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Abstract 
Grounded in Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, this 

mixed-methods study examined how food access 

influences the quality of life (QoL) among college 

agriculture students. Because food is a fundamental 

physiological need, inadequate access can impede 

students’ physical, psychological, and social well-

being, as well as their academic success. This study 

aimed to identify barriers to food access and deter-

mine the factors most strongly associated with stu-

dents’ QoL. 

 A concurrent and sequential mixed-methods 

design was utilized. Phase 1 consisted of a cross-

sectional online survey distributed to 3,336 under-

graduate students, resulting in 809 responses (24% 

response rate). Multiple linear regression analysis 

revealed a statistically significant model (p = .017) 

explaining 27.7% of the variance in QoL. Signifi-

cant predictors included food access, first-genera-

tion status, senior classification, and Asian ethnic-

ity. Phase 2 consisted of 19 semi-structured 
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interviews that explored the lived experiences un-

derlying the survey findings. Thematic analysis 

identified nine key themes: barriers to food access, 

unawareness of resources, financial strain, lack of 

meal plan funds, limited food options, and the ef-

fects of food insecurity on physical health, psycho-

logical well-being, social relationships, and aca-

demic performance. 

 Students reported that demanding schedules, 

transportation challenges, and limited institutional 

support constrained their ability to access nutri-

tious food. The results highlight food access as a 

central determinant of students’ QoL and educa-

tional persistence. Institutions should enhance 

awareness of available resources, provide financial 

and meal plan assistance, and ensure inclusive din-

ing options to promote student well-being and aca-

demic success. 

Keywords 
food access, quality of life, college food security, 

first-generation, college student 

Introduction 
Many college students face significant challenges 

accessing sufficient and nutritious food. Today’s 

students are particularly vulnerable to experiencing 

food insecurity due to the escalating expenses of 

tuition, childcare, groceries, rent, and utilities (El 

Zein et al., 2019; Henry, 2017; Tanner et al., 2023). 

According to Nelson et al. (2009), only a small per-

centage of young adults attending two-year and 

four-year institutions adhere to an optimal diet for 

their needs. Additionally, students who face food 

access concerns are at a higher risk of encountering 

academic and health challenges during their school 

years. Research indicates that these challenges in-

clude lower GPAs, decreased academic perfor-

mance, higher rates of non-completion, and poorer 

mental and physical health outcomes, among oth-

ers (Hall et al., 2019; Patton-López et al., 2014; 

Payne-Sturges et al., 2018; Regan, 2020).  

Food access barriers raise significant concerns 

and have long-term consequences for individuals’ 

overall quality of life (QoL; U.S. Department of 

Agriculture, Economic Research Service [USDA 

ERS], 2026). According to the World Health Or-

ganization (WHO, 2006) and the Centers for Dis-

ease Control and Prevention (CDC; 2000), QoL 

encompasses various dimensions, such as physical, 

mental, and social well-being, and individuals’ per-

ceptions of their life circumstances within their cul-

tural and social contexts. Access to food plays an 

important role in determining an individual’s QoL. 

When individuals lack adequate access to food that 

provides the energy their bodies need, their ability 

to participate in daily activities can be compro-

mised. This can result in adverse outcomes across 

physical health, psychological well-being, social re-

lationships, and environmental factors (Donatelle 

& Ketcham, 2018; Umberson & Montez, 2010; 

WHO, 2012). Furthermore, academically, insuffi-

cient nutrition can impair cognitive function, con-

centration, and academic performance, ultimately 

hindering students’ educational attainment and 

prospects (Taras, 2005). 

 Despite the well-documented impact of food 

access on QoL, a critical gap remains in the litera-

ture regarding how this relationship manifests 

among college students—particularly those study-

ing agriculture. Agriculture students are uniquely 

positioned within this issue, as they are deeply en-

gaged in food systems yet may still experience food 

insecurity. Understanding the specific factors influ-

encing their food access and QoL is essential be-

cause their educational and professional trajectories 

directly intersect with food production, sustainabil-

ity, and security. 

 While existing research has highlighted the 

negative consequences of food insecurity, there is a 

need for more comprehensive studies that examine 

the nuanced relationship between food access and 

QoL among agricultural students. This mixed-

methods study addresses this gap by exploring key 

factors that affect their food security, identifying 
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variables linked to QoL, and analyzing students’ 

perceptions of these issues. By focusing on agricul-

ture students, this research not only contributes to 

the broader understanding of food insecurity in 

higher education but also provides insights that can 

inform targeted interventions and policies to en-

hance their well-being and academic success. 

Theoretical Framework 
This study is focused on Maslow’s hierarchy of 

needs (MHoN), which provides a framework for 

understanding how access to basic necessities, par-

ticularly food, may influence students’ quality of 

life and academic success. The following sections 

describe the hierarchy and explain the connections 

between food access and quality of life as it relates 

to this study.  

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs 
Abraham Maslow (1943) conceptualized MHoN, 

that suggests that individuals generally must satisfy 

lower-level needs before progressing to higher 

levels. These five levels include physiological needs, 

safety, belongingness and love, esteem, and self-

actualization. However, more recent research indi-

cates that this hierarchy is not as rigid as originally 

proposed, with individuals sometimes pursuing 

higher-level needs even when lower-level ones are 

not fully met (McLeod, 2026). 

 Physiological needs, including food, water, rest, 

clothing, shelter, and reproduction, form the foun-

dation of the hierarchy. If these basic needs are un-

met, individuals may struggle to focus on higher-

level needs, such as safety or belonging, as their 

primary concern is fulfilling fundamental survival 

requirements (Maslow, 1943; McLeod, 2026). 

Food Access, QoL, MHoN, and Student Success 
Food access, QoL, and MHoN are mutually 

connected and collectively influence a student’s 

academic success. According to Maslow (1943), 

physiological needs, such as food, are foundational 

to higher-level needs. If these basic needs are not 

met, students may struggle to achieve personal 

growth or academic success. Food is a critical 

component of the physiological needs level of 

MHoN; without adequate access to food, students 

are less likely to meet this essential need, which can 

negatively impact their QoL (McLeod, 2026). 

 Students experiencing food insecurity are likely 

to prioritize meeting their physiological needs over 

academic achievement as they focus on obtaining 

food to survive. This disruption in fulfilling basic 

needs may compromise their overall well-being, 

leading to a lower QoL. Research has shown that 

unmet basic needs, such as food insecurity, are 

linked to poor academic performance and emo-

tional distress (Ansorger, 2021). In contrast, stu-

dents with reliable access to nutritious food are 

better equipped to meet their physiological needs, 

which enhances their QoL and enables them to fo-

cus on higher-level academic and personal goals 

(Braveman et al., 2011). Therefore, ensuring food 

access plays a critical role in fostering academic 

success by supporting students’ QoL and helping 

them meet the foundational needs of Maslow’s hi-

erarchy (Ansorger, 2021; McLeod, 2026). 

Methods 
This study used a mixed-methods approach to ex-

plore the impact of food access on the QoL of stu-

dents in the College of Agriculture and Life Sci-

ences at Virginia Tech. As seen in Figure 1, the 

design followed a multilevel structure with both 

concurrent and sequential data collection (Creamer, 

2018), allowing quantitative and qualitative data to 

be collected, compared, and integrated. This ap-

proach supported a comprehensive examination of 

food access conditions, group differences, and stu-

dents’ lived experiences as they relate to QoL. 

 The objectives of this study were to: 

• assess food access among first-generation, 

international, rural, and urban students. 

• examine the relationship between food ac-

cess and quality of life across physical, psy-

chological, social, and environmental do-

mains. 

• compare food access and QoL outcomes 

across first-generation, international, rural, 

and urban student groups. 

• integrate quantitative and qualitative find-

ings to better understand how food access 

influences students’ overall QoL and lived 

experiences. 
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Phase 1: Survey 
The first phase utilized a cross-sectional online sur-

vey administered through QuestionPro. The survey 

incorporated quantitative questions, including 11 

demographic items, 6 food access questions, and 

25 WHOQOL-BREF items, as well as 8 open-

ended qualitative questions that explored students’ 

experiences with food access and well-being (Cre-

swell & Creswell, 2018). Skip logic was used to en-

sure participants only received questions relevant 

to their experiences. A random single-stage sam-

pling approach was used to invite all Virginia Tech 

students via the university’s email and through 

classroom recruitment. Prior to distribution, a pilot 

test with four students ensured clarity and func-

tionality. The final survey remained open for three 

weeks, and students could volunteer for a follow-

up interview by submitting their contact infor-

mation. 

Phase 2: Interviews 
Phase 2 expanded upon survey findings through 

semi-structured Zoom interviews with students 

who had expressed interest in participating after 

completing the survey. The first 19 volunteers were 

selected to represent different backgrounds, includ-

ing first-generation, international, rural, and urban 

experiences. Each interview lasted 45–60 minutes 

and explored emerging survey themes in greater 

depth. Participants provided consent to be rec-

orded, and the data were securely stored in a pro-

tected Google Drive accessible only to the IRB-

Figure 1. Mixed Methods Data Analytic Procedure 
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approved research team. Interviews continued until 

data saturation was reached (Hennink et al., 2017). 

Data Integration and Analysis 
Quantitative data were analyzed using SPSS for de-

scriptive statistics, reliability testing (Cronbach’s 

Alpha), and regression modeling. A forward step-

wise multiple linear regression was conducted with 

QoL as the dependent variable. Stepwise regression 

was selected to identify the most influential predic-

tors among several demographic and contextual 

factors, given the exploratory nature of the study 

and limited prior research on this population. 

Qualitative responses were coded and analyzed the-

matically using QuestionPro. Findings from Phase 

1 were used to develop interview questions for 

Phase 2. After interviews were held and analyzed 

through Reduct, meta-inference (Teddlie & 

Tashakkori, 2011) was used to reveal how statistical 

patterns aligned with students lived experiences, 

offering a view of how food access shapes QoL 

within the Virginia Tech community. 

Results 

Phase 1 
A cross-sectional survey was distributed to 3,336 

undergraduate students in the College of Agricul-

ture and Life Sciences at Virginia Tech, with 809 

responses (24% response rate). The QoL scale 

demonstrated excellent reliability (α = .917), and 

the food access scale showed acceptable reliability 

(α = .694). 

 A stepwise multiple linear regression in SPSS 

(entry p ≤ .05; removal p ≥ .10) identified predic-

tors of QoL. The overall model, as seen in Table 1, 

was significant (p = .017, adjusted R² = .277), ex-

plaining 27.7% of the variance. Significant predic-

tors included food access (β = .480, p < .001), 

Asian identity (β = −.109, p < .001), first-genera-

tion status (β = −.109, p < .001), and senior stand-

ing (β = .071, p = .017), with food access as the 

strongest predictor. Departmental models were also 

significant (adjusted R² = .244–.366), with food ac-

cess consistently predicting QoL. Other predictors 

varied by group, but food access remained the only 

variable significant across all models. 

Qualitative Survey  
Analysis of responses to the eight open-ended 

questions reinforced the quantitative findings. A 

dominant theme was the lack of awareness of food 

resources available both on and off campus. Ap-

proximately 64% of respondents reported being 

unaware of food support services, and nearly half 

(49%) were unfamiliar with university or commu-

nity-based programs. Students identified barriers 

such as schedule conflicts (39%), academic de-

mands (24%), employment commitments (22%), 

and financial constraints (18%) as limiting access to 

adequate food. Moreover, 35% reported negative 

effects linked to food insecurity, including psycho-

logical distress (14%), body image concerns (13%), 

and difficulty concentrating (12%). 

 The qualitative insights contextualize the re-

gression findings, illustrating how limited food ac-

cess not only statistically predicts a lower quality of 

life but also manifests in students’ lived experiences 

through emotional, cognitive, and behavioral chal-

lenges. 

Table 1. Stepwise Multiple Linear Regression Predicting Quality of Life (QoL) 

Predictor B SE β t p 

Constant 0.930 0.024 — 38.96 < .001 

Food Access 0.109 0.007 0.480 16.08 < .001 

Asian −0.049 0.013 −0.109 −3.67 < .001 

First-Generation −0.041 0.011 −0.109 −3.65 < .001 

Undergraduate (Senior) 0.030 0.013 0.071 2.40 .017 

Note: N = 809. Dependent variable = Quality of Life (QoL). Model statistics: R = .530, R² = .281, Adjusted R² = .277, F(1, 821) = 5.77, p 

= .017. Stepwise regression (entry p ≤ .05, removal p ≥ .10). β = standardized coefficient. 
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Phase 2  
A total of 19 interviews were conducted to achieve 

data saturation. The participants represented a di-

verse demographic profile, including first-genera-

tion college students, international students, and in-

dividuals from both rural and urban areas. Among 

the participants, 12 identified as coming from ur-

ban areas and four from rural areas. Additionally, 

six students were first-generation college attendees, 

and three were international students. 

Lack of Awareness 
One prevalent theme across both phases was the 

lack of awareness among students regarding availa-

ble support programs. Several students shared their 

frustrations about the lack of information and re-

sources. One student recalled only discovering a 

helpful program through a friend’s recommenda-

tion, stating, 

I honestly don’t see a lot of programs or any-

thing like that. I know last year I got an email. 

Actually I didn’t even get an email. One of my 

friends told me about the market, and he like 

sent a thing you know to sign up for it, and I 

actually did that last school year, and it was, it 

was pretty good. But like that, how come I 

didn’t get it, you know, an email? Like why 

didn’t I get that information, and why did he 

have to tell me about it? So there are things 

like things like that. I feel like people, like the 

information isn’t out there. I guess you have to 

go looking for it. I feel like they talk about all 

the other support except like the food. 

 Another student echoed this sentiment, em-

phasizing the difficulty in accessing support due to 

perceived stigma and fear of judgment. While some 

students were aware of their own experiences with 

food insecurity, they often lacked knowledge of the 

programs and services available to assist them. One 

participant, for instance, highlighted the societal 

stigma surrounding food insecurity, noting that 

many students are hesitant to speak up about their 

struggles. These accounts suggest that, beyond per-

sonal discomfort or shame, a significant barrier lies 

in the limited awareness of existing campus re-

sources designed to address food insecurity. 

Quality of Life 
The survey established a link between food access 

and QoL through multiple linear regression analy-

sis. Students’ open-ended responses further illumi-

nated the multifaceted impact of food access on 

different aspects of their lives. Concerns about the 

affordability of groceries led to anxiety, which af-

fected emotional health and resulted in persistent 

worry about financial stability. Physically, students 

experienced fatigue and difficulty concentrating 

when meals were insufficient. One student ex-

plained: “Yes, I feel extremely tired most days, es-

pecially when I haven’t eaten enough that day. And 

it is hard to get through classes, work, and then 

homework at the end of the night.” 

 Limitations in food access caused strained rela-

tionships and social isolation, as the following 

quote shows: 

Yes, I constantly make excuses not to hang out 

with some of my colleagues because I don’t 

have the funds to eat out. When I do hang out 

with them at restaurants, or food places, I’m 

constantly calculating to the cent of how much 

the food will impact my overall ability to stay 

out of debt. 

 In addition to strained relationships and isola-

tion, students felt embarrassed or excluded from 

social events due to financial constraints.  

 During the interviews, participants expanded 

on the survey findings, emphasizing the direct cor-

relation between food access and physical and psy-

chological well-being. Physical symptoms of hun-

ger, such as lethargy and concentration difficulties, 

were commonly reported: “So during lunch, like if 

I don’t have lunch, I physically like crumble and 

like I cannot concentrate whatsoever.” 

 In addition to this quote on physical health, a 

student addressed the stress of having enough 

funds to support their family, stating, “So now, 

credit card [bill] is on the roof. Last year, I was go-

ing to donate plasma to get some extra income just 

to pay a couple of bills. So this is something that I 

did for a couple of months. And I probably need 

to do it again.” 

 Being an international student with dietary re-

strictions played a significant role in facing chal-
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lenges in accessing familiar foods and adjusting to 

the availability of suitable food. One international 

student stated, 

Internationals in general have a little bit 

more struggle. I think it’s because of where 

we are, like as a campus so we’re definitely 

on a mountain like kinda in the middle of 

nowhere so it’s, it makes it difficult to ac-

cess, especially I love seafood, but like over 

here we have just frozen seafood, we don’t 

have good quality seafood at all, and like if 

we want some better food we have to drive 

to Rona, which is 45 minutes away, and we 

cannot do that every day. 

 A student with a gluten allergy explained the 

health issues they faced because of a lack of access 

to gluten-free foods, stating,  

So with the allergy-based access, I’d say 

yes, definitely physical. I’ve seen a bunch 

of doctors over winter break about some 

issues that I’ve had recently that are likely 

related to nutrition and likely related to not 

being able to afford healthier food because 

I’m gluten-free. 

 Environmental barriers, including class sched-

ules, transportation limitations, and geographical 

location, further compounded food access chal-

lenges, hindering students’ ability to obtain nutri-

tious meals. As noted in the survey, students dis-

cussed how their social relationships were affected 

during the interviews. One student wouldn’t attend 

social events or hang out with friends due to low 

funds to spend on food, and said, “At some point, 

I was not attending any social events and not going 

out with my friends, because I was embarrassed 

that I would not be able to pay for food (among 

other things).” 

 The students’ perspectives shed light on the 

complex relationship between food access and stu-

dents’ quality of life while in school. The findings 

underscore the significance of establishing support 

networks to help students overcome the barriers to 

food access that they encounter. 

Meal Plan Money 
Several students shared their perspectives on the is-

sue of running out of their meal plan funds. One 

interviewee described the frequent occurrence of 

running out of meal plan money during the stress-

ful period of final exams, saying, “Yep, every time. 

It’s always like a month before when you’re in the 

middle of final season, just like, okay.” 

 One interviewee emphasized the need to seek 

support from family members when facing the 

challenge of limited dining dollars, saying,  

I have to text my mom every so often and be 

like, “Hey mom, I’m running outta dining dol-

lars.” Um, and she’s like, “What are you eat-

ing?” And I’m like, “I’m literally only eating 

like two meals a day out.” 

 One student had extra money during their first 

year, but eventually had to cut back to one meal a 

day due to financial constraints. The student said, 

“My freshman year when I had a meal plan on 

campus. I actually had a big surplus of money, 

and … I had the minimum one, but I just like 

would only have like one meal a day.” 

 These perspectives underscore the importance 

of implementing comprehensive support mecha-

nisms to ensure students’ access to essential re-

sources and alleviate financial burdens, fostering a 

conducive environment for their academic success 

and well-being. 

Virginia Tech Support 
Several students have expressed concerns about 

the lack of recognition of food access issues on 

campus. One student emphasized the importance 

of raising awareness and creating solidarity within 

the community and campus to tackle the issue, 

likening it to the strides made for diversity and in-

clusion, stating,  

I think the number one is acknowledge there is 

the issue. That’s the number one, they need to 

make it aware, the same way they do with the 

diversity inclusion. They need to … give the 

same visibility, give you awareness, and create 

more solidarity to be a community, more soli-

darity or more sensitive to this matter. Like for 
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example, it’s not always the answer, is not al-

ways putting money on something. 

 Another student desired change, underscoring 

the importance of gathering perspectives from 

those most affected by the issue, saying,  

I don’t really know any like resources that’s like 

kind of why I wanted to do this interview was 

like, just kind of, I don’t know, like I do want 

to see change, so I was like, I don’t know, I 

think it’s important to get input from like the 

people who are actually like affected by it. But 

I don’t, there aren’t really any like resources 

besides the market that I know of, and that’s 

like for people who, like, are like food insecure 

and like do need access to more ready. But, 

yeah, there needs to be a lot of change. 

 Meanwhile, one student emphasized the im-

portance of offering healthy food options, particu-

larly given the campus’s reputation for poor nutri-

tion. The student said, 

Giving students food that’s not healthy, [I] feel 

like there needs to be some focus on what are 

we actually selling to students on campus. If 

we’re a huge nutrition campus, which we are, 

and you know one of our, our campus is con-

sidered to have the best food. 

 Lastly, in one interview with a student, they re-

counted personal experiences of feeling unheard, 

mainly regarding dietary needs, citing instances 

where essential food options were unavailable due 

to operational issues and a lack of communication 

from dining services. The student expressed,  

Chick-fil-A that’s in Virginia Tech Grill, they, 

when they’re understaffed, they stop making all 

grilled items. So if you’re gluten free and 

they’re not making grilled items, I simply can’t 

eat there. And like that information is not 

posted anywhere. So a lot of times I’ll show up 

expecting to be able to get my grilled chicken 

and be on my way. I asked to speak with the 

manager at one time that I was there and they 

directed me to have an email conversation. So 

I was emailing back and forth with someone 

from dining and they were explaining that be-

cause of the understaffing, they decided that 

the grilled items were what needed to go. So 

when I basically wrote back and was like, well, 

I, there is a whole population of people that 

now can’t eat. Like, how can that be communi-

cated in advance? So and she never responded. 

So that was unfortunate. 

 Collectively, these viewpoints suggest that in-

creased attention and action are required to address 

the challenges surrounding food access and aware-

ness of the issues students face. The recurring 

themes of lack of acknowledgment, desire for 

change, and frustration with operational shortcom-

ings within dining services highlight systemic issues 

that need attention. 

 Overall, the combined analyses highlight the 

central role of food access in shaping students’ 

quality of life. Quantitative results identified food 

access as the strongest predictor, while qualitative 

narratives revealed the complex emotional, social, 

and academic challenges associated with food inse-

curity. Collectively, these findings show the need 

for institutional initiatives that enhance awareness 

of food resources, eliminate barriers to access, and 

foster a supportive campus environment that pro-

motes student success. 

Discussion 
This study utilized a mixed-method approach to 

explore the complex issues of food access and its 

impact on the quality of life among College of Ag-

riculture and Life Sciences students at Virginia 

Tech. By analyzing cross-sectional survey questions 

alongside interview data, the objective was to gain 

deeper insights into the challenges students face in 

securing their meals. This study aimed to show the 

unique experiences of agriculture students.  

Awareness 
One of the major concerns in Phase 1 was the lack 

of awareness of food resources among students at 

Virginia Tech. Phase 2 supported Phase 1’s find-

ings that students lack awareness of food resources 

on and off campus. Peterson et al. (2022) and 

Hagedorn-Hatfield et al. (2022) found that una-
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wareness of support was a leading factor in stu-

dents not accessing resources. If they are unaware 

of the resources available to them, how can we ex-

pect students to utilize them? The stigma sur-

rounding the need for basic support, such as food 

assistance, has long been a concern, often discour-

aging individuals from speaking out due to fear of 

judgment (Duong et al., 2024; Peterson et al., 

2022).  

Physical Health, Psychological Health, 
Social Relationships, and Environment  
Physical health has been shown to have a signifi-

cant impact on a student’s academic success (Mar-

tinez et al., 2019). If a student is not consuming the 

amount of food necessary to complete daily tasks, 

their energy levels will be affected (Taras, 2005). In 

this study, students voiced feelings of fatigue, leth-

argy, and lack of motivation to participate in daily 

activities. Food access was shown to affect college 

students’ psychological health negatively by causing 

added stress, depression, and lack of concentration 

or learning, which has been documented in other 

studies as well (Maroto, 2013; Pourmotabbed et al., 

2020). A person’s QoL will be influenced by their 

psychological health and how they participate in 

daily living (WHO, 2012).  

 Meaningful social relationships were important 

to students who participated in the interviews. Ac-

cording to the literature, having social relationships 

while in school is an indicator of success for a stu-

dent and a key component in one’s QoL (Jorgen-

son et al., 2018; Maslow, 1943; WHO, 2012). A 

student who lacks social connections during school 

could potentially drop out. Connecting with 

friends, family, mentors, leadership, faculty, and 

staff can help students navigate the hardships they 

may face. Higher education institutions recognize 

the importance of social connections for students 

while they are in school. The ability to “lean” on 

someone during instances of difficulties has been 

shown to increase the likelihood of a student stay-

ing in school (Schmidt, 2020; Stadtfeld et al., 2019).  

 Additionally, as voiced in the interviews, the 

environment in which one lives impacts food ac-

cess (Mockshell & Villarino, 2019; Ogot, 2021). A 

student’s environment influences the quantity and 

quality of food available and accessible to them. If 

students do not have access to the foods they want 

and need, their QoL can be impacted (Frongillo et 

al., 2017; Hanmer et al., 2021; Sok et al., 2018).  

Running Out of Meal Plan Money 
A theme not mentioned in the survey was running 

out of meal plan money. Students participating in 

the interviews discussed concerns about running 

out of meal plan money. Of the 19 students who 

participated in the interviews, 15 had meal plans, 

and 11 had exhausted their meal plan funds at 

some point during their college career. When inter-

viewed, the two students who didn’t run out of 

meals mentioned having only two or fewer meals 

daily. Other students would put more money into 

their meal plan if they could afford it. Students 

who exhausted their meal plans and lacked the fi-

nancial means to add additional funds were com-

pelled to subsist on minimal food resources for the 

remainder of the semester, often skipping meals or 

relying on inexpensive, low-nutrient options. 

The University Acknowledging 
Food Access Concerns  
Another theme that students brought to attention 

in the interviews was the concern that food access 

issues are not being acknowledged on campus or 

by leadership. Hall et al. (2019) found that food 

insecurity exists on campus at Virginia Tech, while 

The Hope Center (2021) has been researching 

food insecurity on college campuses nationwide 

from 2015 to 2021. Although food access and 

food insecurity are distinct yet interrelated con-

cepts, limited access to affordable and nutritious 

food options on campus contributes to an in-

creased prevalence of food insecurity among stu-

dents. Current university resources remain insuffi-

cient to address the scope of this issue (Tanner et 

al., 2023). Additionally, college and university lead-

ership may not be addressing food access con-

cerns due to other competing priorities that also 

factor in. Taylor et al. (2021) surveyed 348 college 

and university presidents in the spring of 2021 and 

asked them to identify the most pressing issue. 

The top three matters identified by presidents 

were the mental health of students (72%), the 

mental health of faculty and staff (58%), and long-

term financial viability (41%), while food and 
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housing insecurity ranked 13th out of 19 issues 

(15%). Mental health is an important issue to ad-

dress on campus, but so is access to food. This re-

search highlights the importance of food access 

and its impact on one’s psychological health. 

Glantsman et al. (2022) stated, “Adequate food 

and housing are essential to college students’ gen-

eral well‐being and academic achievement.”  

Recommendations 
College students are often perceived as privileged 

in society; however, that doesn’t mean they don’t 

face barriers to accessing food. Higher education 

institutions, such as Virginia Tech, can provide a 

space for students to break down these barriers 

and help prevent them from going hungry. The fol-

lowing are recommendations based on the results 

of this study. 

 Tailored Support Programs: Developing custom-

ized support programs to assist first-generation, in-

ternational, rural, and urban students in agriculture 

can improve food access for these groups. Pro-

grams should consider the distinctive obstacles 

faced by these student groups when accessing food 

and offer personalized solutions and resources. 

 Financial Support for Meal Plans: Investigating 

ways to offer financial support, such as scholar-

ships or free meal plans, to students who often run 

out of their meal plan funds could offset food ac-

cess concerns. Additionally, schools can increase 

meal plan allowances or provide emergency meal 

vouchers to students in need who are running low 

on meal plan funds during the semester.  

 Improving Campus Food Options: Enhancing the 

range of dietary choices accessible on campus to 

meet the diverse dietary requirements and prefer-

ences of students, such as those who require glu-

ten-free, vegan, and allergen-free options, is 

needed. Schools can collaborate with higher educa-

tion leadership, dining and nutrition professionals, 

and students to create options that cater to various 

dietary needs. 

 Building Collaborative Relationships: Encouraging 

partnerships between campus student groups, 

school leadership, dining services, academic depart-

ments, and campus support centers to address 

food access concerns can alleviate students’ bur-

dens. Facilitating conversations to raise awareness, 

provide support, and advocate for systemic 

changes can enhance food access and improve the 

quality of life for all students. 

Limitations 
This study has limitations to be considered when 

interpreting the findings of this study. Most nota-

bly, the sample was drawn from a single institution. 

It was limited to students within the College of Ag-

riculture and Life Sciences at Virginia Tech, which 

constrains the results to a broader student popula-

tion or institutional outlooks. The reliance on self-

reported data also introduces the possibility of re-

call error and bias, particularly given the stigma sur-

rounding food insecurity and food access concerns 

on a university campus. Furthermore, although the 

qualitative component provided valuable depth, the 

sample size (n = 19) may not fully capture student 

experiences, especially among smaller or un-

derrepresented subgroups. 

Conclusion 
Research consistently demonstrates that food inse-

curity is a significant and widespread issue on col-

lege campuses (Broton et al., 2020; Goldrick-Rab et 

al., 2017; Hall et al., 2019; Leung et al., 2021; Mar-

tinez et al., 2019; Regan, 2020). This mixed-meth-

ods study contributes to that body of knowledge 

by showing that agricultural students at Virginia 

Tech face multiple interconnected barriers to se-

curing adequate food. Students reported frequently 

running out of meal plan funds, being unaware of 

available on- and off-campus food resources, and 

experiencing negative impacts on their physical 

health, psychological well-being, academic perfor-

mance, and social relationships. They also ex-

pressed a clear desire for institutional recognition 

of food access challenges and for more robust, visi-

ble support systems. 

 The findings demonstrate that food access is 

not a secondary concern; it is a core determinant of 

students’ overall quality of life and academic persis-

tence. Colleges and universities cannot expect to 

retain and graduate students if basic needs remain 

unmet. Addressing food access barriers must there-

fore be treated as an institutional priority, not an 

optional initiative. This requires proactive outreach, 

transparent communication about resources, im-



Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community Development 

ISSN: 2152-0801 online 

https://foodsystemsjournal.org 

Advance online publication 11 

plementation of targeted support programs, and 

engagement with student experiences. 

 Meaningful progress will occur only when 

higher education leadership listens to students, 

acknowledges the scope of the problem, and com-

mits to sustained, systemic action. Ensuring reliable 

access to food is not simply supplemental support; 

rather, it is a fundamental condition for student 

well-being, academic achievement, and long-term 

success.  
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Appendix B. Interview Questions 
 
Interview Questions 

Student Name: ____________________________________________________  

Demographics: ____________________________________________________  

Date of Interview: __________________________________________________  

 

First, I would like to ask you about how access to food impacts your life.  

1. How does access to food affect your energy or ability to participate in everyday life activities 

while in school? 

a. Probes: attending class, studying, grades, receiving academic support, seeing friends, 

clubs, recreational activities 

2. How does money affect your ability to make financial decisions for your basic needs, such 

as food?  

a. Probes: rent, textbooks, meal plan, childcare 

b. Have you run out of campus meal plan money? 

3. How does access to food affect your physical and mental health? 

a. Probes: body image, concentration, stress, depression, weight, sleep 

4. How does not having food or being able to purchase food impact your ability to attend 

social events? 

a. Expand on bringing food to events, going out to eat with friends 

5. How does your class schedule determine what and how often you eat in a day? 

a. Probes: Do you skip meals, do you have time to cook, are lines too long, do you have 

classes back to back 

 

Now, I would like to switch gears a little bit and ask about the resources available on the Virginia 

Tech campus and what factors impact whether students can access those resources.  

6. Have you ever felt comfortable talking with someone about not having access to food? If not, 

can you explain why? 

7. What are your perceptions on why students don’t know what resources are available on and 

off campus? 

8. What is the biggest barrier you have to access the amount or types of food you want? 

9. In what ways do you think Virginia Tech can support students? 

a. Probe: particularly around food access 

b. At the school, college, and/or department level 
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