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University of Ottawa
2021 Student Food Experience Survey Report

Introduction

Inadequate or insecure access to food, referred to as food insecurity, is a serious issue impacting
post-secondary students in Canada (Silverthorn, 2016). This includes the inability to access
adequate quality or quantity of food, or the uncertainty that one will be able to do so (Health
Canada, 2020). Food insecurity negatively impacts student physical and mental health, as well
as academic performance (Hattangadi et al, 2021; Maroto, 2015). Those most at risk of food
insecurity are households with low incomes and limited assets (PROOF, 2020).

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, 1 in 8 households were food insecure in Canada (PROOF,
2020). The rate of food insecurity amongst post-secondary students is reported to be higher than
amongst the general population, at almost 2 in 5 students (Silverthorn, 2016). Since the
pandemic, food insecurity has been increasing in prevalence amongst the Canadian population.
In a Statistics Canada survey during May 2020, 1 in 7 households reported experiencing food
insecurity, representing a 39% increase from pre-pandemic data (Statistics Canada, 2020).
Demand on community food organizations supporting people affected by food insecurity also
increased significantly during the pandemic (Gooch et al, 2021).

As post-secondary institutions closed or limited campus services, students were faced with a
sudden impediment in accessing former resources, including food banks, campus food services,
and residence housing (Klemmensen, 2021). Unemployment has impacted youth
disproportionately due to closures in the service sector and organizations laying off younger and
newer employees first (Ricci, 2021). Youth unemployment rose by 6% from 2019 to 2020, almost
double the rate amongst older Canadians (Statistics Canada, 2021). As a result, student food
insecurity has likely been exacerbated during the pandemic (Laban et al, 2021; Meal Exchange,
2021).

During October 2021, Meal Exchange - a national charity - conducted a survey of students
attending post-secondary institutions across Canada to better understand how students have
been impacted by food insecurity during the pandemic and to inform programs and initiatives to
improve student access to food. This report assesses survey responses from students attending
the University of Ottawa (uOttawa).

Methods

Survey Design and Distribution

The 2021 Student Food Experience Survey was designed by Meal Exchange to assess how
students have been impacted by food insecurity during the pandemic and to inform programs
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and initiatives to improve student access to food. The online survey was conducted from October
4th - 29th, 2021. The survey was disseminated to The University of Ottawa Students’ Union
(UOSU), People’s Republic of Delicious (PRD), the Office of Campus Sustainability, and more to
promote student participation via newsletters, listservs, and social media. The survey was also
shared with over 500+ uOttawa employees, including professors, program coordinators, and
residence services, newsletters, and various uOttawa associated social media pages to extend
its reach as much as possible. Completion of the survey was voluntary and anonymous. As an
incentive for participation, respondents had the option to submit their contact information in a
separate form for a chance to win one of many $25 grocery gift cards.

The survey was bilingual and available in both English and French. The survey included 34
questions collecting socio-demographic details and information on food access and food security
from respondents. Socio-demographic questions included: gender, age, race, postal code,
academic program, living arrangement, employment status, and financial sources for education
and basic necessities. Questions to evaluate food access explored the following: food insecurity,
use of campus meal plans, where food was regularly accessed, ways to improve food access,
impacts of COVID-19, and ways students would like to be engaged in decision making regarding
campus food.

Food Insecurity Analysis

Rates and status of student food security were calculated based on six questions adapted from
the Household Food Security Status Module found in the Canadian Community Health Survey
(CCHS) (see Table 1). These six questions were asked in reference to two time frames: the
previous academic year (2020/21) and the current semester (Fall 2021). This method of
assessing food security status was also used in Meal Exchange’s 2016 Hungry for Knowledge
study (Silverthorn, 2016). Students were asked to answer the following questions with Never,
Sometimes, Often, or Always:

Table 1: Questions used to assess food insecurity

Have any of the following situations applied during this semester so far (Fall 2021)?
Did any of the following situations apply during the previous academic year (2020/21)?

1) I worried my food would run out before I got money to buy more

2) The food that I bought just didn’t last, and I didn’t have money to buy more

3) The cost of food prevented me from eating balanced or nutritious meals

4) I regularly relied on a few low-cost foods in order to avoid running out of money to buy more
food

5) I skipped meals because I didn’t have enough money for food
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6) I did not eat for an entire day because I didn’t have enough money for food

The survey respondents were categorized into one of three categories of food insecurity status:
Food Secure, Moderately Food Insecure, and Severely Food Insecure. Food security status was
calculated by coding responses to the six food access questions. Affirmative responses
(Sometimes, Often, and Always) were coded as 1, while negative responses (Never) were coded
as 0. A tallied score was then assigned to each survey respondent. A score of 0-1 was coded as
Food Secure, 2-4 as Moderately Food Insecure, and 5-6 as Severely Food Insecure. Table 2
from the Hungry for Knowledge study details how each status is defined.

Table 2: Definition of each food security status (Silverthorn, 2016)

Status Definition

Food Secure
Score: 0-1

Sufficient and adequate access to food that meets quality and
quantity of needs.

Moderate food insecurity
Score: 2-4

Significant food access issues, including income-related
concerns and reduced quality and/or quantity.

Severe food insecurity
Score: 5-6

Extreme food access issues, including income-related concerns
and reduced quality and/or quantity

Student Demographics

University of Ottawa Student Demographics

This survey was conducted at the University of Ottawa, the largest co-educational
English-French bilingual university in the world, providing ten different faculties from all
disciplines with two campuses in downtown Ottawa. There are 44,693 students attending
uOttawa as of the Fall 2021 semester, of which:

- 17% are international students.
- 30% use French as their language.
- 24% are in Social Sciences, the highest of the disciplines.

547 uOttawa students responded to the survey, of which 547 responses were deemed valid for
analysis.

Demographics of Student Respondents
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Enrollment Type: Student respondents by their enrollment type
● 91.2% Full-time (n=499)
● 4.3% Part-time (n=24)
● 0.4% Other (n=2)

This data is in line with the uOttawa 2020 attendance status, where the number of full-time
students (n=38,273) far outweighs the number of part-time students (n=6,420) (University of
Ottawa, 2020).

Type of Student: Student respondents by their enrollment type
● 70.9% Studying in home province (n=388)
● 13.9% Studying out of home province (n=76)
● 9.9% International (n=54)
● 1.3% Other (n=7)

The survey data is in line with the 2020 uOttawa attendance data, where the number of
Canadian citizens and permanent residents (n=36,040) is much more than the number of
foregin students (n=8,653) (University of Ottawa, 2020).

Program Type: Student respondents by their program type
● 73.5% Undergraduate Degree (Bachelors) (n=402)
● 8.5% Graduate Degree (Diploma, Masters, PhD)  (n=101)
● 1.1% Other (n=6)
● 1.1% Continuing Education (n=6)
● 1.1% Diploma (n=6)
● 0.5% Certificate (n=3)
● 0.2% Apprenticeship (n=1)

This data is in line with uOttawa 2020 attendance data, where there are many more
undergraduate students (n=37,449) than graduate students (n=7,244) (University of Ottawa,
2020).

Gender Identity: Student respondents self-identified their gender as:
● 74.9% Women (n=410)
● 16.4% Men (n=90)
● 2.9% Non-Binary (n=16)
● 1.6% Gender Fluid (n=9)
● 0.5% Transgender (n=3)
● 0.4% Other (n=2)

The survey data saw many many women, non-binary, gender fluid, and transgender students
responding than official uOttawa data that states that 17,388 men, 25,959 women, 1,311
unknown, and 35 other students attended the university in 2020 (University of Ottawa, 2020).
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Sexual Orientation: 20.3% of students identified as part of the LGBTQ2S+, including:
● 4.4% Lesbian (n=21)
● 2.4% Gay (n=13)
● 14.1% Bisexual (n=77)
● 5.1% Queer (n=28)
● 3.1% Other (n=17)
● 2.2 Prefer not to say (n=12)

Age: Student respondents by age group:
● 32.7% 16-19 (n=179)
● 45.5% 20-24 (n=249)
● 9.0% 25-29 (n=49)
● 3.8% 30-34 (n=21)
● 1.8% 35-39 (n=10)
● 0.7% 40-49 (n=4)
● 0.5% 50-59 (n=3)
● 0.5% Prefer not to say (n=3)

Student with disabilities or conditions: ongoing disabilities or physical and/or mental health
conditions that affect everyday functioning

● 26.7% Yes (n=146)
● 58.1% No (n=318)
● 5.7% Unsure (n=31)

Racial/Ethnic Background: Student respondents self-identified their racial backgrounds as:
● 3.3% Indigenous (n=18)
● 6.6% Black (n=36)
● 11.9% East/South-East Asian (n=65)
● 2.7% Latinx (n=15)
● 8.6% Middle Eastern (n=47)
● 6.8% South Asian descent (n=37)
● 60.1% White (n=329)
● 1.1% Don’t know (n=6)
● 2.2% Prefer not to answer (n=12)
● 2.0% Other (n=11)

Living Arrangement: Student respondents by living arrangements:
● 7.9% Alone in house/apartment (n=43)
● 14.6% Student residence (n=80)
● 30.2% With family (n=165)
● 27.4% With roommates (n=150)
● 9.3% With partner, no children (n=51)
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● 2.7% With partner and child(ren) (n=15)
● 0.7% Single parent with child(ren) (n=4)
● 0.4% Prefer not to say (n=2)
● 0.9% Other (n=5)

Employment Status: Student respondents identified their employment status as:
● 7.9% Full-time employment (n=43)
● 49.2% Part-time employment (n=269)
● 0.9% Self-employed (n=5)
● 12.8% Unemployed and actively seeking work (n=70)
● 20.7% Unemployed and not seeking employment (n=113)

Primary Sources of Financing: Student respondents by their top 3 sources of financing for
education and basic necessities

● 17.7% Personal savings (n=290)
● 15.5% Employment (n=255)
● 19.4% Help from personal relationships (n=319)
● 7.8% Government student loans (n=128)
● 1.6% COVID government assistance (n=26)
● 1.3% Bank or other loan (n=22)
● 2.9% Credit card (n=48)
● 11.7% Scholarship, bursary or other merit-based funding package (n=192)
● 2.6% Bursary, financial aid or other needs-based support (n=43)
● 0.3% Other (n=5)

Where Students Regularly Access Food: Student respondents regularly accessed food from:
● 21.6% Campus dining hall or restaurant (n=118)
● 4.7% Free/pay-what-you-can meals on campus (n=26)
● 3.8% Free/discounted fresh produce and bulk food (n=21)
● 2.6% Campus food bank (n=14)
● 1.5% Food bank (in local community) (n=8)
● 63.2% Grocery store/delivery (n=346)
● 11.5% Farmers market/CSA (n=63)
● 5.8% Meal kits (n=32)
● 58.1% Restaurant/café/take-out (n=318)
● 44.4% Friends/family/partner (n=243)
● 6.6% Harvested/grown (n=36)

Results & Discussion

Student Food Insecurity Prevalence & Severity
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The data indicates that food security is a serious issue students are facing at uOttawa during the
COVID-19 pandemic. Based on the coding system described in Table 2, 32.3% of survey
respondents face some level of food insecurity, with 20.2% (n=72) facing moderate levels of food
insecurity and 12.1% (n=43) of respondents facing severe food insecurity in the 2020-2021
school year. Only 67.7% of respondents, (n=241) are food secure (see Figure 1a). When looking
at the current Fall 2021 semester, 48.2% of survey respondents face some level of food
insecurity, 33.5% (n=155) being moderately food insecure and 14.7% (n=68) of respondents
severely food insecure (see Figure 1b).

Figure 1: Student food security status breakdown. Figure 1a. Displays student food security status during the 2020-2021 school year.
Figure 1b. Displays student food security status during the current Fall 2021 school year.

The proportion of food insecure respondents from the 2020-2021 semester is notably lower
between the 2020-2021 school year and the current Fall 2021 semester. The food insecurity
levels for the 2020-2021 school year (32.3%) are notably lower than that found in the 2016
Hungry for Knowledge study, in which 39% of study respondents were found to face food
insecurity (30.7% moderately food insecure and 8.3% severely food insecure) However, the food
insecurity levels for the Fall 2021 semester are notably higher (48.2%) than that found in the
2016 Hungry for Knowledge study. The largest difference is the great decrease in food secure
students between the 2020-2021 school year and the Fall 2021 semester, dropping by 16.0%,
with more students falling into either food insecure categories.

Of the six food access experiences used to determine food insecurity, the factors most commonly
experienced by students were The cost of food prevented me from eating balanced or nutritious
meals (47.7%) and I regularly relied on a few low-cost foods in order to avoid running out of
money to buy more food (45.3%). While, I did not eat for an entire day because I didn't have
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enough money for food (10.9%) were the least common experiences faced by the survey
respondents (see Figure 2a).

In addition to these six questions, students were also asked how often students had to sacrifice
buying food in order to pay for essential expenses. 1.5% (7 of 547) of students selected Always,
11.6% (20 of 547) of students selected Often and, 4.3% (54 of 547) of students selected
Sometimes (see Figure 2b).

Compared to the 2016 Hungry for Knowledge survey in which the same six questions were
asked, there were some similarities and differences. The I regularly relied on a few low-cost
foods in order to avoid running out of money to buy more food, The cost of food prevented me
from eating balanced or nutritious meals, and the I worried my food would run out before I got
money to buy more options were all in the top three in both findings with slight variation in
placement. The lowest options in both reports are both I did not eat for an entire day because I
didn’t have enough money for food, with 11.0% of respondents in total in both reports choosing
that option.
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Figure 2: Breakdown of student answers to food access questions derived from the CCHS. Figure 2a. Food access
questions used to determine level of food insecurity. Figure 2b. How often students had to sacrifice buying food in
order to pay for essential expenses (rent, tuition, textbooks, etc.).

Examining student food insecurity by various demographic factors

Age: The prevalence of food insecurity is highest among those aged 40-49 with 100.0% (2 of 2)
of students in that age bracket responding being moderately food insecure. The second-highest
level of food insecurity were those aged 30-34 (80.0%) The third-highest level of food insecurity
were those aged 35-39 (50.0%). The lowest rates of food insecurity was seen in those aged
25-29 with an overall rate of 34.9% food insecurity (see Figure 3).

Compared to the 2016 Hunger for Knowledge survey, this survey’s older age groups face much
higher rates of food insecurity. The findings from this survey might be skewed as only 2 of the
547 respondents were in the age group with the highest levels of food insecurity. If there were a
larger pool of respondents of all age categories, the findings might be altered. Further study is
required.
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Figure 3: Breakdown of food insecurity status by age group. Each bar represents the percentage of students
experiencing levels of food insecurity within their age group. Bars have been weighted to represent food insecurity
status out of 100% of respondents who selected that age group. For example, out of the respondents who are 16-19
years old, 49% are food insecure (12.9% severely food insecure and 36.1% moderately food insecure).

Gender Identity: The highest percentage of food insecurity, 83.3%, was seen in students that
identify as gender fluid. Of those impacted by the highest percentage of food insecurity, 33.3% (2
of 6) of the respondents who identified as gender fluid face moderate food insecurity, while
50.0% (3 of 6) of gender fluid people face severe food insecurity. Alongside gender fluid people,
the other two gender identities with the highest food insecurity rate were non-binary and
transgender people. The lowest rates of food insecurity was seen in those who identify as a man
and those who preferred not to say, with an overall rate of 46.9% food insecurity for men and
42.9% food insecurity for those who prefer not to say (see Figure 4).

Women and people who are outside of the traditional gender binary are much more likely to
experience higher levels of food insecurity than men (Haskett et al., 2020). Transgender people,
genderfluid people, and non-binary people face the highest risk and levels of food insecurity
(Silverthorne, 2016). This is in line with the findings of the survey. Compared to the 2016 Hungry
For Knowledge survey, transgender people were 100.0% food insecure, gender fluid and
non-binary people were 66.7% food insecure (Silverthorne, 2016).
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Figure 4: Breakdown of food insecurity status by gender identity. Each bar represents the percentage of students
experiencing levels of food insecurity within that gender identity.. Bars have been weighted to represent food insecurity
status out of 100% of respondents who selected that gender identity. For example, out of the respondents who
identified as gender fluid, 83.3% are food insecure (50% severely food insecure and 33.3% moderately food insecure).

Sexual Orientation: The highest percentage of food insecurity, 76.9%, was seen in students that
identify as queer. Of those who identify as queer, 50.0% (13 of 26) of the respondents who
identified as queer face moderate food insecurity, while 26.9% (7 of 26) of queer people face
severe food insecurity. The other highest rates of food insecurity were seen in those who identify
as bisexual (60.3%) and lesbian (55.0%). The lowest rates of food insecurity was seen in those
who identify as gay with an overall rate of (41.7%) food insecurity (see Figure 5).

This survey is in line with previously conducted research that are in agreeance that those who
identify as bisexual and lesbian are more likely to experience food insecurity than other sexual
orientations (Gibb et al., 2021). This is mainly due to economic vulnerabilities or disadvantages in
the labour market, such as households of non-heterosexual couples are less likely to own their
homes than heterosexual couples (Cho, 2021).



12

Figure 5: Breakdown of food insecurity status by sexual orientation. Each bar represents the percentage of students
experiencing levels of food insecurity within that sexual orientation. Bars have been weighted to represent food
insecurity status out of 100% of respondents who selected that orientation group. For example, out of the respondents
who identified as gay, 41.7% are food insecure (25% severely food insecure and 16.7% moderately food insecure).

Ethnic/Racial Identity: PROOF’s 2017-2018 Household Food Security in Canada study found
that the prevalence of household food insecurity differs by Indigenous status and racial/cultural
group. The highest percentage of food insecurity, 73.3%, was seen in students that identify as
Black. Of those who identify as Black, 36.7% (11 of 30) of the respondents face moderate food
insecurity and 36.7% (11 of 30) of Black people face severe food insecurity. Indigenous peoples
follow as the second highest racial/cultural group to face insecurity, with 61.1% of Indignoeus
survey respondents facing some level of food insecurity. Of those who identify as South Asian,
58.3% of survey respondents face food insecurity, with 30.6% (11 of 36) being moderately food
insecure and 27.8% (10 of 36) facing severe food insecurity. The lowest rates of food insecurity
was seen in those who identify as White with an overall rate of 44.5% food insecurity (see Figure
6).

Food security levels and the racial background of post-secondary students are greatly
connected, with non-white students facing higher levels of food insecurity (Morris et al., 2016).
African American individuals are the most likely to face lower levels of food security (Morris et al.,
2020), which is in line with the responses from the survey. A lower proportion of White (of
European descent) students experience food insecurity, especially compared to other racial
groups (Tarasuk & Mitchell, 2020). This is reflected in the results of the survey run at uOttawa,
with White (European) respondents demonstrating the lowest rates of food insecurity. The survey
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results also reflect the high levels of food insecurity that Indigenous students in Canada due to
higher food prices, inadequate diet qualities, and socioeconomic dimensions they face
(Richmond et al., 2020).

Figure 6: Breakdown of food insecurity status by racial/ethnic background. Each bar represents the percentage of
students experiencing levels of food insecurity within their racial/ethnic group. Bars have been weighted to represent
food insecurity status out of 100% of respondents who selected that racial/ethnic group. For example, out of the
respondents who identified as Latinx 50% are food insecure (7.1% severely food insecure and 42.9% moderately food
insecure).

Type of Student: The highest percentage of food insecurity, 59.2%, was seen in international
students. Of those international students, 34.7% (17 of 49) of the respondents who are
international students face moderate food insecurity, while 24.5% (12 of 49) of international
students face severe food insecurity. Students who are studying outside of their province are also
facing the same levels of food insecurity as international students, with an overall rate of 58.0%.
The lowest rates of food insecurity among those who are studying in their home province with an
overall rate of 45.1% food insecurity (see Figure 7).

These findings are in line with those published by Maynard et al (2018), which found that
international students are vulnerable to financial precarity and food insecurity for reasons
including high tuition fees and costs of living, as well as difficulties navigating the Canadian
banking system and transferring money from their home country. On average, international
students pay $25,589.00 per year for a general arts degree in Canada, which is nearly four times
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the tuition of domestic students (Canadian Federation of Students, 2021). Compared to a similar
survey run in 2016, Hungry For Knowledge, the rate of food insecurity in international students
has increased from 46.2% (Silverthorne, 2016) to 59.2% from the survey we conducted.

Figure 7: Breakdown of food insecurity status by student type. Each bar represents the percentage of students
experiencing levels of food insecurity within their student type group. Bars have been weighted to represent food
insecurity status out of 100% of respondents who selected that student type. For example, out of the respondents who
are international students, 59.2% are food insecure 24.5% severely food insecure and 34.7% moderately food
insecure).

Living Arrangement: The highest percentage of food insecurity, 75.0%, was seen in students
that are single parents with dependents. Of the single parents with dependent(s), 50.0% (2 of 4)
of the respondents who identified as single parents with dependent(s) face moderate food
insecurity, while 25.0% (1 of 4) of parents with dependents face severe food insecurity. The
second highest rate of food insecurity by living arrangement was seen in students with partners
and dependent(s) (71.4%) and third highest percentage of food insecurity was seen in those
living in student residences (56.9%) The lowest rates of food insecurity among those that live
with family with an overall rate of (36.7%) food insecurity (see Figure 8).

The high rate of food insecurity among single parent households is in line with findings published
by Statistics Canada based on the 2017/2018 Canadian Community Health Survey whereby the
proportion of food insecure households was over twice as high for lone-parent families with
children (25.1% of female lone-parent families and 16.3% for male lone-parent families) than for
couples with children (7.3%) (Statistics Canada, 2020c). Of the student parent respondents of
this survey compared to the Canadian Community Health Survey, the results show much more
drastic levels of food insecurity. The pandemic has had intense negative effects on students with
dependents. The survey is also in line with findings that state that food security levels are highly
related to whether or not students were living with their families during the COVID-19 pandemic,
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finding that these students consumed more nutritious and balanced meals, face lower levels of
stress, and experience fewer barriers to food access (Davitt et al., 2021)

Figure 8: Breakdown of food insecurity status by living arrangements. Each bar represents the percentage of students
experiencing levels of food insecurity within their living arrangement. Bars have been weighted to represent food
insecurity status out of 100% of respondents who selected that arrangement group. For example, out of the
respondents who are living with roommates, 55% are food insecure (20.7% severely food insecure and 34.3%
moderately food insecure).

Financial Status: The highest percentage of food insecurity, 61.9%, was seen in students that
are unemployed and actively seeking work. 36.5% (23 of 63) of the respondents who identified
as unemployed and actively seeking work face moderate food insecurity, while 25.4% (16 of 63)
face severe food insecurity. The second highest percentage of food insecurity by employment
status was self-employed (60.0%) and the third highest is full-time employment (58.6%). The
lowest rates of food insecurity are students who are unemployed and not seeking employment
with an overall rate of (48.9%) food insecurity (see Figure 9).



16

Figure 9: Breakdown of food insecurity status by employment status. Each bar represents the percentage of students
experiencing levels of food insecurity within their employment group. Bars have been weighted to represent food
insecurity status out of 100% of respondents who selected that employment group. For example, out of the
respondents who are employed full-time, 50% are food insecure (15% severely food insecure and 35% moderately
food insecure).

The highest percentage of food insecurity, 75.0%, was seen in those whose primary funding is a
bank or other other loan. 35.0% (7 of 20) of the respondents whose primary funding is a bank or
other other loan face moderate food insecurity, while 40.0% (8 of 20) face severe food insecurity.
The second highest rate of food insecurity was seen in those whose primary funding is
government student loans (61.5%) and third highest is credit card (59.1%). The lowest rates of
food insecurity were seen in students whose primary funding is a scholarship, bursary, or other
merit-based funding package with an overall rate of (40.5%) food insecurity (see Figure 10).

Maynard et al (2018) explain that a common issue precipitating food shortages among students
is the mismatch between student loan amounts and tuition and living costs. The levels of
financial assistance allotted to students via government loans are based on assumptions
regarding parental financial support, which is not universally available or sufficient due to other
demands on families’ resources. Students who are reliant on financial assistance from loans and
credit cards are more likely to be food insecure (Meldrum & Willows, 2006). Even with budgeting
and financial knowledge, it is not sufficient enough to alleviate food insecurity for those who rely
on financial aid as the money received from loans is still not enough to cover the, in comparison,
higher costs of food (Meldrum & Willows, 2006).
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Figure 10: Breakdown of food insecurity status by source of funding. Each bar represents the percentage of students
experiencing levels of food insecurity within their funding source group. Bars have been weighted to represent food
insecurity status out of 100% of respondents who selected that funding source. For example, out of the respondents
who relied on personal savings for funding, 50.8% are food insecure (14.3% severely food insecure and 36.5%
moderately food insecure).

Student Food Experience

Regular Food Access: The highest percentage of food insecurity, 100.0%, was seen in uOttawa
students that regularly access food through a campus food bank. Of those accessing food by the
campus food bank, 21.4% (3 of 14) of the respondents face moderate food insecurity, while
78.6% (11 of 14) face severe food insecurity. The second highest percentage of those facing
food insecurity are those who access food through food banks in a local community with 87.5%
(7 of 8) of respondents being severely insecure. The third highest percentage of food insecurity
was found in those who accessed meals though free/discounted fresh produce and bulk food
with 81.0% (17 of 21) of respondents. The lowest rates of food insecurity are students who
access food through friends, family, or a partner with an overall rate of (43.6%) food insecurity
(see Figure 11).

The results of the survey are in line with studies conducted by PROOF. Policy responses in
Canada have been focusing on providing food even though it is widespread knowledge that food
insecurity is mainly due to inadequate income (PROOF, 2019). There is a large disconnect
between the continuous primary response to food insecurity being food banks and food insecure
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households that actually use food banks. From a 2016 survey, it was found that food bank use
“was one of the least common strategies employed by severely food-insecure households when
they were short of money” (PROOF, 2019). Those who do use food banks are more desperate
compared to food-insecure households that do not, having substantially lower incomes leading to
the use of food banks instead of seeking aid from family and friends (Tarasuk et al., 2019).

Figure 11: Breakdown of food insecurity status by where students accessed their meals. Each bar represents the
percentage of students experiencing levels of food insecurity within the group where they accessed meals. Bars have
been weighted to represent food insecurity status out of 100% of respondents who selected that group. For example,
out of the respondents who regularly accessed meals via meal kits, 71.9% are food insecure (28.1% severely food
insecure and 43.8% moderately food insecure).

Impacts of COVID-19 on Food Access and Student Wellbeing

The COVID-19 pandemic continues to have a direct impact on student food insecurity. 38.6%
(211 of 547) of respondents answered that their ability to maintain healthy eating choices/habits
throughout the pandemic has been negatively impacted. The second highest impact of
COVID-19 on uOttawa students was increased reliance on food delivery services with 25.6%
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(140 of 547) facing food insecurity. The third highest impact of COVID-19 was fear and anxiety
related to COVID-19 made it more difficult for me to access food, with 21.4% (117 of 547) of
respondents facing food insecurity (see Figure 12).

The results of the survey are in line with other findings concerning the relationship between food
insecurity and COVID-19 in post-secondary students. Many students who faced new food
insecurity due to the pandemic have reported being less likely to meet the proper nutritional
consumption rates, such as fruits, vegetables, and fibres (Davitt et al., 2021), ultimately unable to
maintain their healthy eating choices and habits to the same degree as before the pandemic. The
survey results are also in line with the survey results that demonstrate food insecurity is closely
related to anxiety and fear, with more than seven times higher odds of severely food insecure
households reporting moderate or severe anxiety symptoms (Statistics Canada, 2020b).

Figure 12: Percentage of how COVID-19 impacted student’s relationships with food.

The survey results also showed that food insecurity was not the only issue that has been
exacerbated by the pandemic. When asked how COVID-19 has impacted their lives, 334 of 547
respondents, (61.1%), reported that their mental health was negatively impacted. 41.0% (224 of
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547) of respondents with negatively impacted physical health face moderate food insecurity as
the second highest impact, while 38.4% (210 of 547) faced negative impacts on eating habits as
the third highest impact (see Figure 13). The lowest percentage of respondents stated that they
relied on emergency food relief services/food banks, with only 2.2% (11 of 547) students.

There are additional COVID-19-related factors contributing to the high rate of food insecurity
among students at uOttawa: 31.7% of the survey respondents reported that their eating habits
have been negatively impacted by the pandemic and 12.8% reported having more trouble
affording basic needs than before COVID-19.

61.1% of respondents indicated that their mental health was negatively impacted by the
pandemic. In general, adults living in food insecure households are more likely to experience a
wide range of adverse mental health outcomes compared to those living in food secure
households (Jessiman-Perreault & McIntyre, 2017). The pandemic may also exacerbate this;
among the general Canadian population, those who have experienced food insecurity during the
pandemic reported significantly worse mental health outcomes than food-secure households
(Statistics Canada, 2020b).

Figure 13: Percentage of how COVID-19 impacted student’s overall life.

Student Priorities for Food
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Students were asked how frequently they were on campus on a weekly basis. 24.3% of
respondents (133 of 547) were on campus “often” as the highest response. This is followed by
23.9% of respondents (131 of 547) who were on campus “sometimes”, 23.0% of respondents
(126 of 547), were on campus “always” as the third highest response , and 19.0% of respondents
(104 of 547), were on campus “never” as the lowest response (See Figure 14).

Figure 14: Percentage of how often respondents are on campus.
Students were asked to rate the level of importance of eight different factors of food they eat with
Not important, Somewhat Important, Important, or Very Important. Figure 15 shows the
breakdown of the responses outlining the percentage of students that found each factor Very
Important, Important, and Somewhat Important. Students found that “healthy/nutritious” was the
most important at 40.8% of respondents (n=223) finding it Very Important, 30.0% of respondents
(n=164) finding it Important, and 7.7% of respondents (n=42) finding it Somewhat Important. This
is closely followed by “delicious” with 77.9% (n=426) of respondents finding it of importance, and
the food being “affordable (low cost)” with 77.9% (n=426) of respondents finding it of importance
(See Figure 15).
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Figure 15: Percentage of respondents by importance of various factors in food.

Students were also assessed on their satisfactions with their campus meal plan. 6.2% of
respondents, (n=34) are Very Satisfied with their campus meal plan, 13.9% of respondents,
(n=76) are Somewhat Satisfied with their campus meal plan, 5.5% of respondents, (n=30) are
Dissatisfied with their campus meal plan, and 60.5% of respondents, (n=331) are not on a
campus meal plan (See Figure 16).

The level of food security is related to the dissatisfaction of campus meal plans. Being
dissatisfied with a meal plan is related to food insecurity as students who are dissatisfied are
more likely to be food insecure. Students with unlimited meal plans are less likely to face food
insecurity than students who are unable to afford the unlimited meal plan (Heying, 2019).
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Figure 16: Percentage of students satisfied with their meal plan.

Student food preferences and restrictions may impact their access to food, particularly if there is
a limited availability of options that meet their needs. When looking at the most prevalent food
restrictions and preferences, 15.0% of respondents (n=82) are vegetarian, 10.6% of respondents
(n=58) are dairy free, and 7.1% of respondents (n=39) selected halal (See Figure 17).

Students have reported that dietary restrictions have made it difficult to access good food, both
on campus and off-campus. Some students have reported not enough variety, or very few,
options that comply with their preferences (Sharma, 2019). Another important aspect that
connects food insecurity among students with dietary restrictions is the extra cost and financial
burden of purchasing and maintaining the different food preferences (Henry, 2017).
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Figure 17: Percentage of respondents who picked each preference/restriction.

Ideas for improving access to food

While food banks and other food initiatives are available to help those that are food insecure
meet their needs, there are various reasons they may not be accessing these services. When
looking at the most common reasons why students have not accessed food banks and other
good initiatives, 12.1% of respondents, (n=66) stated that “Other” was the highest reason, 10.8%
of respondents, (n=59) stated that “I am uncomfortable accessing these services”, and 6.9% of
respondents, (n=38) stated that “location is inconvenient” (See Figure 18).

Figure 18: Percentage of respondents who picked each reason for why they haven’t accessed food banks and other
food initiatives.
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Grocery gift cards were the most chosen option to help improve student access to food when
students were asked to select three items from a predefined list of factors that would be most
helpful in improving their access to food. “Grocery gift cards” was the top item, selected by 35.6%
of the survey respondents, (n=195). This was followed by “affordable on campus meals/meal
plan”, which was selected by 25.4% of respondents, (n=139) and then “affordable food boxes
delivered to your home” and “affordable  on campus meals/meal plan” (see Figure 19).

Figure 19: Percentage of respondents who picked each option that would be most helpful in improving student
access to food.

Eating on a budget is most interesting to students when asked which topics of educational
information about food and cooking they would like to know more about.  “Eating on a budget”
was the top item, selected by 45.2% of the survey respondents, (n=247). This was closely
followed by “healthy eating”, which was selected by 42.8% of respondents, (n=235) and then
“easy recipes” and “reducing food waste” (see Figure 20).
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Figure 20: Percentage of respondents interested in each food and cooking topic.

Students selected three preferred methods of communication from a predefined list; Instagram
was the students’ top medium for receiving educational information about food and cooking.
“Instagram” was the top item, selected by 38.4% of the survey respondents, (n=2). This was
followed by “Newsletters”, which was selected by 30.2% of respondents, (n=165) and then
“YouTube videos” and “Online classes or workshops” (see Figure 21).
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Figure 21: Percentage of respondents who picked each method to receive educational information about food and
cooking.

Survey Limitations

Firstly, the Student Food Experience Survey is self-reported. The voluntary and anonymous
nature of the survey means that there are potential sources of bias that may have impacted the
results. There is a possibility of having selection bias, since the study was distributed through
student networks, the sample population for this survey may not be completely representative of
the student body. Additionally, since the study was conducted on only 547 of the 44,693
(uOttawa Enrollment, 2020) students attending uOttawa, the results are not statistically
significant to represent overall food insecurity prevalence rates among post-secondary students.
Lastly, due to the small financial incentive offered upon completion of the survey, food insecure
students may have been more likely to respond to the survey. As a result, the percentage of food
insecure students may be over reported leading to an overestimation on the food insecurity
prevalence among our study  populace.

Other limitations to factor in are related to student outreach. We attempted to share the survey
with as many students from diverse and various backgrounds as possible, distributing the survey
through as many outlets as possible. However, not every club, professor, administrator, and
others that we reached out to for the survey distribution did not respond, thus, not every
population was reached in the same capacity. The survey was also only running for a short
period of time, being open for responses from October 6th, 2021 to October 29th, 2021.
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Providing more time could have resulted in more answers, especially from such a large
institution,which  could have greatly altered the results. This short time period might not have
provided enough time to allow all those willing to fill out the survey. This time period also
coincided with mid-term examination season, with the final week of the survey being open taking
place during the fall reading week for the University of Ottawa. Outreach may have been limited
due to these factors as many students might not have had the time, desire, or awareness to fill
out the survey, skewing data further.

Summary and Recommendations

The survey results indicate that 48.2% students who responded to this survey at uOttawa are
facing food insecurity and we recommend that uOttawa takes action to address this issue. In
particular, the following groups of students are most impacted by food insecurity:

● Queer, bisexual, and lesbian students
● Genderfluid, non-binary, and transgender students
● Black and Indigenous students
● International students

We recommend that major stakeholders, including students, convene to discuss student food
insecurity and come up with actionable, immediate and long-term solutions to address food
insecurity issues. We recommend further consultation with the student community, particularly
those most impacted by food insecurity, in order to further develop appropriate interventions. If
committees or working groups are formed in order to address food insecurity, we highly
recommend that student leaders be regularly and meaningfully invited to participate in decision
making.

Of the students who filled out this survey, grocery gift cards and affordable food boxes delivered
to your home were ranked as top priorities to address food insecurity (See Figure 19). Based on
survey results and student consultation, the following initiatives could be implemented to improve
student food access:

● Collect and make public uOttawa’s student demographic information for future use and
study concerning student well-being such as racial/ethnic backgrounds, sexual
orientation, gender, dissabilities, etc.

● Conduct yearly food insecurity surveys to obtain and share more information concerning
the food insecurity that uOttawa’s students face

● Write yearly reports concerning student food insecurity at uOttawa
● Collaborate with student bodies and initiatives to help bring awareness to student food

insecurity and begin aiding students faced with food insecurity
● Consult students via the survey and social media methods (See Figure 22 below) to allow

student voices and opinions to be heard
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Figure 22: Ways student respondents would like to contribute to decision making on campus
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