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Abstract
This ethnographic research explores the meaning
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LGBTQIA+ college students to understand how
identity might play a role in those experiences. We
offer research-informed recommendations that stu-
dent-serving programs could implement to increase
accessibility and inclusivity for LGBTQIA+ stu-
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dents to reduce food insecurity. The study was
conducted at a large, public, Tier 1 research univer-
sity in North Texas. We used purposive sampling
and recruited participants through emails and class
announcements. We conducted 22 in-depth, semi-
structured interviews with students who identified
as LGBTQIA+. LGBTQIA+ students do not ini-
tially associate their food insecurity with their
LGBTQIA+ identity, and many of their experi-
ences are similar to non-LGBTQIA+ students.
However, ongoing homophobia, stigma, and dis-
crimination against people who identify as
LGBTQIA+ can add additional anxiety and chal-
lenges that influence their experiences in ways that
are different from non-LGBTQIA+ students.
LGBTQIA+ students are at greater risk of losing
family support, are more likely to seek emotional
support from peers, and have increased anxiety
about responses to their identity, which can affect
their willingness to seck resources. Our results indi-
cate that food insecurity has an emotional, mental,
and physical impact on students, which impacts
their academic success. As universities strive to be
more welcoming to LGBTQIA+ students, we rec-
ommend services that will build community, create
safe spaces, and strengthen trust for students to
have a positive college experience.

Keywords
Food Insecurity, Food Insecurity in College,
LGBTQIA+, Qualitative, Ethnography

Introduction and Literature Review
Research on food insecurity among college stu-
dents has increased significantly in recent years,
drawing needed attention to this national crisis
(Henry, 2017, 2020). The U.S. Department of
Agriculture (USDA) defines food insecurity as
having limited or uncertain access to healthy,
nutritionally adequate, and safe food or the limited
ability to acquire food in socially acceptable ways
(USDA Economic Research Service, 2022). Other
characteristics of food insecurity include reduced
calorie intake, lack of variety in diet, hunger
without eating, and reduced weight due to lack of
caloties (USDA Economic Research Setvice,
2022). The Hope Center for College, Community,
and Justice (The Hope Center) conducts the
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largest nationwide annual assessment of basic
needs security among college students. In 2020,
over 195,000 students from 130 two-year and 72
four-year colleges responded to the survey. The
research reports that 38% of college students
experienced food insecurity in the 30 days prior to
the survey (The Hope Center, 2021a). Cross-
sectional, multi-university studies report a range of
35%-50% of students being food insecure while
attending college (Broton & Goldrick-Rab, 2018;
Broton et al., 2018; Bruening et al., 2017; Crutch-
field & Maguire, 2019; Martinez et al., 2018;
Nazmi et al., 2018; University of California [UC]
Global Food Initiative, 2017).

The crisis of college student food insecurity is
evident from the disproportionally higher rate of
food insecurity among college students (which
according to the above study may be in the range
of 35%—-50%) than among households with charac-
teristics, which range from the national average of
10.5% to 27.7% for households with children
headed by a single woman and 28.6% for house-
holds with incomes below 185% of the poverty
threshold (Coleman-Jensen et al., 2022). Interest-
ingly, a recent analysis of the Current Population
Survey by specific age groups shows that noncol-
lege students of a similar age tend to experience the
same or even higher levels of food insecurity as
college students (Gunderson, 2020). This suggests
that high rates of food insecurity might be more
associated with age group than college status; nev-
ertheless, college student food-insecurity rates are
very high. As related to this study, Texas residents
experience household food insecurity at higher
rates than the national average. Texas is ranked
cighth highest in the nation, with a food-insecurity
rate of 13.3% (Coleman-Jensen et al., 2022).
According to a recent study, Texas college students
have a food-insecurity rate of 43% (The Hope
Center, 2021b).

Although food insecurity in college is not a
new phenomenon, research shows that the current
prevalence rates are related to the existing profile
of college students. According to the U.S.
Government Accountability Office (GAO), the
demographic profile of undergraduate college stu-
dents is shifting. They are more likely to be older,
first-generation, low-income, working, more
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diverse (including LGBTQIA+"), and have more
family obligations to balance (GAO, 2018). Recent
prevalence studies show that marginalized and
underrepresented students experience higher rates
of food insecurity, including students who are
Black, disabled, housing-insecure, patents, recipi-
ents of SNAP benefits, LGBTQIA+, first-genera-
tion, and former foster youth (Freudenberg et al.,
2011; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2018; GAO, 2018;
Maroto et al., 2015; Silva et al., 2017; UC Global
Food Initiative, 2017; Wilcox et al., 2021; Willis,
2019).

LGBTQIA+ Students

Recent research highlights the relationship
between sexual orientation, gender identity, and
food insecurity of college students (Collier et al.,
2021; Crutchfield & Maguire, 2019; Diamond et
al., 2020; UC Global Food Initiative, 2017).
According to The Hope Center, 65% of students
who identity as LGBTQIA+ experience some
form of basic needs insecurity (food or housing)
(The Hope Center, 2021a). Collier et al. (2021)
found a relationship between students who self-
identified as LGBTQIA+ and food insecurity.
Additional research found that transgender and
genderqueer students had a higher risk of food
insecurity than cis-gender students (Diamond et
al., 2020; Hasket et al., 2020; Keefe et al., 2020;
Laska et al., 2021; Riddle et al., 2020). Although
only a few studies specifically focused on
LGBTQIA+ students and food insecurity, these
studies align with the literature that shows a higher
prevalence of food insecurity and financial stress
in the LGBTQIA+ adult population than non-
LGBTQIA+ adult population. The experience of
the LGBTQIA+ community with food insecurity
is well documented (Badgett et al., 2013; Brown et
al., 2016; Collier et al., 2021; Gibb et al., 2021;
Patterson et al., 2020; Testa & Jackson, 2021).
However, more data are needed on the
relationship between LGBTQIA+ students and
food insecurity, particularly information
highlighting the experiences of food insecurity

among this student population. According to The
Hope Center (2021b), 68% of LGBTQIA+
students in Texas experience food insecurity, and
the gap between their food needs (68%) and their
use of support (33%) is 35 percentage points.
Among non-LGBTQIA+ students, the gap was
28 percentage points. Furthermore, research
shows that those who identify as LGBTQIA+
face many educational barriers (Goldberg, 2019;
James et al., 2016; Meyer et al., 2017). Kirby and
Linde (2020) show that resources supportive of
health and well-being, such as nutrition and
counseling resources, have been associated with
academic success.

This manuscript details a qualitative, deep-dive
ethnographic research project at the University of
North Texas (UNT) with The UNT Pride Alliance
and the office of the Dean of Students. The main
goals were to investigate the experiences of food
insecurity among LGBTQIA+ students, to under-
stand how identity may play a role in those experi-
ences, and to offer research-informed recommen-
dations for increasing accessibility and inclusivity
of programs for LGBTQIA+ students. UNT is a
large, public Tier 1 research university in North
Texas. It has a total enrollment of just over 44,000
(Simon et al., 2021). The student body is 60%
BIPOC and 40% white (Simon et al., 2021). It is
about 41% first-generation undergradate students
and is a Hispanic-Serving Institution (Simon et al.,
2021). About 75% of UNT students receive finan-
cial aid and scholarships (Simon et al., 2021). UNT
created The Pride Alliance in 2013 and “aims to be
number one when it comes to offering services [to
LGBTQIA+ students]” (Zapata, 2021, para. 2).
The Pride Alliance is a gender and sexuality
resource center through the Division of Inclusion,
Diversity, Equity, and Access. The Dean of
Students, a department within the Division of
Student Affairs, serves as an advocate for all stu-
dents and is dedicated to helping students achieve
their academic and personal goals.

For the current study, our specific research
questions included:

! Lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans/transsexual/transgender, queer/questioning, intersex, asexual, and members of other communities,

including agender, demisexual, gendetfluid, graysexual, nonbinary/genderqueer, pansexual/omnisexual, polyamorous, sapiosexual, and

two-spirit. For this study, we use the acronym LGBTQIA+.
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1. What are the experiences of food insecurity
among LGBTQIA+ students?

2. What factors contribute to food insecurity
among LGBTQIA+ students?

3. How do LGBTQIA+ students cope with
food insecurity?

4. What are the barriers to using current solu-
tions to reduce food insecurity?

5. What solutions to food insecurity would
LGBTQIA+ students find most useful?

Applied Research Methods

The lead researcher for this project has researched
food insecurity in college for more than seven
years and led a class of graduate students in con-
ducting this research in 2021. The course was
Ethnographic and Qualitative Methods through
the Department of Anthropology. Student
researchers were graduate students from
Anthropology, International Studies, Geography,
Interior Design, Behavioral Analysis, and
Information Sciences. The lead researcher identi-
fies as a2 non—food-insecure, heterosexual, cis-
gender female, and the student co-researchers have
various identities and backgrounds.

We used an applied ethnographic and qualita-
tive approach designed to capture the students’
voices, the meanings they give to food insecurity,
their perspectives, and their everyday practices of
being food insecure and hungry while trying to
complete their degree programs. Ethnography
allows multiple data collection techniques to dis-
cover what people do and why they do it through
their own words; it is designed for discovery, does
not assume researcher objectivity, and recognizes
that researchers play a role in interpreting the
world around us (Gobo & Marciniak, 2016;
Hammersley & Atkinson, 2010; LeCompte &
Schensul, 2012; Wolcott, 1999). An ethnographic
approach highlights the complex and holistic con-
text in which human behavior occurs while search-
ing for regularities that implicate cultural processes
and cultural patterning of social activity (Wolcott,
1999). As noted by Murchison (2010),

in order to learn about the complex dimen-

sions of society and culture in action, the eth-
nographer almost necessarily has to become
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involved on a personal level to one degree or
another. Some ethnographers have found that
their most important insights have emerged
when they have chosen, or circumstances have
forced them to abandon their practiced, objec-
tive stance. The element of personal experi-
ence and social and cultural empathy can be
very powerful for the ethnographer. (p. 85)

Specifically, applied ethnography is used to bring
about change in communities or groups
(LeCompte & Schensul, 2012).

The research population for this project was
LGBTQIA+ UNT students who self-identified as
food insecure. “UNT student” is defined as any
student currently enrolled at UNT. The term
includes campus residents, commuters, and online
learners. The words “participants” and “students”
are used interchangeably. Although the USDA has
a survey tool to measure levels of food insecurity,
our holistic, ethnographic approach relied on par-
ticipants to self-identify and explain the meaning of
food insecurity in their own words. The recruit-
ment flyer, designed to create a purposive sample,
included phrases such as “those who have experi-
enced the crisis of hunger, who have worried about
where their next meal will come from, who have
worried about getting enough to eat, or who do not
have enough money to eat.” Researchers recruited
participants through campuswide email and
announcements from faculty directly to students in
their classes. Potential participants contacted the
lead researcher. The lead researcher verified that
the student met the criteria for the study and then
connected participants and researchers. This pur-
posive sampling ensured that all the criteria for the
research population were met (O’Reilly, 2009). Par-
ticipants in this project received a US$20 gift card
to a grocery store as an incentive to participate and
show appreciation for their time. The UNT
Instructional Review Board approved this research.

Data collection consisted of 22 individual
semi-structured interviews. Semi-structured inter-
views are primarily open-ended and are useful in
exploratory research because, although researchers
ask the same questions to each participant, they
allow for flexibility through probing questions. The
interviewer or interviewee can expand or enhance

Volume 12, Issue 2 / Winter 2022—-2023



Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community Development

ISSN: 2152-0801 online
https:/ /foodsystemsjournal.org

the interview as needed (Bernard, 2017; Schensul &
LeCompte, 2012; Wolcott, 1999). Semi-structured
interviews are typically conducted in person to
build rapport and trust between the researcher and
the participant (Wolcott, 1999). However, because
of the COVID-19 pandemic, all interviews took
place over Zoom. This was a partial limitation.
Some participants turned off their cameras, and we
lost the face-to-face connection; however, many
participants became less nervous and more open
because their cameras were turned off. Although
social isolation measures in response to the
COVID-19 pandemic forced many ethnographers
to turn to digital fieldwork, this methodological
pivoting is not inherently negative. Technology
served as a valuable tool for research and social
connection prior to the pandemic and will continue
to be an important way to communicate and
engage with others (Howlett, 2022; Podjed, 2021).
Interview topics related to food insecurity focused
on experiences, timing, childhood, the impact on
academic success, friendships, family members,
LGBTQIA+ identity, coping strategies, solutions,
bartiers, communication, the UNT Food Pantry,
resources external to UNT, and demographics. The
demographic section was primarily open-ended,
with a few binary questions.

The lead researcher combined the transcrip-
tions in MAXDQA (a qualitative and mixed-
methods software). Initial themes were deductive
and derived from the research questions. Then,
emergent subthemes were inductively identified to
provide a nuanced understanding of participants’
responses (LeCompte & Schensul, 2012). Demo-
graphic data were quantified, and the researchers
used descriptive statistics to analyze the sample
characteristics.

Results

Demographics

Table 1 shows the demographic data of our sam-
ple. Seventy-three percent of participants were tra-
ditional college-age students between 18—22 years
old. Forty-one percent of participants were lower-
division students (first- and second-year students),
32% were upper-division students (juniors and sen
iors), and 27% were graduate students. The sample

Volume 12, Issue 2 / Winter 2022—2023

Table 1. Demographics of the Sample (N=22)

Sample

Demographics Frequency Sample %
Age

18-22 years 16 73

23-39 years 6 27
Division in college career

Lower division students 9 41

Upper division students 7 32

Graduate students 6 27
Racial and ethnic identity

White 13 59

Asian and Pacific Islander 4 18

Latinx 4 18

Black 1 5
Relationship status

Not in relationship 16 73

In relationship 6 27
Living on- or off-campus

Off-campus 19 86

On-campus 3 14
Roommates or living alone

Roommates 17 77

Living alone 5 23
Experienced food insecurity during childhood

Yes 15 68

No 7 32
Employment status

Employed 15 68

Not employed 7 32
Family support of LGBTQIA+ identity

Supportive 4 18

Not supportive 2 9

Haven’t come out 2 9

“It's complicated” 14 64
Gender identity (not mutually exclusive)

Female 9 41

Nonbinary 8 36

Male 3 14

Transgender 2 9

Bigender 1 5

Fluid 1 5
Sexual orientation (not mutually exclusive)

Bisexual 5 23

Lesbian 5 23

Queer 4 18

Straight 3 14

Asexual 3 14

Pansexual 2 9

TBD 1 5
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consisted of 59% white, 18% Asian and Pacific
Islander (API), 18% Latinx, and 5% Black partici-
pants. Regarding the representation of the larger
UNT population, UNT” student body is 42%
white, 6.9% Asian and Pacific Islander, 24.8%
Latinx, and 13% Black. Our sample was overrepre-
sented by white and API students and underrepre-
sented by Latinx and Black students. Seventy-three
percent of participants were not in a relationship.
Eighty-six percent of participants lived off-campus,
and 77% had roommates. Sixty-eight percent of
participants did not have dependents, yet 32% had
pets under their care. Sixty-eight percent of partici-
pants were food insecure as children. We asked
participants about their family support for their
LGBTQIA+ identity. Eighteen percent said their
family was supportive, 9% said their family was not
supportive, 9% said they had not come out yet, and
64% indicated that family support was more com-
plicated than a yes/no answer (see further discus-
sion below). We asked participants to self-identify
their gender identity. These categories are not
mutually exclusive. Forty-one percent were female,
36% nonbinary, 14% male, 9% transgender, 5%
bigender, and 5% gender fluid. Finally, we asked
participants to self-identify their sexual orientation.
These categories are not mutually exclusive.
Twenty-three percent were bisexual, 23% lesbian,
18% queer, 14% straight, 14% asexual, 9% pansex-
ual, and 5% said their sexual otientation was “to be
determined.”

Meaning of Food Insecurity

As noted, researchers asked participants to explain
the meaning of food insecurity in their own words.
Sixty-three percent of participants reported that
food insecurity amounted to more than just the
state of not having regular food access, but rather
the anxiety and sense of uncertainty that results
from it. For example, one participant said, “For
me, it’s just anxiety about having food or not hav-
ing enough, or where I'm going to get food”
(Sean,? 23-year-old Japanese trans male undergrad-
uate living on campus). Forty-one percent reported
some form of ceased family support, insufficient
funds through work income, or using financial aid

2 All names are pseudonyms.

124

for school supplies over food. Lastly, 31% reported
bartiers to food access: a lack of awareness of avail-
able resources on campus, transportation issues, or
far-off living locations. For example, one partici-
pant noted, “For me, it just means struggling to get
food in general while at school. You know, not
being a student on campus anymore makes it much
more difficult to get to the dining halls before they
close while also making class on time” (Sarah, 20-
year-old white queer female undergraduate living
off-campus).

Key Factors for Food Insecurity

Food insecurity intersects with many other aspects
of life, and students’ circumstances vary. There-
fore, a factor that contributed to food insecurity
for some students was the effect of food insecurity
on others. Here we list several emergent themes to
showcase overall experiences. These themes will be
discussed in more detail with exemplative quotes to
deepen the understanding of participants’ experi-
ences.

e Financial tipping points: Many students
experienced financial strain that led to the
onset of food insecurity, such as losing
scholarship support, receiving fewer loans,
losing support from family, unemployment,
and moving off-campus.

e Childhood food insecurity: The majority
of participants (68%) experienced food
insecurity during childhood. In addition,
childhood food insecurity is a risk factor for
college food insecurity.

e Mental Health: Forty-five percent of the
participants described a professionally
diagnosed mental health condition, and
82% indicated some anxiety or wortying. In
addition, some participants noted that
mental health struggles led to their unem-
ployment, causing food insecurity, while
others described food insecurity as driving
their mental health struggles. A more
detailed discussion about mental and phys-
ical health is below.

e Family Support: Forty-one percent of the
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participants lost family support due to their
identity as LGBTQIA+. At least three
students have not come out to their families
due to concerns about losing financial
support.

e Transportation: Although owning a car
(45% of the sample) provided access to
resources such as supermarkets and food
banks, it also meant more expenses and
worty.

e Meal Plan Accessibility: Students with
five-day meal plans described weekends as
the most challenging time to find food.
Food insecurity tended to be worse for
students without meal plans between
paychecks or semesters.

e Employment: Most participants were
either working or looking for jobs. How-
ever, employment did not eliminate their
struggles with food insecurity. Some
described how the additional working time
left them with less time for their academic
work and buying or preparing meals. Work
also often left participants with less energy,
compounding these issues. In addition, for
some participants, anxiety related to their
gender identity affected their ability to seek
work, and some reported facing discrimi-
nation due to their identity.

Coping with Food Insecurity

Students reported using various methods to cope
with food insecurity while managing responsibili-
ties related to school, work, and peer socialization.
Many participants explained how childhood food
insecurity prepared them for their current food
insecurity. They described being resourceful at
finding free food from food pantries, churches,
organizations, or school events. For example, one
participant said, “I’ve gone to AA meetings to bum
off free cookies and coffee. ... I've seen posters

for free lunches for going to some church sermons.

I've gone to the MLK community center and got-
ten free cookies there. Just basically cockroaching
to wherever food is” (Mike, 22-year-old white pan-
sexual male junior living off-campus). Scott said, “I
would scrounge for food anywhere I could. I did a
study where I got paid thirty-five dollars to drink a

Volume 12, Issue 2 / Winter 2022—-2023

couple of shots at UNT, and then I paid for food
with odd jobs and scrounged whatever change 1
could to get any food I could to survive the next
day” (24-year-old white pansexual male junior liv-
ing off-campus). Due to constraints on money and
time, many patticipants resorted to fast food res-
taurants and ate the most affordable items on
menus to manage their hunger while minimizing
their spending. Other participants used distraction
as a copy strategy. Skyler, a nonbinary, Caucasian,
39-year-old graduate student living off-campus,
reported reading and playing video games to dis-
tract themselves from hunger. Others resorted to
sleeping to ignore their hunger. Sarah said, “I eat
sleep for dinner. I'm like, oh I’'m hungry, but if I go
to sleep now, I won’t have to worry too much
about it” (20-year-old white bisexual female sopho-
more living off-campus).

Participants were often stressed about ensuring
that they had something to eat every day. They
planned out what and when to eat to have enough
energy to manage their day-to-day responsibilities.
Students referred to knowing how to make “poor
kid meals” or “struggle meals” that enable them to
stretch low-cost ingredients for several meals, such
as Sarah, who added, “I can go to the store and
buy like three ingredients, like a potato and the
smallest eggs I can, and maybe tortillas and I can
just make a meal out of it. I find myself being able
to make meals out of anything.”

A few participants sold their personal items to
obtain money for food. Adrian said, “I wish I had
so many of the books and records and CDs that
I’ve sold, like special things to me that people had
given to me that are worth a lot. ... So, 'm like,
‘Okay, this is what I have to do”” (22-year-old
white bigender graduate living off-campus).

Impacts on Mental and Physical Health
LGBTQIA+ students experienced stressors that
impacted their mental and physical health, includ-
ing food and financial insecurity, identity, past
trauma, poor nutrition, and medical bills. Eighty-
two percent of participants described mental health
impacts from food insecurity, such as feelings of
constant anxiety and stress, trying to manage their
time for school, socializing with peers, and working
enough hours to put food on the table. Brian said,
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“As a college student, it’s hard to focus on
everything that’s happening. You’ve got to work,
and then in your social life. I guess if you try to
make time for it and then make sure you take cate
of yourself physically and mentally” (22-year-old
Black transgender undergraduate living off-
campus). Similarly, Maris said, “Just being a full-
time student and also working full-time leaves you
with very little time to eat or to shop or to prepare
food. Managing four classes and then a 40-hour
workweek is very stressful” (21-year-old white
queer junior living off-campus). Additionally,
approximately half the participants shared their
struggles with previously diagnosed mental health
issues, such as bipolar disorder, posttraumatic
stress disorder (PTSD), and depression. Karter
explained how food insecurity worsens their men-
tal health. “I feel like a lot of it is my mental health
putting me here. I think sometimes that, along with
food insecurity, can be so intertwined because it’s
such a cycle. I'm depressed that I can’t provide
[food]. I can’t atford counseling. I use a lot of
energy trying to cope” (25-year-old white nonbi-
nary graduate living off-campus). One-quarter of
participants with mental health issues were unem-
ployed, and some attributed their unemployment
directly to their mental health. Ken said, “I recently
got diagnosed as bipolar, so I realized that I just
can’t do both [work and school] anymore” (23-
year-old Asian trans male junior living off-campus).

Over 25% of participants reported traumatic
experiences during their childhood, including intet-
personal violence, suicide by a family member,
homelessness, and parental substance abuse. For
some, this led to ongoing mental health issues such
as PTSD or depression. In turn, this has resulted in
being less likely to utilize available resources. As
explained by Casey, “I have PTSD symptoms from
things that have happened in the past, but they’re
sort of bleeding over into my fear of violence as a
trans person .... Physically appearing in front of
people, being perceived, is sort of the barrier” (25-
year-old white queer male graduate student who
lives off-campus).

Food insecurity also impacts students’ physical
health. Many students described issues with being
unable to obtain healthy food, such as lack of time
or resources to shop or cook, lack of money for
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healthy food, or just not having access to healthy
food options. As previously mentioned, there are
also physical symptoms associated with food inse-
curity besides hunger, such as low energy and the
inability to focus. Taylor said, “it’s a weird cycle. If
you eat cheap fast food, you’re like, oh, it’s only
this much money, but then you don’t feel good.
And, it’s not healthy food, so I think that is sort of
included in the food insecurity is access to food
that is good for you. One of my coping tactics is to
eat food that’s cheap but bad for me” (22-year-old
white nonbinary freshman living off-campus).

Some students also described medical issues
from lack of nutrition, including one who
described her hair falling out. Two transgender stu-
dents described how the additional costs of hot-
mone replacement therapy impacted their ability to
pay for other expenses, such as food. Jules said,
“I’m on hormone replacement therapy. So some-
times 1 feel like when I ask someone, like my mom,
or when I’'m just running low on money, I feel like
I’m expensive because I’'m paying for hormones.
So, whenever I run out, that’s another $30 that I
have to spend, and I feel like if I weren’t the way I
was, then I would have that $30 for food, rent or
for whatever” (19-year-old Latinx trans male soph-
omore living off-campus).

Academic Impacts

Eighty-two percent of participants reported that
food insecurity had a negative impact on their aca-
demic success. All participants having difficulties
with academics reported having less energy, lacking
concentration, feeling tired, and not being able to
study in general due to insufficient nutrition. In
addition, working more hours to pay bills and
expenses took a toll on their time management and
mental health, negatively affecting their education.
Sarah noted:

If you’re hungry and you’re trying to study or
go to class, that’s going to make it ten times
more difficult. Because you aren’t able to
focus. You’re focusing on where is my next
meal coming from, when am 1 going to eat.
You’re focusing on your hunger, and you’re
not focusing on school. You’re not focusing
on studying. You’re not focusing on this test
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that you’re taking right now. You’re focusing
on what is dinner going to be or how am I
going to get money to eat. (20-year-old white
bisexual female sophomore living off-campus)

Furthermore, many of these students worked
additional hours to pay bills and expenses. This
affected their ability to manage their time, which
increased their stress and mental health, and which
they attribute to negatively impacting their educa-
ton.

Support: Financial, Social, and Emotional
LGBTQIA+ students do not see their identity as
an overt reason for their food insecurity. Still, iden-
tity is an additional risk factor for losing financial
support from their families, particularly for
transgender students. About 41% of the partici-
pants described having less family support due to
their LGBTQIA+ identity, and at least three par-
ticipants did not come out to their families because
they might lose support. Of that 41%, 75% were
trans, bigender, or nonbinary. For example,
Adriana stated, “I can’t contact my family for
financial help, because they don’t really like me”
(21-year-old mixed ethnicity Latina bisexual junior
living off-campus). About one-third of the partici-
pants who described less support from their fami-
lies attributed this to their family’s religious prefer-

ence. CJ explained how her parents tried to get
notes from her psychiatrist, tracked her phone, and
ultimately cut her off due to her sexual orientation.
“It was very stressful and no small part to the fact
that they are very, very conservative; very, very reli-
gious” (20-year-old white lesbian junior living off-
campus). CJ noted that the Pride Alliance was
assisting her with a dependency override because
her parents claim her on their taxes, limiting the
amount of aid for which she was eligible.

Food insecurity impacted social support for
most of the students, both negatively and posi-
tively. Figure 1 shows food insecurity’s differential
impact on students’ social support from family and
friends. For support from both family and friends,
the positive impact of discussing food insecurity
with them is greater than the negative impact. Of
the participants who discussed their food insecurity
with their families, 32% noted that their family
bonds were strengthened by receiving help with
their food insecurity, compared to 14% who noted
negative impacts. Negative impacts included family
members thinking the students had done some-
thing wrong to cause their food insecurity. Simi-
latly, of the participants who discussed their food
insecurity with friends, 41% found that they
bonded with their friends through finding support
in dealing with the issue, compared to 36% who
noted negative impacts. Participants explained that

Figure 1. Food Insecurity and Social Support from Family and Friends for LGBTQIA+ Students
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spending time with friends often involves going
out to eat. With concerns about money, many stu-
dents reported either feeling left out or avoiding
seeing their friends altogether. Many participants
also avoided telling friends and family out of
embarrassment or not wanting to worry them.

One strategy that LGBTQIA+ participants
employed to cope with food insecurity was looking
for emotional support. Overall, most of the partici-
pants (76%) sought emotional assistance. Most of
those participants reached out to their peers—
roommates, friends, or significant others—and not
family. Twenty-nine percent sought professional
help from a counselor or therapist. Pets were also a
source of emotional support (19%). Despite most
participants reaching out, 24% avoided secking
external emotional support from friends, family, or
counselors. For example, one participant said, “I
really don’t turn to anyone. I don’t have a support
system. I just kind of keep it to myself” (Kristin,
25-year-old white bisexual female senior living oft-
campus). In addition, several participants avoided
reaching out due to concerns about discrimination
against their gender identity.

Campus Resources, Barriers, and Solutions

The UNT Food Pantry

Roughly 67% of participants have used the UNT
Food Pantry. The usage ranged from once or twice
only, a few times throughout the year, to weekly
visits. None of the participants reported having an
unsatisfactory experience with the campus food
pantry. Among those who have used the food pan-
try, 67% reported having a completely satisfactory
experience using the food pantry as an
LGBTQIA+ student. They described the food
pantry as a quick and easy process with a wide vari-
ety of food, supportive staff, and accessible and
flexible hours. Many showed appreciation for the
easy-to-make nonperishable items, long-lasting
freezer bags, and inclusion of necessities like tooth-
paste, soap, shampoo, and menstrual products.
Concerning their LGBTQIA+ identities, their
overall experience at the food pantry felt welcom-
ing and like a safe space. One participant noted,
“UNT has been extremely accommodating for my
identity” (Taylor, a 21-year-old API nonbinary jun-
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ior living off-campus). We found no negative influ-
ence of the participants’ identities on their expeti-
ences using the UNT Food Pantry.

Barriers to using the UNT Food Pantry

Of the participants, 33% did not take advantage of
the campus food pantry, even though they were
aware of the resource. None of the participants felt
that their non-use of the food pantry was related to
their LGBTQIA+ identity. Instead, their non-use
was due to many intersecting barriers such as men-
tal health struggles, lack of transportation, time
constraints, experience with unhelpful resources,
concerns for anonymity, and lack of information.

Increasing access to the UNT Food Pantry
Participants made suggestions for increasing access
to the UNT Food Pantry. Even though pantry
users did not report any negative pantry experi-
ences related to their LGBTQIA+ identity, a com-
mon concern for LGBTQIA+ students, in general,
is the lack of anonymity around their private infor-
mation, particularly for trans and nonbinary partici-
pants. When gathering data from LGBTQIA+ stu-
dents, privacy is crucial due to their vulnerability as
a marginalized group and the trauma surrounding
unchanged legal documentation such as name and
gender. Participants (pantry users and non-users)
suggested that implementing preferred name
forms, the option for nondisclosure, and emphasiz-
ing privacy in information distribution could create
a safer and more comfortable place for
LGBTQIA+ students at the campus food pantry.
Participants who had never used the campus
food pantry shared stories of negative encounters
with other campus resources, which led to an over-
all lack of trust. They expressed a desire for
stronger relationships with staff members who pro-
vide support services on campus to feel more com-
fortable. For example, Maria noted, “If I’'m going
to be seeing these people weekly, it’s okay if they
want to build a relationship with me and get to
understand me as a student” (19-year-old Latinx
bisexual female sophomore living off-campus).

Other UNT support services

We asked participants about other UNT support
services they would like to see offered to relieve
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food insecurity, and most of their suggestions
would serve all food-insecure students. Students
living off-campus suggested increased public trans-
portation and public microwaves for warming up
food from home. On-campus residents suggested
an on-campus convenience store that sells inexpen-
sive, healthy food. Other suggestions included a
multitude of advertising techniques to raise aware-
ness, including increasing signs around campus,
universitywide emailing of available resources,
attaching resources to students’ MyUNT To-Do
List on student accounts, syllabus statements, and
workshops and food items in dorms.

Other suggestions included non—food-related
ideas. For example, participants requested
increased access to mental health services through
counseling or mentorship. Students recognized that
food insecurity is not solely about hunger and that
it creates various other needs related to mental
health issues and stress. Participants expressed the
need for free mental health counseling to cope
with these issues. For example, Michael said, “Giv-
ing us more resources to access mental health pro-
fessionals could go a long way in helping with food
insecurity. If we know how to deal with stress and
anxiety, you know, if we have more coping mecha-
nisms, I feel like this would go a long way to
improving our overall health” (39-year-old white
asexual nonbinary graduate student living oft-
campus).

Only 54% of the participants knew about the
UNT Pride Alliance, a campus resource specifically
for LGBTQIA+ students. Participants suggested
increasing the visibility of the Pride Alliance, partic-
ularly by communicating that the resources are for
all ages and class years. Participants also suggested
a support group or group therapy to help
LGBTQIA+ students with various questions or
needs, even beyond food insecurity. By acting as a
resource for students and providing information,
Pride Alliance can introduce LGBTQIA+ students
to additional resources on campus.

Non-UNT resonrces and stigma

Unlike going to the UNT Food Pantry,
LGBTQIA+ students experienced discomfort and
stigma using resources outside the university. The
themes surrounding the stigma of food insecurity
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were struggling with pride over need (32%), feel-
ings of guilt and selfishness (27%), and the desire
not to be a burden (23%). Participants also noted
that these resources often require too much infor-
mation from participants for them to utilize that
resource. Forty-one percent of respondents were
concerned about discrimination due to their identi-
ties when using outside food pantries. Of the 41%
who were concerned about discrimination, 78%
were trans or nonbinary. For example, Ava said,
“there are times when I don’t want to go get the
help because I’'m worried that they might ask me,
you know, what do I identify as or that they’re just
going to give me like some sort of look of pity, and
sometimes I don’t want to deal with that” (25-year-
old white bisexual trans female senior living off-
campus). Cameron stated:

Some of them, you have to show proof of
income; some of them, you don’t. I mean, the
UNT Food Pantry, you just say, “I need food,”
and they give you the food, but others also
have programs that you have to sign up for,
and you know, maybe volunteer a few hours at
the pantty to get food. But there’s no con-
sistency between the programs, so I think
that’s why I just like to rely on the UNT Food
Pantry because it’s streamlined. It’s easy to use,
and I don’t feel like I owe anybody anything by
using the food pantry because I don’t think
you should feel like you owe anybody anything.
(39-year-old white nonbinary graduate living
off-campus)

LGBTQIA+ students want resources outside
of UNT that are LGBTQIA+-friendly to reduce
the chances of being disctiminated against for their
identity. Therefore, they are more likely to use a
resource that promotes itself as LGBTQIA +
friendly. As one participant explained, “... they
were a queer-affirming church, so that was the
main reason I even felt comfortable going” (Brian,
39-year-old white nonbinary graduate living off-
campus). The participants want to feel safe using
outside resources they may have never used previ-
ously. Brian continued, “I wouldn’t feel comforta-
ble going in those spaces. I just wouldn’t feel safe,
especially if you have to fill out paperwork, and
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you know, you put “He/They” on a form, and
they’re like, “‘What?” And so, it’s just better not to
mess with it.”

Discussion

The LGBTQIA+ students in this study did not ini-
tially associate their food insecurity with their
LGBTQIA+ identity. When asked about their
experiences, they discussed tipping points of mov-
ing off-campus and reduced financial aid funding;
anxiety around not knowing where their next meal
will come from; financial stress despite working;
stress of balancing living, work, school, and peers;
childhood food insecurity; strategies for coping
with food insecurity; and increased mental and
physical health issues. These issues are similar to
those of non-LGBTQIA+ college students experi-
encing food insecurity (Henry, 2017, 2020). How-
ever, LGBTQIA+ students have additional anxiety
and challenges that influence their food-insecurity
experiences in ways that are different from non-
LGBTQIA+ students. These findings provide
insights into several ways that both on-campus and
off-campus food-security programs could be more
inclusive of LGBTQIA+ students. Primarily, uni-
versities need gender and sexuality resource cen-
ters, like the UNT Pride Alliance, that invest in the
success of LGBTQIA+ students by providing
resources for the specific and unique needs of
LGBTQIA+ students (Collier et al., 2021). These
centers can play a pivotal role in providing the
infrastructure necessary for the forthcoming rec-
ommendations.

Identifying as LGBTQIA+ can affect all ele-
ments of a student’s support system: financial,
social, and emotional. LGBTQIA+ students are at
risk of losing family support. This is particularly
true for trans and nonbinary students, several of
whom in this study hid their gender identity from
their families for fear of losing financial support.
Yet, LGBTQIA+ students are more likely than
non-LGBTQIA+ students to seek emotional sup-
port from peers—roommates, friends, and signifi-
cant others (Henry, 2017, 2020). Henry (2017,
2020) found that most food-insecure college stu-
dents did not share their struggles with others.
Among LGBTQIA+ students, we found that 76%
sought emotional assistance from peers.
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LGBTQIA+ students may have a stronger peer
support group than non-LGBTQIA+ students,
which could benefit this student population by
providing additional support and information
about resources. We recommend that gender and
sexuality campus resource centers formalize peer
support networks for LGBTQIA+ food-insecure
students. Peer support networks can help channel
information on resources, provide a buddy system
for accessing resources, and create supportive reas-
surances that services are inclusive.

LGBTQIA+ students may have increased anx-
iety about society’s response to their identity,
affecting their willingness to seek resources. For
example, although LGBTQIA+ campus food pan-
try users did not have negative experiences at the
pantry related to their identity, fear of negative
experiences is a barrier for non-users unfamiliar
with the process. We recommend that centers of
university resources (food pantries and other
resources) receive training on how to be more
LGBTQIA+ welcoming and communicate their
inclusiveness broadly. This could ease the fear and
stigma experienced by LGBTQIA+ students,
strengthen the relationships between LGBTQIA+
students and the resources on campus, and make
safe places for students to seck resources. Gender
and sexuality campus resource centers could reach
out to identified LGBTQIA+ students to provide
this information. Specifically, adding information
to the food pantry website about the visit proce-
dure, nondisclosure of information, and reassut-
ance that it will be a private and positive experience
may ease non-users’ anxiety about visiting a new
service on campus. For off-campus resources,
stigma and the fear of discrimination are also barri-
ers to using these resources. Whereas non-
LGBTQIA+ students frequently experience shame
about utilizing non-campus resources (Henry,
2017, 2020), LGBTQIA+ students perceive an
additional layer of discrimination because of their
identity. The recommended peer support network
could provide additional emotional support to ease
this anxiety. We recommend that gender and sexu-
ality campus resource centers build community
partnerships with LGBTQIA+-friendly off-
campus resources, create a list of these
LGBTQIA+-friendly resources, and distribute this
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list as widely as possible to all students—because
peet supportt is important to all students. Students
need additional reassurance that resources outside
the university are intended for their needs as stu-
dents and not solely the local community outside
of the university.

Despite their challenges, participants’ stories
highlighted their resiliency in dealing with food
insecurity by pushing ahead. As a result, they are
motivated to stay in school to finish their degrees.
As explained by Morgan, “We struggle with our

gender identities and to validate our own humanity.

But then [we need] to reach out, ‘I need food, also
I need help,’ right? So, [we are also] trying to show
that we’re strong enough to stand on our own and
tight for ourselves” (39-year-old white nonbinary
male graduate student living off-campus). Addi-
tionally, we recommend providing support to facil-
itate access to mental health services on campus

with the same assurance for a positive interaction
for LGBTQIA+ students.

Recommendations for Future Research
Research on food insecurity among college stu-
dents has increased significantly in the past seven
years, and prevalence studies have identified
LGBTQIA+ students as particularly vulnerable.
Further research is needed on the specifics of this
vulnerability, including (1) factors contributing to
the high rate of food-insecure LGBTQIA+ stu-
dents, (2) peer support networks for LGBTQIA+
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