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ABOUT THE PROJECT

This project emerged from a collective project-based learning exercise as part of the course
work in SUST 5000Y 2024-2025. As a group, we undertook an appreciative inquiry process
where we asked “What is Trent when its at its best”? We developed the following touchstones:
e Trentis a caring community that is rooted in respectful dialogue and authentic and personal
relationships.
o Trent strives for strong connections to our campus stakeholders, to the Peterborough
community, and to our host Indigenous Nations.
e Trent values engagement with each other and the building of safer spaces where peoples
needs are being met.
e Trentis committed to action-based research to make change.
These principles guided the development our research process.
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Figure source: Sharp, C., Dewar, B. & Barrie, K. (2016). “Forming new
futures through appreciative inquiry.” Forming new futures through
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DEFINING FOOD INSECURITY

The Government of Canada (2020) defines food insecurity as “the inability to acquire or consume an
adequate diet quality or sufficient quantity of food in socially acceptable ways, or the uncertainty that one
will be able to do so.”

There are three ways used to describe the experiences of food insecurity in the Canadian Community
Health Survey (CCHS):

» Marginal food insecurity: “At times during the previous year these households had indications of
worry about running out of food and/or limited food selection due to a lack of money for food”

o Moderate food insecurity: “At times during the previous year these households had indications of
compromise in quality and/or quantity of food consumed.”

» Severe food insecurity: “At times during the previous year these households had indications of
reduced food intake and disrupted eating patterns.”

A Food Secure experience To be food secure involves five key dimensions:
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Figure source: Food Matters Manitoba (n.d.).

“What is Food Security.” What is Food

Security?

physical and economic resources they need to
access food.

Adequacy: That people can access food which
is nutritous and safe, produced in
environmentally sustainable ways.
Acceptability: That people can access food
which is culturally or religiously acceptable,
produced and obtained in socially sustainable
ways.

Agency: That there are processes and policies
in place that enable food security and involve
all stakeholders in their development.
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CAMPUS FOOD INSECURITY

Recent research has revealed concerning patterns of food insecurity among college students,
prompting increased scholarly attention and institutional responses (Baker-Smith et al,, 2020).
While food insecurity affects approximately 12% of the general adult population, college
students face significantly higher rates, with studies documenting prevalence between 25%
and 60% (Peterson & Freidus, 2020). This challenge disproportionately impacts historically
marginalized populations, including Black, Latino/a/x, Indigenous, and LGBTQ+ students, as
well as those attending part-time or living with disabilities (Baker-Smith et al,, 2020; Goldrick-
Rab et al., 2019).

The financial burden of modern higher education, including rising costs of housing and
transportation, often forces students to prioritize other expenses over food (Goldrick-Rab,
2016; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2018). These economic pressures contribute to the high prevalence
of food insecurity on college/university campuses and highlight the systemic nature of the
issue beyond individual circumstances.

The impacts of food insecurity extend beyond nutritional deficits, affecting academic
performance through lower grades and reduced graduation rates (Maroto, Snelling, &
Linck, 2015; Wolfson et al,, 2021). In the U.S., Wolfson et al. (2021) found that food insecurity
during college/university affects both the likelihood of graduation and the type of degree
attained, suggesting long-term consequences for career trajectories and economic mobility.

Students experiencing food insecurity report significant physical and psychological
challenges, including elevated rates of depression and anxiety (Bruening et al., 2016;
Hagedorn, Olfert, & MacNell, 2021). Hagedorn et al. (2021) documented the association
between food insecurity and compromised sleep quality, mental health, and physical well-
being in a multi-campus study, highlighting the multidimensional impacts of this
phenomenon.

These findings underscore the significance of food insecurity as not merely a nutritional
concern but a complex challenge that affects multiple dimensions of student development
and academic success.

In light of these significant impacts on academic performance and student retention,
food insecurity is rapidly emerging as a major challenge to academic institutions
requiring proactive policies and coordinated institutional practices.



OUR RESEARCH: THE

SURVEY AND FOCUS GROUPS

We crafted a survey that was We measured food insecurity by the number of
affirmative responses to core questions to a variety
nswer 2
answered by 326 of scenarios around the 5As of food security. We
undergraduate students coded them using the following approach:

about their experience of food
insecurity in the last year.

Food Security Status

Our survey was based both on the work
of Sylvie Dasné and Dr. Chris Furgal
(2017), who surveyed 331 first year
students about their experience of food
insecurity at Trent, and on a recent
survey of 13 campuses performed by the
non-profit organization Meal Exchange
(2021).

Food Secure

Marginally Food
Secure

Moderately Food
Both previous surveys found significant Insecure
rates of food insecurity. Dasné and Furgal
found that 48% of first year Trent
students were food insecure; Meal
Exchange found that by 2021, that
number had risen to 56.8%.

Severely Food
Insecure

8-item Core
Questions

No affirmative
responses

No more than 1
affirmative response

2 to 4 affirmative
responses

5 or more affirmative
responses

We also held three focus groups and one interview with the

following campus stakeholders:
e Focus Groups:
o Campus Unions (Student and Food Worker)
o Students
o Campus Organizations
¢ Interview
o Campus Food Worker



TRENT STUDENTS BY
INSECURITY STATUS

When we broke this down across kinds of food insecurity, we found the following characterized the
Trent student population:

Food Secure
13%

Marginally Food Secure
12%

Severely Food Insecure
44%

Moderately Food Insecure
3%

This means that 87% of our respondents
experienced some form of food
insecurity.

Only 24% of students indicated they were
NOT worse off compared to last year.
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CHALLENGES AROUND
ACCESSIBILITY

Question 10: | worried my food would run out Question 11: The food | bought just didn’t last,
before | could buy more. and I didn’t have money to buy more.
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Question 17: 1 lost weight because | didn’t have
enough money for food.
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CHALLENGES AROUND
ACCESSIBILITY

We also found that students exercised compromised agency because of this
lack of accessibility.

Question 14: | skipped meals because I didn't Question 15: 1 did not eat for an entire day
have enough money for food. because | did not have money for food.
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Question 16 | had to sacrifice buying food in order
to pay for essential expenses (i.e. tuition, rent). A focus group participant
6 noted, “Students end up
turning to like, disordered
eating in a sense, or they're
, 150 forced to turn to disordered
5 eating because they're like,
2 well, | have to
& 100 unintentionally fast for the
5 entire day and then | can
5 eat my one meal at this time

%0 that | can afford to get."




CHALLENGES AROUND
ADEQUACY

The cost of food also present challenges for students - the foods they
relied on were inadequate for their nutritional or cultural needs.

Question 12: The cost of food prevented me from Question 12: | regularly relied on low cost foods
eating balanced or nutritious meals. in order to avoid running out of money to buy
more food.
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A focus group participant told us,

“With the Punch-a-Lunch program, | h . .
could not afford to eat at Trent's Another pa rt|C|pant

Seasoned Spoon which has more pointed out, “Most

food choices of my preference, so the students are also not
card was only used once. e.g. | could .
go to Subway and get something able to access their
similar there for less than the price of cultural foods on
healthy bowl of t Trent
a healthy bowl of soup at Trent even campus.”

with the $5 discount."



INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS ARE
PARTICULARLY VULNERABLE

In the focus groups, we heard that international students are are
strongly at risk of experiencing food insecurity:

"90% of all the students who participate at the pantry are
international... which means that they're using it at a
disproportionate rate. They only account for about 10% of the
population or 11% of the population.”

This was also borne out in our survey results, where 28 of 29 international student
respondents identified as moderately or severely food insecure.

Food Secure
3.4%

Moderately Food Insecure
27.6%

Severely Food Insecure
69%
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IMPACTS ON STUDENT WELL-
BEING

The survey showed that students experience mental health and academic achievement impacts
associated with food insecurity.

65% of respondents reported that they had trouble focusing
° because they were hungry.

of respondents reported that they had trouble
studying because they were hungry.

53%

of respondents reported that their mental health had
51% been either extremely or somewhat negatively affected
by their access to food.

of respondents reported that they felt stressed due
to a lack of food.

40%

of respondents reported that they had trouble
31% maintaining motivation due to hunger or worry about
access to food.
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THE EFFECT OF STIGMA

Research consistently demonstrates that experiencing food insecurity carries a heavy social
stigma in society (Power et al., 2014; Rosa et al., 2018). Those facing food insecurity often
encounter negative stereotypes and assumptions about their personal failings, such as lack
of education, motivation, or interest in healthy living (Thompson et al,, 2018; Purdam et al.,
2016). Studies have shown that this experience takes a significant emotional toll.

The higher education context presents unique challenges for understanding and addressing
food insecurity and its associated stigma. Many students view their inability to maintain food
security as a personal failure, given their choice to pursue higher education (Henry, 2020).
This perspective, combined with cultural values emphasizing individualism and self-reliance,
often deters students from accessing available resources (Poppendieck, 1999; Witt & Hardin-
Fanning, 2021). Moreover, the myth of the ‘starving student’ normalizes food insecurity on
campus (Crutchfield et. al, 2020).

The intersection of multiple stigmatized identities can intensify these challenges, particularly
regarding race, socioeconomic status, and health status (Brewis & Wutich, 2019). Students
who belong to systematically marginalized groups may experience compounded stigma
when facing food insecurity, creating additional barriers to accessing campus supports.

A focus group participant told us, “As a
student with disabilities, and who
does not qualify for OSAP loans, grants
or bursaries, completing my degree
has been very challenging...l was
embarrassed a few times in OC,
asking to top it up with a response that
they can only give the measured
amount as determined by their
employer."
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MONEY MATTERS

Surprisingly, we found that many of We also found that living at home didn’t
students who worked full- or part-time still always guarantee food security, nor did
experienced high rates of food insecurity. living in residence:

e Part-Time: 70% food insecure

With roommates: 78.1% food insecure
e Full-Time: 46.7% food insecure

Student residence: 75% food insecure

e Actively Seeking Work: 85.9% food
insecure With family: 54% food insecure

And the ways that student’s funded their education impacted their food security status:

@ Food Secure @ Marginal Food Secure @ Moderately Food Insecure

© Severely Food Insecure
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BEST PRACTICES ON CANADIAN
CAMPUSES

Our Literature Review team performed a scan of Canadian universities to determine what programs
were used across the sector to prevent food insecurity. The initiatives they found can be grouped into
four categories:

Price Controls: Initiatives seeking to maintain reasonable or "at-cost" food services in university
dining facilities/services, incorporating food vouchers, gift cards, and reduced cost meal programs.

Food Banks: Initiatives aimed at providing free or at-cost meals in the form of traditional banks, open
fridge programs, free kitchens/cafes, as well as digital versions of these programs.

Community Gardens: Initiatives for growing food directly and/or collaborating with local farmers and
farmers' markets, including plant cutting libraries and food-growing education.

Use of Commercial Charities: Initiatives that promote charity from participating grocery and food
providers. These will take the form of donations, gift cards, and discounts from existing commercial
providers in a community.

The values and approaches that informed progress on
this issue include:

e There is no "one-size-fits-all"; solutions are campus and community specific.

¢ Communication and collaboration between services and the at-risk
populations are the single most significant marker for success when
fighting food insecurity.

¢ "Means testing" services or any other form of barrier to access regularly
hinders attempts to address food insecurity.

¢ Approaches that do not incorporate support from the university's governing

institutions, faculty, and the student body are less successful than those
that function with and across the entire university population.

14



WHAT SOLUTIONS DO
STUDENTS WANT?

Two survey questions asked students to identify what they thought were the best solutions
to the problem of food insecurity. The focus group participants also amplified these
responses:

Students strongly emphasized that their preferred solutions included:
e More affordable, quality meals on campus
o On the survey students indicated they would be willing to have a $10-20 levy per
term to cover a free daily meal, raising between $109,670 and $219,340 per term for
such an initiative.

¢ More financial support

o Onthe survey and in the focus groups, increased bursaries and other
economic/tuition supports were seen as vital.

o “Subsidizing tuition in such a way that it also pays for adequate food. And there
needs to be an inherent cultural change so that academia functions well. There
should be a way where students can walk into a cafeteria and order groceries the
same way they would order from an a la carte menu and just take what you need.
Another option is providing secure housing to students.” Focus group participant

¢ Aliving wage for on campus work
o Survey participants indicated having a living wage for campus work would help
them meet their needs. The living wage in Peterborough is calculated at $21.65 by
the Ontario Living Wage Network.

e More campus initiatives to deal with food insecurity

o Survey respondents and focus group participants wanted more access to free
meals, reduced cost meals, grocery gift cards, and the food pantry.

o “There does seem to be a gap in people wanting to work together. For example,
every single college office has approached [the TCSA] and asked [them] for advice
on how to start a food bank... | don't think having five or six campus food banks is
really the solution here, especially when you get into how much it actually takes to
man. The costs, food safety protocols, there's provincial laws, there's federal laws
that you have to follow. It's not just we're going to put cans on a shelf." Focus group
participant
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WHAT ARE THE KEY TAKEAWAYS
FROM THIS RESEARCH?

Food insecurity on campus is worse than we thought and intensifying.
International students are particularly at risk of being food insecure.

Food insecurity is not due to laziness. Most students are either working or
actively seeking work.

The current campus food system doesn't fully meet students' diverse needs -
whether they are cultural, religious, dietary, or financial needs.

Social stigma can prevent students from seeking support.

Campus partners must collaborate on solutions and make information
accessible.

Food security improves every aspect of student life including mental and
physical health, academic performance, and overall wellbeing.

Food insecurity is rapidly emerging as a major challenge to academic institutions
due to its demonstrated impact on student well being, academic performance,
and retention. Successfully addressing this issue through proactive policies
and coordinated institutional practices represents a major opportunity for
institutional differentiation and competitive advantage in higher education.

Food access programs are not enough to solve the issue alone or address the
root causes. \We need a system-wide change looking at the entire ecosystem of
student life - tuition, housing, health, and wellness, etc.

The university should be proactive in addressing systemic barriers and
advocate for their removal.

16



RESULTS FROM THE RESEARCH

SYMPOSIUM

We called together key Trent stakeholders for a half-
day meeting to explore these results, talk about
challenges, and explore mechanisms for change.

Representatives from across student organizations,
Student Affairs, Food Services, the Colleges, First
People’s House of Learning, Student Wellness, Trent
International, and campus food growers and
providers shared their experience and insight with us
about how we might build out food programming
which responds to and is embedded in students’
needs.

They worked collaboratively to answer six questions:

1. How can Trent University's administration work
with students to increase collaboration to
address food insecurity on campus and provide a
platform for student voices?

2.How can we reduce the stigma around food
insecurity at Trent University and encourage
students to access support when needed?

3.How can we better support international students
and other at-risk groups in addressing food
insecurity and help them access culturally
appropriate foods?

4.What are the outcomes (or changes) we would
like to see prioritized to address student food
insecurity on Trent campuses?

5.What steps should be taken to continue the
conversation around food security at Trent
University?

6.What does Trent University look like when it is at
its best in terms of addressing food insecurity?

17/



ANSWERS TO WORKSHOP
QUESTIONS

Continue the

conversation

» Develop committees and working
groups that break down silos
between departments and between
students and staff/faculty
Develop longitudinal research
strategies that use a variety of
outreach methods

» Have regular campus forums

Increase collaboration

Leverage new platform to increase
communication around programs
Make sure there is clear evidence of

leadership commitment

Make services known to students,
especially on social media

Have an intentional, whole of campus
approach

TACKLING FOOD
Reduce stigma IN SECU RITY Priorities for change

Begin the conversation in first year Increase collaboration and awareness

Build safe space for people to share Prioritize bud ! . :
. . T T T get lines for dealing with
their stories A REN e

Have a community approach instead Have more tailored options for
of a charitable mindset students to choose from

Emphasize provision of healthy food
Prioritize kitchen access and food
storage

Support at-risk groups

+ Collect more qualitative and
quantitative data, especially for at-

risk student populations
Include and centre voices of
people who experience food
insecurity in campus initiatives
Build relationships with campus
food providers

18
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So what does a “made at Trent” solution to food insecurity look like? How can we leverage
our mission, vision, and values to challenge to tackle this issue in a way that positions Trent as
the leader in education of and care for the whole student, including addressing issues of
food injustice and insecurity?

Participants in the workshop told us that Trent is at its best when:

We are creating a
community and
culture of caring
to reduce stigma




WE ARE A CARING COMMUNITY

Trent prides itself on being a welcoming place for our entire community. But those who are food
insecure often struggle with stigma in silence. Workshop participants highlighted the ways that
Trent could live up to its promise to be a campus for all:

» Reduce stigma through pay what you can options and the expansion of community
spaces to connect over food.

o Develop supports specific to at-risk groups, including procurement processes and
storage for culturally approrpriate foods for international and Indigenous students.

e Provide clear communication as to what supports are out there and the removal of
barriers to access (i.e. a clear pathway to support). Building a community of caring,

helping others and having “every door as the right door.”

» Normalize experience of food insecurity by emphasizing that individuals are not alone -
both in terms of shared experience and the availability of support.

e Ensure a barrier-free model - students don’t need to meet specific criteria to access
food resources or meals; all students are welcome, food insecure or not.

o Always have food available at events.

 Embed food supports into other student support services.
Workshop participants also emphasized that community is built by including everyone at the
table and especially by amplifying the voices of those with lived experience of food insecurity.

By diversifying who is involved in high-level conversations, we avoid a bubble where “the
same people discussing the issue only among themselves.”
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WE STRIVE TO COLLABORATE

Stakeholders at the workshop emphasized the need for closer collaboration across the
campus food ecosystem, something we heard in the focus groups as well.

Right now there are a whole series of programs which operate independently and have
largely been meaningful but ad hoc attempts to deal with the growing problem.

Workshop participants consistently expressed an understanding of the significance and
severity of food insecurity on campus. The challenge is to find ways of addressing this
through successful institutional policies and practices across our food ecosystem.

How might be we more efficient and more effective if these programs were
coordinately more purposefully?

One workshop participant noted that we need to remove territoriality “between groups on
campus forwarding their own missions of addressing this issue without collaboration. These
services are for everyone rather than just those that are affiliated with a group or program.”

Another suggested “providing a clear outline of all available food support services at
Trent, including step-by-step breakdowns of how each one works - this helps reduce stress
and anxiety before and in the moment of accessing the service which may increase
participation.”

“The thing we ask ourselves a lot like who isn't here and like who like, who hasn't heard about
this, but it's hard when you feel like you're already at capacity. Like for us from the
organizational perspective, it's tricky... like all the food's getting sold at the end of the day, like

all the workshops are full, but like are there like folks who are like consistently not being
reached? Almost certainly... how do you reach those folks? It is a good question. And also, |
hear this from folks at the university all the time that they're like, | don't know how to get
students involved.” - Focus group participant

21



WE ARE ADVOCATING
FORSYSTEM CHANGE

Food insecurity is not only a problem of a lack of food; it’s a result of a whole
constellation of systemic failures. As one of the focus group participants pointed
out:

4 N\
"Just throwing food at the

problem doesn't actually fix the
problem... we have to sort of
address them all. We can’t fix
this problem in isolation.”

. J

Trent can't solve the housing or cost of living crises alone. But there are things we
can do that are within in our sphere of influence:

 Prioritize food security in the budget

* Provide more tuition supports to our students

 Offer a range of options for students to access food (prepaid grocery
boxes, customized meal sizes, communal freezers and kitchens, free food
at all events)

» Increase money allocated to emergency relief fund

o Establish alevy for one free meal a day

» Have a grocery store on campus, or partner with local grocery stores to
provide food

» Provide a living wage for all student workers

In the end, such programs would benefit Trent. As a workshop participant noted,
“We need to pay attention to the long-term health benefits of reducing food
insecurity, in the long run the university will benefit from addressing this issue in
an economic sense too.”

22



WE ARE GROWING FOOD ON
CAMPUS

One of the strengths of Trent, and an area of strategic importance, is agriculture on campus.
Growing food also grows our campus community. \WWorkshop participants emphasized
the important role that food growing can play in reducing student food insecurity.

We already have models to follow. For instance, one workshop participant highlighted the
“unique Seasoned Spoon and Trent Vegetable Garden partnership that can act as a model
for how we can partner food production on campus with food services. We need to expand
our kitchen spaces so that we can process food on campus to meet the current student
population size.”

We have a wealth of land on campus that could be used for food provisioning. Developing
frameworks to support and enhance existing food growing operations at the Trent
Vegetable Garden, the Trent Market Garden, the Trent Apiary, and as part of the Trent
Research Farm could position Trent as a leader in sustainable agriculture and justice-
oriented food systems.

PEES S S

Trent Vegle Garden
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THE VISION FOR A FOOD SECURE
TRENT

One of the focus group participants put it best when asked what a food secure
Trent would look and feel like:

“A food secure campus would have supports that were
easy to access. Supports must offerimmediate relief
as well as sustained support, that is sensitive to a
range of challenges and specific religious/cultural
needs (e.g., international students, those with English as

an additional language, students with cognitive
challenges, the need for halal and kosher foods). Again,
supports must be implemented with diversity, equity
and inclusion, in mind."

Building pathways to making this vision a reality would position Trent as a
leader in the sector and reinforce our commitment to excellence in
student experience.

It also has the potential of providing real institutional rewards by

enhancing our brand and reputation, and significantly contributing to our
students' well being, academic performance and retention levels.
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THANKS TO OUR TEAM

ACCEPTABILITY

“Most students are also not
able to access their cultural
foods on campus..”

-
L ACCESSIBILITY
a “There should be system shift. E
"p= And making the services known ~
. tostudents, especially 15
(Academic Services doit

Ppresentations on the servi*
avallable to students)” %

Top row, left to right: Michelle Barnes, Daniel Abrampah, Leslie Menagh, Allanah Trumble, Khad
Haque, Hannah McKenna, Kyle Moes, Maggie Wareham, Marian Sagoe, Oscar Etorko-Gwebu

Bottom row, left to right: Stephanie Rutherford, Asaf Zohar, Najah Wardat, Madeline Seward,
Alyssa Scanga, Mike Eckert

Literature Review/Environmental Scan Team: Daniel Abrampah, Mike Eckert,
Oscar Etorko-Gwebu, Enoch Niboi, Madeline Seward

Survey Team: Hannah McKenna, Kyle Moes, Marian Sagoe
Focus Group Team: Michelle Barnes, Khad Haque, Alyssa Scanga

Communications Team: Leslie Menagh, Allanah Trumble, Najah Wardat, Maggie
Wareham
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