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What is food insecurity, and why does it matter?

Food insecurity occurs when a person does not have enough food to eat and does not know where their next meal will come
from. A person experiencing food insecurity may reduce the variety of food they eat (low food security) or even reduce the
amount of food they eat (very low food security). This can lead to inadequate intake of the of the daily nutrients needed to stay
healthy.

Who experiences food insecurity?

In 2023, about 13.5% of households in the United States experienced some level of food insecurity (Rabbitt, 2024). The rates
are slightly higher in Oklahoma where 15.4% of households experienced food insecurity, placing the state among the top five
with the highest food insecurity rates (Explore Food Insecurity in the United States | AHR, 2024). Within the U.S., while anyone
can experience food insecurity, certain groups are at greater risk, such as households with children and black and Hispanic
households. Another vulnerable group is college students, particularly international students.

Research shows that food insecurity affects 41% of U.S. college students (Nikolaus et al., 2020). This is a critical issue because
it has significant consequences for students’ diet quality, physical and mental health, and academic performance (Farahbakhsh
et al,, 2017; Hanbazaza et al., 2017; Maroto et al., 2015; Raskind et al., 2019; Shi et al., 2021). Many students dealing with food
insecurity often opt for low-cost, high-calorie foods, which may provide temporary fullness but lack the nutrients needed for
long-term health and well-being (Maynard et al., 2018).

International students face additional and unique challenges that may increase their risk for food insecurity. These challenges
include cultural adjustment, language barriers, limited work opportunities due to visa restrictions, ineligibility for federal finan-
cial aid and lack of access to culturally appropriate food.

What is Oklahoma State University doing to support students?

To reduce food insecurity, Oklahoma State University has implemented several campus free food resource programs (Basic
Needs Resources - Oklahoma State University, 2024). These include Pete’s Pantry, which provides groceries; Pete’s Eats, which
offers free cooked meals to students in need; Our Daily Bread Mobile Market, a mobile grocery service, delivering free fresh pro-
duce and staple foods to students and community members. Off-campus, the Stillwater community offers additional resources
like Our Daily Bread Food Resource Center, which offers services that include free groceries to community members, including
international students.

What does research reveal about food insecurity and food resource use among international students
at OsuU?

A study conducted by researchers in the OSU Department of Nutritional Sciences explored food insecurity among 173 in-
ternational students at OSU and their awareness and use of available food resources (Allen, 2024). The study found that 46%
(n=79) international students who completed the study experienced some level of food insecurity - almost one in two students
(Allen, 2024). While 91% (n=153) of the 173 students surveyed were aware of at least one food resource, only 78% (n=126) had
used at least one of the food resources. Specifically, of the 173 surveyed, 55% reported using Pete’s pantry, 54% used Our Daily
Bread Food Resource Center and 32% used the Our Daily Bread Mobile Market.
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Among the 46% that reported some level of food insecurity, 87% (n=61) reported using at least one food resource (Allen,
2024). Many international students surveyed also reported using various strategies to cope with food insecurity, such as cutting
the size of their meals (n=113, 74%), eating less healthy meals (n=101, 66%), and purchasing cheap, processed foods (n=102, 65%).
Many also reported stretching meals (n=94, 63%), skipping meals (n=90, 59%) and relying on help from family and friends (n=92,
59%). These coping strategies, which involve sacrificing both the quantity and quality of food, could have long-term negative
effects on nutrition and health, increasing the risk of chronic diseases.

What is the take home message and how can you help?

Food insecurity is a serious issue among international college students at Oklahoma State University with nearly one in two
reporting limited or uncertain access to food. While OSU provides several free food resources, many international students still
face barriers that prevent them from using these supports effectively.

You can help make a difference! Here’s how:

* Raise awareness: Share information about food resources like Pete’s Pantry, Pete’s Eats, and Our Daily Bread Mobile Market
and Food Resource Center with students, families, churches, community groups and others who interact with international
students.

* Foster inclusion: Help international students feel welcome by inviting them to community events on and off campus, shar-
ing meals or asking how you can support their food preferences.

*  Promote culturally appropriate foods: Encourage food pantries and donation programs to include ingredients that reflect
the cultural diets of international students.

+ Support local efforts: Volunteer with or donate to food resource centers like Pete’s Pantry or Our Daily Bread and advocate
for programs that address student food insecurity.

« Be aconnector: If you know international students who may be struggling, connect them to available resources and listen
with empathy. Speak positively about these food resources to help normalize them. Let people know that needing help with
food is nothing to be ashamed of.

By working together, we can ensure that all students, regardless of their background, have access to the healthy, culturally
appropriate food they need to do well in school and in life.
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Figure 1. Prevalence of food insecurity among OSU international students.
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