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Abstract
Food insecurity described as inadequate access to food represents one of the
most ubiquitous health disparities of our time. Effecting over 37 million people
nationwide, this critical determinant of health has been linked with negative
health and social outcomes.1 College students represent the most at-risk
population for food insecurity out of any age group.2 The purpose of this review
is to explore the relationship between food insecure students and their rates of
depression, stress, poor sleep quality, lowered GPAs, and risky lifestyle
behaviors.2–5 Research suggests a positive association between mental illness,
social isolation, and unsupportive relationships, and food insecurity risks.5
The COVID-19 pandemic has escalated food insecurity levels in the past year
leaving underprivileged Americans grappling with the effects of lost jobs and
limited resources. College students ages 18-24 have the highest rates of
unemployment as a result of the pandemic and they are also ineligible to receive
benefits such as SNAP the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program.6 With
the increase in first-generation and minority students assimilating into higher
education programs, food insecurity is a public health concern now more than
ever.6 Equal opportunity education must be centered on providing support to
students through all aspects of earning their degree which includes adequate
access to food. Future research should address the relationships between food
insecurity levels and social determinants of health in college students. This
would enable the development of potential interventions to help mitigate food
insecurity in the college student population.
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One research study followed students from adolescents to adulthood to
identify correlations between mental health and food insecurity.3 The
researchers identified that food insecurity is common among young adults
as this population is more likely to report higher rates of chronic stress, and
binge eating. College students are specifically susceptible to poor mental
health and higher rates of depression which effect sleep quality. In fact, there
is a direct correlation between mental health issues and food insecurity.
Another study found that a combination of stress and social isolation
significantly increased one’s risk for food insecurity.5
College students who are food insecure are more likely to engage in risky
lifestyle behaviors.4 It is possible that lack of adequate nutrition may impact
adult decision-making which would explain the correlation between
substance abuse, smoking, risky sexual activity and food insecurity that can
be observed in the young adult population.

These findings indicate that food insecurity is closely
intertwined with mental health status in young adults.
College students who feel overwhelmed by the rigor of
academics or crushed by depression are at a greater
risk for poor nutritional intake and health outcomes.
When responding to the high levels of food insecurity
within this population, attention must be given to
students’ mental health and social involvement.

As a result of the pandemic, adults ages 18 to 24 face the highest rates of
unemployment.6 Since college students already encounter challenges when
applying for federal aid such as the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance
Program, (SNAP) the article highlights the need for COVID-19 relief bills to
address college food insecurity. Another study by the same research group
reported a positive association between unsupportive relationship, lower
parental income, and food insecurity among college students.2

The findings from the first study indicate the need for a
national estimate of college food insecurity levels as a
means for determining the potential for increased
governmental assistance. The increase of firstgeneration, minority, and low-income degree seeking
students in this population has escalated exponentially.
The corresponding spiral of food insecurity among
college students calls for policy interventions from local,
state, and national levels.

Understanding the role of undernutrition on decision
making and risky behaviors is important when
determining disciplinary actions for college students. In
addition to mental health counseling, students put on
academic probation should be assessed for food
insecurity. It goes without saying that hungry students
will have a more difficult time functioning properly in
society and focusing on schoolwork.
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