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ABSTRACT
Purpose:We compared food insecurity status, coping strategies, dem-
ographic characteristics, and self-rated health of international and
domestic postsecondary students requesting emergency food hampers
from a campus food bank (CFB).
Methods: We collected data from a cross-sectional convenience sam-
ple of domestic and international students who accessed the CFB at
the University of Alberta.
Results: Food insecurity was prevalent (international students:
n = 26/27 (96.2%), domestic students: n = 31/31 (100%)).
Compared with their domestic peers, international students were less
likely to rate their mental health negatively (14.8% vs 38.7%,
P = 0.04). The primary income source was government loans (54.8%)
for domestic students and research assistantships (33.3%) for
international students. To cope with not having enough money for
food, the majority of both student groups delayed bill payments or
buying university supplies, applied for loans or bursaries, purchased
food on credit, or worked more. International students were less likely
to ask friends or relatives for food (48.1% vs 77.4%, P = 0.02).
Conclusions: Domestic and international students mostly used similar
coping strategies to address food insecurity; however, they paid for
their education using different income sources. Distinct strategies for
international and domestic students are required to allow more
students to cover their educational and living expenses.
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RÉSUMÉ
Objectif : Nous avons comparé le statut d’insécurité alimentaire, les
stratégies d’adaptation, les caractéristiques démographiques et l’état
de santé auto-évalué d’étudiants postsecondaires canadiens et inter-
nationaux qui avaient recours aux paniers alimentaires d’urgence de
la banque d’alimentation de leur campus universitaire (BAC).
Méthodes : Nous avons recueilli des données auprès d’un échantillon
de commodité transversal d’étudiants canadiens et étrangers qui fai-
saient appel à la BAC de l’Université de l’Alberta.
Résultats : L’insécurité alimentaire était prévalente (étudiants interna-
tionaux : n = 26/27 [96,2 %]; étudiants locaux : n = 31/31 [100 %]).
Comparativement à leurs collègues canadiens, les étudiants étrangers
étaient moins susceptibles de qualifier leur santé mentale de mauvaise
(14,8 % vs 38,7 %; p = 0,04). La principale source de revenus était les
prêts gouvernementaux (54,8 %) pour les étudiants canadiens et les
postes d’assistant à la recherche (33,3 %) pour les étudiants
étrangers. Pour compenser le manque d’argent pour se nourrir, la plu-
part des étudiants, peu importe leur origine, retardaient le paiement
de factures ou l’achat de matériel universitaire, demandaient des
prêts et bourses, achetaient des aliments à crédit ou travaillaient
davantage. Par ailleurs, les étudiants internationaux étaient moins sus-
ceptibles de demander de la nourriture à leurs amis ou à leur famille
(48,1 % vs 77,4 %; p = 0,02).
Conclusions : Les étudiants canadiens et étrangers utilisaient en
grande partie des stratégies similaires pour composer avec
l’insécurité alimentaire. Cependant, ils se servaient de sources de reve-
nus différentes pour payer leurs études. Des stratégies distinctes pour
les étudiants canadiens et étrangers sont nécessaires pour permettre
à un plus grand nombre d’entre eux de couvrir les dépenses liées à leur
éducation et à leur vie courante.

(Rev can prat rech diétét. 2017;78:XX–XX)
(DOI: 10.3148/cjdpr-2017-012)
Publié au dcjournal.ca le 24 mai 2017

INTRODUCTION
Food insecurity is the inadequate or insecure access to food
due to financial constraints [1]. It can have detrimental effects
on health and well-being [1, 2]. Due to declining public fund-
ing for postsecondary education, tuition and compulsory fee
increases have become a common strategy to cover
university-operating revenues; consequently, students from
low- and middle-income households are vulnerable to food

insecurity [3]. Food-insecure students are more likely to have
indications of poor health compared with their food-secure
peers [4, 5]. Universities are increasing enrollment of
international students, in part to generate revenue through
international tuition fees [6]. The potential for food insecurity
may be higher among international students because they pay
higher tuition fees than domestic students, have restrictions
on their student visas that limit employment opportunities,
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and are ineligible to receive many Canadian federal and pro-
vincial loans, scholarships, and bursaries to support their
education [6].

Research conducted in Canada, the United States, and
Australia suggests that students vulnerable to food insecurity
use food and income management strategies and social and
community support to help them to acquire food [4, 5, 7].
Students may access emergency food hampers or food items
from a food bank located on their campus as 1 option to cope
with food insecurity [8]. Severe coping strategies such as steal-
ing have been reported [7]. Many of the strategies used to
obtain food could negatively affect students’ health, academic
performance, and future employment prospects.

In 1991, the first Canadian campus food bank (CFB)
opened at the University of Alberta (UAlberta) in Edmonton.
Today, most postsecondary institutions across Canada have
food banks, possibly due to the increased financial pressures
faced by postsecondary students [9]. The disproportionately
high number of international students who seek emergency
food aid suggests that food insecurity is common among this
group of students. For example, while 14% of all UAlberta stu-
dents are international students, 33% of student clients of the
UAlberta CFB are international students [8]. Considering the
over-representation of international students among food
bank users, we conducted a study to compare the food
insecurity status, demographic characteristics, self-rated
health, and food insecurity coping strategies of international
and domestic students receiving charitable food donations
from UAlberta CFB.

METHODS
This was a cross-sectional study of a convenience sample of
student clients of the UAlberta CFB. Two graduate students
recruited participants from April 2013 to April 2014 by
approaching them at the food bank during peak hours of
usage to complete an interviewer-administered survey. The
survey queried food security status over the past 30 days using
the 10-item Adult Food Security Survey Module, demographic
characteristics, self-rated mental and physical health using
questions from the Canadian Community Health Survey, and
food insecurity coping strategies particular to students as
described elsewhere [7]. Food security responses were coded

using the Health Canada method to provide information
about the percentage of students who lived in marginal, mod-
erate, and severely food-insecure households [1]. Responses
between domestic and international students were compared
using χ2, Fisher’s exact test, and Mann–Whitney U test.
A P value <0.05 was considered statistically significant. Data
were analyzed using SPSS, version 22.0 (Chicago, Illinois, USA).
This study received approval from a UAlberta Research Ethics
Board and the CFB Board of Directors and Executive Director.
Participants gave informed consent.

RESULTS
Fifty-eight student clients (n = 27 international; n = 31
domestic) of the CFB participated in this study, representing
25% of the total clients registered within the 1-year timeframe
of our study. The prevalence of marginal (14.8%), moderate
(37.0%), or severe (44.4%) household food insecurity was
96.2% for international students. The prevalence of marginal
(3.2%), moderate (51.6%), or severe (45.2%) household food
insecurity was 100% for domestic students. Compared with
domestic students, international students were younger (27.4
± 5.8 vs 32.2 ± 9.5, P = 0.03), more likely to be graduate stu-
dents (73.1% vs 29%, χ2= 10.98, P= 0.001), and less likely to
report poor/fair mental health (14.8% vs 38.7%, χ2 = 4.125,
P= 0.04) (as compared with excellent/very good/good mental
health). There were no significant differences between
international and domestic students for general or physical
health, sex, marital status, being a caregiver of children, or year
of program. The majority of international (59.3%) and domes-
tic (67.7%) students lived with others (χ2= 0.450, P= 0.50).

The primary sources of income for international and
domestic students are shown in Table 1. Domestic students
relied mostly on government student loans, whereas
international students relied mostly on research assistantships.
When they did not have money for food, international stu-
dents were less likely than their domestic peers to get food
from friends or relatives as a strategy to address food insecu-
rity (Table 2).

DISCUSSION
The majority of student clients of the UAlberta CFB who par-
ticipated in this study lived in households that at times over

Table 1. Students’ primary sources of income for funding their postsecondary education.

Primary income source
International students

(n = 27), no. (%)
Domestic students
(n = 31), no. (%)

Government student loans 0 (0) 17 (54.8)
Other (not specified) 1 (3.7) 5 (16.1)
Savings 2 (7.4) 4 (12.9)
Employment other than research assistantship 4 (14.8) 1 (3.2)
Family 5 (18.5) 0 (0)
Scholarship or bursary 6 (22.2) 1 (3.2)
Research assistantship 9 (33.3) 3 (9.7)
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the previous 30 days, were uncertain of having, or unable to
acquire, enough food to meet the needs of all their members
because they had insufficient money for food [1]. The mon-
etary value of participating students’ primary income sources
(government loans for domestic students, research assistant-
ships for international students) may have been inadequate
to meet both their educational (e.g., tuition, compulsory fees,
textbooks) and living (e.g., food, rent, utilities) needs. In gen-
eral, domestic and international students used similar coping
strategies to address food insecurity, including not purchasing
university supplies. International students were less likely to
request food from friends or relatives to alleviate their food
insecurity, which might be due to the (i) geographical distance
between students and their family and social networks and/or
(ii) variability in cultural norms and practices across countries.
International students were less likely to apply for a loan or
bursary, likely because Canadian government loans are avail-
able only to domestic citizens or permanent residents.

Food insecurity is associated with emotional distress and
depression [2]; yet, despite similarities in the prevalence of
household food insecurity, fewer international than domestic
students considered their mental health to be only poor/fair.
The reasons why international students reported better mental
health is unknown. International students were potentially
healthier than domestic students, given that under Canada’s
immigration law, international students undergo a medical
exam to ensure that they have good health [10]. International

students might not have recognized that they had a mental
health problem or might have chosen not to report their per-
ceptions of their mental health.

To our knowledge, this is the first study in Canada to
examine sociodemographic, income sources, coping strategies,
and health differences between international and domestic
postsecondary students seeking emergency food hampers.
Limitations of this study include the cross-sectional design,
which precluded making causal inferences about study find-
ings, and the small sample size. The sampling of participants
was achieved through nonprobability convenience sampling
due to the stigma associated with food bank use, which would
have made the recruitment of a random sample challenging.

Postsecondary institutions need to focus on responding to
the issue of student food insecurity as it represents a potential
barrier to students’ academic achievement and well-being
[4, 5]. As the majority of food-insecure students likely do not
access food banks [11], studies of food insecurity among the
general student population and the reasons for its existence
are required. Longitudinal research with large samples of ran-
domly derived participants is required to determine the mag-
nitude of the problem and to determine whether food
insecurity has long-term negative effects on students.

RELEVANCE TO PRACTICE
It is the position of Dietitians of Canada that food security is a
basic human right. There is increasing evidence that

Table 2. Coping strategies used by international and domestic postsecondary student clients of the Campus Food Bank at the
University of Alberta when they did not have money for food.

Food insecurity coping strategya
International students

(n = 27), no. (%)
Domestic students
(n = 31), no. (%) χ2 P value

Get food from friends or relatives or go to the home of
a friend or relative for a meal

13 (48.1) 24 (77.4) 5.35 0.02*

Apply for a loan or bursary 19 (70.4) 28 (90.3) 3.74 0.05*

Get food from a food bank (other than the UAlberta
Campus Food Bank) or emergency food service
such as a soup kitchen

5 (18.5) 11 (35.5) 2.08 0.15*

Purchase food using a credit card 19 (70.4) 26 (83.9) 1.51 0.22*

Delay bill payments 15 (55.6) 20 (64.5) 0.48 0.49*

Seek employment or work more hours 23 (85.2) 25 (80.6) — 0.74†

Borrow money for food from a friend or relative 15 (55.6) 15 (48.4) 0.30 0.59*

Delay buying university supplies or not buying them 20 (74.1) 24 (77.4) 0.09 0.77*

Give up services such as telephone or TV 13 (48.1) 16 (51.6) 0.07 0.79*

Sell or pawn possessions 11 (40.7) 13 (41.9) 0.01 0.93*

Buy cheaper foodb 3 (11.1) 4 (12.9) — 1.00†

Attend events offering free foodb 0 (0) 2 (6.5) — 0.49†

Steal foodb 0 (0) 3 (9.7) — 0.24†

*P value based on χ2.
†P value based on Fisher’s exact test.
aTotal percentages exceeds 100% because participants chose as many options as applied to them.
bAn open-ended question asked students to describe coping strategies not included on the coping strategy list that they used when they did not have money for food.
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postsecondary students from low- and middle-income house-
holds and students from foreign countries are vulnerable for
food insecurity. Food banks are not the solution to student
hunger. Responses that resolve student food insecurity would
make a postsecondary education more affordable. Dietitians
could advocate for increased student loans, reduced tuition
and compulsory fees, a guaranteed basic income for
Canadian students, and the increased availability of nutritious
low-cost food on campuses.
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