies that specifically focus on 
student food insecurity, but at times I also reference studies about food insecurity in the 
general population. 

 

2.3.1 Physical Health 

Literature on food insecurity among the general population (commonly referred to as 
household food insecurity) contains substantial evidence that food insecurity is strongly 
associated with compromised physical and nutritional health status. Food insecure 
adults are more likely to experience poor oral health (Muirhead et al., 2009), chronic 
health implications such as diabetes, arthritis, asthma,  heart disease, obesity, and poor 
self-rated health overall (Tarasuk et al., 2013; Vozoris & Tarasuk, 2003). Part of the 
reason this occurs is because household food insecurity is characterized by diets of 
low-quality foods and / or an insufficient quantity of foods, which has harmful 
consequences to physical health.  

Similarly, the diet of food insecure postsecondary students can lack nourishing foods to 
support nutritional wellbeing. A study by Farahbakhsh et al (2017) found that University 
of Alberta students experiencing severe food insecurity had significantly lower daily 
consumption of fruits and vegetables, legumes, as well as reduced daily intake of dairy 
and calcium when compared to students that were not experiencing severe food-
insecurity. Even if food insecure students receive food hampers from campus food 
banks, they can still be at risk of nutritional inadequacies since hampers have been 
found to be limited in micronutrients and soluble fats found in fruits, vegetables, animal 
protein, and dairy (Jessri et al., 2014). Receiving nutritionally insufficient food hampers 
is particularly concerning for students who are long-term users of food banks. The 
negative portrayal of food banks should not be applied to every context, as some food 
banks have partnered with other on and off campus organizers to provide a variety of 
fresh, high-quality foods. For instance, the Campus Food Bank at the University of 
Guelph receives fresh produce from various local operations, as well as pre-made 
meals from a program in the university’s hospitality branch.  
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Food insecurity can manifest in the body in other ways as well, such as fluctuating 
weight gain and loss, disturbed sleep patterns, and low energy (Bessey et al., 2020; 
Frank, 2018). Students with disturbed sleep patterns report experiences with sleep 
deprivation caused by hunger or worry about food (Frank, 2018; Meza et al., 2019), or 
sleeping longer hours than usual as a result of not eating enough and having low 
energy (Meza et al., 2019).  Food insecurity can also cause students to feel unwell in 
general. For example, a student participant in a study by Bessey et al (2020) described 
feeling sick from consuming high quantities of canned foods compared to fresh food. 
These manifestations can prevent students from participating in sports and other 
physical activities as they require expending additional energy and filling a larger calorie 
deficit, both of which are often not available to food insecure students (Henry, 2017). In 
the study by Maynard et al (2018), a varsity student athlete explained the difficulties of 
attaining an appropriate weight necessary for their sport because of not having enough 
food. These examples demonstrate the interconnected relationship between food and 
health, and how food insecurity can exacerbate health issues in many ways.  

Research on student food insecurity has yet to further investigate the range of physical 
health impacts that food insecure students may experience in the short-term while 
attending university, and in the long-term after graduation (Innis et al., 2020; Knol et al., 
2017). While the types of impacts to students’ physical health from food insecurity may 
not vary drastically from those of the general population who experience food insecurity, 
there could be observable differences given the unique aspects of life as a student. For 
example, the magnitude of stress from coursework and other responsibilities could 
affect students’ physical health to a greater extent than seen in the non-student 
population. The financial precarity of students could also play a key role – for example, 
if food insecurity reduces physical health to a point of requiring prescription medications, 
supplements, or other healthcare attention, then how are students, who are likely 
already experiencing financial insecurity, supposed to afford additional medical costs? 
Indeed, an increased reliance on the healthcare systems can be a reality for individuals 
(students and non-students alike) that suffer from chronic health problems. The 
additional health burdens that food insecurity can place on people is highlighted in a 
study on household food insecurity in Ontario by Tarasuk et al (2015) that found 
severely food insecure adults incurred healthcare expenses that were more than two 
times higher than food secure adults. Understanding the physical dimension of students’ 
health must be an essential part of supporting their overall health. More studies that 
explore these relationships could help to better understand the details of student health, 
and what measures, beyond greater financial security, could enhance physical 
wellness.  

 

2.3.2 Mental Health 

Like physical health, experiencing food insecurity has serious impacts on student’s 
mental health (Farahbakhsh et al., 2017; Frank, 2018; Hagedorn & Olfert, 2018; 



 

 

27 

 

Hattangadi et al., 2019; Olauson et al., 2018; Raskind et al., 2019). Common impacts to 
mental health associated with food insecurity include persistent stress, worry, and 
anxiety because of the uncertainty about access and availability of sufficient and 
adequate foods (Hamilton et al., 2020; Meza et al., 2019; Stebleton et al., 2020). 
Recalling that finances are a primary driver of food insecurity, food insecure individuals 
coincidingly experience stress, worry, and anxiety related to finances (Bessey et al., 
2020; Frank, 2018; Maynard et al., 2018). Other factors closely linked to financial 
insecurity that can further compound these emotions include managing heavy course 
loads alongside employment and other life responsibilities (references), transitioning to 
adulthood (Raskind et al., 2019), eating poor quality foods, not being able to eat a 
healthy diet (Maynard et al., 2018), having to follow a strict budget (Meza et al., 2019), 
and constantly making trade-offs (Silverthorn, 2016). Constant stress, worry, and 
anxiety impede the ability to enjoy other aspects of life and are a serious concern for all 
dimensions of health (Choubak et al., 2020).  

Student food insecurity also causes a multitude of other mental health impacts, 
including depression, sadness, shame, anger, jealously, loneliness, isolation, 
embarrassment, self-blame, negative self-worth, loss of dignity, and hopelessness 
(Bessey et al., 2020; Hattangadi et al., 2019; Meza et al., 2019). One way these 
manifest is from a lack of choice in terms of what foods students eat and how much 
(Bessey et al., 2020), which can compromise their feelings of dignity, reduce autonomy, 
and leave students feeling powerless (Hattangadi et al., 2019). A prominent impact to 
mental health arises from negative outcomes to the social dimensions of student health 
(Bessey et al., 2020; Frank, 2018; Henry, 2017; Meza et al., 2019; Stebleton et al., 
2020). In a study by Henry (2017), food insecurity is referred to as a silent struggle, 
particularly in the context of social life. Student participants in this study described their 
tendency to avoid social engagements because of the awkwardness, shame, and 
embarrassment associated with not being able to afford dining out; additionally, they 
also experienced feelings of negative self-worth (Henry, 2017). Interestingly, food 
secure students also reported feeling awkward around food insecure friends because of 
not wanting to cause embarrassment – since food secure students did not know how to 
act, their response was to avoid conversations on food insecurity altogether. Similarly, 
other studies (Bessey et al., 2020; Frank, 2018; Meza et al., 2019)  found that food 
insecure students experienced difficulties navigating social situations and were unable 
to cultivate meaningful relationships, contributing to feelings of isolation, sadness, and 
loneliness.  

 

2.4 Impacts on Academic Performance and Enjoyment 

A number of studies demonstrate that when students experience food insecurity their 
academic performance and overall enjoyment suffers (Farahbakhsh et al., 2017; 
Hagedorn & Olfert, 2018; Henry, 2017; Maroto et al., 2015; Martinez et al., 2020; Meza 
et al., 2019; Patton-López et al., 2014; Raskind et al., 2019). Maroto et al (2015) 
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investigated the relationship between food insecurity and Grade Point Average (GPA) 
among participants from two community colleges in Maryland, USA and found that 
lower GPAs were reported more by food insecure students compared to food secure 
students, who reported higher GPAs. Another study by Raskind et al (2019) found that 
the impacts of food insecurity to psychosocial health indicators, specifically depression, 
anxiety, and hope, were mechanisms for lower GPA outcomes among students. 
Similarly, a study by Martinez et al (2020) looked at the interrelationships between food 
insecurity, mental health, and GPA – their findings suggest that not only does food 
insecurity have direct linkages with GPA outcomes – for example, food insecurity can 
cause hunger pain which can be uncomfortable and make it difficult to focus – but it also 
has indirect linkages through students’ mental health.   

Food insecurity can also make the overall academic experience less enjoyable. For 
example, Farahbakhsh et al (2017) found that students who were food insecure had 
adverse academic experiences, which was even stronger among students who were 
severely food insecure. In this study, adverse experiences included difficulties with 
concentration in class or exams, failing exams, and withdrawing from classes 
(Farahbakhsh et al., 2017). Bessey et al (2020) found that food insecure students would 
skip classes because they were too tired to attend or drop classes entirely to gain extra 
money for other expenses. In another study by Meza et al (2019), participants were 
unable to concentrate on school because of hunger, and constantly thinking about food 
instead of their courses. Similarly, participants in a study by Maynard et al (2018) 
expressed challenges with focusing in class and performing class assignments and 
exams; in other cases, students chose reduced course loads, drop classes, or withdraw 
from school completely.  

It is troubling and painful to learn of the ways that being food insecure impacts students’ 
psychosocial health and wellbeing. Although the impacts to health and wellbeing 
described in this section capture only a portion of what students’ experience, it is clear 
that food insecurity is a complex, severe, and unjust problem. Not only does food 
insecurity increase the risk of poor overall health, but existing health issues are more 
likely to lead to food insecurity. Impacts to health and wellbeing has implications for 
academic performance and overall quality of life.  

 

2.5 Coping Mechanisms and Other Responses 

Students use diverse coping strategies to manage food. Coping strategies may 
temporarily alleviate some of the impacts of food insecurity; however, some can be 
harmful and overall they do not address the root causes of food insecurity. Commonly, 
students rely on financial coping mechanisms to help them afford food and other costs 
of living. Such mechanisms include working part-time, or sometimes full-time jobs and 
receiving government loans and other types of financial aid. Despite these different 
ways of obtaining income, it is usually insufficient to cover students’ costs. Hanbazaza 
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et al (2016) and others (Ahmadi et al., 2020; Hattangadi et al., 2019; Hughes et al., 
2011) suggest that students with jobs are more likely to be food insecure than students 
without jobs. Furthermore, although the income from jobs can be helpful, it means that 
students have less time to dedicate to schoolwork, food related activities, and other 
areas of life. Other financial strategies include bulk buying, strict budgeting, taking 
advantages of sales and coupons (Bessey et al., 2020).  

Students also make use of different social networks to cope with food insecurity. For 
example, students will seek out events on campus, or jobs that offer free food (Bessey 
et al., 2020; Maynard et al., 2018). Living in communal situations is another way to 
lower food and housing costs. Students may rely on family or friends for meals, or 
financial assistance (Hughes et al., 2011), but this is not always a sought after option 
because of students’ desire to be financially independent and the perception that they 
should be independent now that they are an adult (Bessey et al., 2020; Henry, 2017; 
Meza et al., 2019). The desires and perceptions around independence could be a 
unique part of the food insecurity experience for students, at least in the western 
context, which is not seen in other populations that experience food insecurity.  

Some coping strategies can be more damaging than others. For example, students 
report skipping meals (Bessey et al., 2020; Stebleton et al., 2020), going to bed early 
and sleeping more (Meza et al., 2019; Stebleton et al., 2020) and making trade-offs 
between food, housing, and other financial obligations such as tuition (Farahbakhsh et 
al., 2015). Hattangadi et al (2019) describes how some participants maintained a 
perspective of “powering through” and having hope for the future, where others just 
accepted that it was part of student life. Stebleton et al (2020) found that some students 
pretended not to be hungry. Some studies have briefly reported on students’ living 
arrangements, which can reduce financial burdens, but are not always ideal as they can 
be socially difficult, harmful, or dirty and unkept (Henry, 2017). In more extreme cases, 
some students face homelessness and describe using university facilities, couch 
surfing, or sleeping in vehicles (Henry, 2017). Studies by K. Broton & Goldrick-Rab 
(2016; 2018) indicate that in addition to food insecurity, housing insecurity is a serious 
issue among college students in the United States. There has been some media 
attention in Canada drawing attention to student homelessness, such as an article by 
Gold (2016) that describes how students at Simon Fraser University sleep on campus 
because they cannot afford rent. However, overall, homelessness and living conditions 
are underexplored in the student food insecurity literature, especially in Canada, despite 
their roles in health and wellbeing.  

Food banks and campus food pantries are another resource, specifically oriented 
towards food insecure individuals and households. Indeed, the first food banks, on and 
off campus, opened in response to growing food needs in the 1990s. While they can 
provide emergency, temporary relief from the issue, they are ultimately a band-aid 
solution. Studies on the general population have found that only a small proportion of 
the Canadian population that experiences food insecurity uses food banks, and when 
they do, they often do not change food insecurity status (Kirkpatrick & Tarasuk, 2009). 
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Similar trends have been found in the literature on student food insecurity – findings 
from Farahbakhsh et al (2017) demonstrate that the majority of campus food pantry 
users at the University of Alberta are food insecure, indicating that the support from the 
food panty was insufficient to alleviate students from experiencing food insecurity. 
Despite this evidence, food banks provide short-term relief and are likely necessary until 
systemic changes occur.  

 

2.6 Conclusion 

Existing research on student food insecurity has helped to establish this foundation of 
knowledge, but there are methodological and knowledge gaps that need attending to. 
The gaps that I address in my research include using a qualitative approach to center 
student voices and explore their lived experiences, and applying an intersectional lens 
to understand the linkages between the intersection of social identities and food 
insecurity. These gaps need attention from campuses across Canada, including the 
University of Guelph where my research is situated. In the next chapter, I cover the 
research design and methods I used to answer my research questions and support my 
objectives, and thereby address the gaps I identified.  
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3 Research Design and Methods 

In this chapter I provide a detailed overview of the qualitative research design and 
methods used to answer my research questions and fulfill my research objectives11. 
This includes explanations about the philosophical orientation (phenomenology), and 
the methodological approach (ethnography) that guided the design of the research. I 
then describe the data collection process, including details about recruitment, sample 
size, semi-structured interviews, and reflexive journaling. Semi-structured interviews 
were the primary data collection tool used, and a total of 11 participants were 
interviews, all but one from the University of Guelph. I also explain the iterative, non-
linear data analysis process, which consisted of transcribing, coding, and thematic 
analysis, as well as triangulation. Next, I provide a discussion on my positionality and 
how this influenced the research. Lastly, I share the challenges and limitations that I 
experienced with the research design and methods I used. This research was approved 
by the University of Guelph Research Ethics Board (#21-02-005) in April 2021.  

 

3.1 Research Design 

3.1.1 Philosophical Orientation 

The philosophical orientation that guided the structure and actions of this study is 
phenomenology (Moon & Blackman, 2014). Phenomenology is a “descriptive, 
qualitative study of human experience12” (Wertz, 2011, p. 124). It is interested in 
exploring and making sense of a person’s “way of being in the world” (Wertz, 2011, p. 
126), and looks to center, open, and expand understandings by specifically going to 
those with lived experience with the phenomenon. Smith & Osborn (2008, p. 53) 
describe phenomenology in the following way:  

“…it involves detailed examination of the participant’s lifeworld; it attempts to explore 
personal experience and is concerned with an individual’s personal perception or 
account of an object or event, as opposed to an attempt to produce an objective 
statement of the object or event itself.” 

The core questions of inquiry in phenomenology that help to understand a person’s 
lived experiences include: what is experienced?; and, how is it experienced? (Wertz, 
2011). The importance of these guiding phenomenological questions is that they seek to 
illuminate what Edmund Husserl (1913/1962), a foundational scholar in 

 

 
12 Wertz (2011) makes this statement in reference to the field of psychology; this is where phenomenological 
research originated. However, it has since expanded to other disciplines, such as social sciences, 
humanities, environmental studies, health, and education (Wertz, 2011). It is still used as a “descriptive, 
qualitative study of human experience” (p. 126) in these disciplines, as well as for this study specifically.  
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phenomenology, called the “intuition of essences”, where the meaning of what 
something is, is derived from those with lived experiences (Wertz, 2011). In the case of 
this study, postsecondary student food insecurity is the essence, and understanding it 
comes from the experiences of postsecondary students.  

There are various approaches to phenomenology that vary in terms of the theory they 
take on and the methods they employ (Eatough and Smith, 2017). In my research, I use 
the Interpretative Phenomenological Approach (IPA), which recognizes the active role of 
the researcher in trying to understand a person’s experiences. Although 
phenomenology in general seeks to comprehend experience entirely from the 
perspective of the individual, IPA emphasizes it is not possible for the researcher to 
remove themselves completely, as they bring with them their own experiences, 
perspectives, assumptions, biases, etc. (Eatough and Smith, 2017). Because of this 
stance, IPA relies on an interpretative process between the researcher and participant 
(Eatough and Smith, 2017). That is, the researcher interprets what the participant says, 
while at the same time the participant is sharing their own interpretations of what they 
experienced (Smith & Osborn, 2008). 

Generally, phenomenological research begins with one-on-one interviews (preferably 
semi-structured) designed to elicit rich details about the participant’s inner world, as it 
relates to a particular topic (Smith and Osborn, 2008). The interviews are then analyzed 
to identify emergent themes and connections between them. This is a time-intensive 
and iterative process that requires dedicated engagement by the researcher with the 
text to interpret and make sense of participants’ experiences, from their point of view 
(Smith and Osborn, 2008). The analysis is followed by writing a highly descriptive 
summary of findings that explain the meaning and nuance of each theme (Smith and 
Osborne, 2007a). Importantly, results from using this approach produce a general kind 
of knowledge on the processes and meanings of human life (Wertz, 2011); the 
outcomes are not practical in and of themselves, but can certainly be used to inform 
practical applications (Wertz, 2015).  

Phenomenology has strong applicability to this research for a number of reasons. 
Firstly, it is valuable when addressing topics that are complex, contextual, and 
subjective, such as postsecondary student food insecurity (Smith, 2004; Smith & 
Osborn, 2008). Secondly, it helps to illuminate how postsecondary students perceive, 
make sense of, and interpret their experiences with food insecurity, which supports my 
research objectives. Lastly, phenomenology was selected because it is highly 
descriptive, reflective, and adaptive (as opposed to objective and standardized), which 
helps attend to the myriad details of an experience and thereby expand understandings 
of a phenomenon. Researchers engaging with the approach and / or method are 
encouraged to adapt it to their own styles and research objectives, rather than following 
a prescribed procedure (Smith & Osborn, 2008; Wertz, 2011). These characteristics 
were useful because they gave me the chance to engage deeply with each interview, 
attend to the needs of participants, and maintain flexibility with decisions about the 
research design so that it aligned with my objectives.  
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3.1.2 Research Approach 

I used ethnographic research methods as my primary tool to support data production. 
Ethnography, as a methodology, aims to “understand the social meanings and activities 
of people in a given setting” (Brewer, 2000, p. 11). For Geertz (1973, p. 9), 
“ethnography is thick description", which involves not only describing, but interpreting 
the complex, contextual details of people and place. It is specifically the interpretative 
quality that generates these types of descriptions (Schwandt, 2007). Ethnography is 
also a method that often occurs in situ and involves using empirical activities to collect 
data (Lapan et al., 2012). One of the most common methods used in ethnography is 
interviews. Often, these types of interviews are in-depth and open-ended – like a 
conversation – rather than structured (Lapan et al., 2012). These are intersubjective13 
engagements (Agar, 2013) that produce rich, contextual data (Clifford, 1983) that are 
then interpreted by the researchers to make sense of their meaning (Geertz, 1973). This 
type of data is unique and valuable in that it not only contains first-hand information, but 
also the nuance and nonverbal information attached to experience. Other methods, 
such as surveys, are not able to produce this same kind of data because they lack 
intersubjective engagement and the ability to inquire further about its meaning.   

The type of data produced through this type of ethnographic method are well suited 
(and arguably essential) to phenomenological research because of its interest in 
exploring and understanding the lived experience of a given phenomenon. Engaging in 
conversation with people with lived experience provides the opportunity to learn first-
hand from them, which can lead to better understanding of what something means and 
how individuals make sense of it. Given this strong rationale, I used ethnographic 
methods to support my phenomenological research. Following Geertz (1973), my aim 
was to compose “thick descriptions” of the lived experiences of student food insecurity 
that effectively capture these unique contextual details of the phenomenon. To obtain 
rich details about the unique context of each participant, I used semi-structured 
interviews, which were in-depth and open-ended in nature. The interviews (and my 
subsequent analysis) produced rich details that showcase the complexity and nuance of 
each participant’s story; I present these in Chapters 5-9. 

 

 

13 Intersubjectivity refers to the notion that the researcher is just as much a subject in the research as 
participants are. Agar (2013, p. 124), argues that human social science research is a “science done 
between subjects.” 
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3.2 Research Methods  

3.2.1 Data Production 

3.2.1.1 Recruitment 

Participants were required to meet three criteria to take part in this research: 1. current 
enrollment as a postsecondary student14; 2. enrolled at a Canadian postsecondary 
institution; and 3. experience with food insecurity, either currently or at some point in 
time during their enrollment as a student.  

Most participants (n = 10) were recruited through the University of Guelph Campus 
Food Bank and another (n = 1) through a campus network. Recruitment through the 
Campus Food Bank was done with assistance from the Campus Food Bank 
Coordinator. I provided a recruitment message to the Coordinator, which was included 
in the weekly email sent out to food bank clients. In the recruitment message, students 
were directed to send any questions and expressions of interest to me. A total of 13 
students contacted me initially in response to my recruitment message. Of these 13 
students, 10 followed through to participate in my study.  

 

3.2.1.2 Sample Size 

Since the objective of this research was to learn about student food insecurity from rich, 
highly contextual data, a small number of participants was preferred (Sandelowski, 
1996). It is also typical for studies using a phenomenological approach to have a small 
sample because of the emphasis on in-depth, detailed engagement with each interview, 
which is more feasible with less participants (Smith & Osborn, 2008). Furthermore, 
there is generally an inverse relationship in qualitative research between the number of 
participants and the amount of usable data obtained from each interview (Morse, 2000). 
There is no “right” sample size in qualitative research, rather it must be large enough to 
allow the unfolding of new and textured understandings of the phenomenon under 
study, but small enough so that a deep, case-oriented analysis is possible 
(Sandelowski, 1995).  

My final sample size was 11 participants; however, I did not determine this number prior 
to conducting interviews. In the beginning I approached the sample size in a grounded 
way, observing what emerged in the initial interviews. Very quickly I identified a 
selection of features about student food insecurity (e.g., time, finances, identities), which 

 

14 Participants who had completed their programs within a month of interviews were allowed to participate.  
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continued to come up throughout subsequent interviews. Once I had conducted 11 
interviews, I felt confident that I had reached a fulsome representation of multiple 
aspects of student food insecurity and decided not to recruit more participants. This 
approach is in line with what Saunders et al (2018) refer to as inductive thematic 
saturation, which does not aim to for comprehensiveness in the ways a phenomenon is 
experienced, but rather seeks to capture themes that emerge across the data and are 
theoretically informative.  

 

3.2.1.3 Semi-structured Interviews 

I used semi-structured interviews as my primary data collection tool. Semi-structured 
interviewing is a typical ethnographic research method and one of the most common 
types of methods used in qualitative research (Kitchin and Tate, 2000). These types of 
interviews are best described as informal yet purposeful conversations (Burgess, 1984). 
They are flexible and can be designed to elicit descriptive responses from participants in 
their own words, in contrast to ‘yes or no’ answers (Longhurst, 2013). Although the 
interview questions are organized in a structured, predetermined form, there are no 
rules about the order they are asked since each interview is unique (Valentine, 2005). 
Instead, questions can be asked using direction from the participant’s reactions and 
responses, or when the researcher feels it is suitable. These qualities of semi-structured 
interviews were important to achieving my research goals and why I used this method in 
my study.  

Semi-structured interviews supported my research goals in numerous ways. Firstly, 
because I was interested in learning about participants’ lived experiences through their 
own subjective perspectives, flexibility was essential. I needed to be able to modify 
questions, in terms of what was asked and when, depending on the conversation rather 
than being restricted to a certain order (Smith & Osborn, 2008). Asking open ended 
questions was also important as it allowed space for participants to decide which 
aspects of their experiences to talk about, and to say them in their own words15. I 
attempted to maintain a balance of guiding the interview while also giving participants 
the chance to lead. For example, I would ask a question and depending on the 
participant’s response, I would then use slight probes – such as, “how did that feel?”, or 
“what was that like?” – that leaned in and built off their initial response. This was a way 
to let participants take the conversation where they wanted to, which is fundamental to 
interpretivist phenomenology and its interests in understanding how an individual 
perceives and interprets their experiences with a phenomenon (Carel, 2011). It was not 
always a perfect balance, however, as some participants seemed to prefer when I 

 

15 The questions in my interview guide were all open ended, and although I did my best to avoid ‘yes’ or 
‘no’ type questions, there were moments during the interviews when I used them. Sometimes this was to 
gain more insight into a particular context, and sometimes it was just part of the conversation. 
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asked direct questions. Using this non-hierarchical structure in the interview sometimes 
led to topics that I was not expecting to hear about. When this happened, I did some 
combination of the following: check in with the participant to see how they were doing 
and if they were comfortable proceeding; explain why I was asking, usually linking back 
to the literature, continue to listen, support, and thank the participant for sharing.  

Secondly, food insecurity is a sensitive subject and talking about it and the experiences 
it connects to can be difficult, depending on the person. To attend to the needs of each 
participant, as well as establish and maintain the interview relationship, it was crucial to 
have flexibility in when questions were asked. Lastly, because food insecurity is 
multifaceted in that it connects to many areas of a person’s life, having the space to 
probe certain areas outside of the guide was useful to ensure a fuller understanding of 
participants’ experiences, which I may not have captured in the interview questions I 
developed.  

 

3.2.1.4 Interview Guide 

In addition to learning about and understanding the semi-structured interview technique, 
the development of my interview guide was informed by other activities I engaged in 
prior to conducting interviews. Firstly, I studied the literature on postsecondary student 
food insecurity, and food insecurity more broadly, and wrote the literature review section 
of this thesis.  Secondly, I learned about qualitative interview techniques, and reviewed 
other interview guides and transcripts; work by Weiss (1994), Learning from Strangers, 
was particularly useful. In the process of developing the guide, I thought about how 
each interview question helped me to answer my research questions. Specifically, I 
identified the goal, topic, and any additional thoughts or follow-up questions I had for 
each question (Table 2). If these aspects were unclear, then I either removed or 
adjusted the question. Spending the time to understand these details and ensure there 
was a strong rationale for what I was asking not only increased my confidence going 
into the interviews, but it also brought me closer to the intention and design of my 
research. Once I had a working draft of the guide, I described the purpose of each 
question and included a list of prompts (Appendix 1), should it seem necessary to ask 
the question in a different way and / or probe for more information. 
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Table 2: Relationships between interview questions and research questions 

 

 

Interview 
Question 

# 

Research 
Question 

Goal / Purpose Draft Questions Topic Notes / Prompt 

1 N/A Introduction – learn about the 
participant and build research 
relationship. 

Can you tell me about your studies 
at the University of XXXX? 

 

Who, what Interested in learning 
about the participant 
in the context of their 
position as a student 
– what are they 
studying, what kind of 
program, what year of 
study, etc.  

2 RQ1, RQ2 Learn about the participant’s 
experiences / relationships 
with food.  

Can you walk me through a typical 
day for you, from a food 

perspective?16 

Lived experience Interested in 
participant’s decision-
making around food, 
both at school and 
outside of school, and 
any challenges (with 
food) they encounter. 

3 RQ1 Learn how food insecurity is 
defined from the participant’s 
perspective. 

Can you help me understand what 
food insecurity means to you? 

Defining food 
insecurity 
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4 RQ2 Better understand the 
experience of the participant. 

How does this impact your 
experience as a student (in terms of 
enjoyment, academic performance, 
etc.)?  

Lived experience   

5 RQ2 Another question to gain 
insight into what the 
experience feels like for the 
participant. 

What is this like? (How does it affect 
you or make you feel?) 

Lived experience Does participant feel 
worried, stressed, 
shameful? 

6 RQ2 Illuminate temporal aspects 
of food insecurity. 

Is this a constant problem for you? When Is it more likely to 
occur during certain 
times of the year? 

7, 8 RQ1, RQ2 Another question that might 
get at other dimensions of 
experiencing food insecurity 

What makes it better or worse? 

How do you cope with these 
[experiences, feelings, impacts]? 

 

Lived experience Trying to learn about 
coping mechanisms 
that participants may 
use and/or 
contributing factors to 
food insecurity 

9 RQ3 Illuminate differences 
between these participants’ 
experiences and academic 
literature on food insecurity. 

Can you describe your experience 
with food prior to becoming a 
student? 

Food insecurity vs. 
student food 
insecurity 
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3.2.2 Pilot Interviews 

Prior to interviewing participants from the campus food bank, I conducted two pilot 
interviews with graduate student colleagues. Pilot interviews are beneficial as they give 
the researcher the chance to experience conducting an interview and practice using 
their interview guide. I found that conducting pilot interviews increased my confidence in 
the interview guide. I also learned what it meant to use the interview questions as 
reference points when I needed support, rather than rules I had to follow.  When I 
approached the interview in a more conversational way and only referenced the 
interview guide periodically, I found that I was more relaxed and engaged with the 
participant.  

 

3.2.3 Study Interviews 

I conducted virtual semi-structured interviews with a total of 11 participants for this 
study. All participants granted their consent to participate; consent was verbal and 
documented in each recording17. Interviews took place over an approximately one-
month period, between April 27 and May 25, 2021. They lasted between 56 minutes to 
139 minutes; on average interviews lasted 86 minutes. Because of the COVID-19 
pandemic and public health protocols that restricted in-person meetings, all interviews 
were conducted virtually using Microsoft Teams and recorded using this platform. Some 
participants chose to leave their video turned off, in which case only the audio was 
recorded.  

Prior to each interview I briefly explained the purpose of the study, the format of semi-
structured interviews, and an overview of the consent forms. Although these details 
were included in the materials sent to each participant, my goal of explaining them 
verbally was to increase accessibility of the information and give each participant the 
chance to ask questions. Following this overview, I began each interview by asking 
participants to tell me about their studies. This introductory question was intended to 
build rapport and increase comfort for the participant. It was also a chance for me to 
learn important details about their type of program (e.g., undergraduate, Master, PhD), 
field of study, and year of study. The remainder of the questions I asked were open-
ended and oriented around participants’ experiences with food as a student (i.e., can 
you walk me through a typical day for you, from a food perspective?; how does your 
relationship with food impact your experience as a student?; can you describe your 
experiences with food prior to becoming a postsecondary student?). Responses always 
varied in the type and length of response, but often they involved moments of reflection, 
storytelling, and in-depth descriptions. 

 

17 This method of obtaining consent was approved by the University of Guelph Research Ethics Board. 
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At the end of each interview, I asked participants two questions pertaining to 
demographics including age bracket and gender identity. The purpose of collecting 
these details was to use them in the vignettes (presented in Chapters 5-9) that share 
the stories of selected participants, and thereby help readers develop a sense of who 
the participants are. Had I initially approached the research with an intersectional lens, it 
would have been important to capture more demographic details to examine the 
intersection of multiple identities and how these relate to systems of oppression. 
Because I used a phenomenological approach, an a priori selection of a theoretical 
framework such as intersectionality would not have been appropriate. Likewise, as 
phenomenology aims to give participants the space to bring forward what they feel are 
important aspects of their experiences, I did not specifically ask participants for more 
demographic details. However, invariably participants offered these details during the 
interviews, such as visibly racialized, citizenship status, religion, relationship status, 
parental status, socioeconomic background, etc. Not all these details were disclosed by 
every participant. The complete interview guide can be viewed in Appendix 1.  

 

3.2.4 Reflexive Journal 

In addition to semi-structured interviews, I also maintained a reflexive research journal 
as a complementary research method (Hays and Singh, 2012; Ortlipp, 2008; Watt, 
2007). Reflexive journals are a collection of the researcher’s thinking, values, 
assumptions, decisions, experiences, etc. that are recorded throughout all stages 
(before, during, and after) of the research process (Watt, 2007). Richardson (2000) 
describes reflexive journaling as a “method of inquiry” (p. 923), as it reveals crucial 
insights about the researcher and all aspects of a study. During the interview stage, 
journal entries can help researchers expand and deepen their understandings of the 
contextual and relational data generated through interactions with participants, which is 
not always apparent in transcripts (Watt, 2007). A reflexive approach is beneficial in 
other ways too – for instance, it can make information more transparent and thereby 
improve the validity of research (Hays and Singh, 2012; Ortlipp, 2008; Watt, 2007). It is 
also a way to support trust and reciprocity between the researchers and participants 
(Ortlipp, 2008). Due to the inherently intersubjective nature of ethnographic 
engagement, maintaining a reflexive journal is essential (Hays and Singh, 2012; Watt, 
2007). 

Here I provide two examples of my journal entries that I made during the data collection 
and analysis phases. I then explain how they influenced my approach and perspective 
moving forward in the research. Overall, they both demonstrate important moments of 
self-reflexivity for me. 

 



 

 

41 

 

Reflexive journal entry: May 3, 2021  

At the end of the interview, participant 4 asked me if I was a researcher at the university 
or affiliated with another organization. She didn’t know that I was a Master’s student. 
This was a big error on my part. I assumed participant 4 knew that I was also a student, 
and because of this assumption I did not make it clear to her at the beginning of the 
interview. The consent form and the communication requesting interview participation 
that was circulated by the campus food bank both indicate that the project involves a 
Master’s student researcher and identifies me as that student. However, as I go back 
and review these materials, I realize that it actually might not be clear or as easy to 
make the connection if you are on the outside of the research project. I’m surprised that 
participant 4 went through the whole interview without really knowing who I was. She 
must have been wondering since she asked about my position at the end. I need to be 
more clear about this at the start of interviews to help build trust with the participant. 
Telling participants that I am also a student may help some feel more comfortable 
because it is a position we both identify with.  

I wrote this journal entry the day after I completed the interview with participant 4. 
Reflecting on the interview gave me the chance to think about our conversation, and in 
doing so, I realized that this was a moment that stood out to me. Not making my 
position in the research project explicitly known risked compromising the trust in the 
interview relationship. Compromised trust in an interview can impact the quality of data 
obtained. Although I did ask the participant if she had any questions before we started 
the interview, she did not ask me about my position at that time. Moving forward I made 
sure to introduce myself at the beginning of each interview, stating that I was a Master’s 
student and that this interview was for my Master’s research.  

Reflexive journal entry: June 14, 2021 

I’m transcribing the interview with participant 9, and I’m at the beginning when she is 
describing her day of food to me. As she talks about her lunch, I realize that I am 
judging the meal based on my perceptions of what is “healthy”. I know for sure that I did 
this during the interview with participant 3 as well. Now I’m wondering if I judged the 
food eaten by all participants in terms of what I consider to be “healthy” or “unhealthy” 
… I probably did. Since I started reading The Body Is Not an Apology, I realize that my 
opinions of what is healthy and unhealthy food is full of bias and could be problematic in 
some ways. Food is very personal, and so too are notions of health; they are also 
dynamic. My identity as a white person with a western background informs my 
perceptions of what is healthy and unhealthy food. Now I’m wondering if participants 
ever felt uncomfortable telling me about the foods that they ate or held back because of 
my visible and apparent identities. I never considered this before.  

This journal entry was written during the analysis phase, as I was transcribing the 
interview with participant 9. At the time I was reading a book titled: The body is not an 
apology: the power of radical self-love, by Sonya Renee Taylor (2021). I was reading it 
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on the side, out of personal interest; however, it made a strong impact on me, revealing 
my own biases about what I considered to be “healthy” and “unhealthy”. Up until that 
moment, I’m not sure if I had considered how these terms are entirely subjective. I 
realized that my perceptions of health were confined and limited, when in reality the 
embodiment of health is very dependent on an individual’s identities and circumstances, 
and always changing. This realization was important in the context of my research given 
the ways that food connects to many dimensions of health and wellbeing, and the 
presence of these connections in each interview. It helped increase my awareness 
about the subjectiveness of health; rather than judging the foods that participants ate 
from my own perspective of “healthy” versus “unhealthy” foods, I focused on how the 
participant described their feelings about the foods that they ate. For example, if a 
participant described the foods that they ate as unhealthy, then I interpreted this as the 
participant’s perspective, rather than applying my own. Similarly, if a participant did not 
indicate whether they thought the foods they ate were healthy or unhealthy then I did 
not impose my own perspective. I carried this awareness into the coding stage, and 
coded statements that participants made about the foods that they eat as ‘relationship 
to food’. My intention was to make space in the code for the subjective perspectives and 
feelings that participants had toward the foods they eat.  

 

3.2.5 Positionality 

Positionality refers to how we are positioned socially and geographically in society, and 
the implications this has on the research process (Sundberg, 2004). It includes all 
aspects of our identities, such as race, gender, sexual orientation, language, life 
experiences, socioeconomic status, etc. (Smith, 2013). It is critical for researchers to 
recognize their own positionality, as well as that of others involved in the research (i.e., 
partners, colleagues, participants), and how it is embodied in the research (Smith, 
2013). Positionality is not something to diminish, nor can it be overcome. Instead, 
researchers must make it visible and engage in ongoing reflection and interrogation 
throughout their research practice (McDowell, 1992).  

My positionality involves a number of identities that individually and combined give me 
unearned and unequal privileges over others with less dominant identities. I am a white, 
Western/Settler woman who comes from a middle-class background. I am also able 
bodied, cisgender, a Canadian citizen, and English is my primary language. Importantly, 
I have never experienced food insecurity. All of these identities, as well as my other life 
experiences influenced all parts of the research and cannot be separated from it. This 
includes all activities undertaken in the project, such as designing the research, the 
interviews themselves, transcribing, and coding (Bauman et al., 2002; Lapadat & 
Lindsay, 1999).  

I recognized these aspects of my identity going into the research; however, they took on 
a deeper meaning as I conducted interviews. I became acutely aware of my privileges, 
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and even learned about new ways that privilege (or lack of) can manifest. Although this 
was uncomfortable and upsetting, it helped me to understand how unquestionably food 
insecurity is a matter of unearned privileges and inequities and the oppressive systems 
that produce them, such as racism, colonialism, capitalism, etc. Recognizing my 
identities and how they contributed to my non-existent experiences with food insecurity 
itself also made me realize that there would always be a limit to my understanding of 
participants’ experiences, and the phenomenon of postsecondary student food 
insecurity.  

At the same time, I think other aspects of my identity may have been beneficial in 
strengthening interview relationships and enhancing my understanding of certain 
circumstances. For example, being a postsecondary student was something I had in 
common with all participants, which helped me to relate to and empathize with 
academic experiences, such as demanding workloads, stress, and time constraints. I 
also sensed that identifying as a woman and living alone helped me to connect with 
some participants and establish comfort during the interview.  

To address my positionality during the research I maintained a research journal, was 
honest about my identities to participants (this was a learning process), and engaged in 
ongoing, critical reflection. I also strive to make myself and my role visible throughout 
this thesis. My goal is to make it clear that the research processes and outcomes are 
very much a result of the people involved, and the time and space that it occurred 
within.  

 

3.2.6 Participants  

Students who participated in this study have diverse identities. I introduce participants in 
Figure 1, by sharing some aspects of their identities. Because this is human social 
science research – which is intersubjective – I also include myself and aspects of my 
own identity, as I am a key part of this research, just as participants are. The names 
shown below, and used throughout this thesis, are pseudonyms and not participants’ 
real names.  

Each participant self-identified as food insecure, and indeed, all are users of the food 
bank. In addition, I attempted (in a post-hoc way) to assess the level of food insecurity 
experienced by some participants using the 18-item Household Food Security Module 
(HHFSM). Specifically, I only did this for participants whose stories I present as 
standalone vignettes in the findings (Chapters 5-9). I did not do this exercise because I 
doubted participants in any way. The fact that they self-identified as food insecure was 
sufficient. My intent was to assess the level of food insecurity severity that participants 
experience and add this extra level of detail to their stories. 
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This undertaking was far from perfect. To start, this assessment is based on my 
interpretation of information from the interviews, as I did not ask participants questions 
from the HHFSM directly. Additionally, in many cases I did not have enough information 
to properly answer each question, and had to either skip questions entirely or make 
assumptions as to whether a statement was often true versus sometimes true. Because 
the HHFSM assesses the severity level using a range of affirmative answers, I was able 
to answer enough questions to approximate participants’ food security status.  

Despite these difficulties, it was interesting to see how the HHFSM does not capture all 
dimensions of people’s experiences with food insecurity, particularly when it comes to 
postsecondary students. For example, there are no questions that account for skipping 
meals because of a lack of time caused by a demanding workload. This observation 
aligns with Maynard et al (2018) who also point out that this is an inaccurate tool to 
measure food insecurity among postsecondary students. 
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Figure 1. Study participants and aspects of their identities
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3.3 Data Analysis  

The analysis phase of my project involved three key components, including 
transcription, coding, and thematic analysis. I began the analysis by transcribing each 
interview (verbatim) in Express Scribe, a transcription software program. Braun and 
Clarke (2006) describe how transcribing is an early stage of analysis, and that engaging 
in the process provides researchers with a deeper understanding of the data. By 
transcribing all the interviews myself, as opposed to hiring a transcriber, I became more 
familiar with the data. Furthermore, it allowed me to start developing meanings of the 
spoken text through my own interpretations (Lapadat and Lindsay, 1999). For example, 
not only was I able to re-visit parts of the interviews that stood out to me at the time, but 
I also started identifying other moments that went unnoticed at the time of the 
interviews. I made notes of particular passages and reoccurring themes that stood out 
to me as I transcribed.  

Once I finished transcribing all of the interviews, I uploaded them into NVivo, a 
qualitative data analysis computer software program, to assist with coding and 
analyzing. I coded interview transcripts using emergent coding, which is an inductive 
approach that relies on the data for the codes, as opposed to using a pre-established 
code list (Elliott, 2018). I then organized codes thematically (Braun & Clarke, 2006), 
which involved identifying patterns in the data and consolidating them into higher levels 
of meaning using the following three stages: open, axial, and selective coding (Williams 
& Moser, 2019). Williams & Moser (2019) provide a useful description of what this 
process involves:   

“Importantly, the open, axial, and selective coding strategy enables a cyclical and 
evolving data loop in which the researcher interacts, is constantly comparing data and 
applying data reduction, and consolidation techniques. As the coding process 
progresses, its dynamic function and nonlinear directionality enables essential themes 
to be identified, codified, and interpreted in the service of a research study’s focus and 
contributes to the associated literature” (Williams & Moser 2019, p. 47). 

During the open coding phase, I went through each transcript and coded passages at a 
broad, conceptual level, using words or short phrases (Williams & Moser, 2019). This 
generated an extensive list of codes. Next, in the axial coding stage, I started identifying 
relationships between codes and grouping these together. I created new codes and 
moved many of the initial codes I created in the open coding stage into sub-codes so 
that they fit under these more distinct categories. In this stage I was constantly 
reviewing the passages I coded, as well as the codes themselves – this is what Williams 
& Moser (2019) refer to as the constant comparison method. This process further 
refined my list of codes. Lastly, in the selective coding stage, I further refined and 
organized my list of codes (and their sub-codes) into overarching themes. I chose five 
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key themes based on the richness of the passages and how well they supported the 
various facets of each theme. Each of these themes also represented most (or usually 
all) participants and therefore showed that they were areas of shared meaning and 
therefore captured the essence of participants’ experiences with food insecurity.  

At the same time I was coding, I also wrote memos describing what I was seeing in the 
data, as well as my own personal reflections, feelings, and thoughts (Groenewald, 
2004). This helped me conceptualize ideas, and identify patterns, relationships, and 
unique occurrences. Again, it also helped deepen my relationship with each interview 
transcript and helped me to get to know each participant’s story better.  

 

3.3.1 Triangulation 

Triangulation is a qualitative analytical practice wherein the researcher engages with 
two or more types of data to help reach a conclusion and support credibility in the 
research (Tracy, 2010). I used triangulation to answer my second research question 
(How do the experiences of study participants differ from characterizations of food 
insecurity among other groups, as found in the academic literature?). Specifically, I 
used the semi-structured interviews I conducted, as well as my knowledge of the 
literature on postsecondary student food insecurity and food insecurity among non-
students. During each interview I asked participants if they could define and help me 
understand what food insecurity meant to them, based on their experiences as a 
student. This question was intentionally designed to help answer this research question. 

 

3.3.2 Member Reflections 

The study approach also supported “member reflections” to validate outcomes of the 
analysis (Tracy, 2010). Member reflections will take the form of sharing quotes with 
interview participants for their approval. Engaging with this practice is beneficial 
because it allows participants the chance to check and verify what they said, and can 
also act as a form of reciprocity between the interviewer and participants (Ortlipp, 2008). 

 

3.4 Challenges and Limitations  

There were several challenges and limitations in this research. An apparent challenge 
was related to the time period this research took place, which was during the COVID-19 
global pandemic. Because of the pandemic and safety reasons, in-person interactions 
for research purposes were prohibited. Under normal circumstances I would have 
planned to conduct interviews face-to-face. Thankfully, I was able to conduct virtual 
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interviews, however, interacting in a virtual space, instead of a physical space, impacts 
the experience. As the interviewer, I found it challenging (but not impossible) to pick-up 
on non-verbal cues from participants, which can provide important contextual details 
and are another form of data. Additionally, I found it difficult to assess how the interview 
was going when participants chose to turn their video off, as I often relied on non-verbal 
cues as a way to do so.  Both factors were a limitation to me as the interviewer. 
Although these were the challenges I experienced, it is possible that the virtual setting 
reduced barriers for some participants. It’s possible that the virtual interviews increased 
accessibility and comfort for some participants. To overcome these challenges as the 
interviewer, I asked participants how they were doing if I felt a check-in was needed or 
would preface a question with: “if you’re willing to share with me about…”, as a way to 
remind participants that they had a choice to answer questions.  

Another challenge I experienced had to do with the open-ended questions I asked. I 
observed that these types of questions were difficult for some participants, particularly 
participants who are international students. This surprised me because it was not 
something that received much attention in the background reading I had done on semi-
structured interviewing. Posing open ended questions was supposed to give 
participants the space to answer in the ways that they wanted to, using their own words. 
However, I realized that some of the questions I asked were almost too open and 
lacked sufficient structure for some participants to answer. When this happened, I did 
my best to ask the question in a different way, while still trying to maintain a level of 
openness. It was difficult though and I was not always successful. Often, I ended up 
asking direct yes or no questions. It’s hard to say how exactly this impacted each 
participant and interview. Further training on and experience with interviewing in general 
could make it easier for me to navigate these scenarios in the future.  

Lastly, my position as someone who is not food insecure and who does not use the 
campus food bank was a limitation. In some interviews participants indirectly wondered 
or asked about my use of the campus food bank. I responded honestly in these 
instances, sharing that I had never used the campus food bank, or didn’t know how it 
worked. In other interviews it did not come up. Regardless of whether participants asked 
about my use or knowledge of the food bank, they may have felt uncomfortable 
disclosing their use of the food bank and / or may have held back in sharing details 
about their experiences there. In general, using a food bank can cause feelings of 
shame, and because I do not have experience with either food insecurity or the campus 
food bank, I could not offer this as information to participants as an act of reciprocity and 
trust. Due to the sensitivity of food insecurity, I also found it difficult at times to ask 
questions about particular experiences, especially when I sensed resistance or 
discomfort from the participant. As much as this research tries to illuminate the inner 
world of participants with food insecurity, to some extent it will always be limited as I do 
not have that inner experience.  
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4 Findings 

In Chapters 5 – 9, I present findings on five key themes that I identified in the analysis of 
interviews: identities; finances, time, health, and coping mechanisms. Each chapter 
represents a theme, which starts with a vignette and is followed by an overview of the 
theme. Each vignette is a story that narrates the experiences of one participant. For 
these vignettes, I selected a participant whose story I felt helped to convey the meaning 
of the theme well. The beginning of each vignette displays five circles that represent a 
selection of identities that these participants hold. I did this to bring life to these 
individuals off the page, but also to draw attention to their identities and how the 
intersection of these identities shapes their experiences with the theme they represent, 
as well as food insecurity.  

The purpose of following the vignettes with an overview is to elaborate on aspects 
described in participants’ stories and provide a deeper exploration of the key facets of 
each theme. I do this by sharing elements of participants’ experiences in each section, 
most often presented as quotes from the interviews I did. Although I did not include 
examples from all participants in each section, I made sure that all their voices are 
represented at some point (and as much as possible) in this chapter overall. The 
ordering of the key themes in this section is also important. I intentionally organize them 
so that they build on each other and offer readers a pathway to understanding the 
various dimensions of food insecurity. I start with identities as it is a precedent for the 
entire findings chapter that I want readers to carry with them as they read about each 
theme. Next, I present findings on finances, followed by time, as these are two critical 
elements in participants’ experiences with food insecurity. Then I move into the health 
theme, highlighting how health is connected to and impacted by identities, finances, and 
time. Lastly, I share findings on coping mechanisms, which shows the diverse ways that 
participants try to manage the parts of their realities that I described in the previous 
sections. These chapters are necessarily comprehensive because of the 
phenomenological research design that I used. Interested readers may choose to only 
read the vignettes, and return to the overview sections if they are looking for more 
details.  
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5 Vignette 1 – Myra  

Myra uses she/her pronouns. She is an international PhD student in her thirties, as well 
as a mother and a spouse. Based on the Canadian Household Food Security Module 
and the information she provided in our interview, Myra experiences moderate food 
insecurity and her child does not experience food insecurity. Her experiences with food 
insecurity are shaped by her social identities.  

Life changed in drastic ways when Myra moved to Canada to start her PhD. One of the 
substantial changes (and challenges) she has faced since moving here is related to the 
cost of food. Because of her position as a postsecondary student, and the implications 
this has on her finances, Myra is unable to afford the foods that meet her needs and 
preferences, nor those of her child. It is her reality, but not one that is easy to live with. 
Before moving to Canada, she never imagined that she would be in such a scenario. 
She comes from a middle-class background in her home country and never in her life 
there did she experience issues with affording food, or any of her other needs. Myra 
said:  

I never thought that it would be like this. Especially food. Yeah, I never 
thought in this way. [Back home] we were able to afford our nutritious food 
and our basic needs. So, whatever I like to eat, I can eat, but after coming 
here, I have to plan for the stuff according to the money. Especially when 
we have kid, right, it feels somewhat bad because we were earning a lot 
and after coming here, we were trying to have a good life but once we 
come here, it’s like the first 3-4 years of the struggles. 

As an international student, Myra pays tuition costs that are much higher than what 
domestic students pay18. She receives income from part-time work as a teaching 
assistant – a component of her funding package from the university – but it is 

 

18 Fees vary depending on the program and university. At the University of Guelph, a full-time 
international PhD student pays $6,560.27 per semester, whereas a full-time domestic PhD student pays 
$2,330.69 per semester (University of Guelph, 2022). On top of tuition, both groups pay $806.48 in fees.  
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insufficient to cover tuition and her own costs of living, as well as the costs to support 
her child. Although her husband is not a student and has a temporary working visa, 
obtaining a livable income is not easy for him either, particularly when the pandemic 
started and he lost his job. Because they are both residing in Canada on temporary 
visas, they were ineligible for the government funding provided in response to the global 
shutdown from COVID-19.  

Myra’s identities as an international student and parent are easily recognizable as 
factors that contribute to the financial strain, and therefore food insecurity she 
experiences. Being in these positions impact her day-to-day life in many ways, and 
although she uses various coping strategies, she continues to experience food 
insecurity.  

To cope with her inability to afford the costs of food and her other needs, Myra carefully 
budgets her money and time, allocating a considerable amount of time to preparing food 
each day. She starts her days early so she can prepare breakfast, lunch, and snacks for 
her son, husband, and herself. She then attends to the household chores that she can 
before going to the university to work. When she arrives home in the evening, she 
returns to the kitchen to make dinner for her family. In total she spends 3 to 4 hours in 
the kitchen each day. These practices are out of necessity, since the cost of eating out 
(on campus for example) is too high, but they are still not enough to support Myra and 
ensure food security for her. Sometimes it doesn’t work out to spend the time planning 
and preparing food for herself. After all, she is a graduate student with a demanding 
workload and spending time in the kitchen takes away from the time she could spend 
working. When she can’t prepare food for herself, she ends up skipping breakfast and / 
or lunch and waits until dinner to eat. Myra explained: 

The main thing is I have to prepare every time here because I can’t have 
food  outside, it’s too much costly so I have to plan my time. If I’m not 
planning, sometimes I have to be like I should not. I can’t prepare my food 
and I can’t eat for one meal or like two meals per day and I have to go for 
dinner directly otherwise I have to be in kitchen for long time, like for 3 to 4 
hours in the kitchen. Yeah that’s the thing. And obviously if I’m working 
there then I can’t spend my hours for studying or going in the lab or doing 
some work right. 

Cooking for a family is a lot of work, and Myra does not only cook one meal for 
everyone, but two because her son, Jay, experiences health issues that require specific 
food needs. Although lunch is provided at the daycare Jay goes to, Myra said that he 
does not eat well enough there and that is why she packs his lunch. She did not say 
specifically during the interview, but perhaps this is related to the health concerns he 
has. Regardless, this means that she prepares two different dishes for every meal of the 
day, one for her son and another for her husband and herself. In addition to creating two 
dishes at each meal, she plans two budgets so that she can prioritize her son’s needs 
over her and her husbands. Once she makes the food budget for her son, she uses 
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whatever is left to make a separate budget for her and her husband. It does not provide 
enough food for her, and as a result she skips two to three meals a week. Myra said: 

So, these times we are struggling a lot sometimes. We have to plan. My 
first preference is my son then later we will come. Whatever nutritious 
food, first I give it to him, I’ll give him first preference and then we’ll come 
on the gap, and whatever we have we plan the budget for him and then 
after we take for us, that’s how it goes. 

Myra does her best to balance her roles as a mother and a PhD student. When she is 
not at home, she is usually at the university, studying or working in the lab that her 
supervisor leads. On the days that she works in the lab, her supervisor expects her to 
arrive by 9 am, and not any later. This expectation puts pressure on Myra and creates 
stress in her life. Given the meal preparation and other tasks she is responsible for at 
home in the mornings, arriving at this time can be difficult to achieve. Sometimes she 
does arrive late to the lab where her colleagues are already working. Myra shared that 
this makes her feel guilty, and explained how it can build up over the course of the day 
and impede her ability to concentrate on her work: 

Honestly, my professor needs me to be on time there, like 9 means 9, he 
expects it, everybody expects this because he pays me. According to him 
it’s more because he’s giving me a good amount of living expense and 
everything, but if I’m having 30 minutes late then I have to face him in the 
lab then the whole afternoon, the heat will be there you know, like she’s 
late. So whether he is feeling it or not I don’t know, but I feel the guilt okay. 
Okay I came late, everybody started working so that kind of tension starts 
building up and I’m not able to concentrate or work. 

As Myra alludes to in this quote, it is possible that the financial support she receives 
from her advisor creates an unequal power dynamic between them and contributes to 
the pressure she experiences. Other factors such as Myra’s positions as student, 
parent, woman, and racialized person, could also contribute to power dynamics 
between her and her supervisor. It’s hard to say definitively, especially because these 
types of dynamics are often subtle and therefore almost invisible; however, it is 
important to consider the possibility that discriminatory behaviours such as racism, 
sexism, and ageism might be present.  

From Myra’s perspective, her position as an international student is a prominent reason 
why she experiences pressure in the lab, and in other areas of her life. She not only 
refers to her individual situation but speaks about international students as a collective. 
Myra explained how it can take more time for international students to produce quality 
work because of a variety of factors that are largely driven by the high cost of tuition 
they pay, but can also include language and other factors: 
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We take some time to gather quality work because our language, the 
money insecurity, the food insecurity, everything has some pressure point 
on us so it’s not like we don’t present a quality work, but we’ll take more 
time compared to other people sometimes, not always.  

Even though Myra says that she receives good funding from her supervisor, it is not 
enough to sufficiently support all the costs she faces. This results in financial insecurity 
and therefore food insecurity, which has a cascade of effects on her life. The amount of 
time Myra spends preparing food, which can still be inadequate both in quantity and 
nutrition, is a good example of one of the impacts. The combination of the demanding 
time she must spend in the kitchen and insufficient food intake affects her sleep quality 
and leaves her feeling tired. Yet she still needs to work hard in the lab to fulfill her 
responsibilities there. In addition, she mentions how she feels that she needs to prove 
herself in the lab. All these factors act as stressful pressure points in her life and create 
a situation that domestic students are less likely to face. Myra feels that these inequities 
are a result of discrimination. 

Money is the main concern. So yeah, if that is lacking then obviously this 
food insecurity will be also increased in-between international students. 
Yeah, it’s true. So in food or whatever it is, we are putting more effort and 
we are having more stress, but again we have lack of nutrition and 
everything, like lack of food and everything. Yeah, so that makes 
everybody feel bad and we feel like we are somehow alone, some word 
like discriminatory, I don’t know, it is a big word or something like this, but I 
feel in that way. 

The combination of insufficient finances and time takes a toll on other areas of Myra’s 
life. She describes how leisure is absent from her life because she cannot afford to 
engage in other activities (from both a financial and time perspective) outside of her 
school and home responsibilities. She tries to see the impermanence of the difficult 
situation she is in and uses this mindset as a coping mechanism. But as she mentions, 
completing a PhD takes a considerable amount of time. She estimates five years for 
herself, but for some it can take longer. It is long enough that Myra feels like she has 
lost her sense of self.  

Before COVID, I just went to only one movie in like three years, so like 
road trips or whatever, weekend trips, we can’t afford it and we can’t go. 
Yeah, I’m not able to explore. And what I have in my mind is okay, let me 

finish my PhD and go to work and get a career then I can enjoy. But 25 to 
30 is around 5 years of my PhD. After some time I lose my basic 
character, basic enjoyment itself within the 5 years yeah. 

It’s not just a lack of leisure time that the strain of inadequate finances and time creates, 
it also makes Myra feel lonely and isolated, likely adding to the loss of self she 
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experiences. She explains how pushing into her work is done out of necessity, but that it 
may come across to domestic students as a lack of interest to socialize.  

So definitely I feel alone and sometimes I can’t move with the people in 
the lab comfortably because for example, if you take five students and one 
student is not going with them and he’s always in lab, other people think 
he is more working, and we should not disturb him, but the fact is not that; 
he can’t afford it, you know, he also wants to feel the same as them and 
he wants to have good friends, but due to this he can’t afford those stuff. 
So they won’t also start talk with me, so I must feel alone if that continues, 
right? So they try to maintain a distance from us because they feel like 
okay he’s not joining with us anyhow. 

In our interview, Myra told me how she attempted to connect with the domestic students 
in her lab by preparing food and bringing it in to share. Her attempts were unsuccessful 
since most of the students declined her offers. This was a big deal to Myra, particularly 
because of the connections that food shares with social relationships in her culture. 
When the other students in the lab declined Myra’s food, it made her feel insecure and 
like they did not want to socialize with her. In response she started to withdraw from the 
group, but no one seemed to notice, or at least they acted as if they didn’t. Myra 
described this as another cultural difference – the ‘mind your own business’ kind of 
attitude that diminishes opportunities for openness, vulnerability, and ultimately 
connection with others. She also suggested that perhaps these scenarios are more 
likely to occur among PhD students compared to undergraduate students since they are 
typically older and more mature. It’s possible that cultural differences, age, and other 
aspects of identity all played a role in producing these situations that Myra faced. 
They’re troubling given the negative impacts to Myra’s health and wellbeing, as well as 
her experiences as a postsecondary student in Canada. For this reason, she 
emphasized the need for universities to actively create more opportunities for people to 
come together through food. Myra said: 

Food is the main thing for getting connected with people, that I know. So I 
used to prepare a lot of food and I used to share with everyone. So what 
happened is initially when I started sharing food, only one person used to 
take the food, you know. From the non-international student, he’s a really 
good friend of mine until now, but only he used to take my food, other 
people they tell me no, you know. So that time I feel so insecure okay, 
maybe I’m taking in too much or something like that, or they don’t want me 
to mingle with them. So I started maintaining a distance from those 
people, so that’s how it started, but they are not understanding, they don’t 
want to take it, I’m not sure.  

In contrast, Myra recalled memories of going to school in her home country, where it 
was more common for people to eat together and pay attention in these group settings 
to who could be having difficulties with accessing food. If someone in the group does 
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not have enough to eat, then everyone shares and tries to look after the person. Myra 
describes this as a “feeding culture” and explained that this needs to develop during 
childhood: 

Sharing in lunch, that is a main thing where I’m from. I’ll tell that because 
in lunch time if one student is having less meal and somebody’s having 
good food, we used to share the food…I feel like that has to come from 
the childhood you know. Like that feeding culture has to come from the 
childhood, sharing and those stuff and sharing of food, or not resisting to 
ask other people, have you had a good meal? So if you are not okay, and 
if I’m having, I can offer you. That kind of attitude should be developed. 

Although the financial and social challenges linked to food are significant, they are not 
the only ones that Myra faces as a postsecondary student in Canada. There are also 
challenges with food itself. Before she moved to Canada, she had never eaten frozen 
food. Vegetables are a staple in many dishes where she is from; they come in many 
varieties and make up most meals. Here, the cost of vegetables is so high that she must 
eat less and reduce the variety. The availability of certain international foods in Guelph 
is also an issue. When she has found certain spices in Guelph, they always made her 
sick. As a result, Myra sometimes travels to other cities, such as Brampton, to buy 
ingredients. 

These are some of Myra’s experiences as an international postsecondary student in 
Canada. Although she feels like she can better manage certain challenges compared to 
when she first arrived here, it is clear that she still faces many barriers to accessing 
enough resources to support her optimal health and wellbeing. Many of these barriers 
are accentuated because of her identities as an international student and as a mother. 
It’s also possible that other aspects of her identity, such as gender and race, influence 
her experiences in subtle, invisible ways.  

 

5.1 Identities Overview 

Myra’s vignette highlights the multiple social identities she holds and draws attention to 
the various ways these identities (and their intersection) shape her experiences with 
food insecurity. Identity encompasses the different social positions an individual holds 
and is fundamental to the concept of intersectionality. At the core of intersectionality is 
the view that identities are entangled, and it is the intersection of multiple identities that 
influence how an individual experiences the world (Crenshaw, 1989). So far, much 
research on student food insecurity looks at how single aspects of identity affects the 
risk of food insecurity (Blundell et al., 2019; Entz et al., 2017; S. Lee et al., 2020; Maroto 
et al., 2015; Patton-López et al., 2014; Reynolds et al., 2018; Weaver et al., 2020). In 
contrast, the number of studies that use an intersectional lens to examine student food 
insecurity is minimal, yet this approach is vital as it draws attention to systems of 



 

 

56 

 

oppression that marginalize certain identities and make individuals that embody them 
more vulnerable to food insecurity (Hamilton et al., 2020; Duran & Núñez, 2021).  

Initially I did not use an intersectional lens in this research. Although I was aware of my 
own identities, as well as those of participants, the concept of intersectionality was not 
at the forefront of my mind at first. However, in the analysis stage, the ways that 
participants’ diverse identities influenced their experiences with food insecurity became 
increasingly salient. I then realized that this intersectional quality was embedded in all 
the themes, and there was no way to understand participants’ experiences without 
considering the roles of their intersecting identities. The participants in this study have 
diverse identities that are nuanced and unique because of the multitude of factors that 
coalesce at any one time to influence their experiences. The aspects of identities that 
participants discussed and that are presented here include parenthood, citizenship 
status (i.e., international, immigrant, and domestic students), race, religion, and culture, 
upbringing, and age. All participants also identified as postsecondary students, which is 
a distinct aspect of their identity that influenced their experiences with food.  

 

5.1.1 Parenthood 

Existing studies on food insecurity among postsecondary students who are also parents 
indicate that individuals in this position, especially those that are single parents, are at 
greater risk of experiencing food insecurity (Hamilton et al., 2020; Lee et al., 2020; 
Maroto et al., 2015; Olauson et al., 2018; Silverthorn, 2016). Not only must they attend 
to their own personal needs and responsibilities as a student, but they must also ensure 
that the needs of their child(ren) are being met. This is difficult, as caring for a child 
requires additional resources (e.g., money and time), and students are often already 
resource constrained. 

In this study, Myra is the only participant who is a parent. Her vignette illustrates that 
there are connections between her identities as a student and a parent, and her 
experiences with food insecurity. Even though Myra is not a single parent, as she lives 
with her spouse, she still does not have sufficient financial resources to afford all the 
costs she faces, nor does she have enough time to adequately fulfill her responsibilities 
and attend to her own wellbeing. Similar to the findings of Lee et al (2020), one of the 
ways that Myra copes with the financial and time constraints she faces is by prioritizing 
the food needs of her son and compromising the quantity and quality of food that she 
eats. 

Myra’s vulnerability as a student parent is exacerbated by the fact that she is also an 
international student. Higher tuition costs, lack of access to preferred foods, and social 
isolation are only some of the challenges that Myra described as factors contributing to 
food insecurity and impacting her health and wellbeing. It is the intersection of these 
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identities, as well as Myra’s other identities, that shape her experiences with food 
insecurity.    

 

5.1.2 Citizenship Status 

Numerous studies confirm, mainly through prevalence data, that international students 
are more likely to experience food insecurity (Blundell et al., 2019; Hamilton et al., 2020; 
Calder et al., 2016; Entz et al., 2017; Hanbazaza et al., 2017; Olauson et al., 2018). 
However, there are a handful of qualitative studies that provide insight to the 
experiences of international students and the significant challenges they face (Bessey 
et al., 2020; Maynard et al., 2018). Recall that the aim of my study seeks to understand 
the lived experiences of students with food insecurity and therefore does not focus on 
prevalence, nor determinants of food insecurity. As such, the subjective experiences of 
international students who participated in this study offer another way to demonstrate 
that this aspect of their identity strongly impacts many facets of their lives as 
postsecondary students in Canada, including with food. In addition to Myra, three other 
participants, Caleb, Basir, and Amar are international students. They each described 
various barriers they must navigate based on their citizenship status, at times pointing 
out that domestic students would not be faced with these barriers in the same way.  

One factor that all the international student participants talked about was homesickness 
for cultural foods and families. Amar, who is not experiencing food insecurity, talked 
about missing the cultural foods cooked by his mother and eating dinner with his family. 
Basir also misses the meals that his family prepared and shared together. Even though 
he still eats some of the staples that he did back home, the taste is not the same. Basir 
spoke of the quality of rice, and how even the least expensive rice in his home country 
is better than any rice he can find here: 

I can say that the quality of some ingredients there were better, for 
example the rice that I am providing here. So I have to buy the cheapest 
one, but even the cheapest rice that we had in my home country had 
better quality than what I have here. So it doesn’t have the taste of the rice 
that I used to have, you know what I mean.  

Basir, Caleb, and Amar also talked about how they did not know how to cook when they 
arrived here because they lived with their families in their home countries. This is similar 
to results from a scoping review by Shi et al (2021), who found that international 
students can face living on their own and having the responsibility to plan and prepare 
meals themselves for the first time when moving to a new country to study. Basir’s 
vignette specifically draws attention to this challenge as he lived at home with his family 
before moving to Canada and did not have prior experience cooking or shopping for 
food. His situation was made worse by inadequate time because of his intense 
workload, which prevented him from learning to cook or searching for alternative food 
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options. Even if he did have more time available, he would still be unable to afford 
sufficient food to meet his needs. Lacking cooking skills, time, and finances, are all 
active components in Basir’s experiences with food insecurity, just as they are for 
Caleb. Amar was the exception as he could afford to eat out when he initially didn’t 
know how to cook or when he is constrained by time.  

The initial period of living in Canada stood out to Myra, Basir, and Caleb as a 
particularly difficult time in their lives. They described the struggles they faced when 
they first arrived here and the numerous ways this negatively impacted them. Caleb’s 
story was unique because he moved to Canada in the winter of 2021, when cases of 
COVID-19 were high, and Ontario was in a state of prolonged lockdowns. The 
pandemic safety protocols in place included various expenses that he was not 
expecting, such as multiple COVID-19 tests and a two-week mandatory quarantine in a 
residence on campus. Although the university covered the accommodation costs, Caleb 
recalled that he had to pay nearly $700 for food, which did not meet his preferences. 
Fortunately, he brought food from home that he could rely on during this time, although 
he had intended to stretch this out over a longer period of time. Caleb said: 

It was very difficult getting enough income to purchase food day in and 
day out due to COVID. I wasn’t expecting to incur all those costs, paying 
for quarantine and all that stuff. Those were all different costs that I wasn’t 
expecting; so, in order to mitigate all those costs, or get the money back, I 
have to at least do a part time work, but due to COVID I didn’t do any 
work, so I was solely dependent on my savings. I feel like, okay if that’s 
the case then I shouldn’t be relying on food, like spending all my money 
on food, so if I get two meals a day, I think it’s fine for me.  

Moving to a different continent to start a graduate program during a global pandemic 
added significant challenges for Caleb, which he had to deal with on top of all the other 
tasks that are a part of moving somewhere new. For example, setting up a credit card 
and SIM card – initially Caleb did not have either of these, which made it almost 
impossible to access food.   

These examples illuminate some of the international student participants’ experiences 
and clearly show how this aspect of identity impacts their access to food, as well as 
other parts of their lives. To ensure the stories of international student participants in my 
study are shared to a fuller extent, I present their experiences throughout each section 
in the findings chapter, including as they relate to finances, time (with a specific vignette 
on Basir), health, and coping mechanisms. I also continue to include their experiences 
in the rest of the section on identities, particularly with race, religion, and culture.  
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5.1.3 Race, Religion, and Culture 

Racialized students are more likely to experience food insecurity and make up some of 
the highest recorded rates of food insecurity in Canadian universities (Silverthorn, 
2016). Perhaps unsurprisingly then, more than half of participants in my study were 
from visibly racialized backgrounds. These participants included international students, 
but also students from immigrant families. Although race has a strong (but unjust) role in 
food insecurity status, only a few participants brought up race in their experiences. They 
did this on their own, as I did not prompt discussion on this topic, nor ask specific 
questions about it.  

Myra and Caleb talked about race and how it impacted their experiences with food. As 
presented in Myra’s vignette, she observes inequalities between the experiences of 
international students, including herself, and the experiences of domestic students with 
things such as food, income, and stress – Myra attributes these inequalities to 
discrimination. Caleb also initiated a conversation about racism by sharing some of his 
experiences in a Guelph grocery store. He described how there were times when he 
came close to a white person in the store, and they reacted by increasing their distance 
from him. While Caleb has so far found people in Guelph to be kind and helpful, he 
wondered if this distance was a result of COVID-19 and physical distancing 
requirements or related to anti-Black racism. Caleb said this was an upsetting 
experiencing for him: 

Oh initially I was feeling bad, I was like oh why? Because I know that 
people are supposed to be nice to each other, no matter your colour, no 
matter where you’re coming from, and if you see people and you’re like 
hey what is happening, are you having something that people don’t like, or 
is it because of your colour, or what is happening? Or do they think that 
you are Black and have COVID, that was what I was thinking. I felt bad.  

Although this does not appear to be a cause of food insecurity for Caleb, it makes up 
part of his experiences as a racialized, international postsecondary student in Canada. 
It is important to reflect on and consider how it connects to his health and wellbeing, and 
experiences with food in general. Rarely, if ever, are events experienced in isolation 
from other aspects of a person’s life. As such, experiences of racism, or even potential 
acts of racism, can have negative impacts to dimensions of health, and thereby affect a 
person’s ability and desire to obtain food, feel well, and succeed in their academic 
programs. The fact that the remainder of participants did not talk about race is not 
necessarily an indication of its presence and influence in their experiences with food 
insecurity. It’s possible that discussing race, and racism, may not have been something 
that participants wanted to share, especially with a white person like myself. 
Alternatively, perhaps these participants did not think about race in relation to their 
experiences of food insecurity and thought about culture, religion, or other aspects of 
their identity instead.  
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Limited access to culturally preferred foods can be a challenge that international, 
immigrant, and first generation Canadians experience (Hanbazaza et al., 2017; Sherry 
et al., 2010; Shi et al., 2021). Two participants in this study were immigrants, and one 
was a first generation Canadian. All three spoke about their experiences with cultural 
foods and the different ways this impacted their lives. For example, Anita, a first-
generation Canadian, lived away from her family prior to COVID-19 to attend 
postsecondary school. She described how during this time she didn’t have access to 
her culturally preferred foods, and always had the feeling that something was missing: 
“There were times where you still… I don’t know, traditional food or things like that, I’m 
just not satisfied. And sometimes you just… you’re missing something, there’s always 
missing something.” 

In contrast, Shanvi spoke about how her family cannot always find their culturally 
preferred foods in Guelph. For her, this lack of availability does not have a big impact on 
her life. She explained that when her family cannot find these foods, they turn to 
alternative recipes using what foods are available to them: 

Some of the foods we don’t find in Guelph, we have to sometimes go to 
Toronto or places like that and you know, get those. But yeah, right now of 
course, considering the pandemic, it has been a bit less; we don’t travel at 
all right now. I mean we’re just trying to adjust to you know, whatever food 
we get here, but I mean that doesn’t really impact our food eating habits 
as much because it’s not a major factor I would say. 

These examples show that being unable to access certain cultural foods does not have 
the same impact on all participants.  

Similar to culture, religious beliefs can also influence the preferred foods of individuals. 
In the literature on student food insecurity, there does not appear to be much research 
that explores how religious beliefs may shape students’ relationships with food. As 
such, it was interesting to learn about how one participant, Caleb, connected his 
religious beliefs to his relationship with food and how this interacted with his 
experiences with food insecurity. Caleb, who is Muslim, was fasting for Ramadan at the 
time of our interview, and said that it was easier to go without food during this time 
because he was “spiritually motivated”. Even though he was fasting for religious 
reasons, it did not eliminate other food challenges he faced in his life, such as being 
able to afford sufficient food, as well as having the time to prepare food because of the 
demanding workload of his Master’s program. Caleb explained: 

So, at that particular point in time food hasn’t been challenging, but when 
it comes the time of breaking fast we call it, I usually go to No Frills and 
buy stuff and prepare my meals. During the exams time since I don’t have 
enough time to go to No Frills and buy food stuff, and usually I don’t have 
food in freezer, I run out of food in the fridge sometimes, but I’m okay 
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because during the fasting time, you know, if you are more motivated you 
don’t think much about food. 

This example shows how different factors in Caleb’s life interact in a particular period of 
time and create a food dynamic that is complex.   

 

5.1.4 Upbringing  

Many participants referenced their upbringing during interviews. In some cases, 
participants connected their past and present experiences, while others did not. It’s not 
always possible to know how particular events influence the present, but it is still 
important to include them as part of the person and consider how they may influence a 
person’s experiences with food insecurity. Penelope was one of the participants that 
talked about how her experiences growing up in a low-socioeconomic household 
shaped her present-day relationship with food: 

I realize more now than ever reflecting back, as I’m now in my own place 
and not being in that student environment as much, it actually matters how 
you were raised with food because me compared to you know my more 
affluent friend that didn’t really understand food insecurity, she was 
leaving things to rot all the time and I was pulling my hair out cause I don’t 
understand and I would go in her fridge and just eat her food before it 
went bad because I just couldn’t handle it, and I was like this is literally 
free food that people would be fighting over and you’re just letting it rot. 
And it would expensive stuff; she’d buy all this artisanal stuff. I was like, I 
would not buy that brand new, so if you’re gonna let it rot I’m taking it. 

Penelope also talked about how growing up in this setting influenced her postsecondary 
experience. As described in her vignette in the next chapter, Penelope’s family was 
unable to support her financially while she attended school because of the economic 
position they are in. This meant that Penelope was entirely responsible for supporting 
herself, making her experience at university very different from someone whose parents 
could provide financial support for tuition and other living costs.  

Nicole shared that she grew up in foster homes, which impacted her relationship with 
food and contributed to the development of an eating disorder early on in her life: 

I grew up in and out of the foster care system and the government made 
all my choices, when I would move, etcetera. Somewhere around when I 
was nine or ten, eating disorders started to be a thing because that was 
the only thing I had control over, so I was able to decide when I ate, what I 
ate, if I ate. 
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Roxanne mentioned that she comes from a middle-class background, and how the 
contrast of her upbringing with her life as a poor and vulnerable student frustrated her: 
“Yeah I think it’s frustrating for me, coming from a privileged background too, to kind of 
be like, why can’t I just live at the same level that my parents did, right, like why can’t 
I?”. Even though she grew up in this setting, it did not prevent her from experiencing 
food insecurity as a young adult in postsecondary school.   

These examples show that participants come from different backgrounds, which 
influences their experiences as students. Students who come from families in lower 
socioeconomic positions, or who grew up in food insecure homes are more at risk to 
experiencing food insecurity, (Fortin et al., 2021; Willis, 2019) However, growing up in a 
middle-class, food secure home does not necessarily protect students from 
experiencing food insecurity in university.  

 

5.1.5 Age 

Participants range in age from early twenties to thirties, although age was not 
specifically discussed by very many participants. Roxanne was the only participant that 
talked about being a young adult and trying to establish her independence and get 
accustomed to the increase in responsibilities. It’s complicated, as part of her feels like 
she shouldn’t be relying on her parents anymore because of her age, but at the same 
time, the transition to adulthood is not easy in many ways. For example, trying to be 
financially independent while attending postsecondary school that takes large amounts 
of your money but does provide enough financial support is hard. Roxanne also faced 
the reality that even if she truly does need help from her parents, regardless of her age, 
they are either unable or unwilling to help. Roxanne explained: 

Yeah, it’s like nobody else is gonna look after me and it is a bit of a shock, 
even still, even though I’m 26 now, it is a bit of a shock to call my mom 
and be like, mom I need you to help me and her being like well I can’t, I’m 
two and a half hours away and I’m an adult so deal with it. 

Myra is another participant that talked about age, but in a different way. It is hard for her 
to make friendships as a PhD student since people in these programs tend to be older. 
Myra said: “I’m not sure about Bachelors, but I’m sure about PhD, because they’re like 
mature and they’re grown-ups so they try to maintain a distance you know”. 

Although other participants did not reference their age specifically, they did relate 
aspects of their experiences to their stage of life, such as career paths and learning how 
to manage finances because they had not been taught how. These types of references 
relate to age and the life stages that are part of participants identities.  
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5.1.6 Conclusion 

The examples in this chapter are not comprehensive of all the identities participants 
have, but they still highlight important parts of who they are. Although these aspects of 
identity are presented separately here, they do not exist independently of one another 
and instead are synergistic, influencing each individual’s life in nuanced and distinct 
ways. It is the intersection of participants’ identities that influence how they experience 
food insecurity. This demonstrates the importance of using an intersectional lens when 
trying to understand the entirety of food insecurity experiences. Participants’ 
intersectional identities are important to refer to and consider in subsequent chapters as 
they inform their experiences with these themes.   
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6 Vignette 2 – Penelope 

 

Penelope uses she/her pronouns, is in her early twenties, and recently completed her 
undergraduate degree as a domestic student. She comes from a low socioeconomic 
background, and consequently grew up in a food insecure household. While attending 
university, she continued to experience food insecurity because of the financial burdens 
it created. Her academic journey involved fluctuations in food accessibility that largely 
depended on her financial circumstances. Based on the Canadian Household Food 
Security Module and the information Penelope provided in our interview, she 
experiences severe food insecurity. 

Penelope is the first generation in her family to obtain a postsecondary education. Even 
though no one else in her family attended postsecondary school, they always 
emphasized the importance of education, especially her nonno19. They all assumed that 
Penelope would go, and she did. But because her family did not have the financial 
resources to support her education, she wasn’t sure how she would be able to meet the 
financial demands of tuition, the other costs of living, and the lack of income received as 
a student. She was scared and worried, but also brave and determined. She explained 
how she applied for every financial support available to her:  

I did all the scholarships, like everything. I had I think eighty-five hundred 
coming into Guelph just through financial need bursaries. I applied to 
everything I could because I was like, I don’t know how I’m gonna get 
through this. 

The outcome of these applications was being awarded scholarships, plus receiving a 
loan from the Ontario Student Assistant Program (OSAP), and financial need bursaries 
to support her in the first year of school. The total amount was enough to pay for tuition, 
student residence – which she lived in for the first year – and the campus meal plan. 
Being on the campus meal plan provided her with reasonable access to quality, local 

 

19 Nonno translates to grandpa in English.  
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food, which had multiple benefits: Penelope ate lots, enjoyed the food, and even gained 
weight. She described her body size at the time of starting university as “quite thin”, 
however, after being on the meal plan for a year, her weight increased, and she was “a 
lot bigger”. These were big changes for Penelope, and overall being on the meal plan 
worked relatively well.  

Part of the fear and worry of starting university was also related to the work load she 
anticipated facing. To ensure that she could focus on school and meet these demands, 
Penelope decided not to work at a part-time job. She was able to do this because of the 
funding she received, as well as her own savings. Penelope said: 

I decided I wasn’t going to work [in first year]. I had saved up money so I 
wouldn’t have to [work] cause I wasn’t sure how university was gonna go; I 
was like oh, is this gonna be so overwhelming that I have no free time? So 
I just kinda totally immersed myself into the university experience. 

In second year things changed. Penelope moved off campus and into shared housing 
with roommates. Since she no longer lived on campus, she wasn’t required to be on the 
meal plan, so she didn’t. As good as the meal plan food was, it still cost $3,000 for the 
year, and Penelope no longer had enough funds to afford that big of an expense. The 
funds provided by the various sources that supported her in first year were less plentiful; 
for example, her scholarships and OSAP allowance decreased. She just couldn’t justify 
spending the money on the meal plan if she didn’t have to, especially when she had a 
kitchen at home and knew that she could make something simple, like a couple of 
perogies, and be okay with that. Penelope said: 

I was like, okay well if I don’t have to spend this much, as good as the 
food was, I was gaining weight, I was eating lots, it’s all great but if I don’t 
have to spend it, I’m not going to. 

This wasn’t the start of Penelope’s experiences with food insecurity, but the changes to 
her financial circumstances as she transitioned from first to second year certainly 
impacted the level of severity. The decrease in funding not only pushed her off the meal 
plan, but it also pushed her into a job. Penelope started working in second year, a job 
she held for the duration of her degree up until COVID. The hours were flexible, and the 
pay was decent, so she could afford to go to No Frills, so long as she stuck to a meager 
budget of $20 to $30 every two to three weeks. It was around this time that she started 
using the campus food bank. Penelope’s introduction to the food bank was unexpected. 
Offhandedly, one of her peers told her that she volunteered at the food bank. Learning 
that there was a food bank on campus was surprising to Penelope, not because she 
was new to food banks, but because she associates university with affluence and didn’t 
expect there to be a resource like this for students. Penelope explained how initially she 
had the idea that she might like to volunteer there as well, but that quickly turned into 
the thought that it could be a helpful resource for her to use. Penelope said: 
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I did not know that was something that students could access, that it was 
something that was a resource available to us because you know, 
university is a pretty affluent place, most students are telling me you know, 
their parents are getting them cars and I’m like, that’s not my experience. 
So it was really nice to know that there was somewhere that I could go. At 
first I felt a little bit embarrassed to say it, but then I was like you know, I 
don’t care, I’m able to get food and not have to worry about it. 

Her second year was also characterized by a co-op work term from May to August. It 
provided a regular income of $18/hour for a four-month period and the amount of money 
in Penelope’s bank account was higher than it ever had been in her entire life. It was a 
brief moment of economic stability. She was even able to take an overseas vacation at 
the end of the summer with her partner. After paying for this trip, as well as all her rent 
payments upfront for the year, Penelope was back to having no money. She blamed 
herself for the trip, for not having better budgeting skills, and for not prioritizing food 
instead. She rationalized that if she valued food more, she would have saved the money 
she earned for food: 

I wasn’t really making any decent money after that [laughs]. I was kinda 
just back to not being able to afford food. I think those four months were 
the only time I was actually, and then because I was actually making 
money, I blew it all going on a trip and not having anybody teach me how 
to manage it. And then that was all rent payments saved up. That’s kinda 
one of the core reasons I went into co-op, is I was able to save up for rent 
and that’s kinda why I paid all my rent up front for the third year. So I had 
a good chunk of my rent saved up at that point where I just shoved it all 
away and then I was back to broke. 

Of course none of this is Penelope’s fault, but she blames herself as a way to cope with 
the difficult situation. Describing her food insecure situation as a result of her poor 
budgeting and lack of prioritizing food demonstrates how even students can believe in 
the dominant stereotypes about students. Penelope’s position as a student does not 
mean that she is undeserving of the ability to afford food, housing, as well as a vacation. 

In addition to temporarily having a stable income, the co-op position also helped 
Penelope with food access in unexpected ways. In the staff room, there was free 
breakfast and snack foods, and so once again, she was eating more regularly because 
the food was right there in her workplace and didn’t cost anything. Penelope explained: 

The people were super nice where I worked, and they did have breakfast 
there. They would have stuff in the staff room, stuff like fruits and things, 
so sometimes I would grab those. I think I was eating breakfast more often 
than before and granola bars and stuff so that was good. 
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As well, at the end of her co-op her boss gave her gift cards to hospitality services at the 
university as a thank you. These gift cards could be used at most of the food and 
beverage establishments on campus. The gift cards from her co-op term allowed 
Penelope to purchase food on campus, which sometimes was the only food she ate in 
an entire day. 

The remaining three years of her degree were not like her first two years. In first year, 
there was the meal plan – which she was able to pay for because of the higher amounts 
of funding she received – and in second year there was the co-op. Both provided 
increased access to food and alleviated some of the financial barriers to being food 
secure. However, after her co-op ended, Penelope experiences with food insecurity 
became more severe and lasted for a longer duration of time.  

A typical day of food for Penelope was very minimal and characterized by low-cost, fast, 
and easy foods. She described how she usually skipped breakfast, sometimes ate 
lunch, and ate family sized frozen meals for dinner:  

I’m not a breakfast person, nor do I really want to have to worry about 
buying random things for breakfast, so I pretty much always skip it and if 
not, it would be a granola bar and I would usually get the Nature Valley 
ones or whatever ones that come in the bigger box [laughs]. And then 
lunch, if I do lunch, usually it would maybe be some sort of sandwich or 
ramen or something. I still do that; I’ll bring a thing of ramen and just make 
it at work cause its cheap. Dinners, I had a habit of buying a lot of family 
sized frozen stuff and then just portioning it out and having that over a 
week. My friends would always comment that I would always eat lasagna 
all the time because I would just buy a family sized lasagna and just keep 
going. I had no problem; I still don’t have a problem eating the same thing 
every day. Doesn’t really bother me. Didn’t really care. 

Other days she bought a meal on campus using the hospitality gift cards from her co-op 
– these lasted her awhile because she didn’t eat very much. Buying food on campus 
would be her only meal of the day. The remainder of each day was dedicated to school. 
Penelope poured herself into her work, with long, focused hours in the library and in the 
lab. Spending time on school instead of food was one of the ways that Penelope coped 
with food insecurity and the insufficient financial resources driving it. She said: 

I think it’s a little odd, but I try to think of it as just really pushing into your 
work and you just don’t have time. I guess that’s what I still tell myself, is I 
didn’t have time. A lot of it was probably like I could have made time and 
got groceries and stuff but that would be money that I have to pay for rent 
that I have to pay for, you know, utilities, internet, and then if I actually 
want to go out and do anything with my friends I can’t pull money outta 
nowhere. 
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This mindset became her way of thinking and acting; in this way it didn’t seem 
problematic that she was working so hard at school. Moreover, given the intense and 
demanding work culture of academia that is prevalent across university campuses, 
these behaviours did not seem out of the ordinary. The kind of relationship Penelope 
developed with food and the coping strategies she used were influenced by 
experiencing food insecurity during her formative years as a child. She grew up in a low-
income household, and her family often did not have the financial means to access 
sufficient food, nor meet some of their other basic needs. Penelope shared how they 
relied on food banks and food stamps, as well as Penelope’s Nana who always made 
them soda bread: 

I grew up with some severe food insecurity anyway. My parents are low 
income, so it was the food stamps, it was my nana bringing over food that 
she had made because we had nothing, it was you know, hot water being 
shut off, that kinda stuff. So I was not really a stranger to food banks. 

She learned to eat what she was given, and not get her hopes up about eating. Over 
time food took on a less important place in her life because it had to. It’s not that she 
doesn’t value food or understand the importance. The same with her family; whenever 
Penelope called her mom, she always said “you need to be eating”, which Penelope 
would respond to with something about not having enough time. Even though she knew 
her mom was right, she altered how she thought about food to protect herself; 
something that began in her childhood and continued in university. Penelope said: 

I just won’t make the time to eat. I’m like, it’s really not important. I just 
don’t care and obviously then I’m super tired about it. It’s definitely created 
a habit in my life, where I don’t really prioritize eating at all. And I don’t 
know, maybe it’s me not having enough food so I’m not eating and then I 
just don’t care and then I just kinda tell myself that I don’t really need it 
[laughs]. 

Surprisingly, the effects of food insecurity on her academic performance were not that 
noticeable to Penelope. She recalled that her grades in fourth year, a period when she 
barely ate, were some of her best: 

I know the answer probably most people would say is, oh you know I 
started getting super tired and flunking but for me it was like, power 
through and grind it out and schools what you just focus on. Fourth year 
actually I had my best grades even though I probably wasn’t eating at all, 
but it’s just again me just thinking that I don’t have time to do anything 
else, like I don’t have time to eat I don’t have time to talk to anybody, I just 
do my work and stay in the lab and finish what I’m doing. 

At the same time, she was always exhausted. Perhaps it was some combination of her 
drive, motivation, coping strategies, and fear that allowed her to accomplish what she 
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did. Still, being in this scenario is not only an injustice to Penelope, but also poses risks, 
as the stresses to the body caused by food deprivation in the short and long term can 
have negative health consequences. 

Her grades may not have been impacted, but not having adequate financial resources 
changed aspects of the social part of her university experience. Penelope said that she 
didn’t often get the chance to cook meals with friends because she couldn’t afford to 
pay for the ingredients: 

I definitely didn’t have that fun cooking experience. My friends were 
always saying, oh let’s do a taco night, and I’m sitting there thinking, well 
whose paying for all these taco ingredients because it’s not gonna be me 
[laughs], or we’ll have to split it cause I can’t be shelling out for all of you 
guys to eat. I can barely think about myself eating. 

When her friends went to a restaurant, she was able to join because she restricted what 
she bought. She would order the least expensive appetizer and water, or sometimes 
she wouldn’t order anything, but would just go for the social experience. It was similar 
with the grocery store at times too – if Penelope’s roommates were going shopping, she 
might go just to feel included and spend time with them, but not to buy anything. 
Penelope expressed her interest in food, but explained how the financial constraints she 
faced prevented her from engaging with it in the ways that she wanted to: 

I don’t even know if I consider myself a foodie. I want to be, I just can’t 
afford to be, but I love food and going out for food is amazing, so much 
fun. It’s just, it’s really hard for me to justify the amount of money that food 
is. I’m going out for dinner and I’m spending twenty-five dollars easy every 
time and it’s like, that’s a grocery shop for me for two weeks in one meal. 

Near the end of Penelope’s fourth year, in March 2020, the first nationwide lockdowns in 
Canada were put in place as a response to the COVID-19 pandemic. This added new 
layers of difficulty to Penelope’s life, especially with regards to accessing food. All at 
once, the resources she used to support her food needs were shut down. For example, 
the number of shifts Penelope worked at her job were drastically reduced, and as a 
result her income plummeted. She recalled how she went from a relatively stable 
schedule of five shifts a week to a precarious one where she might have one shift in a 
two-week period: 

Everything was shut down. My work shut down too and that was right 
before we were supposed to have one of our biggest events of the year, 
which was gonna be two days of long shifts, so it would have been one of 
my bigger pays and we didn’t have that and I was like okay, now I’m not 
getting paid and they’re cutting our shifts and they’re changing everything 
to online and at that point my housemates were just gonna go home, so I 
was by myself and I was like, oh no what am I gonna do? 
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The food bank, a resource Penelope relied on extensively, also closed temporarily. As 
well, the public transportation she uses to get around also became an issue because of 
the risk it posed to virus transmission. Penelope didn’t want to switch to an Uber 
because of the cost, so she walked instead; but it was winter, and the conditions were 
not favourable. To make matters worse, her roommates all left and went home to their 
families, leaving Penelope alone. Fear set in.   

Fortunately, several things happened that helped Penelope in this difficult situation. Her 
partner came to stay with her so they could use his car to go to the grocery store and 
split the cost of food. The food bank also started issuing grocery gift cards, which 
helped immensely. Because Penelope has a small food budget, she was able to stretch 
the gift cards out over a long period of time. When she moved into an apartment with 
her partner in the spring of 2021, she still had money remaining on the cards. For one of 
the first times, she was able to purchase vegetables that were fresh and that she was 
interested in trying. Although having extra funds available for food increased 
accessibility for Penelope, she was still price matching. It’s not clear whether this was 
out of necessity, habit, or both. Penelope said: 

… that was amazing because it didn’t leave me out in the cold, and it 
actually was kinda great because I was able to buy things that I probably 
wouldn’t have bought normally. I think that was one of the first times 
shopping for myself that I had bought things that just weren’t straight 
garbage [laughs]. I was buying fresher produce – our first week in the new 
apartment we got some better stuff, I was buying brussel sprouts. I was 
like, oh let’s buy that, they’re on sale. I mean still price matching and stuff, 
but the gift card made it a little bit more possible. 

Overall, Penelope’s experience as a postsecondary student was characterized by a 
never-ending stream of trade-offs that were driven by inadequate financial resources. At 
the end of our interview together she commented on how the process of sharing her 
experiences revealed the numerous barriers she was faced with in life, and how they 
impacted her behaviours. Penelope pointed out how these behaviours developed out of 
necessity over a lifetime characterized by severe food insecure periods: 

I’m reflecting on it and it’s kinda crazy for me to hear it, cause obviously I 
know all this stuff is going on in my life but for me to hear how many 
barriers I have to go through, I’m like oh my gosh people must think I’m 
crazy trying to trade out food for going on trips and stuff, but for me, even 
though I know it’s a necessity, it’s not. It’s a necessity to live, but it’s not a 
necessity for me; it’s not something I prioritize and that’s probably just 
conditioning over time, me just being like well it’s not really that important. 
So it’s just kind of in my head like that now. 

Penelope successfully graduated from her degree just prior to our interview together. 
She now lives with her partner and has a full-time job. It’s not perfect, as she works long 
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hours and is on a contract, meaning soon she will have to search for another job. 
However, the income she has now, along with living with her partner, are helping her to 
be more food secure and rehabilitate her relationship with food.  

 

6.1 Finances Overview 

Penelope’s story offers a comprehensive and evocative introduction to the second key 
theme that emerged from this research: finances. In the literature on postsecondary 
student food insecurity, inadequate finances is ubiquitous. Indeed, there is widespread 
agreement and evidence that inadequate finances are the primary driver of food 
insecurity among students (Bessey et al., 2020; Bruening et al., 2017; Entz et al., 2017; 
Farahbakhsh et al., 2017; Gallegos et al., 2014; Hattangadi et al., 2019, 2019; Maynard 
et al., 2018; Nugent, 2011; Silverthorn, 2016).. The financial precarity that Penelope 
lives with is not unique; for every participant in this study, finances are central to their 
experiences with food insecurity. Participants emphasized that their financial 
circumstances were such that they did not have sufficient funds to afford food as well as 
the costs of attending postsecondary school and living. It is clear that their financial 
circumstances are distinct because of their positions as postsecondary students, and 
that these circumstances infiltrate many aspects of their lives beyond food. In addition to 
their positions as postsecondary students, other aspects of participants’ identities also 
shaped their financial circumstances. In this section, I present findings on a selection of 
the financial dimensions that participants discussed, including tuition and student fees, 
the cost of food and other expenses, sources of income, and student loans and debt. I 
also include findings that show how participants define food insecurity based on their 
experiences as a postsecondary student.  

 

6.1.1 Tuition 

For decades, tuition costs to attend postsecondary school in Canada have been rising 
at rates that outpace inflation (Silverthorn, 2016). Moreover, international students, who 
are increasingly recruited for Canadian universities (Ireton, 2019), can pay tuition costs 
that can be almost five times the amount of domestic students (Statistics Canada, 
2021a). These trends make it extremely difficult, and in many cases impossible, for 
students to afford tuition as well as the other costs of living. In this study, both domestic 
and international student participants referred to the high cost of tuition and compulsory 
student fees, explaining how it uses up a large portion of their available budget. For 
example, Basir explained that he receives an annual scholarship package, of which a 
substantial part comes from part-time work as a Teaching Assistant (TA). Since he is an 
international student, more than half of this money goes towards tuition and fees, 
leaving him with a sum of money that is inadequate to meet his basic needs. Basir said: 
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So this is part of the scholarship that we receive. Let’s say I get thirty-six 
thousand dollars each year, I have to spend around twenty-one, twenty-
two thousand dollars in tuition and compulsory fees. The amount that I 
receive, almost half of the money that I had, the net amount of the money 
is for TA. 

As another example, when Samantha talked about tuition, she explained that the cost of 
tuition is fixed and there is no choice other than to pay it if she wants to finish her 
degree. In contrast, because the cost of food is flexible, she can make compromises to 
lower the cost. Samantha said: 

Tuition is like two grand, I have to pay the tuition otherwise I can’t keep 
going with my piece of paper, meanwhile I can cut down my grocery bill by 
like $30 if I wanted to, right, by just eating less and buying cheaper stuff or 
just not going grocery shopping that week and just emptying the cupboard 
instead. 

Some participants expressed frustration about the cost of tuition. In Myra’s vignette, she 
draws attention to the differences in tuition costs that international and domestic 
students pay. For her, this is an act of discrimination. The cost of tuition for domestic 
students is substantially less, but still unaffordable for some. Nicole, who is a domestic 
student, expressed how upsetting it is that the cost of tuition is substantially more 
expensive than it used to be for previous generations: “It’s a whole thing, if rent was 
affordable and if university wasn’t like twenty, thirty times more expensive than it was 
when our parents were in school it wouldn’t be as big of an issue.” 

These examples highlight that participants are aware and distressed about of the high 
cost of tuition and the ways that it constrains them. 

 

6.1.2 Other Costs 

Like tuition, the costs of living can be extraordinarily high. Housing in particularly is a 
large, fixed cost that can push students into even greater financial precarity. To date, 
research that specifically focuses on postsecondary students and housing insecurity in 
Canada is minimal. However, studies have been conducted in the United States and the 
results are worrying. Studies from the United States show that an unexpectedly high 
number of students are homeless or live in places that can be unsanitary, unsafe, and 
just plain undesirable (K. M. Broton, 2020; K. M. Broton & Goldrick-Rab, 2018). Not only 
is this another injustice (in addition to food insecurity) to students, but it also increases 
the risk of experiencing food insecurity (Willis, 2019). Given that Guelph is considered 
one of the top ten most expensive cities to live in Canada (Caudle, 2021), it is not 
surprising that multiple participants in this study talked about the high cost of housing 
and the strain it places on their finances. Most of these participants do not live at home 
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with their families, and instead live in various situations, including with roommates, 
alone, and in student housing.  

Students that live alone have been identified as more at risk of experiencing food 
insecurity (Frank, 2018; Maroto et al., 2015) Roxanne is one of two participants in this 
study that lives alone. Roxanne explained that she got by during her undergraduate 
degree by living in “terrible housing situations” where she had to sacrifice other parts of 
her life. As a graduate student she decided to live on her own, but as a result most of 
her income goes towards rent. In our interview, Roxanne questioned whether she is 
actually food insecure or housing insecure instead: 

I actually do have a budget that I follow. The big thing is that my rent 
accounts for more than 80% of my income so it’s like, maybe I’m not food 
insecure, maybe I’m housing insecure. I don’t know [laughs]. 

While living on campus may seem like a more affordable option compared to living 
alone, it can still be expensive and unaffordable for students. Caleb is one of the 
international student participants that lives in student residence – he shared his 
concerns about being able to afford rent, as well as food with the income he receives: 

You cannot have enough income, you have to depend on what you have, 
the small amount, and you have to be paying rent at the same time. So 
what I feel is like okay, how am I going to pay for my rent, how am I going 
to pay for food? 

Priya is another student that lived on campus, but only during her first year of study as it 
became too expensive to continue living there. She moved back home with her family, 
which helped her save money, but because her family lives so far away from campus 
she would spend an hour or sometimes more communing by bus each way. Priya 
explained: 

In first year, I lived on campus, but it was pretty expensive. Actually, I took 
the single room just because I get distracted if I don’t have my own space, 
but it got pretty expensive so then I decided to move home. My family lives 
in Guelph so I decided to move home. Well actually when I was in first 
year, my family lived in an apartment so there wasn’t enough space for all 
of us, like for me to have my own room and I really needed that for 
studies, but then they moved to a house and it was in the west end of 
Guelph so I decided that even though it was a little far, it’s still much more 
inexpensive and I would have a study space at least this time. So, I 
decided even though I had to take two buses, it was still in Guelph so I 
could just adjust. 

Housing is a significant cost that many participants are faced with. Despite living in 
various settings, it is still a strain in their lives. In addition to housing, other costs 
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participants mentioned included utilities, internet, textbooks, replacing broken 
headphones and worn-out shoes (neither of which they could not afford to do), and of 
course food.  

 

6.1.3 Food Cost 

Once students pay tuition and other costs associated with education and living, there is 
little money left to pay for food. Although the cost of food may be less than tuition and 
housing, it can still cost a considerable amount of money. The forecast of increasing 
food prices in 2022 (Charlebois et al., 2021) will only make this worse. Furthermore, 
because food is a flexible cost as opposed to a fixed cost like tuition, students are more 
likely to make compromises to food first (Hattangadi et al., 2019).    

The unaffordable cost of food is an issue for all participants and is one of the main 
reasons that they are all users of the campus food bank. Although the food bank helps 
in some ways, it’s not enough to prevent participants from making compromises to the 
quantity, quality, types, and variety of foods they eat. For example, Roxanne found the 
beginning of her graduate program particularly difficult in terms of accessing foods that 
she preferred. Although she uses the food bank now, the food choices there are often 
limited and she still cannot afford to buy many of the foods she prefers at the grocery 
store, such as tofu and other vegan options, even though she prioritizes food. Roxanne 
said: 

Initially when I started grad school, I struggled with having access to food 
and eating food that I didn’t like or didn’t want to eat because it was all that 
I had left in my cupboard, and then now I’ve kind of found a balance 
between the food bank and prioritizing my groceries over other things. 

A preferred, yet unaffordable, food option that many participants brought up was fresh 
vegetables. For example, Basir expressed his disbelief and frustration about the high 
cost of vegetables in Canada compared to his home country, and explained how cost 
limited the variety of foods he could eat: 

Here, vegetables are very expensive compared to other things, so you 
don’t have that much variety. If you want to buy for example mushrooms 
and use it in your food, that is also expensive. Or peppers, I don’t know 
why they are that much expensive. So you don’t have that much variety. 

Similarly, Samantha also commented on fresh food and the price of peppers 
specifically. She explained that even though she enjoys them, she only buys them when 
they are on sale or available at a reduced cost: 
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I like peppers a lot, like sweet bells peppers, red peppers, and all that. And 
those can get expensive too. I saw them at the grocery store yesterday for 
three of them in a package and it was seven bucks, there’s no way I’m 
spending seven bucks on three peppers. So, I wait until they go on sale 
and buy them in bulk, and I try to buy the imperfect ones. 

Roxanne, Basir, and Samantha do not live with their families, which increases their 
vulnerability to food insecurity. However, even the participants that live at home with 
their families struggle with accessing foods that meets their preferences because of 
limited financial resources. For example, Anita described how although her family can 
afford food, they still face financial constraints that prevent her from eating in the ways 
that she wants to: 

I was always very aware that we can afford food, but I can’t go out and 
spend a hundred something dollars on food. I even price match 
everything, I do all those things, even now I do that. Because as much as 
we do have, we can’t eat things, I can’t still eat maybe the way I want to 
eat, or that’s fully healthy or whatever type of thing, there’s still some type 
of constraint on me. 

In addition to not being able to afford preferred foods, many participants were unable to 
afford enough food so that they could eat a sufficient amount during the day. As 
described in Penelope’s vignette, she could not afford sufficient food and coped by 
drastically reducing her grocery bills – and therefore food intake – stretching a $20 to 
$30 budget over two to three weeks. In comparison, her friends’ parents would take 
them shopping and spend $100 in a single trip. Penelope said: 

Second year I got thin again, and that’s probably just me not eating and 
definitely it had to do with the cost of food. I would see my grocery shops 
compared to my friends that I lived with and mine would be maybe twenty 
dollars, thirty dollars and they’re like, aren't you gonna go grocery 
shopping? And that would last me two, three weeks, whereas my friends 
would be like, oh my dad’s gonna go grocery shopping so I'll just spend 
like a hundred and something, and I'm like, I can't do that. 

One of the ways that Basir, Myra, and Caleb, the international student participants, 
talked about the cost of food was by comparing their poor financial circumstances and 
the high cost of food in Guelph with their home countries. For example, Caleb described 
how he didn’t have to worry as much about income and food in his home country 
because he lived with his family who supported him. In Guelph, he doesn’t have familial 
support and only has his own student income to rely on, which makes putting food on 
the table much more difficult. Caleb said: 

Being a student, you have to buy your own groceries, cook yourself. So it 
depends on your income level you see, highly dependent on income level, 
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and it also depends on the time factor. Back home, no matter what, you 
still have things you cook, and if you don’t have money, you know that at 
the end of the day there will be food on the table. But being a student, you 
have to strive to get your money and make sure you get food on the table 
yourself, so the difference is I have to act more as a student than not 
being a student, if I can put it that way. 

I include many examples related to the cost of food because of the extent it was brought 
up by participants. Although these examples are diverse, they show that the cost of food 
is a serious issue for participants, which not only limits the choices of food available to 
them but also the quantity, quality, and variety.  

 

6.1.4 Loans and Debt 

Studies have found associations between students who are financially independent and 
food insecurity (Bruening et al., 2017; Gaines et al., 2014). This finding is concerning as 
university enrolment diversifies with students from varying socioeconomic backgrounds 
who may not have access to financial support from their families. Furthermore, as the 
costs of tuition and living continue to rise, more students may be forced to rely on loans 
to get them through their degrees.  

One of the main ways that multiple participants in this study support themselves 
financially is through a government student loan, obtained from the Ontario Student 
Assistant Program (OSAP). Having a student loan seems to help these participants with 
some of their financial obligations, but in no way is it sufficient for any of them as OSAP 
is intended to be a supplement to other income. Beyond still not being able to cover 
their costs, relying on a student loan is troubling for some participants for other reasons. 
Several participants expressed awareness that the money they had from a student loan 
was not their own. For Anita, the understanding that eventually she will have to pay 
back the loan money she receives is stressful. She sees the loan as temporarily 
providing financial support but recognizes that eventually she will be faced with the 
challenge of paying back the loan money once she is done school. Anita explained how 
this could push her into a precarious financial situation and affect her ability to afford 
food in the future:  

I know there’s that struggle… you think you can spend it [student loan 
money] the way you want to, but you’re gonna owe it back after three, four 
years, so hello reality check. It alleviates problems temporarily, but in the 
future, you have to pay it back. It’s kind of like, if you don’t solve a problem 
today you know you can get by, but it’s gonna get bigger in the future and 
you have to deal with it type of thing. 
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Other participants, such as Priya, also expressed their worry and fears about their loans 
and the large debt they took on, however, they reasoned that once they are done 
school, they plan to get a good salaried job and try their best to pay it off as quickly as 
possible.  Priya said:  

It’s a big loan, so I mean right now I’m doing my undergraduate, so I just 
plan to get a full-time job. So then in the next four or five years or so, I’ll try 
my best to repay as much as I can. 

In addition to the stress that taking on a loan can cause, some participants shared that 
they were tired of being in debt, further suggesting that being in this position is straining. 
Roxanne expressed fatigue from the burden of her loan and said that she is looking 
forward to finishing school so that she can start paying off her debt: 

At this point I’m very over being in debt and dating somebody who has a 
career and who is saving for his future. I think I’m very eager to be done 
and I’m very eager to be working towards getting out of debt; I just cannot 
wait until I’m paying off my debt. We [me and my partner] talk a lot about 
money and it makes me very jealous to see that he’s able to save and 
able to buy things he wants to have. And I can’t afford to buy earphones 
because even though they’re totally broken, I just don’t have $25 lying 
around.  

These examples show that just because student loans are available to support students 
with the costs of school and living, they fall short in many ways. For participants in this 
study, they find themselves still unable to afford their costs and therefore are forced to 
make food compromises. They also feel stressed about the amount of debt they have 
and worry about how it will impact their lives in the future, beyond their academic 
degrees. A systematic review by Richardson et al (2013) shows associations between 
debt, stress, and poorer mental health among postsecondary students, further indicating 
that debt must be taken seriously and efforts should be made to reduce both the 
amount of debt students take on and the number of students that require loans to attend 
university.   

 

6.1.5 Other Sources of Income 

In addition to student loans, participants receive income from a variety of other sources, 
including bursaries, scholarships, part-time jobs, and other assistance programs (e.g., 
Ontario Disability Support Program). Many participants also work part time jobs out of 
necessity, such as Teaching Assistants and other positions on campus. Some 
mentioned that they work 15 – 25 hours per week on top of their academic workload. To 
be clear, even though this number of hours is considered part-time, it is a lot to manage 
alongside work from school; working full time hours at a job is not a viable option for 
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students. All participants rely on at least one, and in many cases multiple, sources of 
income support. For example, Nicole receives some income support from Ontario 
Disability Support Program (ODSP). Since this isn’t very much, she supplements it with 
a loan from OSAP. However, the amount from OSAP is limited because she receives 
money from ODSP, and she is still left with insufficient income to cover her costs; for 
example, in our interview she shared that her monthly food budget is $50 because that 
is all she can afford.   

Regardless of the source or how many sources participants use, the income they 
receive is insufficient to support them financially; if it is, it is usually only for a short 
period of time. As an international Master’s student, Caleb receives a funding package 
from the university, but he shared that it is not enough to pay tuition and his other costs: 
“It's not at all enough, if I can put in that way. So as new as an international student you 
don't have enough money after getting your funding, you cannot even survive if not 
working, you see”. He hopes to find part-time work at some point to supplement this 
funding, but so far it has been a challenge because of COVID-19. International students 
can also encounter difficulties when trying to find employment because of restrictions on 
their student visas (Maynard, 2018; Shaker and Macdonald, 2013), although Caleb did 
not mention this.  

Basir also receives a funding package from the university but unlike Caleb, he thinks 
that this support is sufficient. However, this is only because he lives in student housing, 
where furniture is provided. Basir suggests that this amount of money works because 
students in general have a lower quality of living, but if he wanted to improve his living 
situation and not live in student housing then the amount he receives would not be 
enough: 

So, if you want to live in a student house, it [funding] is, but if you want to 
for example go somewhere else other than a student house, it is not. For 
example, in a student house you don’t need any furniture, right. Yeah 
there are some things that you don’t need, so you have to consider many 
aspects if you want to answer this question. In a life that a student has, 
this is sufficient, but if you want to improve you level of living, it’s not. 

These examples show how participants piece together various forms of income, but still 
do not having enough. There are many interconnected factors as to why this experience 
is common among postsecondary students with diverse social positions, some of which 
I highlighted in chapter 5 on identities. Another reason for those students that live at 
home is because their families are in financially precarious situations.  
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6.1.6 Family Finances 

Indeed, students living at home with their families are often at less risk to experiencing 
food insecurity; however, this may not hold true for households that are racialized, low 
income, and / or marginalized in other ways (Silverthorn, 2016; Willis, 2019). For 
example, a recent study by Dhunna & Tarasuk (2021) demonstrates that Black 
households are almost twice as likely to experience food insecurity compared to white 
households. Although most participants talked about the financial precarity they face as 
individuals, several participants, all of whom are immigrants or first-generation 
Canadians, also referred to this precarity in the context of their families that they live 
with. Priya, Anita, and Shanvi all live at home with their families, which provides them 
with different types of support, but it does not fully insulate them from financial strain, as 
their parents also face difficulties related to employment and health. For example, Priya 
explained how her family relied on her access to the campus food bank to support them 
during times of financial or health crises when they could not make it to the grocery 
store: 

… we decide if we need to go to the grocery based on if someone’s sick 
then which day we need to do the groceries or not. Also, I think the time is 
the main thing here, like just to fit everyone’s schedules, you know. 
Another thing would be sometimes a financial crisis. I wouldn’t say as 
much, but I would say for some of the foods it might be, so then in that 
scenario also I would go to the food bank. 

 

6.1.7 Defining Student Food Insecurity  

In each interview I asked participants if they could define food insecurity based on their 
experiences as a postsecondary student20. Their answers revealed that finances is a 
central part of their experiences with food insecurity. Although finances are included in 
most of the answers given, there is variability as participants talked about different 
aspects of their financial circumstances and how this relates to food for them. Multiple 
participants discussed finances in terms of trade-offs and priorities. For most 
participants, their costs exceed the financial resources available to them at various 
points in time, forcing them to constantly make decisions about how to prioritize food 
and what trade-offs they must make to ensure they can pay for fixed costs such as 
tuition and rent, as well as more flexible costs such as food. Here is a selection of 

 

20 Sometimes I used ‘describe’ instead of ‘define’. Other times I phrased the question as such: can you 
help me understand what food insecurity means to you based on your experiences as a postsecondary 
students? All phrasings of the questions intended to illuminate how participants thought of food insecurity 
based on their position as a postsecondary student.  
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responses from participants, highlighting what food insecurity means to them based on 
their experiences. 

In Myra’s response, she talked about not being able to afford nuts for her son, even 
though it is a nutritious and preferred food source for him, as well as for her: 

Practically for two months I haven’t bought any nuts, for my kid or me, 
because I couldn’t afford it. So yeah, that’s the scenario now. It’s nutritious 
but it’s kind of extra. So, it’s important for my kid, but I’m not able to afford 
it because it might affect my regular food budget. 

Additionally, she talked about being restricted in the places she can shop for food 
because of affordability. She prefers to shop at Zehrs because she feels the food quality 
is better, but instead she shops at Walmart or No Frills because they are cheaper, as 
well as Food Basics on Tuesdays when students receive a ten percent discount.   

Samantha explained how for her, food insecurity involves worry that comes from having 
to make decisions (and trade-offs) about which foods she buys based on cost and 
nutrition: 

Having to worry whether you should get the spinach this week even 
though it’s not on sale or to hedge your bets and see if it will come on sale 
next week so that you have the spinach, which is healthier than just the 
leaf lettuce. 

Penelope expressed multiple thoughts and emotions in her answers. She identified that 
her past and present experiences with food insecurity are strongly connected to 
insufficient financial resources, which stem from economic (and many other) disparities 
present in society. However, she also blames herself for not prioritizing food above 
other things, even during times when she did have more financial resources available. 
This is likely a coping strategy she uses to make sense of the difficult situations she 
experiences. Penelope said: 

I think it’s just lack of access, or inability to afford food, or ability to be able 
to sustain yourself on food like most people would. Cause for me it was 
kinda lack of access, kinda you know, not being able to afford it, but also 
even times where you know, I had money I would go spend it on 
something else because I just wouldn’t prioritize it. I would just be like, I 
don’t care, I don’t need it, I can go without that for something else. 

Other participants also appeared to apply similar coping strategies in their definitions of 
food insecurity. In these responses, participants normalized their circumstances or were 
in denial about them. For example, Roxanne emphasized that her situation wasn’t a 
matter of not being able to access food, but more about always having to prioritize food 
in relation to other costs. However, during our interview she also shared stories about 
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how she went without eating because she could not afford to buy the food she needed. 
This is a matter of access above anything else, which is limited because of financial 
constraints. Roxanne said: 

I think for me, my definition of food insecurity is kind of having to make 
choices and prioritize food over other things; it’s something that I actively 
have to think about. It is not necessarily that I go without food, it’s more 
just that I have to consciously think about where I’m allocating resources 
and what I’m planning for to ensure that I will have nutritious food that 
meets my specialty diet needs every day. 

In addition to finances, time is another prominent component of how some participants 
define food insecurity. Participants talked about finances and time together, 
emphasizing that a lack of time is also a key part of their experiences with food 
insecurity. Some participants presented finances and time as trade-offs, where they had 
one or the other, but never both. In many instances, participants lack both. For example, 
Basir defined food insecurity as a lack of finances and time, emphasizing that they both 
play a strong role in his experiences: 

So, it means the lack of providing what you want and also the lack of time 
for providing what you want, both of them are insecurities. So, if you don’t 
have the budget to buy whatever you need to have, is one main factor for 
insecurity in food, and if you cannot spend time this is also something. 

For Priya, her definition of food insecurity also centered on a lack of time caused by the 
demands of her course and lab work, and the ways this impacted her health and 
wellbeing. As a student she had less time to spend on food, and the stress and lack of 
sleep reduced her ability to assess her food needs. Priya explained how academic work 
increased stress, decreased the number of hours she slept, and affected her 
relationship with food: 

I think as a student it’s also hard to manage time; the demand of 
coursework and other lab work just takes over food sometimes, and 
stress. And in terms of exams, maybe not sleeping enough takes over 
how we judge our capacity to make food or to arrange for food. We 
sometimes just skip it entirely to make time for something else and yeah, I 
think that’s what I noticed most. 

For Anita, she described that food insecurity involves a number of complex factors that 
interact with each other. Money and time are a part of her experience, and so is the 
connection they share to social aspects of her life. Anita explained the difficulties she 
faces trying to balance her financial and time resources in ways that are truly 
meaningful and best for her: 
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For me, it’s been more of the time issue, the social aspect of being a 
student and you know having to show up and do all these things and 
socialize, but do you have the money for it? Yeah, but it’s a student loan. 
Do you wanna spend it on this stuff? No, but I have to because that’s what 
student life is all about it. 

Socializing with friends is an important part of life as a postsecondary student, 
especially for young adults, but it’s not always easy for people in this position to 
navigate. Anita’s experiences relate to the challenges of establishing friendships and 
determining where to allocate time and money. These types of decisions are not always 
straightforward, and clearly can involve various dimensions, such as time, money, and 
socializing, as is the case for Anita.  

 

6.1.8 Conclusion 

This section on finances makes it quite clear that postsecondary students are in unique 
financial positions created by factors such as the cost of tuition, limited earning power, 
and stressful student loans, which therefore affects their ability to be food secure. 
Although finances are a central component to participants’ experiences with food 
insecurity, it is not the only one. Time is also an important part and will be discussed in 
the next chapter. Both finances and time will continue to appear in other subsequent 
chapters as well, given the centrality of these aspects to student food insecurity. 
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7 Vignette 3 – Basir 

 

Basir uses he/him pronouns and is an international PhD student in his thirties. He 
moved to Canada to complete his Master’s degree at a university in southern Ontario, 
and then to continue on to a PhD at the University of Guelph, where he currently 
studies. Based on the Canadian Household Food Security Module and the information 
Basir provided in our interview, he experiences severe food insecurity. Since moving to 
Canada and starting graduate studies, Basir has experienced numerous challenges that 
demand his time and impact his relationship with food.  

As a PhD student, Basir has many simultaneously competing demands, such as 
working in the lab on multiple research projects, attending seminar classes, completing 
assignments, and in his first year preparing for comprehensive exams21. He also has a 
part time job as a Teaching Assistant, which adds to his workload. There is a lot of 
pressure associated with these responsibilities and it is stressful for him. Basir often 
talked about the challenges associated with the initial period of moving to Canada and 
preparing for his comprehensive exams in the first year of his PhD program. Although 
he is now in his second year and has noticed improvements to his time availability and 
therefore relationship with food, Basit explained that he remains a PhD student with an 
intense workload: 

It’s not that much easy to spend time for other things like cooking or 
making foods or get to know or options you have in a new country that you 
are living. Considering that I have to spend ten hours a day working, doing 
the projects, and dealing with the PhD stuff, it makes it really difficult to 
spend time for other things, so the best option that I have is just to use the 

 

21 At the University of Guelph, comprehensive exams, also called qualifying exams, are a required step in 
the PhD process. They occur in the first year of a PhD program, and involve both written and oral 
examination to test a student’s knowledge of the subject area they are studying and researching in. A 
committee develops the exams and assesses the results. To move forward, students must pass these 
exams (University of Guelph, 2021).  
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foods I can buy, and I know how to cook, and yeah repeat the same 
process every day. 

Basir’s PhD research involves working in a lab most days of the week. The days are 
often long, averaging 10 to 12 hours, and breaks are sparse. Food and drinks are not 
allowed there, and besides, the focus is on work, not food. Before going to the lab, Basir 
has coffee, but no food, for breakfast. He takes his first break of the day around 10 or 
11 in the morning, at which time he has a snack, something like bread and cheese. 
Other days he waits until lunch to eat, and this is always something that he brings from 
home that is easy and fast to prepare, like rice with mixed vegetables. He eats this 
alone, and quickly so he can return to his work. Basir said that there is so much work to 
do, so he can’t spend too much time on food: 

The days that I’m working in the lab I usually eat alone. Working in the lab 
requires us to spend most of the time without eating and drinking and just 
doing work. So, I just have some snacks with myself or sometimes that I 
have to work for long day I will bring lunch, and the lunch is usually 
something that I can cook very fast and easily. 

This approach to eating and preparing food that Basir uses is similar to when he was 
preparing for his comprehensive exams in the first year of his PhD. During this period, 
he spent three to four days a week studying, which he did from home because this 
preparation period occurred closely after the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in the 
summer of 2020. Even though he rarely went into the lab on these days, he continued 
to lack the time to dedicate to food because of the intense workload that comes with 
preparing for these exams. Basir said: “since it was the beginning of my PhD program, I 
didn’t want to spend that much time on cooking food, and buying and providing these 
things, so I went for the fastest options.” Again, breakfast was coffee, lunch was rice 
with mixed vegetables, and dinner as usually milk with bread, cookies, or salad. Overall, 
food quantity, quality, and variety were very low during these months.  

The limited quantity and variety of food that Basir ate in his first year were not by choice, 
but rather an outcome of various constraints he faced. Unsurprisingly, inadequate 
finances was (and remains) one of the leading factors, however, it is not the only one. 
Basir also emphasized that the lack of time he had negatively impacted his ability to 
shop, prepare, and eat food. These constraints were not limited to the first year of 
Basir’s PhD, and he said that he still lives with them despite successfully completing his 
comprehension exams: 

You don’t have that much time to search for different foods or different 
options that you can have based on whatever you can buy. At least for my 
case, I don’t have that much time to search and try making new foods. 

It is not just the work associated with being a PhD student that impacts Basir’s time 
availability. So does his identity as an international student, as well as characteristics of 
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his upbringing and life in his home country prior to moving to Canada. Basir explained 
how moving to a new country requires time to become familiar with the place. Aspects 
of daily life such as where to buy food, how to get there, knowing what foods are 
available and how to prepare them become areas of uncertainty that require time to 
navigate. With Basir’s intense academic schedule, the time available to dedicate toward 
navigating these other parts of life was minimal for the initial part of his PhD program. 
Basir describes the difficulties of being a newcomer: 

You know that university and doing graduate studies is not easy, 
especially for someone who is an international student let’s say. So first of 
all, we have to get to know the country that we are studying in, and then 
we also have to do well in the courses, in the program that we are doing 
the project, and finally in our PhD or Master’s degrees. I would say that 
graduate studies are very difficult, and it will be more difficult if you are a 
newcomer. 

In addition to being a newcomer to Canada, Basir’s lifestyle in his home country also 
impacted his experiences with food in Canada. He lived with his family and was not 
responsible for shopping or preparing food. He was accustomed to almost always 
having food available and prepared, as other members in his family looked after these 
tasks. Moving to Canada and living independently meant that Basir was faced with 
taking on these responsibilities himself. It was hard, especially as he is committed to his 
studies and prioritizes this above everything else. Basir lives in student housing and 
shares common spaces with another student, but he did not describe it as a co-living 
situation. Living alone increases vulnerability to food insecurity in various ways, and for 
Basir it did in that he only had himself to rely on to attend to his food needs; he no 
longer had the same social supports he had back home. These factors, of being an 
international student, along with previous and current living arrangements compound 
one another to produce a situation where time is in short supply. Basir explained: 

…living in a new country, you are not familiar with the cultures. Regarding 
the foods, there are many things that maybe you don’t like. I myself didn’t 
have the experience of cooking or even buying anything before coming to 
Canada. That is one problem, because again I don’t have that much time 
to spend on discovering new things. About the food, about the taste of 
food that people use here, and these things. So, one of the difficult things 
that I wanted to mention was that you are new to this society you have lots 
of priorities that you want to do, and your goal is succeeding in your 
career, so you decide to put less time on other things such as foods, such 
as cooking, such as buying different foods for yourself. 

The challenges with food that Basir faced as a newcomer were made worse by the lack 
of time he had, thanks to his academic schedule, and a lack of money, thanks to the 
cost of academics. These factors coalesced and produced a variety of negative 
outcomes for him. Basir talked about the lack of variety in food he ate and how it was a 
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result of not being able to afford the ingredients needed for the small selection of 
recipes from home that he remembered how to prepare. He also did not have enough 
time to spend searching for foods that were affordable, nor did he have the time to learn 
how to prepare them. Basir said: 

Even sometimes I couldn’t cook the food in a way that I knew, so I didn’t 
know the recipe, and I had decided to spend most of my time on other 
things than on figuring out how to make the recipe, how to learn to cook 
and these things. So, most of the cases you cook something is not what it 
is supposed to be. 

A lack of variety took a toll on Basir. He shared how at times he could not bear to eat 
the same meals again: 

I was always turning to myself and asking, why do I have to eat the same 
food, why do I have to make something that I don’t like, why does this rice 
taste not the same as what I had before and why are these vegetables so 
expensive that I can buy only once a month, or not even once a month. 

Instead, Basir often decided to go to bed hungry, without eating, as this alternative 
seemed better than eating the same dish, again. Basid said: 

Again, in the beginning yes, you decide to sometimes go to sleep hungry, 
or not eat anything at all. So these will be all temporarily, but at the 
beginning yes, there were lots of time that for example I had to go to sleep 
hungry without eating anything. You have a few options, and they are 
repetitive. For example, in seven day a week you have to eat only three, at 
most three types of foods. So maybe today well maybe today and 
tomorrow you will have the same thing, so you don’t like that, so you 
prefer to go to sleep without eating anything. 

Wrapped up in the food insecurity, time insecurity, and everything else that Basir was 
going through were feelings of stress, pressure, homesickness, depression, and regret. 
He missed his family and the foods he used to eat. Physically, he was tired, had 
ongoing headaches, and lost weight. Basir shared that many times he questioned his 
decision to move to Canada, and often thought about returning to his home country: 

The thoughts that were always in my mind were: what was this decision 
that I made, why did I make this decision, why did I do that, why did I 
decide to come to another country, you know. At the first it was very 
difficult so the thoughts that were in my mind, all of them, were sad 
opinions and they all led to regret, and in some cases depression. 

To cope with the inadequate financial resources available to purchase food, Basir uses 
the campus food bank. At the time of our interview, he had recently started using it, and 



 

 

87 

 

found that it helped in some ways, but didn’t in others. Because of his heavy workload 
and busy schedule, the only time Basir has in his schedule to go to the food bank is on 
Wednesdays, but when he arrives, there is little to choose from. Basir misses the 
vegetables laden dishes from home, but there are often no vegetables left when he 
arrives for his pick-up time. He usually ends up with dairy products. It’s better than 
nothing, but far from ideal. Perhaps this issue could be resolved with changes to the 
food bank operations, but part of the solution would also need to come from increasing 
availability in Basir’s schedule, highlighting the importance of time for those 
experiencing food insecurity. Basir explained: 

So as I mentioned, the dairy products are the only thing. I am scheduled 
for most of the time on Wednesdays because I’m not busy at that time, so 
I can go and take the food and that time most of the foods are gone, the 
potatoes, tomatoes are gone. Only the dairy products are left, and I can 
use that. 

Now Basir is in the second year of his PhD. He successfully passed his comprehensive 
exams and completed the seminar classes required in his first year. Finally, he seems 
to have more time available in his life. Basir said that he dedicates some of this time to 
food, including searching for places where he can buy quality vegetables for a lower 
price, as well as learning new recipes: 

So I can say that when you are free from your comprehensive exam, PhD 
seminar, and these kind of things, you are more relieved. In this case I can 
spend more time at least figuring out what I have missed already in the 
type of ingredients and these things that are available here. So yeah, I can 
say that having free time may result in making better food; I can spend 
more time on food so I can improve. 

Basir welcomes the increase in available time in his schedule as it helps improve the 
food he eats, as well as how he feels. Now he feels good at the beginning of the day 
knowing that he has food that he likes to get him through. Although Basir has more time 
than he did before, he is still a PhD student with a demanding workload to advance his 
research. As such, he still faces time constraints, as well as other constraints and 
challenges tied to being an international postsecondary student (e.g., financial 
insecurity). All this increase in time does is allow him to cope more easily with these 
challenges.   

 

7.1 Time Overview 

Basir’s story provides an insightful view of how time, the third key theme of this 
research, is an important dimension of his experiences with food insecurity. In the 
existing literature on postsecondary student food insecurity, insufficient time is identified 
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as a barrier for students to attend to their food needs, as they often juggle demanding 
course loads alongside part time work, commuting, parenting, and other aspects of life, 
leaving minimal time for food (Bessey et al., 2020; Garcia et al., 2010; Hattangadi et al., 
2019; Silverthorn, 2016). It is encouraging to see that others have identified time as an 
important component of student food insecurity. Building on this work, results from this 
study also point to, and emphasize, the role of time as contributing factor to food 
insecurity. 

It became apparent early in the data collection phase of this project that time was a 
major component of most, if not all, participants’ experiences with food insecurity. This 
surprised me. Although I had read about insufficient time as a barrier to food access in 
the literature, I did not realize the nuanced and extensive ways that time, and most often 
a lack of time, manifests in students’ lives. Perhaps my surprise was a result of the 
lesser attention this connection has received so far in comparison to others, such as the 
connection between inadequate finances and food insecurity. As I moved into the 
analysis phase, I began to understand the various ways that time impacts participants’ 
relationships with food and their experiences with food insecurity. In particular, I saw 
how time in the context of academics contributes to food insecurity, and in some ways 
perpetuates it. Furthermore, I realized that participants access to time and autonomy 
over their own time are also influenced by the other social identities they embody. In this 
section I present the different dimensions of time that participants discussed, which 
include academic programs, food (e.g., shopping, preparing, eating), and socializing. I 
also include some interesting findings on how the pandemic changed participants’ 
availability of and access to time, and therefore relationships with food.   

 

7.1.1 Academic Programs  

Academic programs, no matter which level (i.e., undergraduate, Masters, PhD) or type 
(e.g., medicine, geography, history, etc.) usually involve intense workloads, competing 
deadlines, and variable class schedules that change each semester. Participants in this 
study identified numerous aspects of their academic programs, including class 
scheduling, workload, and campus work culture, which have implications for their 
relationships to food, as well as their ability to be food secure.  

 

7.1.1.1 Class Schedules  

For various reasons, the timing of classes affects the abilities of participants, particularly 
during their undergraduate degree programs, to access food. Multiple participants 
described how at different points in their programs they had classes that were 
scheduled during typical mealtimes, such as early in the morning, mid-day, and in the 
evening. They also mentioned the time required to move around campus to get to their 
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classes, which seemed to be another factor impacting their ability to eat. In response to 
these interferences, they sometimes skipped meals. For example, Samantha shared 
that sometimes she ate lunch at noon when her schedule allowed her to, whereas other 
days she didn’t eat lunch until 4:00 in the afternoon. Sometimes she just skipped lunch 
altogether. In addition to the timing and location, Samantha didn’t feel like it was 
acceptable to eat in certain classes depending on the attitude of the professor. She 
explained: 

I would eat when I had a chance to. So I’d go to the Bullring if I had a 
chance to; if I didn’t eat lunch until like 4:00 that day I didn’t eat lunch until 
4:00 that day. So just having to move around to different places on 
campus and having to be in certain classes at certain times was a pain; it 
kind of influenced when you actually bothered to eat. And you didn’t eat in 
certain prof’s classes, you annoyed them. Meanwhile, if you’re sitting in a 
lecture hall of 500 people nobody cares if you eat or not right, so it 
depends. Some days I could eat lunch at 12 because that’s when the 
schedule said it was okay and other days I didn’t eat until way later on 
because there just wasn’t the chance, or there wasn’t the opportunity. 

It was similar for Shanvi, who said that she did not each lunch until the evening on days 
when her lectures occurred during her regular lunch time: 

Suppose it was my lunch time, like one or two, and I had a lecture to go to, 
then I would have my meal later on in the day, like at five or six, which 
really changed my schedule you know. 

As another example, Priya described how she usually skipped breakfast because she 
had class at 8:30 in the morning, which didn’t leave her enough time to eat beforehand: 
“campus was pretty much different each day due to lecture schedule, but I didn’t usually 
have time for breakfast because my classes would start at eight thirty most of them”. 
Likely making it more difficult for Priya to find time to eat is her commute time to school. 
Remembering from the previous chapter on finances, Priya lives at home with her family 
because it is more affordable, but as a result she spends more than an hour commuting 
to and from school. This example demonstrates how the intersection of her position as a 
student and her families socioeconomic position shape her access to time. 

Another dimension of class schedules that impacted some participants was a lack of 
consistency. University is not like primary and secondary school, or many types of work 
that have set schedules with breaks for eating. Instead, it is highly variable and 
unstructured, which can be hard to adjust to. For example, Penelope, described how 
her class timetable changed from day to day throughout the week, which made it a 
challenge to eat meals at regular times. Some days she did not have classes until noon, 
so she skipped breakfast to sleep in. Other days she had class until 6:30 pm, and if she 
had commitments afterward, she might not eat until 9 pm or later. Penelope also 
described how when she was growing up, her mom cooked for her at mealtimes; 
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however, when she entered university her schedule changed to the extent that she was 
unsure of when to eat and in response she just didn’t eat at times: “I guess when 
university hit and the schedule change happened I was like, oh I don’t know when I’m 
supposed to be eating and then I was just kind of not”. 

These examples show that the structure of class schedules is a real issue for multiple 
participants in this study. Considering that full-time undergraduate students typically 
take four or five classes a semester (usually located in different parts of campus), which 
change each semester, it’s unsurprising that it is a lot to manage. On top of moving 
around to different classes, students also have to attend to the heavy workloads that go 
with them. The university dictates class times, locations, and workloads and therefore 
plays a role in how time is experienced in students’ lives. 

 

7.1.2 Workload and Work Culture 

A demanding workload is inherent to obtaining a postsecondary education and is a key 
component of the academic work culture. Yet it places tremendous strain on students. 
In a literature scoping review on student stress and mental health, Linden & Stuart 
(2020) found that academics is one of several stressors that contribute to the above 
average stress levels in postsecondary students. In their list of academic factors are 
quantity and difficulty of coursework or research, and insufficient time (Linden & Stuart, 
2020). In my study, participants described a variety of academic tasks and 
responsibilities that demand their time, including courses, research, lab work, and 
comprehensive exams, leaving them with little time to spend on other parts of life. They 
expressed how these demands are stressful and impact their physical and mental 
health, as well as their relationship with food. As I presented in Basir’s vignette, he 
works ten or more hours a day in the lab and on other projects related to his PhD, 
making it difficult to spend time on anything else. Shanvi also talked about how most 
semesters she has a schedule full of challenging courses. She shared how she finds it 
stressful and difficult to manage her time, which impacts her ability to eat, as well as her 
overall health: 

Yeah, it did affect my food eating habits because I would take a full course 
load; sometimes I would have five courses a semester, sometimes four 
courses, and they were difficult courses. So sometimes I wouldn’t have 
the same food habits, I wouldn’t really care about food sometimes cause I 
had to do a lot of other stuff, like assignments and everything, so I would 
forget about food. But then I realized how important it was because 
sometimes I had health problems, not really serious health issues, but just 
you know, if I ate food late or something like that. I would say stress and 
just managing time and a lot of factors related to studies did affect my diet 
at that time. 
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In addition to academic work demands, we know from the previous chapter that many 
participants work part-time jobs out of financial necessity. For example, Priya said that 
her part-time job made time for meals sparser: “I was working part-time so that actually 
added to the lack of time I had for the preparing meals or dedicating an hour to meal 
break”. 

On top of academic work and part-time jobs, participants have personal lives and 
responsibilities. Together, these academic and non-academic responsibilities create 
busy schedules where time is constrained, stress is high, and eating is less likely. Myra 
expressed how overwhelming it is to work on her PhD, have a part-time job, and care 
for her son: “The thing is, I’m doing my PhD and I’m doing part time job also, and I have 
a kid in home, so it’s really stressful”. 

These examples demonstrate that with so much work to do, participants make sacrifices 
to food because they don’t have enough time to spend on both. Furthermore, they draw 
attention to university workload characteristics that are stressful, tiring, and prevent 
participants from leading balanced lives. The workload aspect of university is part of a 
larger issue related to a dominant, engrained work culture in Canadian universities.  

A chaotic, busy class schedule and exhaustive workload is standard when obtaining a 
postsecondary education. Creating academic schedules this way and expecting 
students to follow them emphasizes a culture of prioritizing academics above everything 
else, which makes it more difficult to spend time with food, as well as engage 
meaningfully with other aspects of life. This type of work culture is part of the operating 
structures of universities across Canada and is likely influenced by the capitalist 
approach and mindset that informs many aspects of Canadian society. Yet it is harmful 
in many ways, particularly in how it negatively effects students’ health and wellbeing, 
relationships to food, and their academic performance and enjoyment. For example, 
Caleb shared how when he first moved to Canada his mental health declined because 
of feeling isolated and trying to manage his academic workload. He was not enjoying his 
academic experience at this time and as a result considered withdrawing from 
university. Caleb said: 

I was even trying to talk to the mental wellness because I was kind of 
thinking of maybe quitting school for that period. It was like, you don’t have 
anyone, and I was thinking about meeting a deadline, you see. So kind of 
always like book, book, book, no social life, nothing, and if you’re having 
difficulty you don’t have anyone to consult and it was mind blowing that 
particular period. 

This kind of work culture is not conducive to supporting health and wellbeing, does not 
ensure students make it through their programs successfully, and is not enjoyable. Part 
of the reason this work culture produces these negative outcomes is because of how it 
impacts students’ relationships to food.  
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7.1.3 Time for Food 

All participants in this study face time constraints, however, how they respond to these 
constraints varies. For instance, multiple participants forget about eating at times 
because of their demanding schedules. Likewise, many participants talked how they 
make compromises to food by choosing options that are fast, convenient, and / or lack 
variety since they spend little time shopping, preparing, and eating. For Caleb, he 
explained how sometimes he forgets about going to the food bank and eating because 
all he can think about are the demands of courses, assignments, and studying: 

Due to the course load, maybe you have been given an assignment and 
you’ve been thinking about the assignment and meeting deadlines and all 
that stuff, so your focus is on that assignment. By the time you realize, that 
appointment you have with the food bank has already passed and you 
don’t even have time to go there, you don’t have anything, you don’t have 
any interest in visiting there because every time there is an assignment or 
coursework, you focus on this or that, you see? And I don’t even have 
time for thinking of food at the moment because it’s all about studying, 
studying, studying. 

Basir emphasized that in addition to sufficient finances, having sufficient time to spend 
on food was also essential:    

Financial factors can impact the quality of the foods, so if I can provide 
more money for spending on food, for sure I can have better food in what I 
eat. The other factor I would say is the time management, this is also one 
case. So even if I have the money to buy, I have to spend time on buying, 
going to supermarket, or buying groceries, or whatever; I spend time on 
buying these in a way that I need. 

In contrast, other participants described how they spend a lot of time in the kitchen 
preparing foods, as this is the only way they can afford to eat. As presented in 
Roxanne’s vignette on coping mechanisms, she spends most evenings in the kitchen 
preparing all her own food from scratch since it is the only way she could afford to eat. 
Similarly, in Myra’s vignette, I also provide examples of how she spends hours in the 
kitchen every day preparing meals for herself and her family. Even though these 
participants dedicate large portions of time for cooking, they also rely on convenient 
foods and skip meals at times because of the impacts that limited time has on their 
ability to access food. Despite the differences in responses from participants, they are 
all forms of coping mechanisms that alter participants’ relationships with food in 
response to time constraints that are mostly driven by academic workloads, as well as 
other aspects of their identities.  
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It’s true that students who do not experience food insecurity in the ways that the 
concept is typically conceptualized could face the same challenges with regards to 
irregular class schedules and demanding workloads that impact time for food. Indeed, 
they likely do, and this is an issue that needs addressing. However, if time is considered 
in relation to other aspects of a person’s life and identity, especially those that are 
marginalized or precarious, then some students are more at risk to the possible 
negative effects of busy schedule. For example, students that are in lower 
socioeconomic positions and whose parents are in similar positions are more likely to 
work part-time jobs and therefore have less time to focus on studies. Other 
considerations include parental status and citizenship status. Being a parent takes more 
time, and student parents that are financially insecure may not be able to afford 
childcare services. International students may be navigating language and other 
aspects of living in a new country which can take more time. In this way, time is not just 
a measurement, but rather a complex and nuanced part of participants’ lived realities. It 
is not equally available or accessible to all students and is influenced by the same 
systemic forces that act on social identities.  

 

7.1.4 Pandemic  

Interestingly, the pandemic increased the time available in multiple participants’ 
schedules and therefore eased some of the pressure they experienced from their 
academic programs. These participants explained that because of the pandemic they 
feel better about managing their time and noticed that it improved their eating habits. 
For Priya, she no longer had to spend hours commuting every day to school and did not 
have to move around to different places on campus. Furthermore, the quantity of her 
work was drastically reduced, all of which helped her feel better about her time 
management. Priya said: 

And since the pandemic, it cut down the time I gave to commuting by a lot, 
so I feel very good about managing time these days over the past year so 
that’s been great. I think a big factor is just commuting to campus and 
walking to and from classes, and instead I find that online classes usually 
there is a set time and then after that if you get your work done or your 
classes done within that time, you have the remainder of the break in-
between classes to do whatever you wanted, and since my work was also 
from home, all remotely, there was a reduction in work by a lot so I had a 
lot of time there as well. 

Similarly, Samantha also mentioned how not having to be in different places throughout 
the day increased the time available in her schedule. She also said that she could turn 
off her camera and eat during virtual meetings and therefore didn’t have to worry about 
how others would react like she did when everything was in person: 



 

 

94 

 

I don’t find it’s [the pandemic] impacting my academics as much right now 
because COVID just frees up a fair amount of time; I don’t have to be 
certain places at certain times anymore. And worst comes to worst, when 
I’m in meetings with like twenty other people I can just turn my camera off 
and eat. 

Undeniably, there are many negative aspects related to the COVID-19 pandemic; 
however, the changes in class schedules resulted in positive effects for some 
participants in terms of how they feel about time management, as well as their ability to 
eat throughout the day. This demonstrates that by making time more available, students 
can spend more time on food and other parts of their lives, which is critical for their 
health and wellbeing.  

 

7.1.5 Conclusion 

Overall, the main message from participants is that they lack time to spend on food 
because of the various demands they face from university and other parts of their lives. 
Their stories demonstrate that sufficient time, and the autonomy to determine how one’s 
time is used, is an essential component to having meaningful relationships with food, 
supporting dimensions of health and wellbeing, and succeeding in their academic 
programs. Although a hectic, intense schedule is considered normal for postsecondary 
students, the significant time constraints students face should not be taken lightly. The 
next chapter presents findings on the health theme, where there are multiple examples 
of how participants’ health and wellbeing is negatively impacted for this very reason. 
While thinking about these findings on time, it is also important to reflect back to the 
findings on finances and identities, and consider how they relate to time. In addition to 
demanding workloads, time constraints are driven by inadequate finances, which is the 
reality for participants in this study, and many postsecondary students in general. 
Furthermore, since each participant is made up of unique and intersecting identities, this 
shapes their experiences with finances, time, and health. Carry these thoughts forward 
to the next chapter.  
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8 Vignette 4 – Nicole  

 

 

Nicole uses she/her pronouns and is in her twenties. She is a domestic student and is 
working on her undergraduate degree. She has various health conditions that make her 
more vulnerable to food insecurity; in turn, these health conditions are exacerbated by 
food insecurity. Based on the Canadian Household Food Security Module and the 
information Nicole provided in our interview, she experiences severe food insecurity. 
Many of the health conditions that Nicole experiences formed prior to starting 
postsecondary school, however, they didn’t prevent Nicole from pursuing her education 
interests. Although Nicole is studying in her field of interest, certain aspects of being a 
postsecondary student interact with her pre-existing health conditions, making them 
worse at times.  

Nicole lives with an eating disorder, autism, epilepsy and is immunocompromised. 
These conditions impact the amount of food she eats, which isn’t much. Her daily food 
intake is minimal and usually consists of one meal. She identified that the amount she 
eats it related to her eating disorder – when she feels like she is lacking control in her 
life, she’ll compromise by controlling how much she eats, which can mean not eating for 
a couple of days. Nicole’s food intake is also influenced by her other health conditions, 
some of which she takes medications for. The medications she takes inhibit hunger 
cues, which make it difficult for her to not only remember to eat, but also have an 
interest in eating. These are constant, daily struggles that she faces. Nicole shared: 

I tend to really only eat once if that’s even a thing. My system doesn’t have 
that I’m hungry switch that goes off in my brain, so I tend just not to 
bother. Yeah, it’s also medication wise it tends to interact as well and I’m 
not actually hungry. When I do eat though it’s tiny amounts. 

To help with food intake, Nicole prefers to eat a small quantity of snack-like foods, such 
as grapes, or cucumber slices, but she can’t afford these. She said that sometimes she 
goes to the fresh produce aisle just to look, but then returns to the frozen food section 
as that is where she can find foods that are affordable for her budget: 
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It would be a lot easier to eat snacky foods if it was a handle of grapes, or 
a handful of slices of cucumbers or something like that; that kinda stuff is a 
lot easier than having to actually prepare a meal and prepare something 
that doesn’t sit well with my stomach cause that’s what’s affordable. So, it 
would be a lot of easier if that stuff was accessible because then the food 
insecurity wouldn’t be as bad. 

In some ways Nicole’s financial situation is similar to other participants – she too is a 
postsecondary student and has to pay tuition to maintain this position, while also trying 
to afford the other high costs of living. Like other participants, she relies on a loan from 
the Ontario Student Assistance Program (OSAP). However, Nicole’s situation differs in 
that she faces limitations on the amount of money OSAP provides her because of the 
other income supports she receives. In addition to her OSAP loan, she is also eligible 
for payments from the Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP) because of the 
various health conditions she lives with. You would think, and hope, that these two 
financial support mechanisms would work together to ensure she can afford her needs, 
but sadly they don’t. Nicole described how these income supports fall short: 

So my income is Ontario Disability Support Program – I get the bare 
minimum and unfortunately it’s not enough because none of the students 
are in town and stuff like that. They’re all wherever they’re coming in from, 
whether its other provinces, other towns, whatever. There are no rentals of 
like, let’s share a house, which has led me to have to rent a one-bedroom 
with nobody else. So my entire ODSP goes towards rent, which just 
leaves whatever OSAP is able to provide, which is not a lot. Because of 
being on ODSP, they give enough to cover tuition, books and that’s about 
it. Maybe an extra couple hundred dollars on top of that, but there’s not 
much. 

It may seem like the food restrictions caused by her health conditions are separate from 
her financial circumstances. In many ways they are different, however, there are also 
multiple linkages between them which need to be recognized. For example, although 
Nicole would like to work a part-time job to increase her income, it’s not an option, 
especially during the pandemic. Nicole explained how the jobs in her area that are hiring 
are front-line service jobs, but because she has epilepsy and is immunocompromised it 
would be too risky for her to work in these settings: 

I do often go through the produce, but I can’t afford most of it, so it just it 
becomes a thing – I go back over to whatever’s frozen and stick with that 
because one of those frozen lasagnas or whatever lasts me a week 
because I don’t eat much. So accessibility wise in that way is just you 
can’t afford most of this stuff when you’re on income supports, whether it 
be because you’re unable to work for some reason, which is where I’m at 
right now. I physically cannot be working due to the epilepsy, but also 
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because I’m immunocompromised; I can’t risk going into a workplace and 
that’s most of what’s hiring right now. 

Since her income supports are insufficient and she is unable to work, Nicole relies on 
both the campus food bank, as well as the Guelph food bank to improve food access. In 
the most pragmatic, simple sense, the food banks do increase the quantity of food that 
Nicole has access to, and that is helpful. But access is limited in several other ways, 
which makes this type of support problematic. Nicole expressed her frustration about 
how difficult it is to eat healthy when fresh foods are unaffordable, and the food banks 
mainly provided canned or boxed foods. Not having access to foods that meet Nicole’s 
preferences and fulfill her definition of ‘healthy food’ is a compromise to her health; it 
would be to anyone’s. Nicole explained: 

It was a lot of soups and crackers, like canned soup, boxed soup, 
crackers, that kind of stuff. The times that I did go in, there was not very 
much fresh stuff, so it doesn’t really promote healthy eating. Everybody is 
all about you need to eat healthy, but how do you eat healthy when you 
don’t have the income to buy the healthy stuff that’s really expensive? But 
then a lot of individuals who do have the opportunity to donate to the food 
banks and stuff don’t think of donating the fresh stuff so there is no healthy 
eating promotion whatsoever. 

Limited access to Nicole’s preferred foods was an issue for another reason: she is 
lactose intolerant and has Crohn’s disease, both of which further reduce the types of 
foods that she can eat and feel good about. These types of foods are often not available 
at the food bank, and again are unaffordable. Nicole is powerless in this situation 
because her only option is to eat what foods are available, no matter what they are, and 
feel sick as a result. Nicole’s experiences are a result of the intersection of her social 
positions (e.g., lower socioeconomic status, disabilities, and compromised health) and 
the compounding structural oppressions these positions are subject to (e.g., ableism 
and classism). They are harmful and contribute to her experiences with food insecurity. 
Nicole said: 

I’m lactose intolerant and I have Chron’s. So a lot of foods are just not my 
friend. So even when it comes to food bank access and stuff like that, it’s 
hard to find stuff that’s not going to upset my stomach. I’m not able to buy 
the stuff that’s not going to hurt me because I can’t afford it. So I just kinda 
deal with a sore stomach and being sick ninety percent of the time cause I 
can’t do it. 

Lastly, there are also issues with physical access to the food banks. Nicole referred to 
the Guelph food bank specifically (as opposed to the campus food bank) and how the 
food was packaged in large boxes for her to carry home. She doesn’t drive and 
therefore relies on public transportation to get around. Nicole shared how carrying 
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multiple big boxes on the bus home was impractical, frustrating, and also activated 
some of the behaviours related to her eating disorder: 

Even when I did have to access to the actual Guelph food bank, that 
wasn’t an option either because they’d send you off with three or four giant 
boxes, which is not doable on the bus. So all of that stuff made it that I 
wasn’t accessing the stuff that I needed, which is where some of the 
eating problems became a thing again in my adult life, was just cause it’s 
not accessible, it’s not for those with disability who don’t fully understand 
how this is all works, it’s not user friendly. 

These examples illustrate the dynamic interactions between health, finances, and food. 
There were also interactions between Nicole’s health and other elements of being a 
postsecondary student. Because of her disabilities, she is on a reduced course load and 
takes two or three classes a semester. This helps keep the workload manageable and 
her stress levels lower, but it doesn’t eliminate either. Even with less classes in her 
schedule, Nicole still experiences challenges. Before the pandemic, she was in her 
accessibility counsellor’s office frequently, struggling with different elements of her 
health and wellbeing. This impacted her grades and ability to engage in class. Nicole 
explained what it was like for her in class: 

Even some of my profs pulled me aside and were like, we don’t know 
what’s going on, you’re super irritable, you won’t speak in class. I wouldn’t 
even interact in class when there were participation marks, I would not 
speak in front of the class. I would end up using Teams and I would 
message my TA on Teams and be like, this is what I want to say, I’m not 
saying it though; and I’d get participation marks that way, but it made for 
very difficult times. Grades were also a little bit lower at that point cause I 
was more so spiraling out of control mental health wise because of the 
lack of food, lack of emotion regulation, etcetera. 

The pandemic made matters worse in some ways. Her grades and coursework were not 
impacted by the shift to online learning, however, her health did suffer. The perpetual 
lockdowns removed a lot of the control from everyone’s lives, including Nicole’s. This 
feeling of lacking control made her eating disorder present itself more strongly, and as a 
result she reduced her food intake. Nicole said that not eating enough made her 
epilepsy worse: 

The only thing that’s really been affected is because I’m not eating, my 
epilepsy has increased and has been worse, so I’ve had to get extensions 
on assignments and stuff, but other than that it hasn’t really affected 
anything. Grades are still the same that they were before. 

In general, this trend of insufficient food intake has consequences for other aspects of 
her health and social relationships. Nicole explained that her emotions are unstable, 
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and she constantly has headaches. She also shared that various people in her life, such 
as friends and counsellors, stopped being a part of her life because they could not 
tolerate her behaviours and didn’t know how to support her:  

Emotion-wise I’m all over the place; when it comes to health-wise, 
migraines and headaches are a constant thing cause there’s very little 
food intake and stuff like that, so that stuff is all being impacted but then 
also relationships and such are being impacted as well. 

Experiencing various health conditions, financial strain, and food insecurity are 
challenges that Nicole faces. Like other participants, Nicole’s vignette emphasizes that 
everyone has a unique story that they carry with them, which interacts with other 
realities of being a postsecondary student. These interactions are not always obvious or 
straightforward, but they are important to hear and understand.  

 

8.1 Health Overview 

Nicole’s story illustrates many dimensions of health, the fourth key theme, and how they 
are interconnected with each other, as well as experiences of food insecurity. 
Increasingly, research on postsecondary student food insecurity demonstrates that 
students who experience food insecurity also experience negative impacts to their 
physical and mental health (Fortin et al., 2021; Martinez et al., 2019; Meza et al., 2019; 
Raskind et al., 2019). In this study, numerous dimensions of physical and mental health 
emerged. Sometimes participants connected dimensions of their health to food and food 
insecurity directly, but more often they discussed the indirect pathways that connect 
them (e.g. academics, finance, and social spheres). I was humbled that participants 
shared their health experiences and helped me to understand how relationships 
between health and food are multifaceted, interconnected, and simultaneous (i.e., 
different dimensions of health can be present and experienced at the same time). Their 
stories made it clear that separating health into categories is impossible to some extent. 
Any attempt to disentangle one dimension from another only leads to the realization that 
there are in fact more connections. A selection of health dimensions that participants 
discussed are presented in this section. Although I separate physical and mental health 
for writing purposes, it is imperative to remember that they need to be viewed and 
understood in the context of all other health (and non-health) dimensions that comprise 
each participant’s life.  
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8.1.1 Physical Health  

Throughout each interview, participants discussed numerous aspects of their physical 
experiences related to food insecurity (both directly and indirectly). The experiences that 
will be described here include disturbed sleep, fatigue, and weight changes.  

 

Disturbed Sleep and Fatigue 

Several participants described disruptions to sleep quantity and / or quality because of 
factors related to academics, finances, and life stress. The most common reason for 
disrupted sleep is because of the stress from academic schedules and course loads. In 
these cases, disrupted sleep impacted participants’ experiences with food insecurity. 
For example, Priya discussed how the stress around the exam period reduced her sleep 
time and impacted her capacity to make decisions around food preparation and 
planning, which resulted in skipped meals: 

Stress and in terms of exams maybe not sleeping enough takes over how 
we judge our capacity to make food, or to arrange for food. We sometimes 
just skip it entirely to make time for something else and yeah, I think that’s 
what I noticed most. 

Similarly, Caleb also described how during the exam period of his first semester, he was 
thinking a lot about school, which made it difficult to fall asleep at night. Because of the 
academic pressure Caleb experiences, he said he got less hours of sleep and did not 
feel like eating: 

I can put it that way, because I wasn’t having enough sleep, I don’t know if 
I was thinking a lot at that time; always having a short nap and I wake up. 
I'm a person who doesn't have difficulty in sleeping, but this particular 
point in time I experienced that. 

Just as Caleb expressed uncertainty as to why he was having trouble sleeping, Shanvi 
is also unsure whether the fatigue and sleeping issues she experiences are related to 
food or stress from school. Even though she is unsure, on some level she recognizes 
that multiple stress factors could be impacting her sleep. Shanvi said: 

I would say some tiredness was the main health problem and other than 
that sometimes I had a sleep disorder, but I don’t know if that’s related to 
food or not really, but that could be due to a lot of other reasons as well, 
like stress and having to worry about exams. 

These examples demonstrate interconnected relationships between academics, sleep, 
and food, whereby academics and food impact sleep, and sleep impacts academics and 
food. These relationships have also been found in multiple studies that show food 
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insecurity is associated with sleep issues among postsecondary students (Crutchfield et 
al., 2020; Haskett et al., 2021; Martinez et al., 2019). Although some participants 
suggested that their lack of food intake throughout the day could be related to their 
sleep issues, none of them explicitly attributed this scenario as a direct factor affecting 
their sleep. Other participants sometimes skipped dinner or other meals during the day 
but did not indicate that this impacted their sleep or other aspects of their health. 
Regardless, their stories demonstrate the different ways that food insecurity and health, 
in this case sleep, interact with each other.  

 

Weight Changes and Hunger Cues 

Another aspect related to physical health that multiple participants talked about was the 
weight changes they experience. These participants described experiences with weight 
loss, weight gain, and fluctuations between both depending on their circumstances. 
Participants who experienced weight loss attributed it to inadequate food intake and / or 
skipping meals entirely, which occurred mostly because of being unable to afford 
sufficient food, but also because of other stress factors. For example, Basir reported 
losing approximately 15 pounds because of the difficulties he experienced in the initial 
period of moving to Canada: 

Well at the beginning I lost almost six or seven kilograms of my weight, so 
yeah, at the beginning it was very difficult. I was almost becoming skinny, 
and the reason came back to the parameters that I mentioned. So at the 
beginning it was very difficult and my health situation was also not very 
good. I had some headache, and I had at least two or three times a week 
very bad headaches that happened to me for maybe the first six or seven 
months of my immigration. 

Caleb also shared that he lost weight because of multiple reasons, including fasting 
practices tied to his religious beliefs, as well as academic stress which distracted him 
from eating: 

Yeah, that is one thing I observed, because you’re having mental 
problems in terms of studying, you see, and maybe you are not eating 
well, you are fasting you see, and you are also not fat, so at least you lose 
weight a little bit, which I think I experience that physically for sure. 

Many of these same participants also gained weight during certain times. Recalling 
Penelope’s vignette, she gained weight in first year when she had access to the campus 
meal plan because of the scholarships and bursaries she received at that time.  

Not all participants experienced weight changes, but some described how they lacked 
hunger cues. For example, Priya explained how after years of skipping breakfast 
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because she never had time, she now never feels hungry in the morning and therefore 
has the habit of skipping this meal: “It feels like since I didn’t have it for so many years, I 
just feel heavy in the morning already and not hungry at all so I would rather skip it and 
wait until lunch”. It’s possible that this is a way that their minds and bodies have come to 
normalize feelings of hunger. 

In these examples, participants experienced changes to their weight and appetite 
because of not being able to afford sufficient food, academic and other stresses, 
religious beliefs, or some combination of various factors. Once again, they demonstrate 
that there are direct linkages between food insecurity and health.  

 

8.1.2 Mental Health  

Multiple participants described the mental health challenges they face in various 
contexts.  The mental health challenges that appear to be most prevalent include stress, 
anxiety, worry, and depression.  

 

Stress, Anxiety, and Depression 

As discussed in the previous section on physical health, stress and anxiety originated 
from multiple sources for participants. The most referenced source of stress is 
academics, which included demanding schedules, heavy course loads, and a lack of 
time. For some participants, there is also stress associated with other aspects of life, 
often related to finances and invariably food, as well as factors such as social isolation 
and housing. These stresses associated with other aspects of life are not independent 
of academics given the investment of resources (e.g., money, time, energy) that it 
requires. When these resources are tied up in academics, they are less available and 
potentially even unavailable for other areas of life, which can exacerbate stress caused 
directly from academic sources.  

The impacts of academics on participants’ mental health had implications on 
participants’ eating behaviours and clearly demonstrated that interactions occur 
between them. For instance, Caleb described how his academic workload is so stressful 
and all-consuming that he does not always think about eating. At the same time, he 
recognized that not eating impacts his ability to think, which of course is a necessary 
component of his academic work.  

In another example, Samantha shared how she experiences anxiety, which can make 
her feel physically ill and impact her desire and ability to eat. She explained how things 
like presentations and exams increase her anxiety, and thereby further limit what she 
eats. It was also challenging for her to attend classes that were scheduled early in the 
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morning, as her anxiety was worse at this time and made it difficult to get out of bed. 
These examples demonstrate the interconnectedness of academics, health, and eating 
behaviours that exist. Samantha said: 

My anxiety definitely impacts my eating habits, so if I’m having a bad day 
with my anxiety I don’t eat as much, and I’ll be physically ill. So before I 
got my meds sorted out I’d be sick on a daily basis just cause I couldn’t 
handle the food and I’d get nauseous. It gets worse around presentations, 
it would get worse around exams, yeah hundred percent, there’s no 
debate in that one. 

At the same time, participants also experience impacts to their mental health from 
sources outside of academics22. Multiple participants talked about their living situation 
and the different ways this caused stress for them. For example, Roxanne shared how 
she was unexpectedly evicted from her apartment and was forced to find another place 
to live in a short period. This event made her feel stressed and anxious and had 
considerable impacts on her mental health. It also increased the limitations on her time, 
making it more difficult to stay on top of her academic workload and food preparation. 
As such, for a week her food intake was minimal at best, consisting mostly of raw 
vegetables. This experience involved multiple forms of stress that build on each other 
and accumulate, showing that the effects of what may appear as an isolated event are 
themselves never singular, but can have a wave-like effect in other areas of life. In the 
following quote, Roxanne explains how the accumulation of stress decreases her ability 
to eat: 

I generally try for many reasons to be very proactive with my cooking, 
where I have premade meals in the freezer so I can eat them. But you 
know, if there’s enough cumulative stress you exhaust those meals and 
then you don’t have anything on a day when you really need it. 

Other participants talked about experiences of social isolation that have consequences 
for their mental health. As described in Myra’s vignette, she faces difficulties 
establishing friendships with non-international students in her lab. Because her efforts to 
connect to her colleagues were unsuccessful, she feels misunderstood and excluded. 
Similar results are found in a study by Heng (2017), where Chinese international 
students experienced social isolation from domestic students, which they attributed to 
negative cultural stereotypes. Myra said: 

 

22 To be clear, I am not suggesting that academics is unrelated to the sources of stress in other parts of 
life. There are many ways that dimensions of academics and being a postsecondary student connects to 
other parts of an individual’s life. For example, the cost of tuition and a limited earning potential are two 
financial characteristics of being a postsecondary student that can leave students in precarious financial 
situations and essentially prevent them from meeting their basic needs, such as food and housing. 
Although food and housing may not be considered a part of academics, they are certainly influenced by it.  
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I don’t feel close enough to share with them my personal or tell my sad 
stories, and sometimes I feel like they don’t want to listen also, you know. 
So it’s like I’m putting my stuff on them, I feel like they’re feeling in that 
way so I don’t tell them. 

For some participants, the stress they experience led to periods of depression. 
Penelope shared that she went through a period of depression and anxiety, which she 
attributed to academics, and used food as a coping strategy. Penelope also explained 
the pattern of her not eating for a day and a half, and then ordering something from 
Uber Eats, which she would eat for the entire next day: 

It was a two-month period of me just being very stressed out with school 
and a lot of school factors. I wasn’t sure what I was gonna do with my life, 
and all those kinda things just hit me. It was me using food as a coping 
strategy for like, I'm sad, I'm gonna go order whatever I was gonna order 
and it [eating] just ended up being collateral damage of feeling stressed 
out. So once the stress was relieved then I was able to kind of get my 
eating back on track and in my own kinda normality. 

Unsurprisingly, aspects of food (e.g., types of food eaten) and eating behaviours (e.g., 
eating with others) can impact mental health, just like mental health can impact food 
and eating behaviours. This feedback cycle is demonstrated at the end of Basir’s 
vignette, when he explains that finishing his comprehensive exams increased the 
amount of time he had available, which allowed him to search for food that better 
aligned with his preferences (but that were still within his limited budget) and thereby 
improved his overall mental state. The relationships in this example are relatively 
straightforward to follow, but it’s not always easy to understand the interconnections 
between food and different dimensions of health and wellbeing, such as those between 
body image, eating disorders, and food insecurity.  

 

Body Image and Eating Disorder  

A few studies have explored eating disorder pathology and food insecurity among the 
general adult population and found that associations do exist (Becker et al., 2019). 
Similarly, recent studies focused on postsecondary students show that students who 
experience food insecurity are more likely to receive positive diagnoses of potential 
eating disorders compared to food secure students  (Barry et al., 2019; Christensen et 
al., 2021). I did not anticipate that this subject area of health would come up in my 
research, however, several participants shared their experiences related to body image 
concerns and eating disorders. Their experiences vary, but nonetheless influence their 
relationships with food. For example, Roxanne explained that she often restricts calories 
to avoid overeating but tends to eat intuitively on days that she exercises. She didn’t say 
whether this attitude and behaviour is related to body image concerns, nor did she 
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relate it to her experiences with food insecurity, but it’s possible that connections exist 
between them. Roxanne said: 

I often calorie restrict because I feel like if I don’t count calories then I end 
up eating excessively, but I think when I’m exercising, I feel a lot more 
comfortable eating intuitively. If I’m not exercising, I feel like I have to 
calorie count.  

A different example is provided in Nicole’s vignette, which outlines the eating disorder 
challenges she lives with. It is clear from her story that living with an eating disorder 
affects her physical and mental health, as well as her relationship to food. Experiencing 
food insecurity makes everything worse, including some of the behaviours associated 
with her eating disorder and of course other dimensions of her health and wellbeing.  

Indeed, relationships between food insecurity, body image concerns, and eating 
disorders are complex. My intent of sharing this dimension of the health theme that 
emerged in this research is to highlight that these relationships exist and are a part of 
the lived realities of Roxanne, Nicole, and most likely other postsecondary students in 
Canada.  

 

8.1.3 Conclusion 

The examples presented in this chapter were selected to convey the health theme. 
They demonstrate that health is multidimensional and that these dimensions interact in 
myriad ways with each other and experiences of food insecurity. In particular, it is clear 
that aspects of academics and the diverse intersection of identities that postsecondary 
student have – which have been discussed here as well as in previous chapters on 
identities, finances, and time – impact students’ health in a multitude of ways that are 
unique and dynamic for each of them. At this point in my thesis, I have developed a 
context of some of the key themes that make up participants’ experiences with food 
insecurity. That is, participants have diverse identities, financial contexts, time 
constraints, and health realities, all of which are prominent components that influence 
their experiences with food insecurity and how they cope. In the next chapter, I present 
findings on the coping mechanisms that participants use in response to the challenges 
they face as postsecondary students. 
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9 Vignette 5 – Roxanne  

Roxanne uses she/her pronouns, and is a domestic Master’s student in her twenties. 
She comes from a middle-class background and did not grow up food insecure; 
however, now as a postsecondary student she does experience food insecurity. Based 
on the Canadian Household Food Security Module and the information she provided in 
our interview, Roxanne experiences severe food insecurity. She uses various coping 
mechanisms in response to these experiences, some of which include cost saving 
strategies, relying on social supports, skipping meals, and normalizing aspects of her 
circumstances.  

Roxanne spends most of her evenings in the kitchen preparing foods. She is vegan, 
and makes everything from scratch, such as bread, granola, crackers, and hummus. 
Cooking is something that she enjoys, and she takes pride in her skills. It all sounds 
quite pleasant, however, investing substantial time into cooking is done out of necessity. 
Roxanne can’t afford to buy pre-made foods – such as those listed above – that align 
with her food preferences. If she doesn’t cook, she doesn’t eat. Roxanne knows the 
consequences of not cooking, and for that reason she also cooks proactively to ensure 
she has a sufficient number of premade meals in the freezer for days when she is 
unable to cook. Roxanne said: 

As a vegan particularly, there’s no way that I can afford the easy, fast 
cooking foods. Everything I make, I make from raw ingredients because 
it’s the cheapest way to do it. So I invest a lot of time in cooking, and 
luckily I enjoy it most of the time, but I do probably spend two hours every 
day cooking [laughs] because you know, a person with a lot of money who 
was vegan would just buy all of the fancy frozen foods, and the tofu, you 
know the pre-flavoured tofu and all that jazz, but if you’re not vegan you 
just buy easy things like cheese and eggs and you have easy snacks and 
they’re less expensive, but I feel like the only way that I can make 
veganism affordable is to do all my cooking and so it’s very time intensive 
instead. 
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Dedicating considerable time to cooking is dictated by the financial pressures Roxanne 
experiences, and it often works, but for many reasons it also leaves her in a precarious 
situation. Cooking is an energy intensive activity, especially when it is not shared with 
someone else, and there are days when she is tired and doesn’t have the energy to 
spend on cooking. Although Roxanne has a partner, she lives on her own and this adds 
a level of responsibility and vulnerability that she did not experience when she lived with 
roommates during her undergraduate studies. No one else is going to cook for her, nor 
share their meals if she is unable to provide food for herself.  

Another factor that makes Roxanne’s position more precarious is unexpected scenarios 
that disrupt the time she allocates to cooking. On one occasion, she was given short 
notice that she was required to move because her rental provider decided to sell the 
apartment she lives in. In response, Roxanne had to search for a new place to live – a 
task that is onerous at the best of times, and even more so in the midst of Guelph’s 
current housing crisis – which took away from her time to spend on cooking. When 
Roxanne can’t spend the time cooking and doesn’t have previously prepared food in the 
freezer then she goes without eating, or drastically reduces her food intake. In this 
instance, she went for an entire week without eating anything but raw vegetables and 
lost four pounds. She laughed as she explained this, but also said that it was not good: 

Most of the time it’s okay because I like it [cooking], but on weeks where 
I’m very stressed or where there’s a lot going on, what usually ends up 
happening is I just don’t eat very well. It’ll be like, I’ll eat carrots straight 
[laughs] and you know, I even don’t usually buy bread because I find it to 
be too much of luxury when you can make it. So yeah, if I have a really 
busy or stressful week, like last week when my landlord told me I had to 
move and I was trying to manage school and finding a new place, I just 
didn’t have time for cooking. So I went an entire week just eating raw 
vegetables basically and I actually lost like four pounds [laughs] and it was 
not good. So I think as soon as something disrupts my schedule, it’s really 
hard to recover from cause I can’t just order takeout and I can’t easily 
afford to just buy premade meals. So I have to have either money or time, 
it’s like one of the two things. 

Roxanne also has chronic back pain, a physical disability that she has lived with for 
most of her life. This impacts her ability to cook, as well as her feelings towards cooking 
depending on the intensity of pain she experiences. When the pain is moderate it 
makes standing for long periods of time difficult, and cooking can change from an 
enjoyable and relaxing activity that she chooses, to a frustrating and painful obligation. 
Roxanne copes with the physical pain in various ways, including using a back brace, 
taking pain medication, stretching, and sitting down when she can for tasks such as 
chopping vegetables. At other times, the pain is more severe, and it prevents her from 
getting out of bed. Roxanne experiences this severe pain a handful of times throughout 
the year, and although it occurs less frequently, it increases the likelihood of being 
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unable to eat. Once again, living alone increases her vulnerability. Roxanne described 
what this pain is like for her, and how it influences her experience with food: 

I do have a minor disability; I have chronic pain in my back, so the worst 
part about cooking so much is that I have trouble standing for long periods 
of time. So it’s enjoyable [cooking], but as soon as I start having pain and 
if I have to keep cooking because I don’t have anything else to eat, it can 
be really frustrating. It’s like, if I don’t have the option to stop then it 
becomes an obligation that is upsetting. And I mean that’s come in with 
the food bank too, like when it’s really icy in the winter I have trouble 
walking to the food bank. I actually called them once to deliver and they 
said they couldn’t, so I just went without food from the food bank for a 
week because I couldn’t walk on the ice. 

Roxanne has been using the campus food bank for two years. Prior to COVID-19 when 
she was still on campus, she actively planned her schedule around the food bank, 
arriving at 11:30 am, 30 minutes before the food bank opened at noon. Going later in 
the day was not ideal because it usually meant less food and therefore less choice. It 
wasn’t just one day a week that Roxanne planned her schedule around the food bank, it 
was every day, all year. Because the food bank receives different deliveries throughout 
the week, Roxanne didn’t know what foods they might have on a given day. So she 
visited every day, with the hope that she would have the opportunity to select foods that 
she preferred, such as strawberries, but that didn’t always happen. This was frustrating, 
especially in the winter when the weather was cold. It was also disappointing for her 
when she saw other people walking out with a variety of foods such as peppers and 
tomatoes, only to get inside and find that cabbage was all that was left. The demand for 
the campus food bank is high, and many students line-up early with the same hopes as 
Roxanne, that by doing so they’ll have more foods to choose from.   

The food bank is a valuable resource that supports Roxanne, but it is also a way that 
she copes with food insecurity. One of the ways that Roxanne copes with the difficulties 
of the food bank is by rationalizing that it is a resource that she makes time for rather 
than a resource that she is dependent on because she can’t afford sufficient food: 

I did actively plan my schedule around going to the food bank. It was 
frustrating. I think, you know, I went through all of undergrad without even 
knowing that that resource was available. So in a lot of ways, I was still 
just happy it existed. I kinda was like, this is something I’m making time for 
because it’s a resource that I want to have access to. And so I wasn’t 
super picky about the way they were doing it just because I thought it was 
really cool that they had it at all. 

Multiple coping mechanisms often occur at the same time and in some instances build 
on each other. In this example, Roxanne uses the food bank as a coping mechanism for 
food insecurity. Simultaneously, she also normalizes her reliance on the food bank. The 
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main ways that Roxanne normalizes her experiences related to food insecurity include 
self-blame and denial. By using these forms of normalizing, she is able to explain some 
of her behaviours related to food without connecting them to being food insecure. 

Roxanne recognizes the unaffordable costs of food and living, which are really the 
primary drivers of the food insecurity she experiences. At the same time, she expresses 
that it is difficult for her to identify with being food insecure because she thinks that if it 
weren’t for her own “bad” decision-making with money then she would be able to afford 
food. In other words, she blames herself for the financial position she is in. Roxanne 
rationalizes that if it weren’t for buying alcohol or spending money on other social or 
leisure types of activities that she would have sufficient funds to afford food, but since 
she does, it’s her own fault and therefore she can’t say she is food insecure: 

I think it’s sometimes hard to tell that you’re food insecure, because you’re 
really just broke. That’s what it comes down to is like, it’s not so much that 
you can’t afford food, it’s like you can’t afford anything. And so it doesn’t 
really strike you, you don’t identify with that phrase when it comes up 
cause you just feel like a broke student [laughs] and you’re like oh well I 
do buy alcohol so you know, it’s my own fault I don’t have money for this 
or that, right? 

Of course this is not true and is a common stereotypical narrative that people uphold 
about students. Furthermore, Roxanne described how she includes social costs in her 
budget so that she avoids overspending when she is out socializing. She also shared 
how sometimes she declines social invitations because she can’t afford to go out, and 
as a result she loses out on friendships. Clearly it is not a matter of poor budgeting or 
spending all her money on alcohol or socializing since she is aware of her financial 
boundaries and makes decisions to stay within these. 

Another way that Roxanne normalizes her experiences is by downplaying and denying 
their severity. Roxanne either does not have the time to prepare food or cannot afford 
sufficient food that meets her preferences, and so to cope she skips meals and reduces 
her food intake. Eventually the lack of food intake can result in physical symptoms, such 
as feeling dizzy and nauseous; however, Roxanne does not relate this to being food 
insecure. In this example, she simplifies the scenario to not buying pre-made snacks 
and does not go any further as to why she makes this decision. She also attributes the 
lack of hunger to be a personal quality of hers and not something related to the impacts 
of food insecurity. Roxanne described why she skips meals, and what that experience is 
like for her: 

There’s also the days where I just fully don’t have time to make a 
comprehensive meal and so I end up not eating and I think probably more 
than any other time in my life, I do skip meals a lot more than I used to. I 
don’t buy foods that are easy to eat quickly because they’re expensive 
and so when it’s down to a time crunch I don’t have anything in the house 
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that is premade or easy to eat, like I don’t even buy crackers because 
they’re expensive [laughs]; my quickest snack is that I have popcorn 
kernels and I’ll make popcorn, but it’s a zero nutrient food right, it’s just a 
snack. So when I really am stressed I do find that I skip meals and I do 
find that I’ll get dizzy. I’ll sometimes skip meals if I don’t have anything 
that’s quick and easy to eat because I didn’t buy it because it was 
expensive. I’ll skip meals and around 3:30 pm I still wouldn’t have eaten 
anything and I’ll get dizzy, and I never really feel hungry. I feel like that’s 
just a me thing, like my stomach never feels hungry, but I start to feel sick 
when I don’t eat and then once I start to feel sick then I can’t cook 
anything because I feel so gross. So I’ll just go a whole day without eating 
and the next day I’ll start over and be like today I’m gonna make breakfast. 

Roxanne’s feelings about herself and her situation are dynamic and changing 
depending on the context and the moment. At times she blames herself, whereas at 
other times she feels good about herself and how she prioritizes food, allocates her 
resources properly, and makes all her food from scratch. Roxanne said: 

It is not necessarily that I go without food, it’s more just that I have to 
consciously think about where I’m allocating resources and what I’m 
planning for to ensure that I will have nutritious food that meets my 
specialty diet needs every day. 

Although Roxanne says that she doesn’t necessarily go without food, she said that she 
does frequently skip meals and reduce her food intake to cope with food insecurity: 

Well, I say if I look at the past 3 months, I would say probably like once a 
week I’ll skip at least two full meals; I’ll either not eat breakfast and lunch 
or I’ll not eat dinner because I don’t want to be cooking. Yeah probably at 
least once a week. I did just go through a really big week of mental health 
crisis with my housing situation, and I solidly went 3 or 4 days without 
eating anything substantial, so it is one of those things where it’s like a 
snowball effect, like I’m fine, I’m fine, and if I’m not fine, I’m really not fine. 

At times Roxanne relies on her family and partner for support. This mostly happens in 
instances where she does not have time to cook, does not have back-up food prepared, 
and cannot afford to order takeout or go to the grocery store and buy something that is 
fast to make or premade (and vegan). When this occurs, her parents and partner have 
stepped in and bought her takeout or groceries. 

Although one of the ways that Roxanne copes with being food insecure is by accessing 
support from her relationships, she also must cope with elements of these relationships. 
Roxanne shared that when she told her parents that she used the campus food bank 
and explained why, they could not understand: 
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So I had to explain to my parents for example that I was using the food 
bank, and my mom was like, whatever I guess you are a poor student, 
that’s fine, after I explained it, but she was kinda like, well that’s not for 
you [laughs] and then I was like, but I’m broke, you don’t understand, I 
don’t have money, I don’t have any money to buy groceries, you know at 
the end of the month I’m eating just canned food cause there’s no food in 
my fridge, so I was like, I have to use it, it’s for students. 

It’s possible that her parents did not comprehend the realities of her situation, of what it 
feels like to be without food, or are in denial themselves. Roxanne didn’t say how this 
made her feel, but the apparent disconnect in her mother’s response could be stressful 
or upsetting for Roxanne and may have required her to use additional coping 
mechanisms. This interaction highlights the multifaceted and complex nature of coping 
with various circumstances in life.  

Roxanne experiences numerous challenges that are connected to her position as a 
postsecondary student, and that extend into many other areas of her life. In response 
she uses a multitude of coping mechanisms to manage these challenges and mitigate 
the harm they cause. They’re not perfect as some mechanisms surely produce their 
own negative outcomes, and overall, none of them really help to alleviate the root 
causes of food insecurity that Roxanne experiences. Sometimes it’s just a matter of 
trying to choose the best way to cope in a given moment, even though none of the 
options are ideal. 

 

9.1 Coping Mechanisms Overview 

Roxanne’s story shows that she uses a variety of mechanisms simultaneously to cope 
with food insecurity and other aspects of her life. Coping mechanisms is the final key 
theme in this research, which I understand as the behaviours participants use to 
manage food insecurity and attempt to reduce its impacts to their health and wellbeing 
in the short-term, but not necessarily improve their access to food. Much of the literature 
on postsecondary student food insecurity discusses the breadth of coping strategies 
that postsecondary students use in response to food insecurity. Usually there are trade-
offs with these strategies, whereby they may alleviate pressure in one area of life, but 
cause harm in others (Farahbakhsh et al., 2015). All participants in this study use a 
variety of coping mechanisms, and like Roxanne, often multiple mechanisms 
simultaneously, at different times. Participants do so not only because they have to 
cope with food insecurity, but because they also have to cope with other challenges in 
their lives. Although there are common coping strategies among participants, the 
strategies used at any given time are unique to each participant and influenced by their 
identities, as well as life experiences and circumstances.  
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The coping mechanisms23 presented in this section include cost-saving strategies, 
support from social connections, skipping meals, and normalizing the difficult situation 
of being food insecure through denial and self-blame. Other coping mechanisms that 
are used, but not discussed here, include alternative income routes, mindset and 
acceptance, and distraction behaviours.  

 

9.1.1 Cost Saving Strategies 

Cost saving strategies are a prominent coping mechanism used by participants, and are 
particularly important given the precarious financial positions they are in. Some of the 
most common cost saving strategies that participants use include making compromises 
to food quantity, quality, nutrition, variety, and preferences. Most participants rely on at 
least one of these cost saving strategies – in addition to other coping mechanisms – 
and many of them rely on more than one. However, no matter which single strategy or 
combination of strategies participants use to save money, they never reach financially 
adequate positions, nor food secure states. Samantha is a participant who relies on 
multiple cost saving strategies. She described how a lot of her decision making around 
food is based on cost, and specifically how she can reduce the amount of money she 
spends on food. Samantha said that some of the strategies she relies on include 
delaying the purchase of certain foods until they are on sale, and purposefully seeking 
out foods that are visibly compromised and therefore cheaper: 

So I wait until they [peppers] go on sale and buy them in bulk as well and I 
try to buy the imperfect ones, so they come in weird shapes that aren’t 
necessarily commercially pretty. but they taste the frickin’ same so who 
cares, and they come in a large bag too so I can buy them in bulk, and I 
can buy them for like five bucks in a packet, five dollars for a package of 
eights peppers or something like that. 

Basir also compromised on buying fresh vegetables for multiple, interconnected 
reasons. As described in his vignette, when he first moved to Canada, he only knew 
how to make a small collection of dishes from his home country, but he could not afford 
to buy the vegetables that are used in these dishes; he therefore had to forgo buying 
fresh vegetables altogether. Basir said: “No. There is no way. The only option is to 
forget about making food out of vegetables, at least ones that I know how to cook and 
are expensive. There is one option of using frozen vegetables”. 

 

23 I use the words mechanisms and strategies interchangeably when I refer to coping in this section.  
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In the process of making these types of compromises to food, participants inevitably 
altered their diets. One participant, Penelope, said that she purposefully decided to alter 
her diet and become vegetarian because it cost less: “I actually ended up going 
vegetarian in my first year too; honestly probably one of the best things I’d done cause 
meat is so expensive”. 

Some of the other cost-saving strategies that participants use include accessing the 
campus food bank, relying on social supports, reducing food portions, declining social 
events, attending events on campus with free food, planning and preparing meals at 
home to avoid purchasing food on campus, not purchasing textbooks or searching for 
used copies, and shopping on days with student discounts. Since all participants for this 
study used the campus food bank at some point in time, I decided to present more 
detailed findings on this strategy.   

 

9.1.2 Food Bank  

Most participants in this study are users of the campus food bank at the University of 
Guelph. Even though participant recruitment for this study was explicitly done through 
the campus food bank, information known by me and the participants, I noticed that 
during several interviews, participants did not bring up their use of the food bank on 
their own. Each time this happened, I initially questioned whether the participant used 
the food bank or instead had come across the details of this study in another way. It 
wasn’t until I asked these participants directly about the food bank that I could be certain 
that they were using it. I interpreted this occurrence as a sign that participants were 
embarrassed or ashamed of the fact that they used the food bank and did not want to 
bring it up if they didn’t have to. This is a possibility given that using food banks can 
impact a person’s dignity and create feelings of shame, as shown in studies on 
individual and household food insecurity (Hamelin et al., 2002; Middleton et al., 2018). 
However, it could also be attributed to other reasons, such as the open-ended structure 
of the questions I asked, the flow and topics of our conversation, or simply the 
possibility that it did not occur to participants to talk about their use of the food bank. 

In general, using a food bank, whether it is on or off campus, is an indication that an 
individual or household is unable to meet their food needs on their own and is therefore 
a coping strategy that may help people meet some of their needs in the short-term. One 
of the main reasons that participants struggle to meet their food needs is because they 
have inadequate financial resources to cover the high costs of attending postsecondary 
school and living. In this way, the food bank provides temporary relief by providing them 
with food, which may have prevented some participants from experiencing more severe 
level of food insecurity at times. However, the food bank does not address the root 
causes of their experiences with food insecurity. This point is reinforced by the fact that 
no one indicated that the food bank changed their financial circumstances or eliminated 
the numerous other dimensions of their experiences with food insecurity. This is 
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unsurprising, as many scholars argue that food banks are not an effective long-term 
solution to addressing food insecurity among both student or non-student populations 
(Farahbakhsh et al., 2017; Vozoris & Tarasuk, 2003).  

Although the campus food bank does not solve food insecurity, participants found it to 
be a beneficial resource. For example, Priya expressed her gratitude for the food bank 
and explained that it provides groceries for her, and likely her family as well since she 
lives with them, for an entire week: 

The food bank helped a lot because I would go there between [classes] 
and then just get groceries for the whole week. But then I didn’t actually 
have a car, so it would be kind of hard to take two buses to go back and 
forth and carry all of those [items]. But other than that, I’m very grateful for 
the food bank. 

The campus food bank is not perfect though, and many participants also talked about 
the downsides and difficulties they experienced. For example, multiple participants 
commented on the low quality, variety, and availability of foods at the food bank. 
Samantha talked about her experience with getting meat at the food bank, and how the 
selection is often limited to fish, which she doesn’t like, and chicken. She likes chicken, 
but the chicken she receives from the food bank is of poor quality and insufficient 
quantity. Samantha said: 

I wish they had more meat because they have chicken breasts there and 
fish, but I’m not a huge fan of fish and the chicken breasts are really small, 
and when you cook them it’s almost like they’re gritty, it’s like they’re a 
lower quality of meat or something, like stringy, gritty, those words kinda 
describe it. So I tried to not eat those ones as a chicken breast, and I try to 
cook them down into something so I didn’t taste the grittiness as much. 

Similarly, Basir also talked about the poor quality of fish and chicken, and how there are 
minimal foods available to choose from during the times that he can make it to the food 
bank: 

So in some cases again about the food bank, I tried fish and chicken, but I 
couldn’t. I tried once and I never tried again. I couldn’t tolerate them. So 
some of the foods are not what I can eat, but for example in terms of milk, 
egg, bread, and the dairy products that they have I can use. They don’t 
have that much vegetables, other things. The fruits I cannot have, the time 
I am scheduled, there are no fruits left. So yeah, the dairy products are the 
only options and that is good. 

Although all 11 participants use the food bank (at the University of Guelph and another 
Canadian institution), only ten of them do because they are unable to meet their food 
needs. One participant, Amar, used the food bank a couple of times prior to COVID-19, 
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not because he was unable to meet his food needs, but because it was convenient for 
him. Amar described his timetable to me during our interview together, and it was full of 
courses he had to attend, lab work, assignments, and studying. His days started early 
and ended late, making it difficult at times to fit in grocery shopping. In these moments 
he relied on the food bank, highlighting once again that insufficient time is a major issue 
for postsecondary students that impacts their ability to access food. Amar said: 

Once or twice I went to the food bank cause my deadline was on me and I 
had to buy food, so I needed a few vegetables to cook and I didn’t have 
that much time to spare, so I just went to the food bank and just took that 
thing because the food bank was in the university itself. 

Other participants also described the convenience of the food bank. However, the 
convenience aspect was not always driven by a demanding workload from school, like it 
was for Amar. Participants have various, and sometimes overlapping reasons as to why 
the food bank is convenient. For Shanvi, accessing food from the food bank was easier 
depending on her parents’ work schedule, as she relies on them to go grocery 
shopping; if they are busy then it’s hard for them to find time to go to the store, and 
Shanvi can’t go without them. Additionally, she mentioned that going to the grocery 
store also depends on their health, as well as if they are experiencing a financial crisis: 

Going to the food bank would be easier because during the weekdays if 
it’s going to the food bank then I can go myself, but during grocery 
shopping, it just depends on our time, like when my parents have work 
and then what best fits their schedule. So I mean considering that, I think 
we decide if we need to go to the grocery store if someone’s sick then 
which day we need to do the groceries or not and then also I think the time 
is the main thing here. 

This collection of examples demonstrates that although there are various downsides 
associated with using the foodbank, it appears to be a somewhat successful coping 
mechanism for participants that temporarily alleviates the stress of not being able to 
access adequate food.  

 

9.1.3 Support from Social Connections 

Participants rely on their social connections for support with food in various ways, such 
as financially and socially. Several participants explained how their social connections 
helped them financially at different times and for varying durations. For one participant, 
Amar, the financial support from his parents to study abroad in Canada prevents him 
from experiencing food insecurity. Amar said that he also works a part-time job, which 
provides additional financial support: 
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My parents are funding me right now, for my university fee and for my 
monthly expenses too. I’m doing a part time job at Tim Hortons so I can 
take out my expenses, like most of my monthly rent and phone plan and 
my day-to-day expenses. So yeah, I never felt insecurity with money here 
because my parents are there with me. 

Anita’s situation was similar to Amar during her undergraduate degree when her parents 
paid the cost of her tuition and other living expenses. Now she is a Master’s student and 
relies on student loans for a lot of her costs, which is a more precarious position to be 
in. Anita explained: 

And being at home, my parents saved up, so I wasn’t on a student loan so 
that’s a very different mindset. I look back and I’m like wow, there’s just 
things that you didn’t have to worry about or constraints where you 
wouldn't understand things, so there was a financial security in undergrad. 

For other participants, the financial support they receive is less reliable and provided 
randomly, or during times of crisis. As described in Roxanne’s vignette, her parents buy 
her takeout when she does not have food prepared at home and cannot afford to buy 
takeout or foods that are easy to prepare. As another example, Penelope shared a story 
about how her friend’s dad bought her groceries on one or two occasions: 

Her [Penelope’s friend] dad had bought me groceries one or two times 
throughout university. We went grocery shopping, and they wouldn’t make 
it uncomfortable, you know asking me or making me feel weird about it, he 
would just toss his card over while he was putting her stuff on the thing 
and just saying oh no its on me, it’s fine, which was really nice and I don’t 
if he knew how much I appreciated that at that time. 

The differences in financial circumstances and support among participants helps to 
further emphasize the significant role of finances in food insecurity. Amar who receives 
stable and sufficient financial resources from his parents is food secure, whereas the 
infrequent, random support that Roxanne and Penelope receive from people in their 
lives does not exactly reduce their challenges with food insecurity. 

Another common form of support that participants receive is related to preparing, 
shopping, and eating food. Multiple participants talked about how relationships with their 
partners, parents, and friends changed their relationship with food in various ways. For 
example, Penelope said she is more likely to remember to eat and make time for food 
now that she lives with her partner: 

When I’m on my own, and if it was up to me without anybody being around 
to be like, oh yeah let's have dinner or make food, I probably wouldn’t eat; 
but at least with him I notice, like okay, he’s eating, okay maybe probably I 
should eat. It’s kind of like offering cues for me to be like, okay it’s 
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probably dinner time, I should actually take time to eat right now, or make 
food rather than just me being like, I’ll skip it, I’ll just have some popcorn 
later and go to bed. 

Similarly, Samantha said she eats bigger portions when she is with her partner: 

A fair bit different. I feel like I walk away from a meal feeling full instead of 
kinda still hungry, cause I would eat less when I was just cooking for 
myself because I was more conscious of how much each portion was 
costing, but now that I’m eating with somebody else I also want them to be 
happy, so a bit more money gets spent and portions are a bit larger. 

Caleb spoke hypothetically about how if he had a close friend, he would be more likely 
to remember to eat. When he is alone, he focuses on his studies and either forgets 
about eating or feels too tired to spend time on preparing food. Caleb drew on his 
memories of being an undergraduate student in his home country, and how one of the 
benefits of the social time spent with friends was that it was easier to dedicate time to 
food. Caleb said: 

Supposing I was having someone close to me, it would have been 
different, you see, if you are thinking about food and the person says let's 
go and eat, let’s go out and find something to eat, and you think okay, let 
me give myself a break. But if you are only alone, you’d be thinking oh, let 
me keep on working, and working, and working and by the time you 
realize, you'd be exhausted, and you don't even think about it, you don't 
have the time to even cook. 

The type and extent of support varies among participants, but regardless these 
examples highlight how social connections can improve their food situations. 

 

9.1.4 Skipping Meals 

I knew from the literature on postsecondary student food insecurity that skipping meals 
is a frequently used coping mechanism. Yet I still was not expecting to hear from so 
many participants in this study that they too skip meals, especially the extent to which 
they do. The extent to which participants skip meals varies, as do the contributing 
factors. Skipping meals is a cost saving strategy for some, but for others it has to do 
with their class schedules, not having enough time, not feeling hungry, or not wanting to 
bother with preparing food.  

Multiple participants skip meals because they don’t always have enough time to spend 
preparing the food they would need for the day. As shown in Myra’s vignette, she has to 
prepare meals for her son and attend to her demanding academic work, which doesn’t 



 

 

118 

 

always leave enough time to prepare food for herself. Since she cannot afford to buy 
food on campus, she skips meals.  

Related to the lack of time for preparing foods is a lack of time to eat. As described in 
chapter 7 on time, class times that interfere with meals times, or professors’ attitudes on 
eating in class can dictate when and if participants eat. Recalling Basir’s vignette, he 
sometimes skipped meals because of the lack of variety in the foods he could afford 
and knew how to prepare. At times he felt it was better to skip a meal rather than eat the 
same thing over again.  

For Samantha, skipping meals is largely dependent on the anxiety she experiences. 
Prior to taking medication for anxiety, food would often make her feel nauseous and 
prevent her from eating. Eventually she was able to find a suitable medication, which 
supported more regular eating. Samantha explained: 

On a good week, like three to five [skipped meals]. On a bad week, no 
lunch, maybe like an apple or something like that for dinner, I don’t know, 
do you count an apple as dinner [laughs]? Do you count peanut butter and 
soda top crackers as dinner? It was more just having small little bits to 
keep myself sustainable so I could function mentally. 

For Priya, sometimes she was forced to skip meals during the time she lived on 
campus. She explained how she forgot about the closing times of eating venues on 
campus. From her perspective this did not happen regularly, but she shared that it 
occurred every other week. She also mentioned that she always skipped breakfast out 
of habit and not having time: 

I think when I lived on campus, it kind of usually slipped my mind that the 
places would close at a certain time and I would just be so into whatever 
work I was doing, maybe in the lab or maybe with group mates, that I 
would just forget that the hours operated at different times for most of the 
meal places; and in that way, I guess I did skip some meals, but it wasn’t a 
regular thing. 

These examples highlight that there are many reasons that participants skip meals. To 
be clear, even though it is not always a direct cost saving strategy, many of the other 
reasons that drive participants to skip meals are still related to inadequate finances in 
some way, even if they are indirect.  

 

9.1.5 Normalizing  

Another important coping mechanism that many participants rely on is normalizing their 
food insecure situations. Undoubtedly, food insecurity has severe consequences for 
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numerous dimensions of people’s lives, and this can be hard to make sense of. 
Objectively, it is difficult, unjust, and outside of an individual’s control. Normalizing the 
experience can change how people subjectively feel about their situation and protect 
their mind and body by offering a pathway to make sense of their experiences 
associated with food insecurity. Normalizing food insecurity can occur in various ways – 
the main ways that I interpreted how participants normalized their situations was 
through denial and self-blame. 

Roxanne’s vignette demonstrates the use of all these coping mechanisms in numerous 
instances. She downplays her circumstances and behaviours, which is characteristic of 
denial. At other times she blames herself for her circumstances, such as poor budgeting 
skills, or rationalizing that engaging in social activities that cost money means that she 
can’t be food insecure. There were also moments in the interview where she 
contradicted herself, which puzzled me. As I went through the analysis stage and tried 
to make sense of these moments, I realized that Roxanne might also be struggling to 
make sense of her situation and for this reason her explanations contradicted one 
another. This shows that normalizing experiences of food insecurity is not an entirely 
effective coping strategy. If we consider normalizing as a lens that participants, such as 
Roxanne, try to view their situation through then perhaps sometimes it works, but other 
times they can see around the lens and realize the truth of their situation. Roxanne 
shows this duality of normalizing when she told me about how she sometimes has to 
decline social invitations because she can’t afford to go out, saying that sometimes she 
feels fine about it because she tells herself that she is prioritizing her needs based on 
the money she has available; however, at other times she is frustrated because she 
knows that it’s not a matter of her choosing to prioritize her needs, but rather that she is 
choiceless. Roxanne said: “Yeah I think sometimes I’m prioritizing, and it feels okay, 
and then other times it’s like, I just literally can’t afford this and that’s really frustrating”. 

Like Roxanne, other participants, such as Samantha, also normalize their situations 
through denial. Samantha felt like her situation was not bad enough to warrant use of 
the campus food bank and did not want to take those resources away from others who 
might be experiencing more severe levels of food insecurity. Two things happened that 
prompted Samantha to start using the food bank: firstly, she found out that she paid into 
it through her student fees, and secondly, the pandemic hit and forced everyone off 
campus, so she figured the demand on the food bank would be low at this time. 
Samantha explained: 

I knew the food bank was there in my undergrad, but I kind of saw it as 
like, I’m not that bad off, I don’t need to use it. But then since COVID has 
been here and I’m paying tuition and I saw I was paying six bucks into it 
each semester, I was like, okay well nobody else is on campus to really 
use it this year, so I didn’t feel like I was taking away from somebody else 
that needed it more than I did because nobody was on campus anyways, 
so I utilized it. 
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Another way that some participants normalize their experiences with food insecurity is 
by comparing their situation to those of other students. As an example, Basir described 
how the shared reality of not being able to afford food among international students 
helped him to relate to others and feel less alone. It didn’t mean that he thought the 
difficulties he faced were reasonable, but seeing the commonalities between his 
situation and other international students helped him accept his circumstances. Basir 
said: 

Let’s say the beginning of my arrival to Canada, I was eating alone most 
of the time, but then I decided to join other people for lunch time. So yeah, 
in the case of food, other international students that I could have the 
chance to meet, and I realized that they cannot afford to buy some special 
foods, vegetables, fruits, or whatever. I realize that they have also the 
habit of eating most of the time the same thing or cooking. 

Several participants seemed to have reflexive moments that allowed them to see and 
understand parts of their experiences in new ways. Roxanne, for example, shared that 
she had never associated skipping meals with being unable to afford enough of the 
foods she preferred, and instead blamed herself for not taking the time to cook: 

I think that’s the best example of food impacting my work, but yeah, I don’t 
think I’ve ever consciously made the connection between missing meals 
because of food insecurity. I always think it’s just missing meals because 
I’m not taking the time to cook, but I guess it is; the connection really is 
that it’s because I never buy snacks because they’re expensive. 

Often these moments occurred during or after a discussion about coping mechanisms. 
They stood out to me and showed me how giving people space to talk about their 
experiences can be illuminating not just for the interviewer, but also for the participant. 
Through the very act of an interview, a purposeful conversation, participants can also 
gain new perspectives.  

 

9.1.6 Conclusion 

Experiencing something as unjust as food insecurity is confusing and outside 
participants’ control. The key themes discussed in previous chapters show that 
participants face a number of extraordinary challenges related to their positions as 
postsecondary students, as well as other aspects of their identities, that are a part of 
their experiences with food insecurity. The range of coping mechanisms they use 
indicates that they are aware of the risks that food insecurity poses, and thereby react in 
ways to try and preserve dimensions of their health and wellbeing in the short-term, in 
whatever ways they can. To some extent these mechanisms provide temporary relief – 
we see this when participants use normalization as a lens to alter how they perceive 
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their circumstances, or access food through the food bank – however, they also can 
have consequences and are not effective in the long term for addressing food 
insecurity.  

 

10 Discussion and Conclusion  

In this chapter, I discuss the key findings of my research. As a reminder, the questions 
guiding this study are: 1. what constitutes the lived experience of food insecurity as a 
postsecondary student; and 2. how do these experiences differ from characterizations 
of food insecurity among other groups, as found in the academic literature. In exploring 
how my data address these questions, I discovered the importance of intersectionality, 
a concept to which I dedicate considerable space below. Specifically, I lean on 
Crenshaw’s approach to intersectionality, which provides a critical inquiry into the 
intersection of multiple social identities and systems of oppression (Crenshaw, 1989). I 
conclude with recommendations for university administrators and decision makers. I 
emphasize the need for an intersectional, holistic, relational (and empathetic) approach 
to improve student food security, health and wellbeing, and overall academic 
experience. My position is that student food insecurity is produced by multiple, 
overlapping systems of oppression that privilege certain identities and discriminate 
against others. As such, solutions need to focus not merely on prescriptive interventions 
such as food banks but anti-oppressive solutions that empower people through 
relationships and communities of support and care.  

 

10.1 Student Food Insecurity  

I entered this research with the premise that student food insecurity is a phenomenon 
that is in some way distinct from household food insecurity. From the cross-section of 
students I interviewed, I did encounter differences, for example the unique financial and 
time related burdens student face, as well as the starving student narrative. However, I 
also found that their experiences with food insecurity are as unique and diverse as are 
their social identities. This latter finding makes it difficult to generalize their experiences 
and attach them solely to participants’ positions as students. In other words, what 
became evident through this research, is that the intersection of participants’ social 
identities shapes their experiences with food insecurity. By the end of my analysis, it 
was clear that student food insecurity is an intersectional experience. When thinking 
about the intersectional nature of food insecurity in the context of individuals and 
households, this is indeed a shared feature with students that likely holds true for all 
people experiencing food insecurity. It is still important to pay attention to the financial 
and time-oriented factors tied to the student experience, but these are not categorically 
different or more influential than other aspects of the participants’ identities, such as 
race. As such, if we want to effectively address food insecurity for every person that 
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experiences it, then it is best if we understand all food insecurity as an intersectional 
phenomenon.  

To some extent, my findings do agree with other studies on student food insecurity. For 
example, there are several ways that factors related to finances and time are distinct 
(and pose challenges) to postsecondary students. In general, all students have to pay 
tuition in order to enroll in university and maintain their “student” title. Being a student, 
especially full-time, involves a demanding schedule and workload. Students pay for this, 
as opposed to getting paid for the work that they do. For students that rely on outside 
work to support themselves, they are usually limited to part-time hours because of the 
substantial time required to fulfill their responsibilities as a student. Even if they had the 
extra time to work more, the income likely still wouldn’t be enough given the gap 
between minimum wage and costs of living, in addition to the high tuition costs. These 
circumstances are exclusive to the student experience; indeed, the combination of 
these factors imposes a level of risk to the financial stability of all students, but that risk 
is not equitably distributed. As my findings demonstrate, and which I will discuss below, 
the way these circumstances are experienced and the level of risk that materializes are 
dependent on the intersection of students’ social identities. 
 
Other studies (Bessey et al., 2020) also suggest that the student experience of food 
insecurity differs from the experiences of individuals that are not students because of 
various factors related to finances. Bessey et al (2020) discuss two factors that were 
evident in their study based on interviews with undergraduate students at a University in 
Nova Scotia: first, students are often in a transitional life stage to young adulthood, 
which creates a tension between their desire for financial independence and their reality 
of being dependent on their parents. This sentiment was not overly present in my study, 
as only one participant, Roxanne, expressed that she was unable to ask her parents for 
financial support as she feels that because she is now an adult, she is no longer in a 
position to rely on her parents. What was more evident in the interviews I conducted 
was that participants are in precarious financial situations because of the social 
identities they hold, which exacerbate the existing vulnerability attached to being a 
student.  
 
I observed that participants’ social identities are individual and nuanced, which thereby 
made each of their stories and experiences distinct. Because of the multiple identities 
participants inhabit, some of which are societally marginalized or stigmatized, they don’t 
necessarily have the option to rely on their parents. As such, the tension described by 
Bessey et al (2020), which seems applicable only to students who have families that are 
in a position to support them financially, was not brought up by participants. This is not 
surprising, given the variability in their family contexts. Consider Penelope, whose family 
is in a lower socioeconomic position and could not afford to pay for her education and 
costs of living. And Nicole, who grew up in the foster care system and does not have a 
family. Then Basir and Caleb, whose families live in different countries and do not 
appear to support them financially. Also Myra, who is in her thirties and has a family of 
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her own, and therefore isn’t in the same transitional life stage as a student entering their 
twenties. In all these situations, the desire for independence is not there because these 
students are dependent on themselves, not their parents. Willis (2019) also suggests 
that the notion of “emerging adulthood” is not relevant for the increasing number of 
students who hold marginalized identities and do not meet the traditional student image 
(i.e., white, upper-middle class male) as they were historically excluded from 
universities. 
 
Another study by Power et al (2019) also demonstrates the financial complexities for 
students that are linked with their diverse identities, including their family contexts. Like 
Bessey et al (2020), the desire for financial independence from family was present in 
some of the interviews Power et al (2019) conducted, however, this was layered with 
other details related to these students’ identities. For example, some first-generation 
students did not want to take money away from their parents, as they were aware of the 
long hours their parents worked, or the sacrifices they made for them to have a good 
life. The desire for financial independence is not always present or possible; and if it is, 
it is not necessarily as simple as it may appear because of the influential role of 
intersecting identities.  
 
Another financial factor that Bessey et al (2020) suggests is specific to the student 
experience is the administration of sizeable loan payments made in lump sums at the 
start of each semester. Once again, this was not a challenge that participants raised in 
our interviews. More commonly, participants who have loans brought up how payments 
they receive are insufficient to cover their costs, and are a source of worry, stress, and 
frustration. This was only a part of domestic students’ experiences, as the Ontario 
Student Assistance Program is not available to international students. Instead, 
international students are faced with high tuition fees and myriad other factors (and 
challenges) to navigate linked to living in a new country and the structural forms of 
oppression that exist within it (racism, sexism, classism, etc.).  
 
One domestic student’s story related to loans that stood out was Nicole’s, as she 
explained that the loan payments she receives are limited because she also receives 
income from the Ontario Disability Support Program. This is an example of ableism 
(which is one of many examples in Nicole’s story) playing out in the Ontario student loan 
program, which pushes Nicole further into a precarious position. It is not only ableism 
that is present in this program, but also classism as the loan program is designed to be 
an additional income support, operating on the premise that students are adequately 
supported through other sources, such as their parents. It is therefore not meant to be 
the only source of income support that students receive. In this way, the program is 
ineffective for any student who is not in a position to access sufficient financial support 
from elsewhere. Again, this shows that the vulnerability linked to being a student in 
combination with certain social identities can worsen through structural systems.  
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10.2 Intersectionality  

While similarities are present in the stories that participants shared, each is also diverse 
and entirely unique, making it clear that food insecurity looks and feels differently for 
each person. When we see the range of food insecurity experiences that participants 
have, it makes sense given the different identities they each hold. Salient to this finding 
is the concept of intersectionality. Intersectionality helps us to see and understand how 
the intersection of multiple identities influence who experiences food insecurity and what 
those individual, micro-level experiences look like (Bowleg, 2012). Moreover, it brings 
into view structural systems of oppression and discrimination that marginalize certain 
identities and privilege others, and connects these to individual experiences (Bowleg, 
2012). Complimentary to intersectionality is the notion of compoundedness, which 
relates to how an unjust society exerts multiple intersecting harms on intersectional 
identities (Crenshaw, 1989). With an intersectional lens in place, we can see that the 
stories shared for this research are shaped by the distinct combinations of identities that 
each participant holds, and broader structural systems of inequity that compound one 
another.  
 
Focusing on participants’ lived experiences in detail is a strength of my study and is why 
I insist on the importance of thoughtfully considering the intersectional nature of 
identities and the array of experiences that occur within the student population, as well 
as within student sub-populations. My position relates to a study by Duran & Núñez 
(2021), who use an intersectional lens to look at the Latinx/a/o student population at 
community colleges in the U.S. and how their identities, contexts, and structural 
inequities affect their access to basic needs. Duran & Núñez (2021) argue that exploring 
within group differences (specifically the Latinx/a/o population in their study) is 
necessary to effectively understand the needs of students and the structural inequities 
they experience, which can thereby help to address the barriers they face and inform 
more effective support mechanisms.  
 
There are certain social identities that are marginalized because of structural forces in 
society that treat them unequally. All participants in this study experience 
marginalization because of at least one or more aspects of their identity, including race 
and ethnicity, gender, citizenship status, disabilities, parental status, and socioeconomic 
background, which elevates the likelihood of experiencing food insecurity. An excellent 
example is Myra, an international student, who is visibly racialized, identifies as a 
woman, and is a parent. The intersection of all these identities compound her risk to 
food insecurity and influence her experiences with it. Some participants do not come 
from visible or self-disclosed marginalized backgrounds; however, their position as a 
student clearly forces them into a precarious situation in terms of finances, time, 
relationships, health, and food. If being a student in and of itself can be a source of risk, 
then it stands to reason that individuals whose identities place them at risk before they 
even become a student are more vulnerable to food insecurity. 
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Exploring the individual, micro level experience of food insecurity is valuable in how it 
offers insight to the breadth of experiences it encompasses, which gets us to a more 
comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon. In the context of food insecurity, 
which is so much more than just hunger, this is essential. A study by Chilton & Booth 
(2007) explored individual food insecurity among African American women in 
Philadelphia and found that their experiences involved hunger of the body (i.e. physical 
sensations in the body) and hunger of the mind, which resulted from stress related to 
poverty, poor health, and different forms of violence. Based on their findings, Chilton & 
Booth (2007) argue that food insecurity is a manifestation of violence against women, at 
the structural and interpersonal level; therefore, interventions must include supports that 
specifically centre women. As Chilton & Booth’s (2007) demonstrate, focusing only on 
the micro individual level is not enough. Simultaneously it is necessary to ask questions 
at the macro, structural level about why certain identities are marginalized and more 
likely to experience food insecurity than others. As my research and other qualitative 
studies (Bessey et al., 2020; Chilton & Booth, 2007; Frank, 2018; Henry, 2017; Maynard 
et al., 2018; Power et al., 2021) have demonstrated, listening to individuals’ lived 
experiences can help us to move beyond the individual level and see how they are 
linked to the macro level.  
 
The majority of research on student food insecurity (as well as individual and household 
food insecurity) points to poverty and inadequate finances as the primary driving force 
of food insecurity. It is useful to understand the role of finances in food insecurity, but 
this cannot be where analysis ends. As evidenced by a selection of studies on 
individual, household, and student food insecurity (Chilton & Booth, 2007; Dhunna & 
Tarasuk, 2021; Odoms-Young & Bruce, 2018; Willis, 2019) as well as the research 
presented here, food insecurity is not only a matter of inadequate finances and 
attending to this factor alone would not solve the problem entirely.  
 
According to Willis (2019, p. 172), “the presence of food insecurity within wealthy 
nations and at universities where food is abundant highlights the need to understand 
food insecurity as a symptom and experience of inequality.” Indeed, there needs to be 
questions that go further and take on a critical view to systems of oppression, asking 
why students, and specifically certain sub-groups within the student population, struggle 
financially, experientially, even psychologically. Why, for example, ought the lived 
experience of being an academic interact in harmful ways with one’s eating disorder or 
cultural practices? Without digging deeper into the causes of inadequate finances, the 
systems of oppression that produce financial inadequacies and inequities in the first 
place go unrecognized and therefore unaddressed.  

The following is a passage from some of Crenshaw’s initial work that brought racism 
and sexism together as mutually constituted experiences. Crenshaw writes:  

I have stated earlier that the failure to embrace the complexities of 
compoundedness is not simply a matter of political will but is also due to 
the influence of a way of thinking about discrimination which structures 
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politics so that struggles are categorized as singular issues. Moreover, this 
structure imports a descriptive and normative view of society that 
reinforces the status quo. (Crenshaw, 1989, pp. 166-167) 

Crenshaw makes a number of excellent points that resonate strongly with my own 
findings on student food insecurity. Firstly, she draws attention to the need to lean into 
complexities and the ways in which they build on and intensify each other. Often there 
can be a tendency to isolate and simplify problems, approaching them as discrete, but 
thinking this way does not lead to strategies with long-term effectiveness. Crenshaw 
(1989) refers to this approach as a “single-axis” framework, which she explains as 
problematic because of how it erases the experiences of certain people (e.g., Black 
women) and perpetuates the systems that marginalizes these people in the first place. 
She links this categorical approach to normative views of society that also erase certain 
people and push them to the margins if they do not fit into these views. Secondly, 
Crenshaw indicates that these characteristics are produced from a way of thinking, 
rather than from a lack of determination. This requires a deeper level of change to take 
place in order effectively move away from a single-axis framework to one that is 
intersectional and centers those that are marginalized (Crenshaw, 1989).  

Applying Crenshaw’s points in the context of food insecurity means moving toward a 
way of thinking that understands food insecurity as an intersectional issue, where food 
insecurity is not just a result of inadequate finances, but rather a phenomenon produced 
through the compounding of racism, classism, sexism, ablism, and other forms of 
oppression. Limiting our thinking of student food insecurity (and all types of food 
insecurity) to finances is a simplification of an issue that in reality is complex. Moreover, 
addressing finances alone is an example of a single-axis framework (Crenshaw, 1989) 
that would fall short in many ways, particularly because of how it decenters people and 
the reasons they do not have sufficient finances for food in the first place. Further to 
Crenshaw’s point, if this way of thinking is prevalent and rooted, particularly at higher 
levels of power, then the chances of reaching a more fulsome understanding of who 
experiences food insecurity and what that is like are low. In the process, those whose 
social identities are marginalized and who therefore experience layers of oppression in 
different ways would continue to be harmed. For these reasons, recognizing and 
addressing food insecurity as a complex, multifaceted, and intersectional phenomenon 
is essential.  

How we ought to be thinking about food insecurity – as intersectional – should also be 
applied to how we think about students. Just as food insecurity cannot be treated as 
mutually exclusive from systems of oppression, nor can individuals’ identities. Students 
are people first, whose identities and lived experiences are unique to them. They cannot 
be thought of or treated as a singular (i.e., students only) or unitary (i.e., all the same) 
group, as this erases who they are and does not leave space to understand how to best 
support their needs. Asking critical questions about how structural systems may be 
impacting students within and outside of school is necessary. For example, some of the 
participants in this study are second generation Canadians or immigrated to Canada at 
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a young age and live at home with their families. Given this information, it is important to 
question how structural systems outside of school are impacting their families’ 
experiences. Are their parents in more precarious jobs? Does their household earn less 
than a white household? Do they face increased risks to health and unequal access to 
health care because of their race? In light of a recent study by Dhunna & Tarasuk 
(2021) who found that antiblack racism shows up in the form of wealth inequity, with 
wealth accumulation occurring among white households and not Black households, 
these are legitimate questions to ask.  

Questioning if and how universities can be places where structural systems of 
oppression are exacerbated is also crucial. Willis (2019) discusses how universities are 
not necessarily spaces of equity and can reproduce inequities in society by expanding 
enrolment without considering what resources students need to be successful in their 
academic programs. Universities that commit to equitable, diverse, and inclusive 
campus cultures need to ask themselves whether they are prepared to take on the 
responsibility of understanding students’ diverse identities and needs, and ensuring 
proper support mechanisms are available and accessible. If not, then they are merely 
consuming and performing diversity for themselves, and in the process harming 
students and exacerbating structural inequities.  

An important example to consider is efforts directed at attracting and retaining 
international students to Canadian universities. In the last decade, enrolment of 
postsecondary students at Canadian universities has more than tripled (Statistics 
Canada, 2020c). Universities are increasingly dependent on international students for 
revenue, as they pay extraordinarily high tuition fees (Statistics Canada, 2020c). In 
addition, they benefit from the students themselves as they help diversify campuses, 
which is important for the image of universities. However, research shows how 
international students face numerous difficulties associated with the intersection of their 
positions as students and other identities (Hanbazaza et al., 2021; Heng, 2017; Sherry 
et al., 2010), which do not align with the benefits that universities receive from their 
enrolment, nor their commitments to equity and inclusion.  

At the University of Guelph, a study by Choubak et al (2020) focused on clients of the 
campus food bank found that international students were disproportionately represented 
in their sample. Of the survey respondents, 77 % identified as international students, 
compared to 21% that identified as domestic, and 2% that did not indicate their status 
(Choubak et al., 2020). My own research elaborates on these numbers by sharing the 
lived experiences of a small sample of international students. Specifically, my findings 
showcase an abundance of challenges, such as isolation, limited access to cultural 
foods, homesickness, overall negative wellbeing (e.g. depression, stress, weight 
changes, headaches, regret), lack of family support, pressure to perform in school, and 
unexpected costs of living. Most of the international students I interviewed had 
encountered these challenges at the University of Guelph. What differed, however, are 
their personal stories that surrounded these challenges, and what they look like and 
how they feel to each of these students.  
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Based on their stories, it begs the question of what extent the University of Guelph 
grasps the complexities of their lived realities and how these connect to the campus 
environment. In no way do I mean to overlook all the hard work and effort underway at 
the University of Guelph to create a safe and inclusive space that prioritizes students’ 
wellbeing. My intention is to point out that failing to understand who students are and 
what their lived realities encompass (on and off campus) is another way that campus 
environments can exacerbate structural inequities. If universities want to maintain 
recruitment and enrollment of international students, and other initiatives that aim to 
diversify campus, then they must accompany them with efforts to understand the full 
range and depth of experiences and identities that students hold, as well as proactive 
measures to identify and mitigate the challenges that they face.  

Other studies have also criticized the market-driven approach to international student 
recruitment because of the detriments to health and wellbeing it causes for students 
(Heng, 2017; Power et al., 2021). This approach can also be considered extractive 
given the following scenario that international students commonly encounter: 
universities recruit students from countries abroad, charge them unreasonable tuition, 
fail to provide sufficient funding – even though students’ study visas restrict them from 
working jobs and receiving funding from OSAP – and lack the attention needed to 
create spaces where students can encounter culturally appropriate foods and have the 
ability to share this experience with others. While international students provide a strong 
example of the extractive nature of the market-driven approach, domestic students with 
marginalized identities are also at risk. 

The market-driven approach is not only extractive, but it’s also unsustainable in the long 
term. High tuition fees for international students, and possibly even for domestic 
students, could become a deterrent that squashes enrollment and therefore that source 
of revenue (Altbach & Teichler, 2001). Furthermore, if students continue to face 
adversities that are harmful to their health and wellbeing, then they may question if 
obtaining a postsecondary education is worth it, and rightly so. The impacts that these 
types of negative experiences can have on students are not limited to their time at 
university. All experiences shape us, become a part of us, and influence the future. It 
would be naïve to think that students do not carry their experiences forward after 
completion of their degrees. Again, universities need to ask themselves what impact 
they want to have on students during their time on campus, as well as their lives beyond 
graduation.   

Findings from my study clearly illustrate that postsecondary student food insecurity is an 
intersectional issue. Although there are specific realities of being a student that relate to 
finances and time, how these manifest in students’ lives is largely dependent on the 
intersection of their identities, which they carry with them outside of being a student. 
Postsecondary students are not a unitary group and their circumstances and 
experiences with food insecurity vary considerably depending on their identities. When 
you layer social identities on top of being a student, you can see that it becomes 
impractical and undesirable to try and categorize student food insecurity as a specific 
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measurable phenomenon. Rather, it is a nuanced position of marginalization and 
exclusion that exacerbates and interacts with multiple aspects of students’ identities. 

 

10.3 Actions 

If universities are going to use diversity as a way to present their image and elevate 
their success, they have a responsibility to understand, care for, and support that 
diversity; if not, then they are upholding a relationship with students that is extractive, 
harmful, and unjust. My findings highlight that food insecurity is a complex and 
intersectional phenomenon, one so intermingled with multiple systems of oppression 
that it cannot be solved with one size fits all approaches that disentangle food insecurity 
from identity and the corresponding systems that privilege some identities over others. 
Instead, addressing food insecurity requires actions, and importantly ways of thinking, 
that are intersectional (identities are plural and intersect to shape reality), holistic 
(everything is interconnected), and relational (connecting to and caring for one another).  
 
There are, nevertheless, many steps that can be taken to help address it. Already, work 
is underway at multiple Canadian universities to gain a better sense of how many 
students experience food insecurity, who specifically is affected, and what this means 
for factors such as mental health, GPA, graduation rates, etc. The University of Guelph 
has already completed multiple studies related to food insecurity (Ahmadi et al., 2020; 
Choubak et al., 2020), hosted digital storytelling workshops, and most recently launched 
a pilot campus community market initiative that runs once a week and operates on a 
sliding scale.  
 
In the following list, I briefly describe various actions that I see as necessary to eliminate 
food insecurity and improve health and wellbeing. These actions are not only for a 
single office or position, and they are certainly not mutually exclusive. Rather, they are 
for anyone that is directly and indirectly affiliated with the campus community, and can 
be integrated into all aspects of campus life and operations.   
 
 

1. Apply an intersectional lens to all university policies, mandates, strategies, 
courses, initiatives, and funding. Using an intersectional lens does not mean 
creating an individual strategy for every single person on campus. Rather, it 
means designing systems that are flexible, easy to navigate, and allow 
individuals to be themselves, while succeeding in the process. A possible way to 
support this action is to develop training on intersectionality, including what it is, 
why it is important, and examples of its implementation for university 
administrators, faculty, and others in decision-making positions.  
 

2. Continue to implement training and other forms of learning that focus on anti-
oppression.  
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3. End unjust tuition fees for international students, unless met with financial 

support that is truly enough for students to adequately meet all their needs.  
 

4. Strategize how to build cross-cultural awareness and create connections 
between international and domestic students, thereby reducing likelihood of 
isolation and loneliness that international students commonly experience.  
 

5. Provide more avenues that give all students the chance to share their voices and 
experiences about life as a student. The best way to understand what students 
are experiencing and what they need for support is to listen to them.  As 
discussed, it is unjust to recruit students from diverse backgrounds without 
providing all the appropriate supports they need to be healthy and successful.  
 

6. Re-imagine the campus food culture so that there are more opportunities that 
bring people together over food. This can be a way to help students access and 
learn about different cultural foods and build connections with each other. Having 
food and eating be more visible and a part of public spaces may help to elevate 
food as a high priority and normalize behaviours that support this. 
 

7. Evaluate and re-design program structures and course load demands so that 
they are less stressful, provide more space and time in students’ lives to dedicate 
to food, and support a regular eating schedule (e.g., no classes over lunch time). 
 

8. Implement a free meal program into university so that all students have regular 
access to nutritious foods throughout the day. 
 

9. Develop and implement a standardized tool for all Canadian universities to 
measure and monitor food insecurity over time.  
 

10. Cultivate and nurture individuals, community, and policies that understand and 
practice empathy and care.  
 
 

10.4 Empathy 

I focused much of the above discussion on intersectionality, and cannot emphasize 
enough the importance of centering this concept in how we understand and address 
food insecurity. I think it is also critical, however, to pair this with an understanding of 
and attention to empathy. In this section, I reference several studies on empathy, but 
mostly I write from my own perspective. Empathy as a subject matter has been taken up 
in multiple fields of study which no doubt would be valuable to connect to student food 
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insecurity in future work; however, for the purposes of this discussion I do not undertake 
a full literature review on the concept here.  
 
Brown (2006, p. 47) describes empathy as: “The ability to perceive a situation form the 
other person’s perspective – to see, hear, and feel the unique world of the other”. This 
framing of empathy resonates with my research in numerous ways. In terms of my 
personal experience, empathy helped me to connect with participants, relate to their 
stories, and in doing so impacted my understanding of and relationship to student food 
insecurity. It was specifically the interviews that acted as a catalyst for how I thought 
about food insecurity from those moments onwards. Prior to my conversations with 
participants, student food insecurity was just a phenomenon that I read about in other 
studies. Empathy was not necessarily absent at that time, but it became stronger as I 
was able to “see, hear, and feel” the experiences of participants as they shared them 
with me. Their stories stayed with me throughout the rest of the research process. This 
example highlights an important aspect of empathy and how it becomes more powerful 
through connection. In Brown’s (2006) work on women’s experiences of shame, the 
findings show how an empathic response from another person increased their sense of 
connection, power, and overall shame resilience, more so than when they practiced 
self-empathy. Connection appears to be an important part of empathy and supports my 
rationale for universities to pay attention to how they can increase opportunities for 
students, as well as other members of the campus community to connect with each 
other. Encouragingly, collaborative efforts led by the Community Engaged Scholarship 
Institute and ReVision at the University of Guelph are already underway to see how 
storytelling and guided empathy can increase awareness and understanding of student 
food insecurity, and ultimately lead to more action.  

Connecting with participants also helped me to learn that food insecurity can look and 
feel very different depending on the person, but it’s not always visible to others from the 
outside. Declining social events, working all the time, missing classes, showing up late, 
and refusing to participate in class were all behaviors that came up as directly 
associated with food insecurity, though on the surface they may be interpreted (and 
judged) differently by others. Without connection and empathy, understanding of any 
individual’s lived reality becomes based on assumptions, which may be invalid. 
Assumptions are problematic as they can perpetuate factors related to food insecurity 
(e.g., isolation), hamper awareness of the issue, and prevent people from taking action. 
From this perspective, the benefits of empathy are multi-scalar. At the individual level it 
can act as a form of support for students experiencing food insecurity. At the community 
or societal level, empathy can cultivate widespread awareness and lead to actions that 
confront student food insecurity.  

Segal (2011) discusses this idea of empathy working at multiple levels, arguing that 
empathy at the individual level is a starting point for addressing structural inequities, but 
alone it may be insufficient. In addition, empathy at the systems level is needed. Segal 
refers to this as social empathy, defined as: 
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The ability to understand people by perceiving or experiencing their life 
situations and as a result gain insight into structural inequalities and 
disparities. Increased understanding of social and economic inequalities 
can lead to actions that effect positive change, social and economic 
justice, and general wellbeing (Segal, 2006, 2007a, 2007b). It is built upon 
individual empathy. (Segal, 2011, p. 267) 

As this definition indicates, social empathy can be a pathway to social justice (Segal, 
2011). To get there, Segal argues that it requires opportunities for people to gain 
knowledge of the historical and contemporary contexts that create inequities, as well 
experiences that provide insight to the lived realities of those who are oppressed and in 
doing so promote empathy (Segal, 2011). As I experienced myself, these empathic 
insights come through connections with others, especially with those outside of our 
social circles, and / or who have different social positions than our own. They are 
beneficial in how they can help to confront biases, cultivate a sense of social 
responsibility (Segal, 2011), and result in altruistic behaviours (Batson et al., 1997). 
When empathy is a part of the way that people view and act towards others, it naturally 
leads to equitable and generative communities where people care for and support one 
another, leaving no room for harmful narratives or oppressive behaviours.  

It is important to point out that empathetic responses are not necessarily present in 
situations where we learn about others’ lived realities. Although neurobiology research 
demonstrates the human capacity for empathy, empathic responses are not 
experienced or performed equally (Lamm et al., 2007; Riess, 2017). For example, Riess 
(2017) discusses how empathic responses in the healthcare setting can be shaped by 
conscious and unconscious biases related to race, ethnicity, religion, and physical 
differences. If people recognize, feel, and act on empathy in different ways (or 
conversely do not recognize, feel, and act) then it is possible that had someone else 
conducted my research, they may not have experienced the same empathetic 
responses as I did. When I conducted interviews, I actively tried to perceive participants’ 
situations, from their point of view. Had I not, then I may not have come away with the 
same understanding of student food insecurity, or even the same experiences with 
participants, and the outcomes of this research could have been very different. 
Accordingly, it would be interesting for future methodological work to explore the role of 
empathy in intersubjective qualitative research.   
 
There were many moments throughout the interviews I conducted where I experienced 
and practiced empathy. Sometimes this occurred in the moment of an interview when a 
participant was sharing a particular experience. For example, during my interview with 
Myra, she described the efforts she made to connect with her lab colleagues, like 
bringing in food to share, and how these were unreciprocated and left her feeling 
judged, insecure, and isolated. My heart sank as I felt the sadness and loneliness she 
was feeling. I also experienced empathy after interviews when I wrote in my reflexive 
journal. For instance, after my interview with Roxanne, I wrote about the response from 
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her parents when she told them she had no money for food and therefore had to rely on 
the food bank. Roxanne’s parents did not understand her experiences, and for this 
reason she felt like she had to justify and defend her use of the food bank. When she 
did, her mom said that because Roxanne is a poor student, having no food and relying 
on the food bank was fine. I thought about what this must have been like for Roxanne, 
when her own parents seemed disconnected from her experiences and did not respond 
to the fact that she goes hungry and has to rely on food aid. I understood why she felt 
defensive and like she had to explain her use of the food bank to others.  
 
Upon reflection, it is evident to me that my empathy grew throughout the research: with 
each interview I conducted and transcribed, every time I re-read the transcripts, and 
during my analysis and writing where I made strong connections between participants’ 
experiences and structural forms of oppression. These were all experiences that 
connected me to participants’ stories and contexts in some way and helped develop the 
empathy I felt (Eisenberg et al., 1997). As this was happening, I became motivated to 
join initiatives focused on student food insecurity outside of my own research. I wanted 
to be connected to a larger network and contribute what I had learned. It worked out 
well that two newly formed groups, one at the University of Guelph and the other 
bringing people from campuses across Canada together, were meeting regularly to 
share and mobilize knowledge.  
 
The research design and methods I used facilitated my empathetic experiences. Both 
phenomenology and ethnography support various conditions that are key to building 
empathy. They bring the researcher and participants into proximity with each other, and 
also rely on listening to peoples’ stories, understanding their experiences, and sharing 
their stories with others (Segal, 2011). Without phenomenology and ethnography, 
participants’ stories would not have been showcased in the same way. With them, their 
stories are front and center, which promotes empathy, increases awareness and 
understanding, and activates social change.  

Empathy is a powerful tool and understanding how to cultivate and nurture it amongst 
individuals, communities, and within systems holds potential to move away from the 
unjust disparities that exist. Given that student food insecurity is an injustice tied to 
historical and contemporary structures of oppression, including empathy as a part of the 
multifaceted approaches needed to address this issue is highly recommended. It could 
help the campus community to be more attuned to signs of food insecurity, the multitude 
of ways it impacts peoples’ lives, and motivate everyone to do what they can to put an 
end to it.  
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10.5 Scholarly and Practical Contributions 

My thesis makes a number of scholarly and practical contributions to understanding and 
addressing postsecondary student food insecurity. They include showcasing the 
nuance, diversity, and complexity of lived experiences; centering students’ voices; 
confronting harmful narratives (e.g., starving student); linking food insecurity to systems 
of oppression; and adding contextual knowledge to the University of Guelph. These 
contributions are both scholarly and practical, and for this reason I discuss them 
together. 

An important contribution my research makes is that it is helps fill a crucial gap in 
qualitative studies on postsecondary student food insecurity. Existing research mainly 
consists of quantitative studies, yet qualitative studies are essential to understand 
phenomena and develop effective intervention strategies as they produce insights that 
arguably are unattainable from quantitative studies. Quantitative studies are often 
interested in measurements that produce numerical data, but unlike qualitative studies, 
they do not offer descriptive information that showcases nuance, context, and 
subjectiveness of experience. My findings share the stories of eleven participants, in a 
highly descriptive format that showcases their voices and thereby supports a more 
comprehensive view of what food insecurity experiences can look and feel like. The rich 
insights produced from this work are amendable to the design and methods that relied 
on intersubjective engagement between participants and me.  

In addition to less qualitative studies, there are minimal studies on student food 
insecurity that use phenomenology and ethnography. I use both in my research: 
phenomenology as a philosophical orientation to guide decision making in the research 
process, and ethnography to gather data. This combination makes a strong impact in a 
number of ways. First, phenomenology at its core is interested in learning about and 
making sense of an individual’s inner world (Wertz, 2011). Phenomenology requires 
going to those with lived experience of a phenomenon, and in doing so it centers their 
voices. It’s remarkable what listening to people with lived experience can do. In my 
research, participants’ stories have helped to advance how student food insecurity is 
understood and increase awareness of potential signs that a student is experiencing 
food insecurity. Their stories highlight the complexities of the phenomenon and how 
interwoven it is with other dimensions of life, including the five main themes I identified: 
identities, finances, time, health, and coping mechanisms. This scholarly insight informs 
practice and policy in that thinking about and addressing student food insecurity must 
be holistic and lean into these complexities rather than simplify the issue.  

Participants’ stories are also powerful in how they challenge harmful stereotypes about 
students. Throughout their stories participants demonstrate that their experiences are 
not a result of poor budgeting, laziness, or that they should and can just ask their 
parents for support (Meal Exchange, 2017). Instead, they demonstrate that the 
difficulties they face are rooted in normative views of who students are, systemic 
oppression, and inequity. For anyone that reads this thesis, participants’ first-hand 
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accounts should make it clear that food insecurity is an injustice; not a normal, 
acceptable characteristic of being a student. This contribution adds to existing work by 
Bessey et al., (2020); Henry, (2017); Maynard et al., (2018); and Power et al., (2021), 
whose qualitative research also confronts the starving student narrative.  

Observing connections between student food insecurity and oppression occurred 
because of the participants I interviewed. Although I did not establish specific criteria for 
recruiting students from different social identities, it ended up that the participants I 
interviewed have diverse identities, some of which are marginalized by society. In 
research and other initiatives that focus on student food insecurity, there is a need to 
center and elevate more voices from students in marginalized positions, who may not 
always have the space to be heard. Participants in my study contribute to this need 
because of the social identities they embody. Their participation was also valuable in 
that it led me to the concept of intersectionality, which became a central part of this 
work.  

Intersectionality is not commonly used in student food insecurity research. While I did 
not use intersectionality as a framework to guide my research design, it was a key 
outcome that I used to frame my findings. Other studies (Duran & Núñez, 2021; 
Maynard et al., 2018) have suggested future research bring food insecurity and 
intersectionality together, which my research has done. This is an important contribution 
to scholarship and practice on student food insecurity, as well as food insecurity in 
general, as it pushes a deeper examination of what lies behind the so-called primary 
drivers of food insecurity, such as inadequate finances. Intersectionality links food 
insecurity, and its corresponding drivers, to systems of oppression. In doing so, food 
insecurity becomes not only a matter of inadequate finances, but a result of how the 
intersection of peoples multifaceted identities relates to systems of oppression. Making 
these linkages adds to the complexity of food insecurity, but it is essential to do. Without 
understanding food insecurity as intersectional, then any intervention will have reduced 
effectiveness and leave certain students behind as they continue to perpetuate the root 
causes that contribute to food insecurity in the first place.  

Lastly, my research makes an important contribution to the University of Guelph as it 
builds on existing and ongoing work focused on student food insecurity. Studies by 
Ahmadi et al (2020) and Choubak et al (2020) both rely on survey tools to assess 
prevalence of food insecurity on campus, and the experiences of students who use the 
campus food bank, respectively. The strengths and contributions that I describe above 
are all applicable to the University of Guelph. My qualitative study on lived experiences 
provides rich, contextual findings that can inform administrators and other decision 
makers on and off campus.  
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10.6 Opportunities for Future Research and Practice 

My research adds to the literature on student food insecurity, which has grown 
considerably in the last decade, and even in the last two years since I started this 
research. However, there is still a need for scholarship, practice, and combinations of 
both to better understand student food insecurity and address it. In saying this, I do not 
mean to suggest that student food insecurity is not well understood. Existing research 
has built a solid foundation of information on prevalence, drivers and determinants, and 
impacts. Furthermore, students, faculty and staff, community organizations, and others 
are involved in work that is building awareness and advocating for and creating change. 
Knowledge around what steps can be taken to reduce food insecurity among the 
postsecondary student population exists, and people in positions of power with decision 
making capabilities do not need to wait on further research to begin addressing the 
issue.  

But food insecurity is complex. How it is experienced from student to student is highly 
variable. As I have discussed in my research, food insecurity is an intersectional 
phenomenon, and how individuals experience it depends on the intersection of their 
social identities, and the contexts they live, work, and study in. Despite the increase in 
research at universities in Canada, there are still many other institutions that have not 
conducted research. Furthermore, of the existing research, quantitative approaches 
continue to prevail over qualitative, and sometimes studies are limited in terms of the 
identities represented. This indicates that there is still much space and opportunity to 
attend to the complexity and variability of student food insecurity, and thereby continue 
to formulate a more comprehensive understanding of student food insecurity in Canada.  

Qualitative research is not only well positioned to attend to the complexity and variability 
of food insecurity, but arguably necessary. More institutions ought to use qualitative 
research to better understand the nuance of student food insecurity within their own 
contexts. Phenomenology in particular offers strong theoretical and methodological 
framing because of its focus on lived experiences. Using phenomenology attends to 
another opportunity, which is to elevate students’ voices, especially those that are 
marginalized. This is a particularly important given how social identities shape 
experiences. If research does not explicitly make the effort to include and center these 
voices, then understandings of student food insecurity will remain incomplete. 
Moreover, any strategies developed on the basis of incomplete understandings risk 
faultiness and the potential perpetuation of structural systems and their corresponding 
inequities.  

In addition to phenomenology, more research and action that uses an intersectional 
framework is essential. This is mostly absent from existing literature on student food 
insecurity, and therefore an area where there is ample opportunity for further work. 
Intersectionality specifically focuses on individuals whose social identities are 
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marginalized by systems of oppression. If food insecurity is intersectional, then it is vital 
to undertake further work with this lens in place, especially with an interest to 
conceptualize and test intervention strategies. Equally as important, is the need for 
more projects that empower students. Already there is exemplary work underway that 
does just that, such as Meal Exchange Canada, the University of British Columbia Food 
Hub, and the University of Guelph Community Engaged Scholarship Institute. Future 
research should also prioritize collaborative partnerships that address student-identified 
needs and center knowledge mobilization.  

Finally, empathy is another important area of scholarship that so far appears 
disconnected from student food insecurity. However, work is underway to bridge this 
gap. A team at the University of Guelph is exploring what guided empathy can offer to 
transformative social change in terms of student food insecurity. This forthcoming work 
will be an important contribution to addressing student food insecurity. Empathy can be 
a powerful tool that can build awareness of issues, motivate people to take action, and 
nurture communities that are supportive and caring. Investigating ways to use empathy 
in the context of student food insecurity would be highly valuable.  

 

10.7 Final Reflections  

This thesis has been about exploring and illuminating postsecondary students’ lived 
experiences with food insecurity. The stories that this work is built on highlight the 
complexity and plurality of food insecurity experienced by students. They also 
demonstrate the important linkages between food, identities, and structural oppression. 
Food insecurity is harmful in a myriad of ways, and it is also an injustice, a violation to a 
fundamental human right (United Nations General Assembly, 1948). Universities do not 
have to be spaces that uphold these realities and perpetuate harm. They are well 
positioned to cultivate campus communities that are responsive to the diverse needs of 
students, equitable, and just. When communities like this are built, there is less space 
for oppression, and instead more room for authentic expression, health and wellness, 
success, and resilience. This is attainable, and many dedicated minds and hearts are 
contributing to make food secure campuses. At the same time, there is also much work 
that needs to be done, and room for all of us to take part in eliminating food insecurity 
among postsecondary students.  
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APPENDICES  

 

Appendix 1 – Interview Guide 

 

1. Can you tell me about your studies at the University of XXXX? 

Purpose: This is meant to be an introductory question with the goal of building the 
research relationship and learning about the participant in the context of their studies. 
The answer(s) here may be shorter rather than elaborate. 

Prompts: 

• What are you studying? 

• What kind of program are you in (e.g., undergraduate, masters, PhD, etc.)? 

• What year of study are you in? 

• Why did you choose to study at this university (and / or in this program)? 

 

2. Can you walk me through a typical day for you, from a food perspective? 

(Follow-up: How do you perceive your relationship with food to be?) 

Purpose: The main goal of this question is to learn about the participants’ experiences 
and relationships with food. Responses to this question could include rich details that 
illuminate participants’ inner worlds and realities. 

Prompts: 

If participant is having trouble thinking of a typical day, then I can try to make it more 
specific and ask: can you remember a particular day that food felt challenging or 
negative for some reason?  

• What do you eat during the day? 

• When do you eat (how often)? 

• Do you usually eat alone or with others? 

• How do you feel about what you eat?  

 

 



 

 

156 

 

 

3. How does this your relationship with food impact your experience as a 
student (in terms of enjoyment, academic performance, etc.)? 

(Follow-up: how does your experience as a student impact your relationship with food?) 

Purpose: The goal of this question is to connect the details of the participants’ food 
experience (from the previous question) to their academic experience / lived reality as 
student. Participants might talk about not having energy for: classes, food 
shopping/preparation, social activities, difficulties with concentration, distracted by 
hunger, having to work a part-time or full-time and miss classes or reduce course load, 
being unable to complete assignments, being unable or not wanting to participate in 
extra-curricular activities, etc.  

Prompts: 

• Do you enjoy school, why or why not? 

• How are your classes going?  

• Do you participate in any extra-curricular activities at school (e.g., clubs, sports 
teams, associations)? 

• What does your day at school look like? Can you walk me through a typical day? 

• How do you allocate your time between course work and food (e.g., shopping, 
preparing, eating)?  

 

4. Would you be willing to share some of the things you think about or feel 
when you find yourself in that situation? 

Purpose: The goal of this question is to learn about the feelings/emotions associated 
with these experiences (described in questions 2 and 3). I want participants to describe 
their feelings, which may include worry, stress, anxiety, shame / embarrassment, 
tiredness, sadness, loneliness, lack of choice, etc. This is another important question to 
learn about participants’ lived reality and better understand what the overall experience 
of food insecurity encompasses.  

Prompts: 

What does it feel like to [insert an experience described above]: 

• miss classes because of work, or because you’re hungry? 

• eat foods that are different than what you are used to? 

• skip a meal?  
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5. Is this a constant problem for you, or is it more intermittent, from day to 
day or week to week, for example?  

Purpose: The goal of this question is to learn about the temporal element of food 
insecurity for the participant. Students may face food insecurity daily, at certain times of 
the year, or at certain points in their program. The structure of financial payments, 
whether from government financial aid, co-ops, or other jobs, can impact students’ 
likelihood of experiencing food insecurity at certain times (e.g., at the end of the 
semester or school year if funding has been paid in a lump sum at the beginning of the 
semester). Students in the upper years of a program are also more likely to experience 
food insecurity.  

Prompts: 

• Has this experience happened to you once, or more than once? 

• Can you think of a time of year when you faced increased challenges related to 
food? 

• Has your relationship with food changed over the year or years of your studies? 

 

6. What in your life influences your experiences with food insecurity (in the 
day to day), or what makes your experience better or worse on a day-to-day 
basis? 

Purpose: The goal of this question is to learn about factors that either help reduce food 
insecurity and / or contribute to food insecurity. Participants may talk about different 
ways they receive support through family, friends, or other networks that help to 
minimize food insecurity – support could be financial, going home for meals, cost 
sharing with roommates, buying in bulk, collecting coupons, going to the food bank, 
attending events with free food, etc. It’s also possible that these strategies are 
unavailable (or avoided) to participants; they may not want family and friends to know 
that they are experiencing food insecurity, which could increase feelings of isolation, 
disconnect, loneliness, etc. Other factors that could make food insecurity worse include 
living alone, certain aspects of identity (e.g., gender, race/ethnicity, parental status, 
disabilities, being an international student, etc.), food preferences, etc. 

Prompts: 

• Does anyone else know about these challenges that you face? 

• Can you describe any people in your life that support you in any way? 

• Do you have a job outside of school? 
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• How do these factors [that make food insecurity better/worse] change your 
experience with food (e.g. do you eat more/less meals, have more/less variety, 
eat more/less foods that you prefer, etc.)? 

• Are there any other additional factors that you feel put you at risk? 

 

7. How do you cope with these [experiences, feelings, impacts]? 

Purpose: The goal of this question is to learn about participants’ coping strategies (how 
they deal with their experiences of food insecurity). Important to note is that while some 
strategies may minimize the impacts participants experience from food insecurity in one 
way, they may not necessarily minimize all the effects of food insecurity. Documented 
coping strategies for students who experience food insecurity are diverse and can 
include avoiding social situations, skipping classes, sleeping longer, reducing portion 
sizes, using the food bank, attending events with free food, buying foods that are less 
expensive (and potentially in bulk), but that do not meet nutritional and/or cultural needs 
or preferences, detailed and strict budget planning, etc.  

Prompts: 

• Can you describe any changes that you make to your eating habits? 

• Can you describe any other changes that you make to your lifestyle (e.g., 
sleeping, socializing, exercise, studying, etc.)? 

• Are there any resources on campus or through the university that you find 
helpful? 

 

8. Can you describe your experience with food prior to becoming a student? 

Purpose: The goal of this question is to get participants to reflect on their position as a 
student and how this has (or has not) changed their relationship with food. It is meant to 
illuminate differences between participants’ experience with food insecurity as students 
and before they became students. Participants could have had completely different 
experiences with food depending on their identities, backgrounds, and what they were 
doing prior to studying. For example, international students who moved to Canada to 
study might not have been food insecure before becoming a student because they lived 
with family in their home country.  

Prompts: 

• Did you eat different foods (before becoming a student) than you do now? 

• Did you have more (or less) variety in the foods you ate? 

• Did you skip meals? Or use other coping strategies? Before becoming a student? 
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• Did you eat with others more (or less) often? Why? 

• How did you feel when you were eating in these ways? 

 

9. Can you help me understand what food insecurity means to you? 

Purpose: The goal is to learn how participants would define food insecurity, rather than 
assuming the working definitions of food insecurity (e.g., FAO definition) captures their 
experience. This could inform a more specific definition of student food insecurity, rather 
than applying the definition of household food insecurity to this demographic.  

Prompts:  

Food security is commonly explained in reference to the Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO) definition, which says that it is “a situation that exists when all 
people, at all times, have physical, social and economic access to sufficient, safe and 
nutritious food that meets their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and 
healthy life.”  

• Does this definition capture your experiences with food insecurity? If not, why? 

• How would you define food insecurity based on your experience? 

• Would it be beneficial to have a separate definition for student food insecurity? 

 

10. Is there anything else you would like to share with me that we did not cover 
in the interview? 

Purpose: This question signals the end of the interview and gives the participant a 
chance to share additional thoughts that we did not get to or that did not come up, but 
that they feel are important. 

Prompts: 

• Reflecting on our conversation, is there anything else you would like to add or 
clarify? 

• Do you feel like parts of your story are missing, at this point? 

 

What pronouns do you use (in the anonymous sense)?  

Can you tell me what decade your age is in (e.g., 20s, 30s, 40s)?  
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