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ABSTRACT
In the last decade, food security research in Canada has begun to look at post-secondary students as a
unique demographic who often face higher rates of food insecurity than the general population. Through a
literature review, this study identifies the state of food security in Canada, British Columbia, and the Metro
Vancouver region, and for post-secondary students in Canada and at Simon Fraser University, and uncovers the
post-secondary undergraduate student populations most vulnerable to food insecurity. Then, through a mixed
methods research study, a survey of 1197 students at Simon Fraser University and Fraser International College
revealed that 28.4 percent of student households experience food insecurity, with 22.5 percent experiencing
moderate food insecurity and 5.9 percent experiencing severe food insecurity. Through chi-square tests and
regression analysis, the food insecurity rates determined from the survey data were compared against
demographic factors identified in the literature review to reveal which vulnerable populations have a greater risk
of experiencing food insecurity. Concurrently, semi-structured group interviews were conducted with students to
reveal the barriers and challenges to food security, particularly for the identified vulnerable populations such as
international and newcomer students. This study ultimately reveals the need for improved food security resources
for undergraduate students in order to reduce high levels of food insecurity on campus.
Keywords: food security; student food insecurity; Simon Fraser University; Canada; campus food banks; campus
food systems
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DEFINITIONS
Culturally-appropriate food: Food that is meaningful and appropriate to a group of people (Aronson, 2014).
Food acceptability: Access to culturally acceptable food, which is produced and obtained in ways that don’t
compromise individual’s dignity, self-respect, or human rights. (Centre for Studies in Food Security, n.d.)
Food access: Physical and economic access to food for all at all times (Silverthorn, 2016; Centre for Studies in
Food Security, n.d.). (Also see Geographic Food Access)
Food affordability: is the cost of food within an area, measured utilizing an absolute method. For example,
analyzing the cost to eat a healthy diet in Toronto for a family of four. Another method is to measure using a
relative or comparative method, such as analyzing how much whole grain bread costs compared to white bread in
a grocery store in a neighborhood (Health Canada, 2013).
Food availability: Sufficient food for all individuals at all times (Silverthorn, 2016; Centre for Studies in Food
Security, n.d.). Refers to actual foods that are available in someone’s neighborhood. An example of this is
examining food availability in a neighborhood for availability and access to fresh fruits and vegetables within a
distance of people’s home, or the amount of shelf-space that is provided for snack foods in a neighborhood
(Health Canada, 2013).
Food desert: Areas where vulnerable populations have poor geographic access to nutritious food
Food quality: the quality of a food can be analyzed based on subjective assessments. For example, determining
whether fruits and vegetables are withered, bruised, or expired. It can also refer to the nutritional quality (Health
Canada, 2013).
Food sovereignty: The right of peoples to democratically control or determine the shape of their food system,
and to produce sufficient and healthy food in culturally appropriate and ecologically sustainable ways in and near
their territory (Sampson & Wills, 2013)
Food swamp: areas of low socioeconomic status with high geographic access to non-nutritious food sources.
Food waste: A waste stream comprised of organic food. Food waste can be both avoidable and unavoidable.
Avoidable food waste incudes food that is no longer wanted or has gone past its best, and was at some point,
edible (e.g. moldy bread). Unavoidable food waste refers to food that is not, and has never been, edible under
normal circumstances (e.g. animal bones, apple cores). (Papargyropoulou, Lozano, Steinberger, Wright, & Ujang,
2014).
Geographic food access: The geographic availability of different types of food stores and restaurants. There are
various ways to measure geographic food access such as measuring the proximity of homes to specific outlet
types (grocery stores, fast food outlets). Another method is to count the number of convenience stores or food
outlets in a given area (Health Canada, 2013).
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INTRODUCTION
The objective of this study is twofold: firstly, to review the literature to provide an understanding of the
current status of food security in Canada, British Columbia, Metro Vancouver and for post-secondary students
across Canada, including identifying vulnerable demographics, and secondly, to evaluate the household food
security status and barriers and challenges to food security for Simon Fraser University (SFU) undergraduate and
Fraser International College (FIC) students, and which students are at greatest risk of food insecurity and its
associated barriers and challenges. The findings from this study will be used in the development of an improved
student food bank program and improved food security services at SFU, through the leadership of the Simon
Fraser Student Society (SFSS).

LITERATURE REVIEW
The objective of the thematic literature review of secondary sources is to identify the themes that impact
and are influenced by the status of food security for Canadians, and in particular, post-secondary students in
Canada. The themes will lead to identification of student demographic groups most vulnerable to food insecurity.
The following sets of questions guided the review of secondary sources:
•

What is food security?

•

What are some of the food security policy frameworks and assessment tools in Canada?

•

What is the food security status for Canadians, British Columbians, Metro Vancouverites, and are there
common demographics that face challenges and barriers across all three levels?

•

What is the known status for post-secondary students on their food security in Canada, and what are
their challenges and barriers in accessing food?

•

What are the demographics of students at Simon Fraser University?

DIMENSIONS OF FOOD SECURITY
In 2002, the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) adopted the following definition for food security:
“food security exists when all people at all times have physical, social, and economic access to sufficient, safe and
nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life”. The four
dimensions of food security have been identified as: availability, utilization, access, and stability (Food and
Agriculture Organization , 2012; Wakefield, Fredrickson, & Brown, 2015). The definitions for food security by the
United Nations (UN) and the FAO have shifted throughout the decades to incorporate not only the importance of
ensuring the production of food to address global food shortages, but to also address the social elements or
barriers to food access that are reflected as key public health challenges, such as access to preferred foods
(Wakefield, Fredrickson, & Brown, 2015).
It is important to note that food is a human right, and not a privilege. This concept enforces the idea that
adequate access to suitable food resources should not be granted or withheld from individuals. The UN, through
their Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), works to address issues that are related to food security using
comprehensive and intersectional approaches such as sustainable agriculture, equal access to land, technology
and markets. In particular, Zero Hunger (SDG #2), works to end all forms of hunger and malnutrition by 2030, and
ensure that all people have access year-round to both sufficient and nutritious food (United Nations, n.d.). The
definitions of food security are often categorized under two themes, 1) individual and household food security,
and 2) community food security.
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FOOD AVAILABILITY
Food availability refers to the production and supply of sufficient food, in both quantity and quality,
distributed through stores, other food outlets, imports and primary production. At the community level, food
availability also encompasses the location of the stores or food outlets and the price, quality and assortment of
food (Lawlis, 2018). Food availability is the most affected by environmental contamination and the impact of
global climate change on ecosystems affect the availability, supply, and safety of foods (Power, 2008).
FOOD UTILISATION
Food utilisation refers to “the utilisation of food based on knowledge and an understanding of an
adequate diet to ensure a state of nutritional well-being and meet all human physiological needs” (Lawlis, 2018).
Factors such as sanitation, cultural considerations, social environments, preparation, storage and cooking skills
can all impact food utilisation. Having limited household facilities and food preparation skills can negatively
impact food utilization, and lead to greater use of prepared or ready-made foods. A 2018 study of the four
dimensions of food security as they relate to refugees in Australia found that Australian food is most often not
halal and has many unfamiliar fruits and vegetables, thus participants could not use a large amount of food
available to them (Lawlis, 2018).
FOOD ACCESS
Food access refers to “the access of individuals, households and populations to adequate economic and
physical resources to acquire and consume a nutritious diet, including the capacity to buy and transport food, the
knowledge and skills to make appropriate choices and time and mobility to shop for and prepare food” (Lawlis,
2018). Access may refer to both access to market food, and access to traditional/country food. For example,
Indigenous food security in Canada must consider both market and traditional food systems (Power, 2008). Food
access refers to individual and household food security.
INDIVIDUAL AND HOUSEHOLD FOOD SECURITY
According to Health Canada (2012), at the household or individual level, food insecurity can be defined as
‘the inability to acquire or consume an adequate diet quality or a sufficient quantity of food in socially acceptable
ways, or the uncertainty that one will be able to do so.’ Household food insecurity often is a result of the lack of
access to resources, such as finances, to access healthy food at all times of the year, thus it is often associated
with low-income households (Slater & Yeudall, 2015; Tarasuk, Mitchel, & Dachner, 2014). Data is most often
gathered at the household level and may be assessed on an adult or child scale.
FOOD STABILITY
Food security is ultimately determined by the stability of the other three dimensions of food security
(access, availability, utilisation), meaning that all people, at all levels (population, community, and household and
individual), must have continuous access to adequate and nutritious food at all times (Power, 2008). Factors that
contribute to food instability include wars, economic and climate crises, and seasonality of foods. Community
food security encompasses the three dimensions of food access, availability and utilisation.
COMMUNITY FOOD SECURITY
Community food security can be described as “when all citizens obtain a safe, personally acceptable,
nutritious diet through a sustainable food system that maximizes healthy choices, community self-reliance and
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equal access for everyone” (Bellows & Hamm, 2003). Community food insecurity generally occurs when the food
system falls short on achieving the required social, environmental, and economic goals (Slater & Yeudall, 2015).
The definitions of food security at a community level can capture the environmental and social challenges that are
embedded within the food system. Food security at this level is further defined as “a situation in which all
community residents obtain a safe, culturally acceptable, nutritionally adequate diet through a sustainable food
system that maximizes community self-reliance and social justice” (Bellows & Hamm, 2003).
FOOD SECURITY POLICY FRAMEWORKS AND ASSESSMENT TOOLS IN CANADA
CANADIAN POLICY FRAMEWORKS
Canada’s food policy framework, following the World Food Summit in 1996, produced documents
including the Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada’s Action Plan on Food Security (Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada,
1998); as well as Progress Reports published between 1999 and 2008. The Action Plan in 1998, as well as the
Progress Reports that occurred later, are largely criticized for their static description of Canada’s food security
situation. Furthermore, the documents generally exemplify Canada’s achievement in wealth, strong food system
and agricultural abundance, while only broadly speaking on the failures and challenges of Canada’s food system,
such as food security issues in Indigenous communities and those living in poverty (Wakefield, Fredrickson, &
Brown, 2015). Most recently, Canada adopted Food Policy for Canada, Canada’s first national food policy.
Canada has adopted numerous policies and policy frameworks to promote healthy eating and increase
the availability and accessibility of nutritious foods. A list of the relevant policies is shown below in Table 1.
Policies and Frameworks
Food Policy for Canada (2019), Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada
What We Heard: Consultations on a Food Policy for Canada (2018), Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada
Canadian Food Strategy (2014), Conference Board of Canada
National Food Strategy (2011), Canadian Federation of Agriculture
Curbing Childhood Obesity: A Federal Provincial and Territorial Framework for Action to Promote Healthy Weights
(2010), Federal, Provincial, and Territorial (FPT) Ministers of Health and Health Promotion/Healthy Living
(endorsed the Framework)
Table 1: Canadian policy frameworks promoting food security and nutrition
CANADIAN COMMUNITY FOOD SECURITY ASSESSMENT: CANADIAN COMMUNITY FOOD
ASSESSMENTS
Canadian Community Food Assessments (CFAs) are intended to:
“Bring together people from across the food system to develop a participatory, evidence-based strategic
action plan on food for a particular area. Food assessments identify existing food assets, as well as
community priorities for future work. Community food assessments have been used as a tool by
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professional planners in Canada and the United States, and have been seen as a first step in planning for
community food security” (Health Canada, 2013).
There are at least 22 completed CFAs in Canada, which identify Saskatoon, Winnipeg, and Toronto, as
well as many other northern and remote communities in Canada as having food deserts (Health Canada, 2013).
Food deserts are associated with low access to grocery stores, as well as more low-income families compared to
other regions (Health Canada, 2013).
In the academic literature, there is little evidence of widespread existence of food deserts in Canada;
however, there is evidence for the existence of food swamps. A Health Canada study (2013) identified that food
deserts may be more widespread than the academic literature indicates. There is also a large research gap with
regards to the food environments in remote northern communities in Canada, as food insecurity and diet-related
chronic diseases are much more prevalent in these communities than elsewhere in Canada. These findings reveal
the importance of consulting a variety of sources outside of academic literature with regards to community and
household food security.
CANADIAN HOUSEHOLD FOOD SECURITY ASSESSMENT: HOUSEHOLD FOOD SECURITY
SURVEY MODULE (HFSSM)
In order to examine household food security across the nation, the Government of Canada has adapted
the United States Food Security Survey Module to generate the Household Food Security Survey Module
(HFSSM) to fit the Canadian context. The HFSSM has been included in the Canadian Community Health Survey
(CCHS) administered by Statistics Canada numerous times over the past ten years. The HFSSM is completed by
an individual from each household and has 18 items that are addressing the quality or quantity of food insecurity
within the household as a result of financial challenges. The HFSSM incorporates both the adult scale for food
security as well as the child scale (Government of Canada, 2020). Ten items on the survey assess food security for
adults and eight items assess food security for children (under 18 years of age). The total responses (18 items) that
are addressed are used to compute a score and are further categorized into three categories: food secure; food
insecure – moderate; and food insecure – severe (Health Canada, 2007).
THE HFSSM: CATEGORIZING FOOD SECURITY STATUS
The Government of Canada, through the HFSSM, uses three categories to describe the food security
status or situation at a household level, as described above (Government of Canada, 2020). These category labels
generally correspond with but differ from those traditionally used by the United States Department of Agriculture
(USDA) in its monitoring reports (i.e. "food secure", "food insecure without hunger", "food insecure with hunger").
Food secure is defined as households that have access, at all times throughout the year, to collect food to
ensure a healthy and active life for all household members. Food insecure is when households are uncertain of
having, or unable to acquire, enough food to meet the needs of all their members due to insufficient money.
Within food insecure households, there are both moderate and severe levels. Food insecure, moderate indicates
that a household shows some compromise for the quality and/or quantity of the food consumed. Food insecure,
severe households indicate that households experience reduced food intake and disrupted eating patterns
(Government of Canada, 2020). The food security status definitions from the Government of Canada are shown
below in Figure 1, and the questions, divided by adult and child scale, are included in Appendix A.
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Figure 1: Determining HFSSM Results for Food Security Status (Government of Canada, 2020)
BC GOVERNMENT POLICIES AND ASSESSMENTS
The British Columbia (BC) government has implemented guidelines to promote healthy eating
environments within public spaces, such as post-secondary institutions. For example, the Nutritional Guidelines
for Vending Machines in BC Public Buildings requires that vending machines located in provincially-funded public
buildings provide food choices that are healthy (BC Ministry of Health, 2014a). While the health sector does not
solely manage food security initiatives, this sector has the ability to assist in advising and supporting the regional
and municipal governments. The role of health sector in BC is to ensure that general population health is
improved by addressing general health inequities, taking into account a significant range of factors relating to
health such as social, physical, environmental and economic aspects (BC Ministry of Health, 2014a).
In 2013, the BC Ministry of Health released Promote, Protect, Prevent: Our Health Begins Here, BC’s
Guiding Framework for Public Health (Guiding Framework), based upon the 2005 Core Functions Framework that
defined core functions of the public health system and the programs intended to improve health outcomes (BC
Ministry of Health, 2014a). The Guiding Framework is a 10-year directional document for the public health
system, and considers food security a core public health program, as it aligns with the Framework’s Healthy Living
and Healthy Communities goal. The Guiding Framework recognizes numerous strategies adopted at multiple
levels of government that have assisted in improving food security in communities, including:
1) Formation of food policy coalitions/councils;
2) Community assessment and mapping for healthy food resources and access points within a
community;
3) Ensuring that there is availability and access to healthy foods in grocery stores and other local food
outlets, particularly in low-income neighborhoods, and promoting changes in policies that permit or
incentivize these food security initiatives;
4) Adapting policies and guidelines to ensure that public service venues provide healthy foods;
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5) Provide support to local food programs, organizations, and businesses such as farmers markets, farmto cafeteria programs, and other farm related food purchases; and
6) Supporting transportation policies to support easy accessibility of people to known health food stores.
METRO VANCOUVER POLICIES AND ASSESSMENTS
METRO VANCOUVER REGIONAL FOOD SYSTEM ACTION PLAN 2016
The Regional Food System Action Plan (Action Plan) was developed by the Metro Vancouver Regional
District, one of the corporate entities that form the regional government in Metro Vancouver, as well as a task
force of representatives from eleven municipalities, the Ministry of Agriculture and the Tsawwassen First Nation.
The Action Plan identifies 160 actions in which local governments will be working towards in the next three to five
years to support the Regional Food System Strategy (RFSS). The RFSS visions a food system for all residents that
contributes to the well-being and economic prosperity to the region, while also ensuring that ecological integrity
is maintained (MetroVancouver, 2016).
VANCOUVER FOOD POLICY COUNCIL AND STRATEGY
The Vancouver Food Policy Council (VFPC) is a civic agency that provides advice on food sustainability to
Vancouver City Council. The Vancouver Food Strategy, a framework that was developed in 2013 by the VFPC, is
aiming to change the programs in the region to “facilitate the transition from a charitable food model to one based
on principles of a just and sustainable food system” (City of Vancouver, 2013). The Strategy includes a
comprehensive list of recommended action items to create a more coordinated food systems approach and align
with broader City of Vancouver mandates.
CANADIAN POST-SECONDARY INSTITUTION ASSESSMENTS
Campus Food Banks (CFBs) have been the main data source used to assess food insecurity for postsecondary students in Canada prior to more recent studies. Reports and studies on the increasing and high rates
of food insecurity for various demographics of post-secondary students are shown through the reliance on CFBs
or financial aid for students (Farahbakhsh, Ball, Farmer, Maximova, Hanbazaza, & Willows, 2015; Nugent, 2011). In
2004, there were 51 CFBs in Canada, rising to over 70 in 2011 (Gordon, 2011). In Canada, food banks were
established to offer emergency short-term food supplies to those in need. However, food banks have become a
long-term food source for many Canadians. Most of the academic research on student food insecurity in Canada,
until recent years, has primarily examined the nutritional capacity of campus food banks (Azurdia, Lecompte, &
Sibbald, 2011; Garcia, Sykes, Matthews, Martin, & Leipert, 2010; Jessri, Abedi, Wong, & Eslamian, 2012;
Farahbakhsh, et al., 2015; Willows & Au, 2006). Only recently have other studies, such as those conducted by Meal
Exchange and the Canadian Association of College and University Student Services, worked to fill the gap in
knowledge of the scope of food insecurity for post-secondary students (Frank, Engler-Stringer, & Pulsifer, 2015;
Meldrum, Willows, & Noreen, 2006; Nugent, 2011; Silverthorn, 2016; American College Health Association,
2016b; McMillan, 2016).
MEAL EXCHANGE
Meal Exchange is a national registered charity that works to develop just and sustainable food systems,
particularly for Canadian youth. Meal Exchange works to better understand how students are impacted by food
insecurity in Canada. The organisation is undertaking the largest initiative in Canada to collect data on food
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security and food access for post-secondary students (Silverthorn, 2016). Meal Exchange has not specifically
conducted a food security assessment at Simon Fraser University.
THE CANADIAN ASSOCIATION OF COLLEGE AND UNIVERSITY STUDENT SERVICES (CACUSS)
The Canadian Association of College and University Student Services (CACUSS) is one of the only
organizations that reviews and analyzes the health of post-secondary students in Canada. The CACUSS adapted
the National College Health Assessment which was established from the American College Health Association, to
survey the health of all levels of post-secondary students at forty one Canadian institutions in the spring of 2016.
The survey was completed by 43,780 students and reported that around 55.7 percent of students reporting eating
only 0-2 servings of fruits and vegetables per day (American College Health Association, 2016b). However, the
survey did not have any further questions on food literacy, food security and therefore do not provide a complete
view on students’ access to food (Silverthorn, 2016).
CANADIAN FOOD SECURITY STATUS
While not always a focus in food security literature, food insecurity can occur in wealthier countries with
relatively strong economies, such as Canada (Mikkonen & Raphael, 2010). As shown in Figure 2, across the
provinces and territories in Canada, many households experience some degree of food insecurity. Canadians are
increasingly accessing and utilizing Canadian food banks, indicating a rise in food insecurity and financial
challenges for individuals and households (Food Banks Canada, 2012). From 2007 to 2012, there was an increase
of an estimated 300,000 households identifying as food insecure (Tarasuk, Mitchell, & Dachner, 2014). Of the
approximately 1.1 million households in Canada classified as food insecure in 2011 to 2012, 5.8 percent of them
were classified as moderately food insecure, and 2.6 percent as severely food insecure (Government of Canada,
2017a).
Food insecurity for Canadians often occurs as a result of three compounding factors: income, food costs,
and the cost of non-food items that are essential such as transportation and housing (Howard & Edge, 2013). In
2016, CBC reported that Canadians, particularly Ontarians who had electric heating, were experiencing the “heat
or eat” dilemma due to increasing costs of hydroelectricity, and individuals were forced to “choose between
heating and eating” (CBC Radio, 2016). When finances are limited, purchasing food items becomes a lower
priority for food insecure households and many families decrease their food intake in order to pay for other
necessary living expenses (Dachner, Kirkpatrick, & Tarasuk, 2010; Bhattacharya, DeLeire, Haider, & Currie, 2003).
Through analysis of population survey data, low-income is repeatedly identified as a being predictor of
household food insecurity (PROOF, n.d.). Demographics that often have higher rates of food insecurity include
Indigenous peoples, households reliant on social assistance, single mother households, and those renting rather
than owning a home (PROOF, n.d.). While a low income is an important determinant of food insecurity, source of
income and household type provide a more detailed picture (Roshanafshar & Hawkins, 2015). Households with
children and households whose main source of income is government benefits (e.g. employment insurance, social
assistance, Old Age Security or pension benefits) are more likely to experience food insecurity than other
populations in Canada. Lone-parent families with children under the age of 18 are particularly at risk – this group
reported the highest levels of household food security of all demographics examined in 2011-2012 (Roshanafshar
& Hawkins, 2015).
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Figure 2: Household food insecurity in Canada, by province/territory, in 2011-2012 (Government of Canada,
2017a)
BRITISH COLUMBIAN FOOD SECURITY STATUS
The BC Minister of Health (2014) defines food security as:
“.. that all people at all times have physical and economic access to adequate amounts of nutritious, safe,
and culturally appropriate foods, which are produced in an environmentally sustainable and socially just
manner, and that people are able to make informed decisions about their food choices.”
The most recent food security data in BC is from 2012, with 12.7 percent of the population (485,000
people) being food insecure. Of those experiencing food insecurity, 3.2 percent were severely food insecure
severely, 5.7 percent were moderately food insecure, and 3.8 percent were marginally food insecure (BC Centre
for Disease Control, 2018; Tarasuk, Mitchell, & Dachner, 2014). In 2012, the total percentage of households in BC
that relied on social assistance and were classified as being food insecure was 76 percent, which is higher than the
national level (70 percent) (Tarasuk, Mitchell, & Dachner, 2014). Approximately one in six children in BC under the
age of 18 experiences food insecurity in their household (Provincial Health Services Authority & PROOF Food
Insecurity Policy Research, 2016). A report comparing 2011-12 data to previous years shows that food insecurity
levels for BC households are increasing, shown in Figure 3.
A study in 2012 found that BC has one of the largest shares of food insecure households of all of the
provinces and territories in Canada (Figure 4). The demographics found to have higher rates of food insecurity in
BC are generally lower-income households and include: female-headed households, Indigenous peoples,
marginally housed individuals and homeless people, and new immigrants (BC Centre for Disease Control, 2018).
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Figure 3: Prevalence of household food insecurity in BC, by food insecurity level, 2005 to 2011-12 (Provincial
Health Services Authority & PROOF Food Insecurity Policy Research , 2016).

Figure 4: Number of food insecure households in Canada, by province/territory, in 2012 (Tarasuk, Mitchell, &
Dachner, Household Food Insecurity in Canada, 2012, 2014; Dietitians of Canada, 2016).
THE METRO VANCOUVER REGION FOOD SECURITY STATUS
A 2016 report estimated that approximately 10 percent of households in Vancouver were food insecure in
2011 to 2012 (Tarasuk, Mitchell, & Dachner, 2016). According to Vancouver Coastal Health, which provides health
care services in Vancouver, Richmond, North and West Vancouver, along the Sea-to-Sky Highway, the Sunshine
Coast, and BC’s Central Coast (Vancouver Coastal Health, n.d.), from 2011-2012, of food insecure households in
Vancouver, 3 percent were severely food insecure, 4 percent were moderately food insecure, and 3 percent
marginally food insecure. This translates to one in ten households experiencing food insecurity and one in six
children living in food insecure households (Provincial Health Services Authority, 2016). Approximately 66 percent
of the households living in the Vancouver Coastal Health region experience food insecurity and 11 percent of the
families with children are food insecure (Provincial Health Services Authority, 2016).
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The Fraser Health Authority, which provides healthcare to over 1.8 million people that live in
communities from Burnaby to White Rock to Hope, reported that in 2011 to 2012, 11 percent of households in the
Fraser Health region experience food insecurity: 2 percent were severely food insecure, 5 percent were
moderately food insecure, and 4 percent were marginally food insecure (Fraser Health, n.d.). Approximately 81
percent of the households that are on social assistance in Fraser Valley region experience food insecurity, with 12
percent of the families with children experiencing food insecurity (Provincial Health Services Authority & PROOF
Food Insecurity Policy Research, 2016).
Reports by Fraser Health and Vancouver Coastal Health found that in 2011 to 2012, households with
children were identified as experiencing food insecurity at higher levels than households without children, with
12.3 percent and 11.0 percent experiencing food insecurity, respectively (Provincial Health Services Authority &
PROOF Food Insecurity Policy Research, 2016). In 2013-2014, My Health My Community conducted a survey for
individuals 18 years of age and older to examine the food insecurity in groups across the Vancouver Coastal Health
(VCH) region and the Fraser Health (FH) region. As shown in Figure 5, the report found that 7.3 percent of VCH
(69,707 people) and 6.3 percent of FH (85,872 people) respondents were food insecure (My Health My Community,
2016). In addition, Vancouver was reported to have significantly higher levels of food insecure individuals than
other regions examined.

Figure 5: Food insecure individuals in the VCH and FH region (My Health My Community, 2016).

Figure 6 shows the average annual household food expenditure in the City of Vancouver in 2013. Lightly
shaded (blue) are regions that are at most risk for food insecurity than those in darker shades. A concentration of
light blue (higher risk of food insecurity) is seen in and around downtown Vancouver, particularly in the
Downtown Eastside (DTES), one of the lowest income neighbourhoods in Canada.
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Figure 6: Vancouver Food Expenditure Map (Moe, 2014).
FOOD SECURITY FOR STUDENTS IN CANADA
Food insecurity faced by post secondary students in Canada is understudied despite the many financial
challenges experienced by this demographic such as limited earning, high student loan and tuition costs, and
student debt (Luong, 2010). Of those aged 20-34 years in Canada, 10.4 percent experience moderate or severe
food insecurity, as reported in 2011-2012, which is higher than the national average at that time (Statistics
Canada, 2013). However, there previously discussed, there is limited research on food insecurity specifically for
post-secondary students that often fall into this age category. Post-secondary students may even be regarded as
having a low risk of food insecurity due to the ability to attend college or university. Nevertheless, students
experience financial challenges due to a variety of tuition and fees, lack of financial support from families, and the
limitations in working while going to school (Shaker & Macdonald, 2013). A 2016 study found that students at
eight post-secondary institutions in five provinces across the country experienced food insecurity at a rate up to 6
times higher than the national average, as shown in Figure 7 (Silverthorn, 2016). A study from the University of
Northern British Columbia in Prince George noted that undergraduates were more likely to be food insecure than
graduate students (Booth & Anderson, 2016).

Figure 7: Rates of student food insecurity on campuses across the country (Silverthorn, 2016)
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SIMON FRASER UNIVERSITY STUDENT DEMOGRAPHICS
DEMOGRAPHICS OF STUDENTS AT SFU
In the 2017-2018 academic year, SFU had 25,343 registered full-time equivalent undergraduate students,
with 5,233 international undergraduate students registered in the fall semester. The average age of all
undergraduates was 21.6 and females accounted for 53.9 percent of the total student population in the fall 2017
semester (SFU Institutional Research and Planning, n.d.). As of 2015, 36 percent of students lived away from
home. Demographic data is collected for international students, Indigenous students, FIC students. No reported
population data is collected on visible minority status.
INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS
In the 2017-2018 academic year, international students at SFU made up over one-fifth (20.4%) of the
total undergraduate population, with 52.1 percent of these students from China, as shown in Figure 8. This was an
increase in the total number of international students registered at SFU in both undergraduate and graduate
programs in comparison to the previous fall (6.6 percent and 6.2 percent respectively) (Sun, 2018).

Figure 8: International undergraduate students (Sun, 2018)
INDIGENOUS STUDENTS
In 2016-2017 there were 487 Indigenous undergraduate students and 184 Indigenous graduate students
registered at SFU. In that same time period, there were more female than male undergraduate students (309 and
178 respectively). The average age for undergraduate Indigenous students is 24.4 years of age, and nearly half of
the students are enrolled in Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences, as shown in the Figure 9 and Table 2 below (SFU
Institutional Research and Planning, n.d.).
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Figure 9: 2016-2017 Indigenous undergraduate students enrolled in each faculty at SFU (SFU Institutional
Research and Planning, n.d.)

Table 2: Age groupings of Indigenous undergraduate students at SFU over five years (SFU Institutional Research
and Planning, n.d.)
FRASER INTERNATIONAL COLLEGE
FIC is a college that provides international students the opportunity to prepare to enter university-level
programs and advertises itself as “the pathway to Simon Fraser University” (FIC, n.d.). FIC undergraduate
students are required to enroll in the UTP Stage 1 (a two-term program) before they can advance to UTP Stage II,
the transfer program in the undergraduate program of their choice (lasting three terms). After taking these
programs, which total a year and a half, they are able to transfer to SFU as a second year student (FIC, n.d.).
In 2016, it was reported that the FIC program enrolls over 2,500 students that are coming from over 60
countries around the world. FIC was established by Navitas, a global high education partnering organization who
began collaborating with SFU in 2006 (SFU University Communications, 2016).
FIC SERVICES
As of January 2019, the SFSS and FIC confirmed an agreement for the collection of student fees from FIC
students in exchange for services and access to the SFSS amenities. This means that the SFSS will now need to
assess how to support the additional 2,300-2,900 students from FIC. The enrolment as of January 2019 is
approximately 2,900 students. The SFSS has acknowledged the increased amount of support needed by FIC
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students as they are newcomers to Canada and more likely to be heavier users of the services provided by the
SFSS. As such, the SFSS is considering each FIC student the equivalent of 2 SFU undergraduate students and
projects the additional service requirement to be equivalent to an additional 5,600 undergraduate students.
EMERGENT THEMES
This literature review uncovered many emerging themes, which will be discussed in the following
section. The emergent themes will be used to identify which groups within the SFU and FIC undergraduate
student population are most vulnerable to food security. There are various macro level factors that contribute to
household and community food security including food affordability and climate change impacts (BC Ministry of
Health, 2014a). Across Canada, including in BC and in Metro Vancouver, low-income status has been the
consistent strongest predictor of food insecurity. Home ownership status and household composition are other
strong socio-demographic predictors of food insecurity. Other common and interlinking social determinants
associated with food insecurity include food sovereignty, lack of proximity to affordable and healthy
supermarkets and social exclusion. Food insecurity can also cause many negative effects. Food insecurity has
many detrimental effects on health – both on individual nutrition and mental health, and on public health for a
community. Students may face further academic and social challenges due to effects on their physical and mental
health. Many social, environmental and economic factors that contribute to food insecurity also generate health
inequalities over the life course of an individual, and are much less studied than other determinants (Muntaner,
Ng, & Chung, 2012; PROOF, n.d.). Coping mechanisms to deal with food insecurity will also be discussed.
FOOD AFFORDABILITY
Food affordability refers to the cost of food relative to individual or household income (or purchasing
power). Human Resources Development Canada has developed a market basket measure (MBM), which reviews
food components and compares prices in rural and urban areas in Canada (Hatfield, Pyper, & Gustajtis, 2010). This
2010 review noted that the costs of food vary considerably in northern regions, due to their remote nature.
Remote northern territories or regions of provinces generally do not have food costs systematically measured
despite their food costs being significantly higher than other parts of Canada where the majority of the population
lives (Health Canada, 2013).
A review of food prices from 2007-2012 as reported by Statistics Canada found that food prices in Canada
increased faster than other major components of the consumer price index (CPI) since 2007. Food prices between
January 2007 and December 2012 rose by a cumulative 19.0 percent (Rollin, 2013). While food price inflation is a
global phenomenon across numerous countries and commodities, the five-year food price inflation in Canada
between 2007 and 2012 is one of the highest globally in the last twenty years (Rollin, 2013).
As discussed earlier, food prices have risen in Canada and have a negative impact particularly on lowincome households that are unable to purchase healthy meals for their family. An example of how food
affordability has risen in Canada is shown in BC where a study on the cost for nutritious food for a family of four
found that the average monthly cost for a family of four was $1,019 in 2017; increasing by $45 per month in just
two years (BC Centre for Disease Control, 2018). The findings are shown in the Figure 10 with the changes of food
prices from 2009 to 2017 in shown in Figure 11.
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Figure 10: Average monthly cost of the nutritious food basket for a reference family of four across the BC health
authorities in 2017 (BC Centre for Disease Control, 2018)
.

Figure 11: Changes in BC monthly food costs for a reference family of four from 2009-2017 (BC Centre for Disease
Control, 2018).
CLIMATE CHANGE
Climate change is projected to have increasingly significant impacts on food security, particularly on food
production and transportation, as well as food prices and food safety. The changing climatic variations in Canada
may shift the current trends in importing and exporting food and change the agricultural practices and general
sustainability (BC Ministry of Health, 2014b; Health Canada, 2013).
There are limited studies outside of the developing world, which is located predominantly around the
equator, on the effects of climate change on agricultural productivity. Climate change is predicted to have a
significant negative impact on agricultural yields in Africa and Asia, continents which have very different climates
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and climatic risks than in British Columbia (Ostry, Miewald, & Beveridge, 2011). Climate change impacts on food
security will also be compounded by technological, demographic and market changes, particularly surrounding
the demand for food, whether it is from more local sources, overseas, or produced and transported with new
technology (Ostry, Miewald, & Beveridge, 2011). As BC imports half its food and is more reliant on imports of
fruits and vegetables than any other foods, climate change that impacts production of fruits and vegetables could
have impact food security in BC, as fruits and vegetables form the basis of a healthy diet (Ostry, Miewald, &
Beveridge, 2011). Demand changes arising from demographic shifts, income and consumer preferences will
ultimately exacerbate these challenges.
INCOME
Income has the closest positive relationship with food security – generally, as income decreases,
household or individual food security decreases. An individual or household that lacks adequate financial assets
may find greater barriers in achieving food security. Financial assets go beyond the monetary resources and take
into consideration the food and food related infrastructure such as a kitchens, housing, equipment, and
transportation (Slater & Yeudall, 2015). In Canada, low-income individuals and households are reported to have
significantly higher rates of mortality, morbidity, and healthcare costs when compared to those of middle- and
higher-income levels (Muntaner, Ng, & Chung, 2012).
Within low-income populations, the source of income for a household or individual can further impact
household or individual food security. According to Statistics Canada, in 2011-2012, approximately 41 percent of
the low-income households that depended on government benefits (such as employment insurance, old age
security, or child tax benefits) as a main source of income experienced food insecurity. In contrast, 23 percent of
those with an alternate main source of income (such as wages and salaries, income, retirement pensions, and
child support) experienced food insecurity (Roshanafshar & Hawkins, 2015). Nonetheless, 62.2 percent of all food
insecure households rely on income from employment (Tarasuk, Mitchell, & Dachner, 2016).
For post-secondary students, low incomes are compounded by other financial barriers that have major
impacts on a student’s food security status. In order to make ends meet, many students rely on summer jobs,
working while studying, student loans, and a variety of other methods of borrowing or accessing money (e.g.
banks or family). However, numerous studies have reported that these various income sources described above
are inadequate to cover monthly expenses (Meldrum & Willows, 2006; Entz, Slater, & Desmarais, 2017; Olauson,
Engler-Stringer, Vatanparast, & Hanoski, 2018; Booth & Anderson, 2016; Silverthorn, 2016).
Students who are financially independent from their families and students who rely on government
student aid, such as student loans, are more likely to be food insecure (Maynard , 2016). The study at the
University of Manitoba in 2016, one-fifth of all respondents reported the high cost of food as the most significant
barrier in accessing food. Factors contributing to food insecurity identified by students at the University of
Manitoba are shown in the Figure 12. Other significant contributing financial barriers are tuition fees, housing
costs, and inadequate financial support from the loans or grants (Entz, Slater, & Desmarais, 2017). A report at the
University of Alberta found that students that were dependent on financial aid were more likely to not have the
financial support to purchase a healthy or adequate diet (Meldrum & Willows, 2006). Another study found that
students experienced the greatest food insecurity towards the end of year or semester, during times of
insufficient or late student loans installments, deadlines for tuition rates, and exhaustion of their savings
(Maynard, 2016).
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Figure 12: Percent of students identifying factors contributing to their food insecurity (University of Manitoba)
(Entz, Slater, & Desmarais, 2017)
HOUSING TENURE
Housing tenure, or home ownership type, is another strong predictor of food insecurity. As previously
discussed, the “heat or eat” dilemma is very apparent for households that spend over 30 percent of their income
on housing. Housing or rent payments often take priority over food purchases for low-income Canadians, as rent
and energy bills are fixed costs, while food is not (Friendly, 2008). In Toronto, the lack of affordable housing was
found to be directly responsible for hunger, and food bank users were paying an average of 73 percent of their
income on housing, leaving as little as $5.00 or less per day for food (Friendly, 2008). Renter households are more
likely to be food insecure than households that own their home. In 2011-2012, 18.7 percent of renter households
were considered food insecure, compared to 3.7 percent of dwellings that were owned (Government of Canada,
2017a). Independent of income, home ownership offers stability that protects households from sudden changes in
income, without the inflationary pressures that renters are subject (Tarasuk, St Germain, & Mitchell, 2019).
HOUSEHOLD STRUCTURE
Household structure refers to the family structure of a household. In Canada in 2011–2012, the
prevalence of food insecurity was higher in households with children, at 10.3 percent, compared to 7.5 percent in
households without children (Roshanafshar & Hawkins, 2015). Children are those under the age of 18 years of age.
Of those households with children, household food insecurity was higher in households with three or more
children (13.4 percent) than those with one or two children (9.6 percent) (Government of Canada, 2017a).
Additionally, households headed by lone female parents (25 percent) faced higher rates of food insecurity than
those led by lone male parents (11.8 percent) (Government of Canada, 2017a). Severe food insecurity was 6 times
greater in households with children led by lone female parents (7.9 percent) than households led by couples (1.2
percent) (Government of Canada, 2017a). In households without children, the prevalence of food insecurity was
higher for unattached individuals (11.6%) than for couples (3.6%). Couples without children, were reported to be
the most food secure, and only female lone-parent households and unattached individuals had significantly
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higher odds of severe food insecurity (Tarasuk, St Germain, & Mitchell, 2019). Students that live outside of their
parents’ home, in rental housing alone or with friends, are more likely to be food insecure than those that live with
their parents (Maynard, 2016; Entz, Slater, & Desmarais, 2017).
FOOD DESERTS
The location of one’s home may have an impact on their food security status. Food deserts have been
identified in Hamilton, London, and Saskatoon; however, the reported numbers across Canada remain few. As
shown in Table 3, there is increasing evidence that the characteristics of the community, or local environment
play a major role in the dietary behaviors and health of individuals. Food deserts in Canada are reported more
often in urban areas, and often in inner-city neighbourhoods of low socio-economic status (Larsen & Gilliland,
2008). The existence of food deserts in rural and northern communities of Canada is significantly under-reported
and under-studied and therefore, a major gap in knowledge of these food environments exists (Health Canada,
2013). Additionally, recent studies have identified ethnic markets, or stores that cater to specific ethnic groups, as
an often overlooked and stigmatized category of food stores that provide culturally preferred foods and reduce
the presence of food deserts (Joassart-Marcelli, Rossiter, & Bosco, 2017). These stores may not be considered
healthy and nutritious, but can fulfill an important and necessary cultural food security need (Joassart-Marcelli,
Rossiter, & Bosco, 2017).
Food deserts in Canada may also be found in suburban areas, to the spacious nature and car-centric
development style of these areas, making grocery stores farther in distance (Black, Carpiano, Fleming, & Lauster,
2011; Larsen & Gilliland, 2008). With every $10,000 increase in the neighborhood income in BC cities, there is 35
percent decrease in the likelihood of accessing a major grocery store or fresh food store within one kilometer (City
of Vancouver, 2013; Black, Carpiano, Fleming, & Lauster, 2011). Low-income neighbourhoods may have greater
access to grocery stores due to bus routes and other public transportation options permeating these
neighbourhoods (Larsen & Gilliland, 2008). Food deserts in urban BC are thus most associated with high-income
areas.
Residents in food deserts may also pay more per item than those outside of food deserts, as shown by
studies in London and Waterloo, Ontario, where residents may pay 1.6 times more for identical food items
purchased at small food shops and convenience stores than at supermarkets (Larsen & Gilliland, 2008). The
quality of food in food deserts is often poorer, with convenience store vegetables wilting, a lack of quality meat
products, and an overabundance of low-quality baked goods (Omri, Resch, Gundlach, & Gartner, 2013).
BC CFA

Characteristics

Vancouver

The cost of the National Nutritious Food Basket was highest in high-income
neighborhoods and lowest in lower-income neighborhoods. In most
neighborhoods, including the Downtown Eastside (DTES), there is good
access to grocery stores; however, there are a number of neighborhoods
with low grocery store density but higher-than-average populations of
people who are at risk of food insecurity, indicating that there might be
pockets that could be considered to be food deserts.

North Shore

Participants in the consultations identified grocery accessibility as a
challenge for people on the North Shore, particularly seniors and those with
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mobility issues. These perceptions were not followed up with a food access
map.
Victoria

Most large grocery stores are on public transit routes. While some
neighborhoods have many grocery stores within a small radius, others have
none.
Table 3: Food deserts in British Columbia by CFA (Health Canada, 2013).

TRANSPORTATION
For residents who do not have access to a vehicle and rely on active transportation methods, living
outside a low-income neighbourhood in North America may not be advantageous. A 2017 study of Washington
state found that nearly all urban areas in the state had convenient access (were within a ten-minute drive) to a
food retailer, and almost the entire urban low-income population was within this range. In this study, of those
living in food deserts in Washington that lacked reasonable access to supermarkets, 78 percent reported that they
lacked access because they did not have a personal vehicle (McDermot, Igoe, & Stahre, 2017).
A study in London, Ontario found that the suburbanization of the city has led to many interesting
changes that affect food security for those located in suburban areas that lack access to a vehicle. As retailers
have left the urban core and moved to larger stores in the suburbs, supermarket access has diminished,
particularly for residents who walk. When accounting for availability of public transit, the least distressed
neighbourhoods have the poorest access to supermarkets (Larsen & Gilliland, 2008). Furthermore, physically
walking to these large “superstores” becomes challenging as they are set back in large parking lots. Low-income
neighbourhoods near the city centre may actually have the best supermarket access when accounting for public
transit and walkability (Smoyer-Tomic, Spence, & Amrhein, 2006). There is further evidence that when residents
perceive that their local area is walkable and has proper infrastructure suited to walking (e.g. sidewalks,
connectivity, average lot size), it may lead to increase walking as a method of transportation (Williams, 2013).
CAMPUS FOOD SYSTEM LIMITATIONS
The food environment on campus and in the surrounding university or college community has a large
impact on student food security, especially for a geographically isolated campus such as SFU Burnaby campus.
Students at the University of Waterloo describe the challenges in finding healthier, low-cost options for food on
campus (Maynard , 2016). Some of the students reported that in addition to the abundance of fast food and
processed food options on campus, the campus farmers’ market was also inaccessible due to the high prices of
fresh food (Maynard , 2016). A similar case was reported by Booth & Anderson (2016) at UNBC, that showed
approximately 39 percent of students, 39 percent of staff, and almost 48 percent of faculty members at UNBC
were food insecure (in comparison to the 11.9 percent Canadian average). The report suggests a major
contributing factor is the campus food system that relies largely on food outlets operated by an international
corporation that restricts outside food providers through a contract with the university, with the exception of the
student union building (Booth & Anderson, 2016). Meal Exchange’s Campus Food Report Card evaluates Ontario
university campus efforts to provide locally grown, sustainable, healthy and accessible food (Maynard, Lahey, &
Abraham, 2018). In this report, 55 percent of students were unhappy with their ability to access the
aforementioned types of foods on campus, while campuses rated themselves an average of 79 percent on their
ability to provide such foods. Additionally, only 1 out of 4 students felt that on-campus food helped them
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maintain a healthy diet, and 72 percent were somewhat or very dissatisfied with their ability to afford food on
campus.
Off-campus food outlets in the greater community also play a significant role in students’ access to food
security. Communities that lack geographic access to food through accessible chain grocery stores, or culturally
appropriate food markets can present challenges for students (Maynard, 2016).
FOOD SOVEREIGNTY
Food sovereignty is a growing movement that addresses the need for cultural food security for different
ethnic and socio-cultural groups, including Indigenous peoples (BC Ministry of Health, 2014a). Food sovereignty
works to ensure that people have the right to access, define, and control their food and agricultural systems. The
most popular definition of food security is captured in the statement made by the FAO at the World Food Summit
(WFS) in Rome in 1996, that highlights the need for not only sufficient nutritious and safe food, but access to
preferred foods of this nature (Schanbacher, 2010).The concept of “cultural food security” refers to communities
being able to reliably access traditional foods through traditional harvesting methods, which goes beyond
individual, household and community food security (Power, 2008). Indicators of cultural food security may include
traditional food knowledge, access to traditional food systems, and the safety of traditional and/or country food
(Power, 2008).
Dietary needs and food preferences that go beyond the conventional food systems are often overlooked
in food security discussions in Canada. While conventional food systems include the products that are displayed in
global consumer markets, the traditional or country food systems, can incorporate socio cultural meanings of
foods within a culture (Elliott, Jayatilaka, Brown, Varley, & Corbett, 2012).
IMMIGRANT, REFUGEE AND NEWCOMER FOOD SOVEREIGNTY
Challenges for new immigrants in food security include not only access to food but the accessibility of
religious and culturally acceptable or preferable food available in a new environment. Having access to culturally
or religious important food groups can increase an individual's feeling of being accepted into a new country and
provides a feeling of home (BC Ministry of Health, 2014a). Immigrant household food insecurity may be
exacerbated by a lack of knowledge of community resources, of how to use Canadian food (e.g. Canadian
vegetables, frozen foods, canned foods), of how to read food labels (which is exacerbated further by language
barriers), and of food nutrition; however, social networks may improve these problems (Maynard , 2016; Moffat,
Mohammed, & Newbold, 2017; Vahabi & Damba, 2013). Although cultural foods are more likely to be available in
urban centers, the availability of foods that immigrant households perceive as familiar, fresh, less processed, tasty
and safe are not (Moffat, Mohammed, & Newbold, 2017). The Moffat et al. (2017) study found that many
immigrants worried that they no longer knew where their foods came from and found local and organic foods in
Canada to be too costly, creating a major barrier to food sovereignty. This issue extended to some culturally
specific foods, such as halal foods, which are also expensive. There is also a lack of food service provider
awareness of and education on the cultural dimensions of food insecurity (e.g. cultural values, concerns and
foodways), making it event harder for immigrants to obtain and eat the kinds of foods that are culturally
appropriate for them (Moffat, Mohammed, & Newbold, 2017).
Very few food security studies in Canada evaluate food sovereignty and cultural food security of refugees
distinct from other immigrants. An Australian study found that newcomers and in particular, refugees, often
come from cultures that value fresh fruits and vegetables distinctive to their cultural and ethnic background
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(Adekunle, 2015). These foods may be referred to as cultural foods or ethno-cultural vegetables (ECV). In Canada,
access to fresh, quality ECVs for refugees may be limited as they are often imported.
INDIGENOUS FOOD SOVEREIGNTY
Traditional food systems have been utilized by Indigenous peoples in Canada for generations, and today
they also have access to conventional food systems in the market (Elliott, Jayatilaka, Brown, Varley, & Corbett,
2012). Indigenous food sovereignty is built on four main principles: the recognition that food is sacred,
participation in food systems, self-determination, and supportive legislation and policy, all of which contribute to
the large reclamation and connection to traditional foods of Indigenous peoples (Cidro, Adekunle, Peters, &
Martens, 2015). A study with on-reserve BC First Nations (FN) communities was conducted from 2008 to 2009 on
food, nutrition, and environment with over 1,100 participants from 21 randomly selected communities (Chan,
Receveur, Sharp, Schwartz, Ing, & Tikhonov, 2011). The results from the study found that 91 percent of the
participants would like to eat more traditional foods as shown in Figure 13. However, the barriers in preventing
traditional food access include: a lack of appropriate hunting and fishing equipment, transportation to and from
harvesting sites, lack of animals and time, as well as challenges in accessing the resource due to restrictions and
barriers from government.
Urban Indigenous peoples may face even greater challenges, showcased by Cidro et al. (2015) who found
that many urban Indigenous peoples lived in inner-city food deserts in Winnipeg. The study found that most
participants described a spiritual connection to cultural food, and food is an important part of sharing and passing
down cultural values. Reciprocity (giving thanks to food and where it is from) is another important value of many
Indigenous peoples, which becomes more difficult in urban centres.

Figure 13: Percent of on-reserve BC First Nations peoples whose household would like more traditional food
(Chan et al., 2011)
HEALTH & NUTRITION
Food insecurity has a major impact on both individual and the overall population health, which presents a
pressing public health issue. The intersection between health and food security is critical to research. Food
insecurity in households with children can present major issues relating to a child’s health and development. Food
insecure communities or households are more likely to eat meals with less nutrition, creating serious health
problems and leading to poor birth outcomes and maternal health, chronic diseases, mental health challenges
and decreased emotional well-being (McIntyre, Connor, & Warren; Kirkpatrick, 2008; BC Centre for Disease
Control, 2018). Food insecure households are more likely to report poor or fair self-rated health, poor functional
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health, and multiple chronic conditions. This issue is shown in BC, where lower-income demographics with food
insecurity have corresponding higher rates of diet-related chronic diseases such as heart disease, cancer, and
diabetes, compared to those with higher income levels (Health Officers Council of BC, 2008). Mental health
problems associated with food insecurity include anxiety, depression, and stress (Kirkpatrick & Tarasuk, 2008;
Tarasuk, Fitzpatrick, & Ward, 2010). As a result, individuals and households often are associated with poorer
health, and higher health care needs (Berkowitz et al., 2015; Gucciardi, Vogt, DeMelo, & Stewart, 2009).
Although Canada’s food security initiatives have been largely focused on communities, there is limited
scientific research on the intersection between food security and human health in the Canadian context (BC
Ministry of Health, 2014a). This is particularly true in northern, remote and rural regions of Canada where there is
a lack of assessments and research initiatives related to food security (Tarasuk, Mitchell, & Dachner, 2016; Health
Canada, 2013).
Meal Exchange found that students from five major Canadian Universities in 2016 estimates that almost
two in five students in Canada experience food insecurity negatively impacting their physical and mental health
(Silverthorn, 2016). For example, a study at the University of Manitoba reported that almost two-thirds of the
student participants in the study reported mental and physical health impacts related to food insecurity as shown
in Figure 14 (Entz, Slater, & Desmarais, 2017). These findings were further corroborated by a range of studies at
other post-secondary institutions in Canada (Olauson et al., 2018; Maynard, 2016; Silverthorn, 2016).

Figure 14: Areas of life negatively affected by food insecurity (Entz, Slater, & Desmarais, 2017)
SOCIAL EXCLUSION
Social exclusion denies certain groups the same opportunities to participate equally in society as afforded
to more advantaged groups (Surulivel & Raja Mohan Rao, 2010). A 2005 DFID paper defines social exclusion as:
“a process by which certain groups are systematically disadvantaged because they are discriminated
against on the basis of their ethnicity, race, religion, sexual orientation, caste descent, gender, age,
disability, HIV status, migrant status or where they live. Discrimination occurs in public institutions, such
as the legal system or education and health services, as well as social institutions like the household.”
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Social exclusion is the result of a vicious cycle of poverty, food insecurity, and poor health outcomes, as
shown in Figure 15. Socially-excluded groups also are more vulnerable to food insecurity, as they have fewer
buffers due to facing compounding socio-demographic factors, such as disability and citizenship status (Khan &
Hossian, 2012). For immigrants and refugees, when familiar foods are unavailable, ethno-cultural identity can be
undermined, leading to feelings of social isolation. Furthermore, culturally preferred foods, or foods acquired and
eaten through culturally-familiar means, are important in sustaining connections to one’s family and cultural
community (Moffat, Mohammed, & Newbold, 2017).

Figure 15: The vicious cycle of poverty and social exclusion (Surulivel & Raja Mohan Rao, 2010)
ACADEMIA AND STUDENT SOCIAL LIFE
Various reports and studies have found that the food insecurity can potentially have a negative impact on
university and college students’ academic, psychosocial and cognitive development. Students at the University of
Waterloo that were food insecure described feelings of hunger and fatigue, and changes in body weight that
impacted their ability to participate in social and physical activities such as sports teams (Maynard, 2016).
Furthermore, the stress associated with a lack of food supply had a negative impact on mental health for the
students. Individuals reported having trouble focusing in class, on their exams or on studying as a result of these
mental health issues (Maynard, 2016). Only 1 out of 2 Ontario post-secondary students surveyed in 2018 reported
that food on campus supported their academic success (Maynard, Lahey, & Abraham, 2018).
Various post-secondary students have reported feeling stigma and surrounding food insecurity,
especially when accessing the food bank on campus or participating in social activities with friends involving food
(Booth & Anderson, 2016; Maynard, 2016). Food insecure students, when in social settings, reported feeling
pressured to spend money on drinks or restaurants, or were excluded as they were unable to afford to participate
(Maynard, 2016). The CACUSS survey conducted in 2016 at 41 post-secondary institutions in Canada asked
questions regarding the factors impacting their academic performance. Notably, students reported stress (42.2%)
and anxiety (32.5%) as having the greatest impact on their academic performance (American College Health
Association, 2016a).
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OTHER THEMES THAT IMPACT STUDENTS
There are many other factors that impact the food security levels for students in particular. However,
there are few studies currently on these contributing factors that include: limited food preparation knowledge and
skills, limited time for preparing food, and limited facilities to prepare food, as previously shown in Figure 12.
Students often face many time constraints due to many commitments, including studying, working, exercising,
and socializing, leaving limiting time for grocery shopping and cooking (Entz, Slater, & Desmarais, 2017). Students
are more likely to be unaware of the resources or information available to them – for example, the Campus Food
Report Card (2018) found that 46 percent of students were unaware of locally-grown food events on campus (e.g.
farmers’ markets).
COPING MECHANISMS
QUANTITY OVER QUALITY
Students are often compromising their food quality for quantity in order to pay for the university fees or
living expenses while going to school in Canada (Maynard, 2016; Silverthorn, 2016). For example, the Maynard
study (2016) characterized the experience of food insecurity for undergraduate students at the University of
Waterloo from 2015-16. Students reportedly purchased bagels or chips rather than healthier food items as they
are not only cheaper but more filling. In the study by Silverthorn (2016) which examined five universities in
Canada (Dalhousie University, Lakehead University, Ryerson University, Brock University, and the University of
Calgary), close to half (49.5 percent) of the student respondents reported purchasing lower quality food in order
to cover essential expenses including tuition, rent, and textbooks.
FINANCIAL ASSISTANCE
Financial assistance through government loans, employment, scholarships and bursaries, bank loans,
council band funding are all commonly found methods used in food insecure students across Canada (Silverthorn,
2016; Maynard, 2016; Olauson et al., 2018).
Olauson et al. (2018) at the University of Saskatchewan reports that students in their study utilized a
variety of coping strategies during times of food shortages. These coping strategies to dealing with food
insecurity include: reached out for food from friends or relatives; borrowed money; applied to loans or bursaries;
delayed paying bills or textbooks; and or gave up personal services such as telephones or televisions (Olauson et
al., 2018). The study by Maynard (2016) at the University of Waterloo reported that students were utilizing
financial assistance through government loans, employment, bank loans, scholarships and bursaries, or
borrowing from friends and family in order to meet their financial needs during challenging times.
In the study by the University of Manitoba in 2016 by Entz et al (2017), over one-fifth of students reported
financial challenges as a barrier in accessing food. For example, purchasing food would be sacrificed for a period
of time when payments for tuition or textbooks were required. Of the total 59 (13%) of students participating in
the survey who identified student or bank loans as a primary source of income, close to 60 percent of them were
identified as food insecure. The students experiencing severe food insecurity were almost five times more likely to
be utilising student or bank loans for their income (Entz, Slater, & Desmarais, 2017).
FOOD CHARITY
The 2017 study of students at the University of Manitoba reported that some students engaged in coping
mechanisms that were unconventional such as dumpster diving or accessing food banks. Charitable food
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assistance, or food charity, may include manufacturers or retailers collecting edible “leftovers” for clients,
donation of edible food waste to food and other community organisations, rescuing food waste (e.g. dumpster
diving), and food banks (Entz, Slater, & Desmarais, 2017; Dachner & Tarasuk, 2017). Food banks are the primary
source of food charity in Canada, though only around one quarter of food insecure households engage in this
method across the country (Dachner & Tarasuk, 2017). The number of individuals engaging in these activities are
relatively low. For example, of the 11.9 percent of students that were severely food insecure at the University of
Manitoba, less than 4 percent of them reported accessing the food bank or hunger relief programs or dumpster
diving (Entz, Slater, & Desmarais, 2017). The Ontario Association of Food Banks reported that although postsecondary students only account for 4 percent of community food bank users, they are one of the fastest-growing
demographic groups accessing these services (Maynard, 2016)
It is important to recognise that charitable food assistance, while seemingly able to address both food
waste and food insecurity, does not tackle the root problem of food insecurity, that is, a lack of food availability,
access, utilisation and stability (Dachner & Tarasuk, 2017). Diverting more potential food waste through food
charity will not change this fact. As a low income is the greatest predictor of food insecurity, policies or systems
that addresses that issue will have the greatest impact on food security (Dachner & Tarasuk, 2017).
VULNERABLE GROUPS
OVERVIEW
According to Health Canada reports and the Provincial Health Services Authority of BC, the most
vulnerable groups to food insecurity are the following: lone parent families headed by women; households with
children under the age of 18; Indigenous peoples; marginally housed or homeless people; and new immigrants (BC
Ministry of Health, 2014a; Tarasuk, Mitchell, & Dachner, 2016). Additionally, this literature review identified the
prevalence of student food insecurity associated with the use of government or bank loans as a main source of
income and living outside one’s parents’ home. It is important to note that poverty and low-income status are
factors that are common to all the vulnerable groups. These same populations, namely families with children and
female-headed student households, Indigenous students (particularly First Nations), international students and
newcomers, students reliant on financial aid, and students living away from home will be examined in the postsecondary student context, as will students with disabilities.
STUDENT FAMILIES WITH CHILDREN AND FEMALE-HEADED HOUSEHOLDS
Food insecure parents are often sacrificing their own food quality or intake when experiencing limited
finances in order to protect their children and ensure they are able to access their daily food needs (Stevens,
2010). Single mothers and their children in Canada, are reported to be at a higher risk for food insecurity in
comparison to households without children or those that are with single male parent households (Collins, 2009).
Post-secondary students that have children under the age of 18, including single mothers, are often
identified in as a vulnerable community in food security research conducted at Canadian institutions (Kinsland,
Priest, Shojaei, & Villafuerte, 2018; Robinson, 2015; Hanbazaza, Ball, Farmer, Maximova, & Willows, 2016;
Silverthorn, 2016; Willows & Au, 2006; Farahbakhsh et al., 2015; Olauson et al., 2018). For example, a study at the
University of Alberta conducted an analysis of the campus food bank users at the university from 2010-2013 and
noted that the clients were mostly female, lived alone, and one in five were reported to have dependent children,
under the age of 18 (Hanbazaza et al., 2016).
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INDIGENOUS STUDENTS
In Canada, food sovereignty and traditional harvesting methods for First Nations people are significant
for their cultural, nutrition and economic well-being (BC Ministry of Health, 2014a). A 2008-2009 a survey was
conducted of 1,103 Indigenous adults living on-reserve in 21 BC communities. The report found that
approximately 41 percent of First Nations households experienced food insecurity (34 percent experience
moderate food insecurity, and 7 percent, severe food insecurity) (Chan et al., 2011). In addition, the households
that had children were reported to be more food insecure (45 percent) than households without any children (33
percent). Food insecurity affects approximately 25 percent of the children in First Nation households with children
that are living on BC reserves. However, the food insecurity was reported to impact children less than adults
suggesting that adults are protecting their children by going without food (Chan et al., 2011). Few studies exist
regarding food insecurity urban Indigenous peoples. This is particularly concerning as over 55 percent of
Indigenous peoples in Canada live off-reserve, and over 40 percent live in medium-to-large population centres
(Statistics Canada, 2017). Furthermore, not all Indigenous peoples may be counted in the Canadian census due to
homelessness, incarceration, concern for how the data will be used, and other reasons (The Canadian Press,
2008).
A few studies in Canada have identified First Nations post-secondary students as being more likely to
experience food insecurity than their peers (Olauson et al., 2018; Entz, Slater, & Desmarais, 2017). The study by
Entz et al. (2017) found that Indigenous students were five to ten times more likely to identify as food insecure
than non-Indigenous students, and nearly three-quarters of Indigenous students were assessed as food insecure.
Furthermore, almost one third of these Indigenous students were severely food insecure. Similarly, the study by
Olauson et al. (2018) reported that of the 58 First Nations students participating in the sample, 64 percent were
food insecure.
INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS AND NEWCOMERS
Food insecurity for new immigrants in Canada is higher compared to the rest of the general population.
The prevalence of household food insecurity was higher among recent immigrant households (10.9 percent)
compared to non-recent immigrant households (7.6 percent) (Government of Canada, 2017a). Moreover, since
1989 the number of immigrants requiring assistance from food banks has increased by 92 percent (Koc & Welsh,
2002). Household food insecurity decreases as length of stay increases until about ten years after immigration, at
which point the prevalence of immigrant food insecurity is close to the national rate (Girard and Sercia 2013; Rush
et al. 2007; Tarasuk, Mitchell, and Dachner 2014). Interestingly, immigrants, regardless of when they landed in
Canada, have significantly lower odds of severe food security than those born in Canada (Tarasuk, St-Germain &
Mitchell, 2019).
The study by Maynard et al. (2018) at the University of Waterloo, identified finances to be most
significant barrier to food security, particularly for international students. The financial challenges were
highlighted in the study by international student respondents as they face difficulties navigating through the
Canadian banking systems and pay much higher tuition fees than domestic students (Maynard , 2016). Similarly, a
study by the University of Manitoba in 2016 conducted an online survey to the student population and noted that
the demographic groups that were more food insecure than others including Indigenous students, newcomers to
Canada, and individuals on exchange (Entz, Slater, & Desmarais, 2017). Entz et al. (2017) reported that of the 12.5
percent of the students who identified as newcomers or exchange students in Canada (51 students), one-third of
them were assessed as food insecure, and of these, more than one-fourth were severely food insecure.
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STUDENTS RELIANT ON LOANS
According to a Meal Exchange study of five universities across Canada, 55 percent of students whose
main income source was bank loans and 54 percent whose main income source was government student loans
and/or grants were food insecure, with nearly 15 percent of both being severely food insecure (Silverthorn, 2016).
Students whose primary income source was there parents were the least food insecure, indicating that students
who are supporting themselves during their post-secondary studies are at particular risk of food insecurity. This
finding is supported by the Entz et al. (2017) study that found University of Manitoba students that take out loans
to pay for their education are up to five times more likely to be severely food insecure.
Currently, annual interest charged on federal student loans is considerably high, at prime +2.5 percent
(Government of Canada, 2017b). Government student loans are preferred by students to loans from other
financial institutions, with 43 percent of graduates in 2018 using federal loan options. In Canada, over 50 percent
of undergraduate students complete their degree with an average $26,300 in debt; and half of these students owe
their debt to government only (Ferguson & Wang, 2014). Students in universities had an average loan balance of
$16,727, which is much higher than those of college students at $10,172 (Employment and Social Development
Canada, 2018). This level of debt, which students carry into the future, significantly impacts student food security.
At the University of Alberta, students who relied on financial assistance from student loans were likely to have
insufficient money to maintain a nutritionally adequate diet and to be food insecure (Meldrum & Willows, 2006).
While shopping skills and budgeting were found to be important, they still could not alleviate food security for
many students reliant on financial aid.
STUDENTS WHO RENT AND LIVE OUTSIDE THEIR PARENTS’ HOME
The Meldrum and Willows study at the University of Alberta (2006) examined students that used student
loans and were also living away from home. Several studies in both Canada, the U.S. and Australia found a linkage
between receiving government financial aid, living away from home and food insecurity (Chaparro, Zaghloul,
Holck, Dobbs, 2009; Entz, Slater, & Desmarais, 2017; Hughes, Serebryanikova, Donaldson, & Leveritt, 2011;
Olauson et al., 2018; Silverthorn, 2016; Reynolds, Johnson, Jamieson, & Mawhinney, 2018). In Canada, 54 percent
of students who lived alone, 48 percent that lived with roommates, and 71 percent who were single parents living
with their children were food insecure (Silverthorn, 2016). Comparatively, students that lived at home with their
parents or with extended family were least likely to experience food insecurity, at 23 percent and 15.9 percent,
respectively (Silverthorn, 2016). The Rideout and James study (2017) revealed that students with their parent as
the primary food purchaser had 80 percent less risk of being food insecure than those who were the primary food
purchaser. Furthermore, as the Silverthorn (2016) study identified the least food insecure group by income source
as students whose primary source of income came from their parents, it may be suggested that significant
financial contributions from family can protect against food insecurity.
Although not all students that live outside of their parents’ home rent their accommodations, recent
studies have suggested that this is highly likely. In the past four decades, home ownership rates in B.C. for those
under the age of 35 have dropped 35 percent, compared to 14 percent across the country (Gold, 2018). Strangely,
in Vancouver, a higher proportion of young buyers aged 25 to 34 who own their own homes own them outright
compared to Canada as a whole; however, the proportion of millennial buyers who own a home in Vancouver is
less than half the national average, at just 22 percent (Gold, 2018). These findings indicate that income inequality
for young people in Vancouver is high - while there are many young renters that cannot afford to buy property in
the city at all, some may have assistance to outright purchase a home. As Canadian renter households are around
five times more likely to be food insecure than non-renter households, students living outside their parents’ home
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are presumably at a higher risk of food insecurity than those that live at home. There is a lack of research in
Canada on student housing insecurity and homelessness, and the effects they have on student food security.
STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES
In Canada, 3.8 million people over the age of 15 identify as having a disability (roughly 14 percent of the
population); however, the number of individuals living with a disability is potentially much higher (Government of
Canada, 2019). Persons with disabilities can experience significant challenges to accessing and participating in
employment, and as such are more likely to be unemployed, live below the poverty line, and earn less income
compared to Canadians without disabilities (Government of Canada, 2019). A 2008 study found that working age
Canadians with disabilities are more likely to live in long-term poverty, are frequent food bank users, and are three
times more likely to be food insecure than Canadians without disabilities (Borowko, 2008). Indeed, over 50
percent of food bank users report having a disability or limitation, and 21 percent of individuals in food insecure
households report having 3 or more chronic conditions (Independent Living Canada, 2009).
A report in 2018 found that there are an increasing number of individuals with learning, mental, health,
and chronic medical as well as autism spectrum disabilities on post-secondary campuses in Canada (National
Educational Association of Disabled Students, 2018). According to a 2012 Canadian Survey on Disability, 42
percent of the 3,775,910 adult individuals with disabilities have some form of post-secondary education, and close
to 19 percent of the post-secondary students with disabilities in Canada were reported to live in a low-income
household (National Educational Association of Disabled Students, 2018). A report by the Dietitians of Canada in
2016 reported that individuals with poor health conditions and/or chronic disease are more vulnerable to food
insecurity than other groups. In particular, those individuals that rely on disability pensions for income are at a
higher risk for food insecurity (Dietitians of Canada, 2016).
This literature review did not find any studies that directly discussed the food security levels of postsecondary students with disabilities in Canada. However, compared to the general population in Canada, people
with disabilities experience higher rates of food insecurity in comparison to those without disabilities in Canada,
and young adults with disabilities are particularly vulnerable to being low-income as they are unable to amass the
economic and social capital to protect them from poverty (Borowko, 2008). Further studies should be conducted
to determine if students with disabilities are more likely to be food insecure than the average population.

RATIONALE AND RESEARCH OBJECTIVES
The following section will detail the research gap that the study aims to address, and the research question and
related objectives that the study aims to answer.
RESEARCH GAP
The literature review found that collection of statistical data on household food security is infrequent and
has not been undertaken at a national level by Statistics Canada since 2013-2014. As a result, academic
researchers such as PROOF, an interdisciplinary research team based out of the University of Toronto that
investigates Canadian food insecurity, is limited by the older Statistics Canada data.
This mixed methods study was undertaken to investigate student food experiences, namely student food
security and the related challenges and barriers to achieving it, among undergraduate students at SFU, and
undergraduates at FIC. The study also hopes to uncover which demographic groups are more likely to experience
food insecurity and the abovementioned challenges.
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RESEARCH QUESTION AND OBJECTIVES
Research Question: What is the prevalence of food insecurity and which demographics are the most affected,
and what are the barriers and challenges to food security, for undergraduate students at SFU and FIC?
Objectives:
Objective 1: To identify the state of food security in Canada, British Columbia, the Metro Vancouver region and for
post-secondary students in Canada, including at SFU.
Objective 2: To identify if there is food insecurity among SFU undergraduate and FIC students, to what degree,
and which vulnerable populations it has greater odds of affecting.
Objective 3: To examine barriers and challenges to food security among the general SFU undergraduate and FIC
population, particularly those that are identified as having the greatest odds of being food insecure.

METHODS
STUDY DESIGN O VERVIEW
This research uses a mixed-methods research design, specifically concurrent nested design. In concurrent
nested design, one phase of data collection is given priority, while the other approach is embedded or “nested”
and thus provides additional support or context (Kroll, 2009). This approach was selected because survey
collection and roundtable discussion and focus group semi-structured interviews were conducted concurrently;
however, the roundtable discussion and focus group responses were used to answer the second half of the
research question (barriers and challenges to food security) rather than the first half of the research question
(prevalence of food insecurity) that is answered by the surveys. The second half of the research question gives
context to level of food insecurity uncovered by the HFSSM, thus the roundtable and focus group semi-structured
interviews provide student responses on barriers and challenges that contribute to the levels of food insecurity as
identified in the survey.
RESEARCH PARADIGM
The research paradigm that informed this research is critical postmodernism. Critical researchers
propose that social reality is historically created and that it is produced and reproduced by people (Thomas, 2010).
Critical postmodernists recognize that various social, cultural and political forms of domination constrain people
from fully changing their social and economic circumstances (Thomas, 2010). Therefore, critical postmodernism
seeks to go beyond “taken-for granted beliefs, values and social structures by making these structures and the
problems they produce visible, by encouraging self-conscious criticism, and by developing emancipatory
consciousness in scholars and social members in general” (Thomas, 2010). Application of critical postmodern
theory to the concept of food security does not necessarily constitute a critique of current research approaches to
food security, but rather “employs postmodern deconstructivist conceptualizations of power and knowledge in
order to interrogate the social dimensions of food security at a more aggregate level” (Carr, 2006). This approach
allows the researcher to examine socio-demographic determinants of food security at the local (individual and
household) level, and then apply the findings to the aggregate (community) level.
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SAMPLING AND RECRUITMENT
ELIGIBILITY
The population being assessed is SFU undergraduate students and FIC students, all of whom were
eligible to complete the online and hard copy of the SFSS Household Food Security Survey and participate in the
community roundtables. Eligibility for focus groups was based on self-identification; if students reported that
they were FIC undergraduates or refugee students, they were eligible to participate in their respective focus group
interviews.
SCREENING PROCEDURE
A link to the online survey was shared through email to SFU undergraduate students and FIC students,
and the survey can only be accessed by students with an SFU computing ID. For the community roundtables and
focus groups, students provided their SFU student number or FIC student number in order to be verified for
eligibility.
RECRUITMENT AND ADVERTISING
Recruitment of students for the surveys began in March 2019. The surveys were distributed in hard copy
format to the SFSS Student Centre, where staff were instructed to ask students accessing the Food Bank Program
if they would like to participate in the SFSS Household Food Security Survey. A sign summarizing this information
was posted at their desk. To further engage potential participants, a link to the survey was sent out first to SFSS
student groups through the SFSS clubs and student unions newsletters (July 2019), students on the mailing list of
the SFSS Women’s Centre through an email from the Women’s Centre Coordinator (July 2019), and students
associated with SFU’s sustainability group, Embark, through an email from Embark staff (August 2019). In
September 2019, the survey was then sent to all SFU undergraduate students through a linked email, from both
SFU Student Services and the SFSS.
Recruitment of students for the community round-tables began in March 2019, with roundtables
occurring in March through June 2019. Recruitment for these events was through advertisement to the general
student population, through social media and the SFSS website. Focus group recruitment began in March 2019
and was completed through reaching out to liaisons to the different target communities in March through August
2019. The liaisons were provided with specific details about the project, and assisted in booking space and
advertising the focus group to students.
The SFSS Communications department prepared posters specifically created for each round-table and
focus group that were posted both physically on poster boards across SFU Burnaby campus and Surrey campus;
online on SFSS social media; and on the SFSS website. Facebook events were also created by the
Communications department for the community roundtables to track interest and potential participation. For the
final Burnaby roundtable (Burnaby Roundtable #3), a JotForm was created in order to more accurately track
student attendance. This event was advertised for one month prior, as opposed to 1 to 2 weeks before as the
other community roundtables. The FIC focus group was advertised in collaboration with FIC staff, who sent an
email to all FIC undergraduates with both the poster attached and the details of the event in the email body.
Posters for events were shared with Embark and SFU Sustainability Office when possible for further student
engagement. All advertisements clearly indicated that the data collected will be used to inform the
redevelopment of the SFSS Food Bank Program.
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Gift certificates of $20 were provided to focus group participants, and 10 winners were randomly selected
from all survey participants that provided their email address to receive a $50 gift certificate.
DATA COLLECTION
To answer the research questions, the CRPC applied three methods. First, the CRPC conducted a
literature review of secondary sources to identify the food security status for Canadians, British Columbians,
Metro Vancouverites and post-secondary students in Canada. Secondly, an online and hard copy of the SFSS
Household Food Security Survey was distributed to undergraduate students at SFU and FIC students to help
determine the food security status for the general student population. Finally, the CRPC collected primary data
through the use of community roundtables and focus group in a semi-structured interview format in order to
further analyze the barriers and challenges in accessing food resources and ensure that vulnerable groups, as
identified in the literature review, are included in the study.
SURVEY
The SFSS Household Food Security Survey is an adapted model of the Household Food Security Survey
Module (HFSSM) which is currently used to determine food security status of households in Canada (Government
of Canada, 2020). This assessment tool is used across the country and is similar to the USDA CPS Food Security
Supplement used in the United States, allowing for greater comparability of results. The survey consists of 12
demographic questions, 1 question on whether the respondent had accessed the SFSS Food Bank Program in the
last 12 months, a screening procedure in which the question “Which of the following statements best describes
the food eaten in your household in the past 12 months, that is since the current month of last year?”, 18
questions regarding the food sufficiency status of the participant and their household over the past 12 months,
including 10 adult scale questions and 8 children scale questions. 4 questions were also asked to determine if
respondents were eligible to continue past first, second, and third level screens. Based on the literature review,
the HFSSM has been successfully adapted for use in assessing food security within post-secondary institutions.
The notable example identified was the Maynard study (2016) of University of Waterloo undergraduate students.
The survey was created using WebSurvey, an application created by SFU IT Services that is available to
all SFU students, faculty and staff with an SFU computing ID. SFSS staff and FIC students also have SFU
computing IDs.
ROUNDTABLE DISCUSSIONS
The researchers held four community round-tables with SFU undergraduate students that are members
in good standing of the SFSS. The format of these roundtable discussions were semi-structured interviews. After
a brief presentation outlining the history of the SFSS Food Bank and the challenges, nine questions about student
food security were posed to the group as a whole. The discussion was transcribed and respondents given nonidentifiable labels, e.g. Female 1.
FOCUS GROUPS
Participants in these focus groups self-identified as vulnerable demographics as chosen based on the
those identified in the literature review, such as First Nations, lone female headed-households, international
students, and those on financial aid. Focus groups were done with students associated or identified by the
following SFU groups: the WUSC SFU Local Committee; and the FIC that operates under an agreement with the
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SFSS. The focus groups take on a group interview style, which were conducted in a semi-structured method in
order to gain a comprehensive overview of the challenges and barriers to food security for students.
LIMITATIONS
LITERATURE GAPS
There are significant literature gaps on food security for post-secondary students in North America. In
recent years, the emerging studies on this topic have identified various vulnerable groups in post-secondary
institutions, and unique challenges faced by students that impact their individual and household food security.
More research is needed on food security and people, including students, with disabilities. However it is important
to note that much of the existing literature, as identified in the literature review section of this study, is grey
literature, or literature that is not formally published in books or peer-reviewed journal articles, and may be
produced by businesses, non-profits, academics or governments. Published literature from Canadian postsecondary institutions outside of BC (e.g. University of Alberta, University of Manitoba, University of Waterloo,
and University of Lethbridge) was used throughout this report.
METHODOLOGY
The methodology is limited by several factors. Although the SFSS HFSS was administered in the Spring,
Summer and Fall semesters, populations that were more likely to be food insecure were engaged first, which may
mean the percentage of food insecure students in the study are over-reported. Additionally, the survey that was
sent out to all SFU undergraduate students in early September 2019, a time when students are more likely to have
just paid tuition fees and are still waiting for student financial aid and therefore are more likely to be food
insecure. Furthermore, student food insecurity differs from food insecurity in the general Canadian population.
Chronic food insecurity in the general population lasts for an extended period of time, while student food
insecurity may end when an individual graduates from school and enters the workforce.

DATA ANALYSIS
SFSS Household Food Security Survey data was analysed using JMP statistical analysis software, and
community roundtable and focus groups transcripts were analysed using NVivo software.
SURVEY ANALYSIS
Microsoft Excel was used to sum each students’ household food security level, which will determine a
single “household food security score” for each respondent’s household. Affirmative responses were assigned a
value of 1, and all other responses a value of 0. The adult scales and children scales were analysed separately and
aggregated to determine the household food security status for each respondent. Descriptive and regression
analyses were applied to the survey data. Using JMP software, chi-square tests of statistical significance were
used to assess the risk of food insecurity that each demographic group faces, and nominal logistic regression was
used to calculate the odd ratios of the vulnerable populations identified in the literature review in experiencing
food insecurity. Odds ratios were not calculated for demographics found to not have a statistically significant
relationship with food insecurity, or the demographic variable was not identified as being a vulnerable group in
the literature review. The statistical tests were conducted based on moderate, severe and overall (severe plus
moderate) rates of food insecurity. The total number of food insecure students within each demographic sample
was calculated based on the total number of students considered to be either moderately or severely food
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insecure, and non-response answers were omitted. The findings of the JMP analyses and the discussion of results
are summarized in the Results and Discussion sections.
CODING PROCESS (NVIVO)
NVivo software was used to code the results of the community roundtables and focus group interviews,
using the method of theoretical thematic analysis. The purpose of a theoretical thematic analysis is to identify
themes from qualitative data that are important or interesting, which are then used to address the research
question (Maguire & Delahunt, 2017). The 6-step framework for thematic analysis developed by Braun and Clarke
(2006) will inform the coding process, as outlined in Figure 16. The coding technique used was open coding, in
which there are no pre-set codes, but rather codes are developed and modified as the coding process moves along
(Maguire & Delahunt, 2017). This method acknowledges data of particular relevance to the research questions,
using labelling of specific segments of text, as opposed to inductive coding which may code line-by-line without a
theoretical basis (Maguire & Delahunt, 2017). NVivo software readily supports the theoretical thematic analysis
method. Coding using this approach in NVivo means identifying and then attaching nodes (codes) to units of data.
Codes were given both a name and a description, if necessary. Then, themes were generated from the codes,
through grouping codes together to form themes, and some codes may be included in more than one theme. The
themes were then reviewed by the research assistant, before being defined more clearly in the context of the
research question. The focus groups and roundtables were coded using the same method, but different codes and
thus themes and sub-themes were created. The codebook, which outlines themes and code labels, is provided in
Appendix B.

Figure 16: Braun and Clarke’s six-phase framework for doing a thematic analysis

RESULTS
STUDENT FOOD INSECURITY PREVALENCE AT SFU
The response rate, or the sample population, for the surveys was 1197 students, from a total population
of 25,424 registered students in the Spring 2019 semester, 17,017 registered students in the Summer 2019
semester, and 25,518 registered students in the Fall 2019 semester, for an average of 22,653 students. The sample
population is thus approximately 5.2 percent of the total population.
The majority of survey respondents were female, between the age of 20-24, and in the faculty of Arts &
Sciences. Nearly 90 percent of students lived off-campus and had not accessed the SFSS Food Bank in the past
year. Over half of respondents lived with their family, and over a third of students’ primary income came from
employment such as a part-time job or co-op, making it the most common main income source. Approximately
16.0 percent of respondents were international or newcomer students, 37.9 percent a visible minority, and 2.5
percent were Indigenous. Only four respondents were FIC students. A detailed table of demographic
characteristics is show in Table 4.
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Total survey population: N = 1197 respondents
Female
Female/Non-Binary
Femme
Male
Non-Binary
Gender
Trans Non-Binary
Agender
Genderflux
Genderqueer
n/a
17-19
20-24
Age
25+
n/a
Applied Sciences
Arts & Social Sciences
Business (Beedie)
Communication, Art & Technology
Education
Faculty
Environment
Health Sciences
Science
n/a
Yes
International Student or
No
Newcomer to Canada
n/a
Yes
No
FIC Student
n/a
Living alone
Living with a partner
Living with a partner and/or children
Living with family (e.g. parents)
Living Situation
Living with a roommate(s)
Other
n/a
Yes
No
Living on Campus
n/a
Yes
No
SFU Meal Plan
Blank
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N
824
1
1
316
10
2
1
1
1
40
313
722
140
22
124
398
156
94
86
65
77
174
23
191
981
25
4
1156
38
139
79
33
664
243
14
25
131
1048
18
47
1129
21

Percent
68.84%
0.08%
0.08%
26.40%
0.84%
0.17%
0.08%
0.08%
0.08%
3.34%
26.15%
60.32%
11.70%
1.84%
10.36%
33.25%
13.03%
7.85%
7.18%
5.43%
6.43%
14.54%
1.92%
15.96%
81.95%
2.09%
0.33%
96.57%
3.17%
11.61%
6.60%
2.76%
55.47%
20.30%
1.17%
2.09%
10.94%
87.55%
1.50%
3.93%
94.32%
1.75%

Yes
No
n/a
Yes
No

Visible Minority

Indigenous

Income Source

Accessed Food Bank in the
Last 12 Months
Children in the Household

n/a
Government student financial aid (e.g. Canada
Student Loans, provincial loans)
Student line of credit from a financial institution
Family
Personal savings
Work-Study
Other employment (e.g. co-op, part-time job)
Other
n/a
Yes
No
Yes
No

465
697
35
30
1142

38.85%
58.23%
2.92%
2.51%
95.41%

25
187

2.09%
15.62%

3
336
133
45
440
25
28
136
1061
304
893

0.25%
28.07%
11.11%
3.76%
36.76%
2.09%
2.34%
11.36%
88.64%
25.40%
74.60%

Table 4: Demographic characteristics of survey respondents
Through the use of the SFSS Household Food Security Survey, it was determined that 340 student
households were food insecure, representing 28.4 percent of the sample population. Of those that were food
insecure, 22.5 percent were moderately food insecure and 5.9 percent were severely food insecure. The
percentage of food insecure households amongst undergraduate students at SFU and FIC is roughly 20% percent
higher than the national, provincial and metropolitan area household average averages, similar to the level of
food insecurity found at the University of Calgary and University of Saskatchewan (Olauson et al., 2018;
Silverthorn, 2016).
Based on chi-square tests, eight demographic variables were found to have a statistically significant
relationship with food insecurity, including:
-

Gender and food insecurity
Age and food insecurity
International student status and food insecurity
Living situation and food insecurity
Indigenous status and food insecurity
Visible minority status and food insecurity
Main source of income and food insecurity
Accessed food bank and food insecurity
Children under 18 in the house and food insecurity

The relationships between food security and the variables of faculty of study, living on campus, having an
SFU meal plan, and FIC status are not statistically significant. However, response rates from students who do not
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identify as male or female (such as non-binary, agender, or trans non-binary individuals) and from Indigenous
students were low, so these numbers should be approached with caution.
As identified in the literature review, student demographics that are most vulnerable to food insecurity
include lone-parent households (especially if the household is female-headed), international and newcomer
students, Indigenous households, students living outside of their parents’ home, and loan-dependent students.
Thus, odds ratios of household food insecurity against variables of gender, international or newcomer student
status, living situation, main source of income and children under 18 in the household were calculated, as shown in
Table 5. The odds ratio of accessing the SFSS food bank in the past twelve months and household food security
status was also calculated in order to determine if the program is helping those in need. Odds ratios for variables
of age and visible minority status were not assessed; however, over 40 percent of older students (those over the
age of 25) were food insecure, compared to just over 30 percent of those aged 20 to 24, and roughly 16 percent of
those aged 17 to 19. Furthermore, 11.4 percent of those over 25 were severely insecure, compared to just 6.4 and
2.9 percent of those aged 20 to 24, and 17 to 19, respectively. Visible minority students made up roughly 39
percent of respondents, but accounted for around 46 percent of food insecure individuals. The relationship
between food insecurity and identifying as a visible minority is complex; often compounding factors, such as
being a lone, visible minority, female-parent household (Dietitians of Canada, 2016), lead to greater food
insecurity, but this study’s sample size of these cross-section demographics are too low to draw meaningful
conclusions.
Based on the odds ratios calculated between various independent variable pairs, demographic risk
factors were identified, as shown in Table 5. Females were just 1.12 times more likely to be food insecure than
males, but males were slightly more likely to be severely food insecure. International and newcomer students face
more than double the rates of food insecurity, particularly severe food insecurity, as other students. International
and newcomer students were 2.59 times more likely to be food insecure than other students, and 1.21 times more
severely food insecure. Students that lived alone were 3.21 times more likely to be food insecure than those that
lived with family (e.g. parents), but marginally less likely to be severely food insecure. Although the question “Do
you rent or own your primary place of residence?” was not asked, rates of home ownership for British Columbians
under the age of 35 have dropped by 35 percent in the past four decades, therefore it is likely that those that live
alone rent rather than own. Half of students that identified as First Nations, Métis and Inuit were food insecure,
compared to roughly 30 percent of all SFU students. Indigenous students were 2.56 times more likely than
students who do not identify as Indigenous to be food insecure, but less likely to be severely food insecure.
Students whose main source of income was government student financial aid were 2.57 times more likely to be
food insecure than those whose main source of income was through family; however, rates of severe food
insecurity were similar for both groups. Students whose primary income source was from a student line of credit
from a financial institution were not assessed as only three students indicated that this was their main source of
income. While households without children under the age of 18 in the household were 1.60 times more likely to be
food insecure than households with children, households with children were actually 1.56 times more likely to be
severely food insecure compared to those without children. Additionally, households where students lived with a
partner and/or children were 3.38 times more likely to be food insecure, and 3.31 times more likely to be severely
food insecure, than those that lived with their parents. Students who accessed the food bank in the past 12
months were 8.04 times more likely than those who had not accessed it in the past 12 months to be food insecure,
and 1.50 times more likely to be severely food insecure.
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N = 341

Overall
Food
Insecurity
Percent

Total

Severe
Food
Insecurity
OR

Percent

Moderate
Food
Insecurity
OR

Percent

28.4

5.9

22.5

Male

7.3

5.7

1.6

Female

20.5

1.12

16.4

0.93

4.1

International or Newcomer
Student

7.6

2.59

5.8

1.21

1.8

Domestic Student

21.1

Living alone

4.6

Living with family (e.g.
parents)

9.2

Living with a partner
and/or children

1.1

3.38

0.6

3.31

0.5

Indigenous
Status4

Indigenous student

1.3

2.56

1.1

0.56

0.2

Non-indigenous student

27.4

Main Source of
Income5

Government student loans

7.2

Family

7.0

5.5

1.5

Children under 18 in the
household

5.5

4

1.5

No children in the
household

22.9

1.60

18.5

0.64

4.4

Accessed the food bank in
the past 12 months

8.0

8.04

5.9

1.50

2.1

Did not access the food bank
in the past 12 months

20.3

Gender1
International or
Newcomer
Status2

Living Situation3

Children in the
Household6

Accessed the
Food Bank in the
Last 12 Months?7

16.8
3.21

3.7

4.3
0.89

7.3

5.7

16.5

0.9
1.9

21.5
2.57

OR

5.9
0.96

1.5

3.8

*Bold=exposed group, statistical significance at P>0.05
1

N=1157; ₂N=1172; ₃N=1172; ₄N=1172; ₅N=1169; ₆N=1197; ₇N=1197
Table 5: Frequencies and odds ratios for vulnerable demographics against the control group

CHALLENGES AND BARRIERS TO FOOD SECURITY
Using NVivo to open code, all roundtable discussion transcripts were analysed together, and both focus
group transcripts were analysed together. The results of both coding processes are summarized below, and the
NVivo codebooks for both the roundtable discussions and focus groups are included in Appendix B.
ROUNDTABLE DISCUSSIONS
Seven students participated in the roundtable discussions over the course of the Spring and Summer
semesters. The main themes surrounding barriers and challenges to food security at SFU, based on the
roundtable group interviews, are on-campus resources, food access, food affordability and culturally appropriate
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[food]. Under the theme of on-campus resources, the SFSS Food Voucher Program and Nesters [grocery store]
sub-themes were commonly discussed. Transportation and times of year were common sub-themes of the food
access theme, while free food and healthy food were commonly mentioned in relation to food affordability. Subthemes of halal food and “normal” food were repeated during the discussions, relating to the theme of cultural
appropriateness of food.
The findings of these roundtable discussions may indicate that food access, food affordability, and
obtaining culturally-appropriate foods serve as the greatest barriers to SFU and FIC undergraduate student food
security. Examining the theme of on-campus resources closer shows that at Burnaby campus, there are a wide
range of resources to support student food security, but there is great room for improvement. Surrey campus
(and Vancouver campus by extension) have fewer of these on-campus resources, but improved off-campus
resources in the community. Surrey campus students noticed a disparity between Burnaby and Surrey campuses
in terms of obtaining affordable, fast, and culturally-appropriate food, which may be due to Surrey campus’ more
central and urban geographic location. Additionally, there may be a lack of guidance and information surrounding
available resources on campus, as many students had only heard of a few on-campus resources, such as the
Women’s Centre kitchen, Embark Sustainability, and community gardens.
Access to food is one of the biggest barriers to food security for SFU students, particularly at Burnaby
campus. Due to the geographic isolation of the campus, accessing food (particularly grocery stores) off the
mountain can be difficult. Lack of reliable and efficient transportation leads students to relying on the pricier but
physically closer grocery store Nesters. Many of the participating students live outside of their parents’ home and
do not have access to reliable transportation, such as a personal vehicle access. Additionally, during busy times of
year, students often do not have time to make long trips to further located grocery stores where they could find
more preferable and affordable foods. The end of semester during exam season was noted as a particularly
challenging time, impacting food security and forcing students to adopt unconventional coping mechanisms such
as intermittent fasting.
Food affordability is very important to students who face a range of competing financial pressures.
Participants discussed that while affordable food is very important, they would also like to see more healthy
affordable options, as there tends to be a trade-off between the two. Free food options, such as Nesters providing
Embark Sustainability with fruits and vegetables past their sell-by date to give to students for free, are popular
and well-liked among participants. Free food momentarily eases the cost burden and also allows students to avoid
having to buy food on campus if they have to stay longer than previously planned or anticipated. With much more
variable schedules than most Canadians, free food can provide a much-needed reprieve from planning for
students who already have a lot on their metaphorical plate.
A lack of specific culturally-appropriate foods at SFU was discussed. In particular, the lack of halal food
and a general lack of food handling training for food service workers on campus was a concern for students and
changed their eating patterns. The occurrence of the term “normal” when referring to cultural and/or traditional
foods may indicate that these foods are considered familiar to students, and other food would be considered
“different” or “unusual” (Furst, Connors, Sobal, Bisogni, & Winter Falk, 2000). What is familiar or normal is
subjective, thus foods that may be considered staples across campus may not in fact be staples to the majority of
the SFU population. Over 20 percent of undergraduate students are international students, not to mention a
sizeable population of newcomer, refugee and FIC students and first-generation Canadian students. Despite such
a diverse campus, the concept of “normal food” in the context of Canada has yet to be challenged.
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FOCUS GROUPS
Two focus groups with two different groups of students (one comprised of international students, and
one refugee scholarship program students) were hosted in the Spring and Fall 2019 semesters. Based on the
discussions with both the FIC student focus group and the WUSC SFU Local Committee student focus group, the
main themes of the discussion were community, health and nutrition, and food utilization. Main subthemes were
new foods (under the theme of coping mechanisms), cost (under the theme of food affordability), dining hall and
grocery stores (both under the theme of on-campus resources).
Community was one of the most central themes discussed, and students participating in the focus group
considered having a community in Canada, especially with friends, very important. Cooking, eating and learning
together were common activities. Students reported trying new foods at restaurants and while cooking as a result
of another student in the group encouraging the others to try this food. Many of the students left home at a
young age without cooking skills and rely on their communities here to support them.
Health and nutrition was widely discussed amongst participants. Many agreed that soft drinks and fried
or sugary foods were not healthy, but some considered simply being able to eat balanced meals at regular times
throughout the day healthy. Applying a cultural lens when examining healthy food was also discussed as different
cultures consider different foods healthy or unhealthy, and some students mentioned trying to adapt to Canadian
healthy eating standards (e.g. choosing a salad over a traditional soup that would be considered healthy in their
home country, but not in Canada).
Food utilisation was another important theme – as previously discussed, many participants cooking skills
were limited, but so were their resources – for those that live on-campus, or those who live with a host family or
share a small kitchen with roommates, there is a lack of space to cook. Many expressed their desire to learn more,
and when sharing their knowledge of on-campus resources, many of them learned of new resources (such as a
kitchen available to French studies students, that could be used by any student).
Many students emphasized the importance of trying new foods, and that food is an important part of
culture, thus trying new foods can represent an openness to a new culture. However, noticeable areas that could
be improved were the lack of spices available in Canada, and the difference in the brands, styles and types of rice
available here compared to their home countries. Certain foods, such as an African kale breed and camel meat,
could not be found in Canada at all. Under the theme of on-campus resources, the Dining Hall was critiqued for
lacking in diversity and authenticity of food, and that they would have liked to see special nights were dishes from
particular countries or regions were available. Nesters was also criticized for being much more expensive and not
having as culturally-appropriate foods compared to off-campus grocery stores, but convenient due to its
geographic proximity and most students lacking access to a vehicle.
Cost, falling under the overarching theme of food affordability, was also brought up frequently in both
focus group discussions. Students discussed the high cost of fresh, organic meats and produce in Canada
compared to their home countries, and how they have had to change their diets as they can no longer afford
these options here. The also discussed the need to splurge every so often on culturally appropriate meals or
ingredients in order to feel connected to home (e.g. dining at off-campus, upscale restaurants offering Syrian
food). The cost of Nesters and the Dining Hall plan was often lamented as many participants did not believe the
cost was justified, particularly at the Dining Hall which has limited hours during certain times of the year.
Both groups mentioned areas of Surrey that they wished to frequent more often if they had the time
and/or access to a vehicle to save time and help them carry home large grocery loads. Fruiticana in particular was
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discussed as a cheap, fresh and culturally-appropriate option. Students expressed a great interest in learning
more about on campus resources (as they are provided with very little when they arrive in Canada) and also the
importance of learning to cook for themselves.

DISCUSSION
Compared to the Canadian household average, SFU and FIC undergraduates are over three times more
likely to be food insecure, nearly four times more likely to be moderately food insecure and two times more likely
to be severely food insecure. However, compared to the Canadian post-secondary student food insecurity
average of 39.4 percent, SFU undergraduates and FIC students are better off. Although this finding may appear
unusual as Metro Vancouver has one of the highest costs of living in Canada, it may be explained by the fact that a
higher proportion of young adults in Metro Vancouver live with their parents compared to other major, and
expensive, cities in Canada. Of census metropolitan areas with a population over 1 million, only Toronto has a
higher proportion of students living with their parents – 47 percent of those aged 20 to 34, compared to 39
percent in Vancouver (Hallman, Lathe, Martel, & Menard, 2017).
RELIANCE ON FAMILY
As identified in the literature review, it is apparent through the odds ratio analysis that living with family
(e.g. parents) acts as a protective factor against food insecurity. For the approximate one third of SFU students
that live outside their family’s home, those that lived alone or with a partner and/or children had triple the risk of
being food insecure. These findings are consistent with the Silverthorn (2016) study that found that over 50
percent of students who live alone and over 70 percent of those that were single parents with children were food
insecure, with severe food insecurity rates at roughly 20 percent for each group, significantly higher than the
overall food insecurity rate of 23.2 percent, and severe food insecurity rate of 4.1 percent, for those that live with
their families. These findings are further corroborated by the Government of Canada (2017a) finding that renter
households are around five times more likely to be food insecure than non-renter households. It is interesting that
severe food security was lower for students that lived alone than with their parents, despite having much higher
levels of overall food security. This finding may suggest there are other demographic factors that influence this
variable.
The Silverthorn (2016) study identified students whose main source of income was family as the most
food secure, followed closely by those who use savings and those that receive scholarships, while those who relied
on bank and government loans and grants were more food insecure than other demographics, similar to the
Olauson et al. (2018) study. The Entz et al. (2017) study found that overall food insecurity was higher amongst
individuals relying on student loans (bank or government) than those reliant on sources such as scholarships,
savings, or parents, but not to the degree that living alone or with roommates compared to living with parents,
guardians or extended family – 3.1 times more likely to be food insecure, versus 4.1 times more likely to be food
insecure, respectively.
Students that live with and rely on family for their main source of income are far likelier to be food secure
than those who do not rely on their families to this degree, corroborated by all the post-secondary food security
studies evaluated in the literature review (American College Health Association, 2016b; Entz, Slater, & Desmarais,
2017; Frank, Engler-Stringer, & Pulsifer, 2015; Hughes, Serebryanikova, Donaldson, & Leveritt, 2011; Maynard,
2016; McMillan, 2016; Nugent, 2011; Pia Chaparro, Zaghloul, Holck, Dobbs, 2009; Shaker & MacDonald, 2013;
Silverthorn, 2016).
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ACCESSING THE FOOD BANK
The strongest predictor of SFSS member food insecurity was having accessed the SFSS Food Bank within
the past twelve months, with those students being 8 times more likely to be food insecure than the general
student body. While just over 11 percent of survey respondents reported accessing the food bank in the past 12
months, in the Canadian population, roughly double the percentage of citizens experiencing food insecurity
access food banks. However, examining the studies at post-secondary institutions identified in the literature
review revealed that although the student population accessing campus food banks was growing, the overall
proportion of students who did so was still lower than the Canadian average (Farahbakhsh et al., 2015; Meldrum &
Willows, 2006; Nugent, 2011; Rideout & James, 2017; United Way, 2015). In Ontario, the students make up just 4
percent of community food bank users, and the Entz et al. (2017) study found that only 4 percent of students
access the on-campus food bank. In the 12 months immediately proceeding the commencement of this study
(January 2018-December 2018), 1,075 students used the SFSS Food Bank. Based on the student population for
this time period, 1,075 students represents 4.2 percent of SFU undergraduate students, which is in line with other
Canadian university food bank access rates.
The 11 percent access rate identified in the survey could be explained by a few factors. It is possible that
the response rate from individuals that regularly access the Food Bank was higher than the general population,
due to the importance of the service to them. The study was marketed as “striving to improve upon the existing
Food Bank Program” and also mentioned “The cost of the Food Bank Program has risen to an unsustainable level,
without evidence that it is solving the problem it seeks to address. The project aims to ensure the program is
effectively and efficiently meeting the food security needs of students”. The word “redevelopment” was also
utilised throughout the communications. Furthermore, participants were entered into a draw to win a President’s
Choice gift card. Students concerned about the future of the program, and those that would benefit more greatly
from a grocery gift card, have a greater incentive to participate in the survey, potentially skewing results.
Students accessing the food bank program were also engaged first, using a hard copy survey, before other
participants, which also could skew response rates upward.
INDIGENOUS, RACIALISED AND INTERNATIONAL AND NEWCOMER STUDENTS
Though not as much of a predictor of food insecurity as living outside one’s parents’ home or accessing
the SFSS Food Bank in the past 12 months, both international/newcomer students and Indigenous students were
roughly 2.5 times more likely to be food insecure than other survey respondents. The strength of these
relationships with food insecurity is comparable to those in the Silverthorn (2016 study), where instances of food
insecurity were between 10 and 20 percent higher for international and newcomer, and Indigenous students,
respectively. These findings are corroborated by the findings of the literature review (American College Health
Association, 2016b; Blundell, Mathews, Bowley, Roebothan, 2018; Entz, Slater, & Desmarais, 2017; Frank, EnglerStringer, & Pulsifer, 2015; Maynard, 2016; Nugent, 2011; Silverthorn, 2016). Compared to other post-secondary
food security studies, such as Entz et al. (2017), Olauson et al. (2018), and Silverthorn (2016), Indigenous students
at SFU have a lower prevalence of overall and severe food security. However, as previously discussed, due to a low
response rate from Indigenous students at SFU, these findings are difficult to draw conclusions from.
The data analysis did not reveal a significant relationship between food security level and visible minority
status. Although there are a few studies in Canada, namely the Silverthorn (2016) study, that examine visible
minority status or race, most Canadian studies look specifically at newcomers and refugees, international
students or intersecting factors such as visible minority, lone female-headed households (Adekunle, 2015;
Government of Canada, 2017a; Lawlis, 2018; Moffat, Mohammed, & Newbold, 2017; Tarasuk, St Germain, &
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Mitchell, 2019; Vahabi & Damba, 2013). Some studies, including Lawlis (2018) and Tarasuk, Mitchell, and Dachner
(2019) found that visible minority or immigrant status may even have a positive relationship with food security.
For immigrants, who may or may not identify as a visible minority, Girard and Sercia (2013), Rush et al. (2007) and
Tarasuk, Mitchell, and Dachner (2014) found that food insecurity decreases as length of time landed increases,
falling close to the national rate 10 years after landing. The results of this study do not show a clear relationship
between the two variables.
As identified in the literature review, international students may face increased financial constraints
compared to domestic students, due to higher tuition costs, the difficulty of navigating the Canadian banking
system and having less opportunities for financial aid (Maynard, 2016). International and newcomer students
were engaged in the focus group and roundtable interviews, revealing a greater deal of their food insecurity can
be attributed to not find culturally-appropriate food on campus, and having limited access and ability to travel offcampus and cook for themselves for numerous reasons. These unique limitations may explain why international
and newcomer students are still 1.21 times more likely to be severely food insecure than other students.
FOOD UTILISATION
The focus group interviews and roundtable discussions highlighted that food utilisation is often low for
students. Cooking skills and knowledge of where to find resources and information to improve food security was
inconsistent and piecemeal at best. Both the Entz et al. (2017) study and the Meal Exchange Campus Food Report
Card (2018) study substantiated these findings, proving that students often lack knowledge of resources and
information available to them. Entz et al. (2017) and Garcia et al. (2010) found that limited food preparation and
nutrition knowledge and skills, limited time for preparing food, and limited facilities to prepare food were all
significant food utilisation barriers to food security. Most students cited lack of time as a reason for not cooking or
learning how to cook, but many students interviewed in the focus groups were international students away from
home for the first time. Several of them came from cultures where the female head of the household or other
female family members do the majority of the cooking, and sons may not be taught these skills before leaving for
Canada. However, a strong community provided by the WUSC SFU Local Committee (and Global Student Centre)
and FIC helped students form friendships and begin learning how to cook with new and unfamiliar foods together.
FOOD ACCESS
Students at campuses across Canada struggle with accessing nutritious, affordable and culturallyappropriate food (Entz, Slater, & Desmarais, 2017; Frank, Engler-Stringer, & Pulsifer, 2015; Maynard, 2016;
Silverthorn, 2016). Geographic access to food was identified as a significant barrier for low-income individuals,
which is exacerbated by the geographic isolation of Burnaby Mountain for Burnaby campus students, especially
those living on campus. As this is the only SFU campus located in a suburban area, it faces unique geographic
access challenges for that reason as well. A study in London, Ontario (Larsen & Gilliland, 2018) found that the
suburbanization has led to a decrease in the high number of smaller retailers, which have been consolidated and
replaced by larger stores in the suburbs. This effect diminishes supermarket access, particularly for residents who
walk. Furthermore, less distressed neighbourhoods located away from the urban core have the poorest access to
supermarkets, due to urban sprawl and inadequate public transit (Smoyer-Tomic, Spence, & Amrhein, 2006).
Transportation, specifically the lack of a personal vehicle, was mentioned by several students during the
interviews as a significant barrier to obtaining the foods they would like to eat at off-campus grocery stores, due
to the length of the trip and the physical difficulty in moving heavy grocery bags back to their home via public
transit. Through the roundtable discussions and focus groups, it was evident that off-campus food resources are
preferable to on-campus resources as they are often healthier, more affordable, and culturally-appropriate;
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however, they are less physically accessible from Burnaby campus. Surrey campus fares better due to the location
within a major urban core and within a shopping complex.
Access to culturally appropriate food and cultural food security was a major theme of both the literature
review and student interviews and discussions. Access to traditional food systems, including food that is safe, was
identified by Power (2008) as an important part of cultural food security. Food preferences and cultural dietary
needs are often overlooked in Canadian literature. Dietary needs and food preferences that go beyond the
conventional food systems are often overlooked in food security discussions in Canada. Traditional foods can
provide socio-cultural meanings of foods for different cultures (Elliott, Jayatilaka, Brown, Varley, & Corbett, 2012).
Many students in the focus groups, and a few in the roundtable discussions, explained the importance of keeping
cultural food in their diet for the sake of feeling connected to their homelands and families. They described the
lack of certain cultural foods in Canada, such as vegetables, meats, spices, and most commonly, types of
traditional rice.
Maynard (2016) found that students experienced the greatest food insecurity at the end of semester or
year, due to either insufficient or late student loans coupled with deadlines for tuition fees, as well as exhaustion
of their savings. This finding was corroborated by the responses from students participating in the roundtables
and focus groups who found certain times of year, such as the busy exam season, or times when funds may be low
such as early in the semester, particularly difficult to access food.
FOOD AFFORDABILITY
With the high cost of food on campus and the relative low incomes of most students, food affordability is
a major challenge for SFU undergraduates and FIC students. As noted in the literature review, a low income is the
biggest predictor of food insecurity and often the biggest barrier to food security, as there is a positive
relationship between income and food security (Garcia, Sykes, Matthews, Martin, & Leipert, 2010; Muntaner, Ng,
& Chung, 2012; Roshanafshar & Hawkins, 2015; Slater & Yeudall, 2015; Tarasuk, Mitchell, & Dachner, 2016). With
food near campus costing, on average, 50 percent more than the food allocation provided by the Canada Student
Loans Program, students receiving financial aid intended to cover all of their living expenses are at particular risk
of food insecurity (Meldrum & Willows, 2006). As discussed in the literature review, studies by Olauson et al.
(2018) and Entz et al. (2017) found that students often employ unconventional coping mechanisms to deal with
food insecurity, such as asking friends and family for food, delaying paying bills, eliminating services such as
phones or televisions, or cutting down on purchasing food when textbooks and tuition are due. Students rely on a
variety of different incomes sources to make ends meet while attending post-secondary school, such as jobs,
scholarships, savings and loans. However, many studies identified in the literature review found that these various
income sources do not cover all monthly expenses (Meldrum & Willows, 2006; Entz, Slater, & Desmarais, 2017;
Olauson et al., 2018; Booth & Anderson, 2016; Silverthorn, 2016).
Entz et al. (2017) found that food insecure students reported the high cost of food as the most significant
barrier in accessing food, followed by tuition fees, housing costs and inadequate financial support from student
loans or grants. Meldrum and Willows (2006) found that students attending the University of Alberta dependent
on financial aid were more likely to not have the financial resources to purchase a healthy or adequate diet. These
literature review findings are corroborated by the roundtable discussions where students indicated that they have
skipped meals or taken up intermittent fasting in order to save both time and money. Students in both the
roundtable discussions and focus groups criticised the high cost of on-campus restaurants, the grocery store
(Nesters), and the Meal Plan, comparing them to more affordable off-campus options, particularly in Surrey and
Vancouver.
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LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY
This study is limited by the response levels from particular demographics of students. A greater response
from FIC students, students who live with a partner and/or children, students who are gender non-conforming,
and students who identify as being Indigenous, is desired for future studies. Future studies should also look at the
food security status of students with disabilities. The limitations identified in this study imply that future studies
must be undertaken to both quantitatively and qualitatively capture the degree of food insecurity at SFU, and
what barriers and challenges exist to achieving student food security for particular demographics.

CONCLUSION
In conclusion, this study attempts to fill the knowledge gap surrounding student food security for SFU
and FIC undergraduate students. By conducting SFU’s first cross-campus food security survey, and engaging with
different groups across campus to better understand the specific barriers and challenges to food security faced by
undergraduates at SFU, the researchers now have more clarity on food insecurity impacts on students at SFU.
These findings indicate that SFU and FIC undergraduates face considerably higher rates of food
insecurity than the general population. Students that have accessed the SFSS Food Bank in the past 12 months,
live with a partner and/or children, and live alone outside of their parents’ home are at greatest risk of being food
insecure than other students. International and refugee students also face many barriers due to the food
affordability, food access and food utilisation challenges. Limited affordable, culturally-appropriate and healthy
food resources exist on campus, but a sense of community helps counter the effects. This limitation of on-campus
food options coupled with difficulty accessing off-campus food options created a large barrier for students. Lack
of knowledge of the various food security supports that are offered on campus creates further barriers to food
security.
Food insecurity is a problem for undergraduate and FIC students at Simon Fraser University, as it is for
other post-secondary students across the country. Currently, there are limited policy frameworks and food
security assessments across the country, but a patchwork of policy frameworks and assessments across Canada
have shown that post-secondary student food insecurity is not unique to SFU. The barriers and challenges faced
by students nationwide are unique and varied, and this study highlights the urgency of developing strategies and
solutions to address food insecurity at SFU.
FUTURE STUDIES
This study will be used to inform the development of recommendations for redevelopment of the current
food bank program of the Simon Fraser Student Society. Future studies include a study of the current Emergency
Food Bank Program at the SFSS, which will examine usage, finances and operations; and a study of the current
SFU community food resources, and best practices in addressing student food insecurity through campus food
bank programs across Canada. These three studies will then inform the creation of the Food Research Project
Report, a report prepared by SFSS staff to give recommendations to the SFU administrators, the SFSS Executive
Director and the SFSS Board of Directors in order to make a final decision regarding the Food Bank Program.
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APPENDIX A
HFSSM SURVEY SCALE DESCRIPTIONS

Household Food Security survey Module (HFSSM) Adult and Child Scales (Government of Canada, 2012)
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APPENDIX B
NVIVO CODEBOOKS
ROUNDTABLE DISCUSSIONS CODEBOOK

Name

Description

Community

Reducing social exclusion

3

5

Community Gardens

Shared gardens collectively owned and
cared for by members

2

3

Family

Immediate or extended

1

2

Farms

Rural farming operations

1

1

Kitchen

Community kitchens

1

1

Sustainable

Sustainable food options

1

1

Coping Mechanisms

Coping mechanisms to deal with barriers to
food security

3

3

Culturally Appropriate

See Definitions

3

6

Halal

Food that is permissible according to Islamic
law

1

1

Normal Food

Normal food is personal to the individual traditional and/or cultural foods

1

2

Formal or informal educational resources

1

2

Guidance

Providing students with guidance on how to
improve their food security situation

1

2

Information

Sharing information with students

1

1

See Definitions

3

8

Campus Differences

Burnaby vs Surrey

1

3

Dignity

Pride/dignity in obtaining food

1

2

Time

Amount of time dedicated to food security

2

2

Times of Year

Points in the year

2

3

Christmas Time

December until early January season

1

1

Early in the
Month

The first week or two of the month

1

1

Education

Food Access

Files
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References

Early Semester

September, January, or May

1

1

Late Semester

December, April, or August

2

2

Method of access to geographic locations

2

4

Car Sharing

Using a car share program

1

2

Closest Grocery
Store

Proximity to closest grocery store

1

2

No Car

No personal vehicle or access to a vehicle

2

3

See Definitions

1

7

Financial support from government, private
or post-secondary institution sources

1

1

Emergency financial aid e.g. bursaries, food
vouchers

1

1

Food Budget

Budget allocated to purchase food

1

2

Free Food

Food that available at no cost

1

5

Healthy Foods

Foods that promote health and wellbeing

2

4

Outside Resources

Financial or other resources to improve food
affordability

2

2

Rent

Monthly apartment rent

1

1

Dietary restrictions

2

3

Diabetes

A health condition resulting from high blood
sugar

1

2

Halal

Food that is permissible according to Islamic
law

1

1

Vegetarian

A diet where no meat is consumed

2

4

3

4

Transportation

Food Affordability
Financial Aid
Emergency

Food Restrictions

Food Security
Choose Between

Choosing between different options, e.g.
price and nutrition

1

1

Community

Reducing social exclusion

1

2

Nutritional Value

Contents of food and its impact on the body

1

1

Physically Hold Onto

Physically holding onto food

1

1

Privilege

Food security is a privilege

1

2

Safety

Food that is safe to eat

1

2

Worry

Not having to worry about food

1

1
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See Definitions

2

5

Breakfast

What you eat for breakfast on a typical day

1

2

Cheap

Choosing cheap food due to the cost

1

3

Frequency

Frequency of eating meals

1

4

Challenges

Challenges to eating regular meals

1

3

Fasting

Fasting for religious or necessity (low
income) reasons

1

1

Likes to Cook

Enjoying cooking

1

1

Meal Prep

Preparing food yourself at home

1

2

Purchase Food

Buying pre-made food at a restaurant,
grocery store, etc.

2

2

Quality

Quality of Food

1

3

Variety

Options for food

1

1

Health and Nutrition

Eating foods that give you nutrition to
support good health

3

5

Household Structure

Family structure in a household

0

0

Living on my Own

Students living outside of their parents’
home

1

1

Living On-Campus

Students living in residence

2

5

Sharing Costs

Sharing costs of food between roommates
or others in your household

1

2

Mental Health

Stress from food insecurity affecting mental
health

2

3

On-Campus Resources

Food resources on SFU campuses or
UniverCity

3

12

Embark

Embark Sustainability - on campus group

1

4

Falafel Lunch

Discount lunch program on campus called
Veggie Lunch

1

1

Fresh

Fresh food on campus

1

1

Hours

Hours of operation for on-campus resources

1

2

Nesters

Nesters grocery store, Burnaby location

2

6

Convenient

Nesters is convenient for students

1

1

Expensive

Cost of food is expensive

1

1

Food Utilisation
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The SFSS Food Bank Program that offers
vouchers to be used at Nesters or Safeway

2

6

Assessment

Food security: assessment of need

1

2

Gift Card

Vouchers, in the form of Nesters/Safeway
gift cards

1

2

Partners

Potential/current food bank partners

1

4

Purpose of
Food Bank

Food banks aren't created as a profit
generation agency

1

2

Surrey vs Burnaby

Differences between the campuses

1

2

Veggie Lunch

On campus discounted lunch option

1

1

Women's Centre
Kitchen

SFSS Women’s Centre kitchen offered to
students for cooking workshops and use

1

1

SFSS Food Bank
Voucher Program

FOCUS GROUP CODEBOOK

Theme

Description

Community

Importance of having a community (especially
friends)

2

9

Coping Mechanisms

Unconventional ways of dealing with food
insecurity

1

3

Trying new foods/adapting to new foods

2

7

See Definitions

0

0

Fruits

Fruits that do not grow in Canada; native to
other countries

1

5

Halal

Food that is permissible according to Islamic
law

1

3

Not available

Culturally appropriate/significant foods not
available or not the same in Canada

2

5

Rice

The brands and styles are different than home

1

6

Spices

The brands and styles are different than home

2

6

Traditional Foods

Foods typically eaten at home

2

5

New Foods
Culturally Appropriate

Files

55

References

A diet where no meat is consumed

1

5

Formal or informal educational resources

0

0

Information

Providing students with guidance on how to
improve their food security situation

2

6

Resources

Sharing information with students

2

3

See Definitions

0

0

See Definitions

1

1

Surrey

Advantages to living/travelling to Surrey for
food resources

2

4

Transportation

Access to food via transportation options

2

2

Amount of time dedicated to food security

0

0

Convenient
Times

Times of the day or semester that are more
convenient for students to obtain, prepare and
eat food

1

4

Limited Time

Time constrained by other duties such as
studying or working

1

4

See Definitions

0

0

Cost

Cost of food

2

12

Financial Assistance

Financial support from government, private or
post-secondary institution sources

1

3

Income

Student annual income from all sources

2

2

See Definitions

1

2

Cooking for Myself

Desire to/importance of/need to cook for one's
self

2

7

Quality

Food quality

1

1

Taste

Food that tastes good based on personal taste

1

4

Eating foods that give you nutrition to support
good health

2

3

Foods that do not support good nutrition and
body health; often fried/processed

2

3

Family structure in a household

0

0

Off-Campus Living

Living off SFU campus

2

4

On-Campus Living

Living on SFU campus or in UniverCity

2

5

Vegetarian
Education

Food Access
Geographic Food
Access

Time

Food Affordability

Food Utilisation

Health & Nutrition
Unhealthy
Household Structure
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Food resources obtained off-campus

1

2

Food Banks

Emergency food relief resources

1

1

Grocery Stores

Food markets

2

8

Food resources obtained on-campus

2

5

Community Kitchens

Communal kitchens open to students or the
public

2

2

Dining Hall

SFU Dining Hall, the residence cafeteria

2

10

Food Vouchers

SFSS Food Bank Program vouchers to be used
at Nesters or Safeway

1

2

Grocery Stores

Food markets

2

2

Nesters grocery store, Burnaby location

2

6

Information

Providing students with guidance on how to
improve their food security situation

1

1

Meal Plan

SFU meal plan program for students living in
residence

2

6

Off-Campus Resources

On-Campus Resources

Nesters

57
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