
Studying on Empty
Trellis Research Webinar

October 24, 2019

Jeff Webster, Director of Research, Trellis Company

Allyson Cornett, Research Specialist, Trellis Company

@TrellisResearch



• Trellis Company (www.trelliscompany.org) is a nonprofit 
501(c)(3) corporation with the dual mission of helping 
student borrowers successfully repay their education loans 
and promoting access and success in higher education. 

• For nearly 40 years, Trellis Company has provided 
individualized services to student loan borrowers and 
support to institutions and communities.

About Trellis Company

http://www.trelliscompany.org/


• Trellis Research provides colleges and policymakers insight 
into student success through the lens of college affordability. 

• We invite you to visit our library of publications at 
www.trelliscompany.org/research.

• Please follow us on Twitter @TrellisResearch for notifications 
of new research publications and discussions of a variety of 
higher education topics. 

About Trellis Research

http://www.trelliscompany.org/research


Introduction to Food 
Insecurity



About Food Insecurity

HIGH

LOW

VERY LOW

“Reports of reduced quality, variety, or 
desirability of diet. Little or no indication of 
reduced food intake.”

“Reports of multiple indications of disrupted 
eating patterns and reduced food intake.”

“No reported indications of food access problems 
or limitations.”

MARGINAL

“One or two reported indications – typically of 
anxiety over food sufficiency or shortage of food 
in the house. Little or no indications of changes 
in diets or intake.”
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Food Security Rubric: High/Marginal



Food Security Rubric: Low



Food Security Rubric: Very Low



Student Voices: 
Learning from Studying 

on Empty



Prevalence of Food Insecurity

From the Trellis’ Fall 2018 Student Financial Wellness Survey:

• More than half of respondents showed signs of either low food 
security (25 percent) or very low food security (30 percent) within 
30 days prior to the survey. 

45%

25%
30%

High or Marginal Food
Security

Low Food Security Very Low Food Security

Q77-82: USDA Food Security Scale

Fall 2018 SFWS, All Sectors, n=15,214



About the Financial Security Study

Trellis Research conducted qualitative interviews from 
January to October, 2017

Interviewed participants monthly for nine months, 
capturing the understudied summer experience 

Started with 72 students from private four-year, public 
four-year, and community colleges

Conducted 499 interviews which produced 291 hours of 
recordings



Food Security Over Time

FEW STUDENTS SAW THEIR LEVEL OF FOOD 
SECURITY STAY THE SAME OVER THE NINE MONTHS.

FOR MOST, THEIR LEVEL OF FOOD SECURITY SHIFTED 
OVER TIME.

FOR SOME STUDENTS, ACADEMIC PERFORMANCE 
MIRRORED THEIR LEVEL OF FOOD SECURITY.



“I mean… I have enough money to make dinner. For 
lunch, I usually eat chips or a cheap snack like that. 
This month has been a lot harder than other 
months… the school applications, the deposits, the 
dog… a lot of expenses I don’t normally have.”



Month 1 Month 2 Month 3 Month 4 Month 5 Month 6

Fo
o

d
 S

ec
u

ri
ty

 L
ev

el

Additional vet 

bills; ate at 

parent’s home 

for 2 weeks
High/Marginal

Low

Very Low

Pre-med student; vet 

bills for dog; takes out 

loans to cover living 

expenses

More vet issues; applies 

for medical schools 

($1000+); volunteers at 

VA and gets free food; no 

summer classes (no 

finaid); no income

Student Voices: Learning from Studying on Empty
Left on-campus work study 

job to focus on 

MCAT/academics

No summer classes (no fin aid); 

no income; ate at parent’s home 

for 3 out of 4 weeks

Paid $2000 for medical 

school applications; got 

$30 from parent for food; 

has $50 in their account 

at time of interview
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“I was a in a scholarship house [before]. I lived with 17 
other guys… it was a big house. $500 [was] spent 

every single week on groceries, so we always had food 
in the house [and] meals cooked for us at night.            
I never had to worry about food like I do now.         

Now, I worry about every single meal.”



Sick with the 

flu; trying to 

find a job

Lost scholarship; 

unemployed

Student Voices: Learning from Studying on Empty
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Very Low

Car vandalized; 

still looking for a 

job

Saved $$$; found job 

but quit because of 

schedule conflicts with 

school; parent bought 

groceries 

Worked paid summer 

internship; saved $$$; 

split grocery costs with 

brother; ate out less



Sick with the 

flu; trying to 

find a job

Lost scholarship; 

unemployed

Student Voices: Learning from Studying on Empty

Month 1 Month 2 Month 3 Month 4 Month 5 Month 6

Fo
o

d
 S

ec
u

ri
ty

 L
ev

el

High/Marginal

Low

Very Low

Car vandalized; 

still looking for a 

job

Saved $$$; found job 

but quit because of 

schedule conflicts with 

school; parent bought 

groceries 

Worked paid summer 

internship; saved $$$; 

split grocery costs with 

brother; ate out less



“I had extra [financial aid] money out of nowhere and it 
was pretty awesome. I wasn't totally poor. But that went 
away extremely quickly. To me, $1,800 is like $10,000.      
So, it was real exciting, but it [went] so fast. We got stuff 
for our apartment. We paid bills. We went crazy with 
the groceries.”



Student Voices: Learning from Studying on Empty
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Living with parents after 
breaking up with partner 
and losing his financial 
support; works PT ($150-
$200/week); and has 
expensive Rx and ongoing 
legal issues

Has “zero dollars all the time.”

“Had to learn to 
live on very little 
money.” Too 
embarrassed to 
reach out to 
school for help. 
Moves in with 
current partner.

Received late fin aid 
disbursement of $1800; a 
$50 grocery store gift card 
from parent; and $200 for 
pet sitting 

Used $1800 to furnish 
new apartment, pay bills, 
& buy groceries. Runs out 
after getting less hours at 
work and flat tire.
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Impacts of Food Insecurity

Increased stress and 
feelings of guilt or shame

Disruption of family 
and/or social life

Decreased academic 
performance and 
expectations

Negative health outcomes 
(e.g., low iron, weight 
gain/loss, lack of energy, 
etc.)



“Food has played a big part of [my] stress. I didn’t realize 
how stressful food could be with school. That’s 
something that people don’t understand when they go 
off to college…that you’re basically on your own and it’s 
harder to keep it balanced and sufficient than you’d 
expect. You can have food, but is it a real meal?”



Coping with Food Insecurity

• INFERIOR FOOD SUBSTITUTIONS 

• HOUSING ARRANGEMENTS

• EXTERNAL RESOURCES (WIC, SNAP, TANF)

• ACADEMIC SHORTCUTS

• MONEY MANAGEMENT
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“I was working on $7 in my bank account for a good five 
days... I was so worried some hidden thing would 

suddenly come out and it would bounce. I was not a 
happy camper. But I knew I could last the week with what 

we had. I lived off my tip money for meals at work. If I 
didn’t get enough [tips] that day, I just wouldn’t eat.” 



Promising Practices & 
Interventions for Combatting 
Food Insecurity on Campus



Expand Campus Resources

Offer emergency 
aid programs

Connect students 
to public benefits

Provide healthy & low-price 
food options at campus 

dining areas

Build Student Resource 
Centers (food pantries, 

counseling, clothes closets, 
transportation vouchers)

Rework financial aid 
calculations and 

delivery

Schools revisit estimates 
for the full costs of college, 

especially for those 
students with dependents



Financial Education and Planning

Help students to create a financial plan

Provide financial education trainings and workshops

Ensure students understand full costs of college, especially 
supplemental costs (e.g., textbooks, labs, course-specific 
fees)

Offer financial coaching and peer-to-peer coaching



Community Partnerships and Advocacy

• PARTNER WITH LOCAL HOUSING AUTHORITIES 
AND COMMUNITY ORGANIZATIONS

• STATE AND FEDERAL POLICY ADVOCACY

• FUNDRAISING



School Solutions: Campus Culture

Rethink college 
enrollment options; offer 
minimester courses

Provide open 
education resources

Evaluate how 
schools message 
affordability

Train staff and faculty 
to identify signs of 
basic needs insecurity 
and financial struggles

Use unmet need 
as a risk-factor



• Students put a lot of effort into balancing finances, time, 
and energy. Academic success is a product of how well 
they are able to do this and how big the challenges are.

• Food security among college students is typically fluid. 
Better control of the drivers of food security, and students 
will be more successful.

• Schools can galvanize support within their communities 
and among their representatives to address food security.

Conclusion



Questions?

Jeff Webster, Director of Research

Allyson Cornett, Research Specialist

Please follow us on Twitter: @TrellisResearch

jeff.webster@trelliscompany.org

allyson.cornett@trelliscompany.org



Proven Services.
Extraordinary Support.


