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Introduction

Meeting students’ basic needs is essential to their ability to participate in
postsecondary education. Students cannot engage fully in college when
they are unsure whether they will have enough food, stable housing,
reliable transportation, or other resources. Higher education and
policymakers have increasingly focused on addressing basic needs
insecurity among postsecondary students, especially since the COVID-19
pandemic highlighted both the scale of student hardship and the need for
coordinated, sustained support. Students across different backgrounds
experience basic needs insecurity, while their identities and
circumstances—including race, income, first-generation status, caregiving
responsibilities, immigration-related experiences, disability, and other
factors—may shape the types of needs they experience, the barriers they
encounter, and how they seek or use support.

Students’ perceptions of what a basic need is,
when hardship warrants seeking help, and
whether they feel they deserve support can
influence whether and how they use available

resources.
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Students’ perceptions of what a basic need is, when hardship warrants
seeking help, and whether they feel they deserve support can influence
whether and how they use available resources. When students’
experiences do not align with institutional definitions or program design,
services may unintentionally overlook important forms of basic needs
insecurity and reinforce underlying notions of stigma. For practitioners and
administrators, this raises practical questions about outreach, screening,
referral pathways, and service design. For researchers, it raises
conceptual questions about whether existing definitions and indicators
capture how students experience and navigate basic needs insecurity.

Despite emerging research on the prevalence and consequences of basic

needs insecurity, few studies comprehensively examine how student
perspectives shape definitions of basic needs, their thresholds for
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recognizing and seeking help, and institutional responses.! This literature
review, part of a three-year, multi-phase project funded by ECMC
Foundation’s Basic Needs Initiative, synthesizes existing research and
practice-based evidence on student perspectives, help-seeking,
institutional strategies, communication approaches, and public benefit
navigation, while identifying gaps that the project’s subsequent student-
focused research and institutional strategy work aim to address.2 Overall,
the project seeks to generate evidence to help institutions shape support
systems around how students understand, communicate about, and
navigate basic needs insecurity.

As a foundation for this project, we reviewed literature on basic needs
insecurity, focusing predominantly on higher education, to answer the
following research questions:

1. How do researchers and practitioners define basic needs
insecurity, and to what extent do those definitions reflect student
perspectives?

2. How do student-defined thresholds of need influence whether and
how students seek support or use available resources?

3. How have institutions incorporated student perspectives into basic
needs strategies, decision-making, and service design?

4. What student-informed approaches to communication and
outreach around basic needs have been documented?

5. What are the key gaps related to student-defined basic needs
insecurity and student-informed institutional responses?

1 Throughout the review, we refer to these thresholds of seeking support as the moments
when students recognize a hardship as serious, legitimate or actionable enough to seek
help, whether from family, peers, institutions, community partners, or social services.

2 For more information on the Understanding Postsecondary Students’ Perspectives on
Basic Needs Insecurity project, see: https://sr.ithaka.org/understanding-postsecondary-
students-perspectives-on-basic-needs-insecurity/. This review utilizes ECMC Foundation’s
definition of basic needs insecurity, which is “the lack or fear of the lack of resources like
food, housing, childcare, transportation, technology, physical safety, mental health
services and more” (“Basic Needs | ECMC Foundation,” n.d.). This broad definition
reflects the field’s growing recognition that students’ basic needs extend beyond food
and housing alone, even though food insecurity, housing insecurity, and homelessness
have historically been the most common focus of campus-based basic needs research
and practice.
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The literature on student basic needs insecurity has expanded over time,
documenting the prevalence and consequences of unmet basic needs,
and the range of support that institutions provide. At the same time,
questions remain about how students define their needs, decide whether
to seek support, and shape the design, communication and evaluation of
basic needs initiatives. The key findings below summarize the major
themes we found in the literature.

Key findings

e Basic needs insecurity is increasingly understood to be
multidimensional. Research most often focuses on food insecurity,
housing insecurity, and homelessness. Student-focused studies
identify a wider set of needs, including transportation, childcare,
technology access, and more. Many institutions and organizations
use assessment tools to measure these broader domains, but
often develop them internally and independently.

e Whether students view their needs as serious, legitimate, or
actionable enough for support shapes their help-seeking. Studies
consistently identify lack of awareness as a common barrier. They
also point to stigma, self-reliance norms, perceived eligibility,
informal support networks, complex application requirements, prior
experiences, and institutional trust as factors in students’ help-
seeking decisions.

e While the literature frequently recommends incorporating student
perspectives into basic needs strategies, it does not offer clear
guidance on the best approaches. The literature recognizes the
value of listening to students, but offers little guidance on the most
effective approaches to incorporating student input and how that
input changes or meaningfully impacts how services operate.

e Few studies evaluate the effectiveness of student-informed
communication and outreach. Studies and practice-based
resources often recommend peer-led outreach, targeted nudges,
and other student-focused approaches, but do not often rigorously
examine their effects on service use across student groups and
institutional contexts.

e The impact of various basic needs interventions remains unevenly
evaluated. Some studies found or suggested how several
intervention types improved certain academic outcomes, but few
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studies evaluated these interventions rigorously, replicated them
across different institutional contexts, or identified which
components work best, for whom, and under what conditions.

Taken together, these findings suggest that advancing student-centered
basic needs support will require student-informed definitions, stronger
measurement, and more consistent evaluation. Researchers should
develop measures that capture the multidimensional nature of basic
needs insecurity, create better frameworks for understanding student
thresholds of need, and evaluate which interventions, communication
strategies, and student engagement models work across different
contexts and student groups. For practitioners, the findings suggest that
institutions should consider whether supports are relevant, trustworthy,
accessible, and responsive to students’ varied experiences of need, and
how broader definitions of basic needs insecurity can shape resource
allocation. As basic needs initiatives continue to expand, practitioners
must also consider how to engage students intentionally without
overburdening them and track whether services respond to students’
needs.

Methodology

This structured literature review and document analysis examined how
existing research and practice on basic needs insecurity in higher
education reflect student perspectives, focusing on student-defined need,
help-seeking behaviors, institutional responses, and communication
strategies. Between February and March 2026, we searched the ERIC and
PubMed databases and used Google Scholar as a secondary source to
identify research and practice-based literature published from 2010
through March 2026.3 We focused on how students define and
experience basic needs insecurity, recognize and respond to need, and
seek or use support, as well as how institutions design and communicate
basic needs services, including public benefit navigation. After screening
and appraising the sources, we included 70 sources in the final review.
Appendix A provides additional methodological details.

3 Earlier foundational literature on topics related to stigma and help-seeking behaviors,
and food insecurity, were included where they aligned with the research question.
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Findings

The findings for this review are organized around each research question.
Together, they suggest that while research and practice is starting to
incorporate and reflect student perspectives and experiences into the
understanding of basic needs insecurity, it draws few definitive
conclusions on how students define need, when they decide to seek
support, and how their input shapes basic needs service strategies. The
following sections describe insights from the literature, synthesize key
findings for each question, and discuss patterns, tensions, and gaps.

Defining basic needs insecurity: Dominant
frameworks and emerging student perspectives

How do existing research and practice define basic needs
insecurity, and to what extent do those definitions reflect
student perspectives?

Food and housing insecurity dominate the literature.

Across empirical studies, research-informed reports, and toolkits,
definitions of basic needs insecurity focus heavily on food insecurity,
housing insecurity, and homelessness. Student perspectives rarely appear
in these definitions. Food insecurity, housing insecurity, and
homelessness represent core forms of material hardship for students and
have established or widely used measurement tools, such as the US
Department of Agriculture’s Adult Food Security Survey Module (AFSSM),
which have made them more visible in higher education research focused
on basic needs.

One of the first studies to assess food insecurity on college campuses
used the AFSSM (Chaparro et al. 2009). Goldrick-Rab and her coauthors
(2018) also recommend the measure in their guide to assessing basic
needs insecurity on college campuses. Later campus-based studies of
basic needs insecurity used modified versions of the AFSSM to measure
food insecurity and different approaches to housing security or
homelessness (Crutchfield and Maguire 2019; Leung et al. 2021). The
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study by Crutchfield and Maguire (2019) used survey questions informed
by the US Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) and US
Department of Education (ED) definitions of homelessness, while Leung et
al. (2021) used a two-item screener to assess housing insecurity.4

While the field lacks an agreed-upon standard for measuring housing
insecurity, which can vary by age, circumstance, and living arrangement,
Goldrick-Rab et al. (2018) recommend using questions adapted from the
Survey of Income and Program Participation Adult Well-Being Model to
measure housing insecurity, and using Crutchfield and Maguire’s (2017)
instrument to measure homelessness. One study used a modified version
of the recommended housing insecurity measure but noted that no
validated measure existed for college students. Because they treated
housing insecurity as a component of basic needs insecurity, the authors
called for the development of a more accurate measure (Robbins et al.
2022).

The COVID-19 pandemic underscored how disruptions to other essential
needs, such as technology access, can impact a student’s ability to
persist, particularly for modern learners, whose work, caregiving, and
other non-academic responsibilities often shape their higher education
experiences (Blankstein and Wolff-Eisenberg 2020). Recent academic
research and reports show that the field is broadening its understanding
of student basic needs, although measurement has not kept pace with
this conceptual expansion. A statewide survey of New Mexico's public
higher education institutions included optional questions on health
insurance and transportation access—an important concern in a
predominantly rural state—but noted that measures of health service
affordability and health insurance status had not been validated among
survey participants (Cargas et al. 2025). In 2019, the Hope Center for

4 Both departments draw on different subsections of the McKinney-Vento Homeless
Assistance Act for their definitions of homelessness. HUD defines homelessness as
sheltered (in emergency shelter, transitional or supportive housing) and unsheltered (in
places not meant for human habitation). The Department of Education definition includes
youth who lack a fixed, regular and adequate nighttime residence, which includes the
categories under HUD’s definition and those temporarily staying with others, or at a hotel
or motel without a permanent home to return to. See Youth.Gov’s explanation of the
federal definitions of homelessness (“Federal Definitions & Eligibility | Youth.Gov,”
accessed August 28, 2026, https://youth.gov/youth-topics/homelessness-and-housing-
instability/federal-definitions) and Crutchfield and Maguire’s (2017) paper Research
Basic Needs in Higher Education: Qualitative and Quantitative Instruments to Explore a
Holistic Understanding of Food and Housing Insecurity, for more.
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Student Basic Needs expanded its exploration of student basic needs to
include transportation and childcare, and the definition of student basic
needs in its 2021 Student Basic Needs Survey report included these and
additional domains, such as access to healthcare, affordable technology
and resources for personal hygiene (#RealCollege 2021 2021; Baker-
Smith et al. 2020).5 The newly revised survey incorporates more basic
needs domains based on student and institutional feedback, relying on
internally developed scales due to the lack of standard measures, which
limits comparability across studies (The Hope Center for Student Basic
Needs 2025). Taken together, the literature reveals a tension in how the
field defines basic needs insecurity: researchers and practitioners
recognize that students’ basic needs are multidimensional, but they
predominantly rely on unvalidated measures that capture a specific set of
needs.

Emerging student-informed understandings of basic needs
insecurity

Few student-centered studies asked students to define basic needs
directly. Those that did suggest that students experience basic needs
insecurity in a more integrated and context-dependent way than standard
measures of basic needs insecurity may capture. Students in one study
defined basic needs to include safe and secure housing, healthy food,
peace of mind, sleep, and affordable, reliable transportation (Martinez et
al. 2021). Students described how those needs interacted to shape their
ability to participate in college: students might reduce their food spending
to afford rising rent, while unstable housing could undermine their
academic performance and sense of security. A study focused on food
insecurity similarly found that individual, community, and system factors—
such as competing priorities (including other basic needs), food retailer
options, and meal plans—shaped students’ food insecurity experiences
(Escobar-DeMarco et al. 2026). The researchers suggest tailoring
screening tools to campus-specific conditions, such as items that assess
whether campus food options limit access to balanced meals. This
broader understanding of basic needs can inform how researchers
measure need and how institutions refine assessments, design services,

5 The 2020 report refers to upcoming special supplementary reports on topics related to
stress and mental health, parenting-students and childcare, and transportation, but
these reports are not available online. They were likely halted due to the COVID-19
pandemic.
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coordinate with community partners, and communicate support to reflect
students’ lived experiences.

Student-defined thresholds and help-seeking
behavior

How do student-defined thresholds of need influence whether
and how students seek support or use available resources?

Few studies directly identify the point at which students decide to seek
help. The evidence suggests that students compare their level of need
with others, question whether support services apply to them, and
consider whether they trust the institution or system providing it. Stigma,
norms of self-reliance, perceived eligibility, informal support networks,
administrative complexity, and other factors can shape this decision.

Broader research on help-seeking offers a useful lens for understanding
this process. Although researchers developed the model for mental health
specifically, the Integrated Behavioral Model of Mental Health Help
Seeking (IBM-HS) described by Hammer et al. (2024) can help explain why
students delay or avoid basic needs resources even when they
demonstrate need. The authors propose that the interaction of structural
conditions and psychosocial factors—such as perceived need, stigma, and
personal experiences—shape help-seeking beliefs. In this model, those
beliefs inform key mechanisms such as attitudes, perceived norms, and
personal agency, which drive help-seeking intentions. Intentions can
predict, but not fully determine subsequent behavior amid ongoing
structural and contextual constraints.

Delayed help-seeking

Some research suggests that students may delay seeking support until
their need becomes acute. Several studies found that students
experiencing food and housing insecurity waited until their needs became
urgent before seeking on- or off-campus support (Crutchfield and Maguire
2019; Crutchfield, Carpena et al. 2020). Broton and Fenton-Miller (2025)
found that just one in 10 undergraduates at a large Midwestern public
university used any campus basic needs service, although Asian, Black,
Latino, multiracial and first-generation students were more likely to use
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them. Most students used only one type of service at least once a
semester, suggesting that they may rely on services during acute periods
of need rather than as a regular source of support.6

However, low or occasional service use should be interpreted cautiously; it
may reflect reduced awareness, perceived stigma, questions about
eligibility, logistical and structural barriers to access, or reliance on
informal support. These distinctions matter because a student’s journey
from experiencing need to ultimately receiving support can involve several
stages. Students may first recognize that they have a need, learn about
existing resources, and decide whether to seek help (Brescia 2025). After
this recognition and discovery process, they must then begin to complete
the process required to receive needed resources. Barriers can interrupt
the journey at any stage, so recognizing a need does not necessarily lead
to help-seeking, service engagement, application completion, resource
uptake, or receiving support.

Studies of student resource use further complicate interpretations of
underuse. Findings from a meal voucher debit card study suggest that
underuse may reflect rationing behavior, use of the resource as a last
resort, and work schedules that impacted when students could use it
(Broton Mohebali, and Goldrick-Rab 2022). Another study found that
students managed food insecurity through coping strategies, such as
attending events with free food, rationing food intake, sleeping, or drinking
water to distract themselves from hunger, and asking family and friends
for help (Fortin et al. 2021). Practical constraints or a desire for self-
reliance may shape students’ thresholds for seeking support, though more
research is needed on how students define the point at which support
becomes necessary or appropriate.

Informal support and social networks before formal support

Several studies also found that students may first rely on informal support
networks, including family, friends, peers, and culturally grounded support
systems, for assistance. This is particularly evident among first-generation
students, Black and Latino students, and students whose prior
experiences shape how they trust institutions (Gere and Salimi 2025;
Herman and Kalamkarian 2026; Ramos 2022). These networks can help
students manage hardship directly and mediate access to formal support

6 The authors acknowledged that the services might not be reaching all who are in need.
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by validating their needs, providing information, or making formal support
feel safer to use. However, informal support can be strained: students
experiencing both basic needs insecurity and mental health challenges
relied on friends and family for nonclinical support, but those informal
supports could be depleted (Broton, Mohebali, and Lingo 2022). Social
support can shape student help-seeking but likely cannot replace
institutional support.

Utilization gap: Awareness, stigma, and self-perception

Research consistently documents that students experiencing basic needs
insecurity often do not use available resources, but awareness does not
fully explain the gap. For example, 65 percent of respondents to the Hope
Center 2023-2024 Student Basic Needs Survey (2025) were not aware of
available support services, and 48 percent of students experiencing at
least one type of insecurity did not turn to any campus resources for help.
However, an analysis of a subset of students from the 2020 #RealCollege
Survey by Black and Williams (2025) found that most students who
experienced some form of basic needs insecurity during the fall 2020
semester knew about campus support options; 74 percent knew about
campus assistance with obtaining SNAP, 61 percent knew about help with
finding affordable housing, and 60 percent were aware of emergency aid.”

Foundational research on mental health help-
seeking indicates that stigma, whether public
stigma or self-stigma, can interfere with care-
seeking and treatment adherence.

9. [THAKA SR

Stigma also shapes whether and when students seek help. Foundational
research on mental health help-seeking indicates that stigma, whether
public stigma or self-stigma, can interfere with care-seeking and treatment
adherence (Corrigan 2004). Studies involving undergraduates and young
adults linked different forms of stigma with a lower likelihood of seeking
mental health support (Lannin et al. 2016; Maeshima and Parent 2022;
Rodriguez-Rivas et al. 2025).

7 The Hope Center Student Basic Needs Survey was previously called the #RealCollege
Survey.
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Brescia’s (2025) six-phase model of college pantry use further illustrates
how stigma and perceived legitimacy shape help-seeking. For many
students, learning that peers or friends had used the pantry made them
more open to using it. Some described shifting their perspective to
recognize that their need outweighed their discomfort with seeking
external support. They also described reassuring themselves that
continued use was acceptable and selectively referring other students to
the pantry because they worried about how those students would react.
This suggests that students may need to cross the threshold for help-
seeking more than once; students may need to repeatedly re-legitimize
their use of support, especially when they fear taking resources from
others or facing judgement.

Students may need to repeatedly re-legitimize
their use of support, especially when they fear
taking resources from others or facing

judgement.
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Students’ perceptions of eligibility, deservingness, and personal
responsibility for managing their situations can also shape their
willingness to seek help. The “starving student” narrative, which frames
basic needs insecurity and self-reliance as expected parts of the college
experience, can lead students to downplay their own needs, try to manage
them alone, or reserve resources for peers they believe face greater need
(Crutchfield, Carpena, et al. 2020). Results from student survey-based
studies and interviews suggest that students across groups and
institutional contexts may avoid support because they believe others need
it more, feel shame or embarrassment, do not know whether they qualify,
or view needing help as a personal failure rather than a legitimate
response to facing hardship (Dahl et al. 2022; Jangjou 2024; Peterson et
al. 2022). Other qualitative studies also found that the desire for self-
reliance or personal responsibility could also prevent students from
seeking help (Love et al. 2023; Manze et al. 2024).

Administrative complexity and interrupted help-seeking

Even after students decide to seek support, they face perceived and
structural hurdles. Public benefits, for example, can involve complex
eligibility rules, documentation requirements, and application procedures.
Students seeking Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)

Toward a Student-Centered Understanding of Basic Needs Insecurity 11



benefits may need to meet additional criteria, such as working at least 20
hours per week (“Students | Food and Nutrition Administration”). Federal
reports described a gap between the number of students eligible for SNAP
and those who reported receiving benefits (United States Government
Accountability Office 2018; United States Government Accountability
Office 2024). Eligibility rules can also change: temporary SNAP student
exemptions introduced during the COVID-19 pandemic expired in 2023
(“End of the Public Health Emergency and Impact on Student Eligibility for
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) | Knowledge Center”;
United States Government Accountability Office 2025). Because changes
to eligibility rules can further complicate the process, evaluations of
navigation efforts should consider the policy and implementation contexts
students face when applying or applying for benefits.

Deciding to seek help and successfully
receiving a public benefit represent distinct
stages: students may recognize their need and
initiate the process but administrative
complexity or eligibility constraints may prevent
them from completing it.
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Research on New Jersey student applicants for the Temporary Assistance
for Needy Families (TANF) program suggested that having limited or no
prior experience with benefits and little knowledge about the application
processes could prevent students from following through on their plans to
seek assistance (Walsh et al. 2024). Likewise, parenting students also
described restrictive requirements as a frustrating barrier that forced
them to choose between meeting basic needs and pursuing their
education (Love et al. 2023). These findings indicate that thresholds of
need are not only psychological or social; they also depend on whether
students think navigating complex bureaucratic systems is worth the
effort. Moreover, deciding to seek help and successfully receiving a public
benefit represent distinct stages: students may recognize their need and
initiate the process but administrative complexity or eligibility constraints
may prevent them from completing it. This distinction matters especially
for public benefits, where institutional support may facilitate navigation
but cannot remove every external policy and program barrier.

Toward a Student-Centered Understanding of Basic Needs Insecurity 12



Institutional trust, belonging, and resource use

Trust and belonging may shape whether students see support as
accessible and intended for them. In Cornett’s (2026) analysis of the
2024 Trellis Student Financial Wellness Survey, 65 percent of students
experiencing basic needs insecurity reported feeling lonely sometimes or
always. Fewer lonely students than non-lonely students agreed that their
school had resources to address financial challenges (56 percent
compared to 64 percent). Similarly, a separate study found that higher
basic needs insecurity was associated with a lower sense of belonging
and less positive perceptions of the campus climate, particularly among
students of color, during the COVID-19 pandemic (Parker et al. 2025).
Prior positive experiences with campus resources may also encourage
further help-seeking: among immigration-impacted Latino students,
Ngyuen et al (2026) found that use of general campuswide resources—
such as a peer tutoring center, identity-based centers, or the student
health center—was associated with greater use of the basic needs center.
The authors suggested that students may develop a sense of institutional
trust and view the campus as a safe place to seek support, a finding that
aligns with Mohebali and Broton’s (2025) study of a meal voucher
program’s impact on student well-being.8

Incorporating student perspectives into
institutional strategies

How have institutions incorporated student perspectives into
basic needs strategies, decision-making, and service design?

The literature describes a range of ways that institutions engage students,
from surveys and focus groups to co-design and shared decision-making.
Most examples are consultative but provide less detail about how
institutions use their input to shape service design, implementation, or
assessment. This is important because not all forms of student input have
the same influence. Because few studies assess student-informed or
student-centered strategies, the literature cannot show which approaches

8 Strategies for reducing barriers and lowering thresholds to help-seeking are present in
the literature. Because many of these approaches relate to how institutions can
communicate about supports, they are discussed later in the Student-Informed
Communication and Outreach section.
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work best. However, it does suggest that more intentional engagement
could help institutions understand why awareness does not lead to service
use.

From feedback to shared decision-making

The Council for the Advancement of Standards in Higher Education’s
Standards and Guidelines for Basic Needs Programs and Services
emphasize the importance of student input, attention to lived experience
and hiring students with relevant experience (CAS 2025). In practice,
institutions appear to use student input mainly as feedback. In White and
Castles’s (2024) qualitative study, higher education administrators used
student focus group feedback to make pantry food options more culturally
relevant. A report on the features of strong basic needs supports similarly
recommended regular student feedback collection to identify service gaps
and assess their perceived value (Kramer et al. 2025). One study
described a student parent advisory board with representatives from City
University of New York (CUNY) community colleges that helped interpret
research on barriers to student parents’ academic success and voted on
the final 15 recommendations (Rauh et al. 2023). These examples show
what student input can look like, but offer less insight into how institutions
carry input into implementation, resource allocation, or long-term change.

This matters because student perspectives can also reveal gaps between
institutional design and student experiences. Students using a single point
of contact resource center valued the simplified intake, trustworthy staff
and flexibility rules, but some viewed requirements—such as needing to
exhaust all other financial aid before receiving emergency assistance and
time-limited housing support that ended before they could resolve their
instability—as punitive or unrealistic (Crutchfield, Chambers, et al. 2020).
Martin and Flores’ (2023) landscape analysis found a related mismatch:
staff at Texas community colleges estimated lower rates of food
insecurity, housing insecurity, and homelessness than students reported
in the 2021 Hope Center Basic Needs Survey report. Fewer staff could
determine whether certain support such as Section 8 enrollment was
available on or off campus.®

9 The Hope Center report and Martin and Flores’ research look at different samples:
Hope Center’s estimates came from 10 community colleges in Texas during the first year
of the pandemic, while Martin and Flores’ data come from individual administrators’
perspectives from Spring 2023.
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These mismatches are compounded by the current evidence about
whether institutional interventions meet students’ needs and improve
outcomes over time. While campus food pantries are the most common
resource, there is limited conclusive evidence that pantry use is
associated with better academic, physical, or mental health outcomes
(Speirs et al. 2023; Goldrick-Rab et al. 2025). Studies of meal vouchers
and Single Stop interventions have found positive short-term associations
with community college student outcomes (Broton et al. 2023; Daugherty
et al. 2020). However, evidence from large, randomized studies on the
long-term impact of food insecurity interventions remain sparse (Leow et
al. 2025). Collectively, these examples underscore the need for stronger
evaluation and feedback mechanisms to assess whether services respond
to student experiences and which program features work across different
settings.

Students experiencing basic needs insecurity are not a single, uniform
group. Their experiences intersect with factors such as race, income, first-
generation status, caregiving responsibilities, and more (Olaniyan et al.
2023; Wolfson et al. 2022; The Hope Center for Student Basic Needs
2025). Institutions should consider whose perspectives their engagement
methods include or miss. However, engaging a representative group can
be challenging. Participation may be difficult for students who do not know
about support, distrust institutional processes, or lack the time to
participate because of work, caregiving, or school. For these reasons,
institutions should not assume that a single process represents all
students experiencing basic needs insecurity or expect those students to
bear the additional responsibility for improving institutional programs.
Instead, they can use participation approaches that minimize the burden
of engagement and treat student input as one source of evidence
alongside other data points.

Embedded feedback and remaining gaps

Oregon's benefits navigator model offers a strong example of feedback
built into service refinement. The state law that established the Oregon
Basic Needs Initiative (ORS 350.262) requires student feedback, and
benefits navigators must develop processes for students to recommend
how institutions can help them determine eligibility and apply for benefits
(Davis et al. 2025). Navigators used surveys, listening sessions, and focus
groups to refine programming, respond to emerging needs, and improve
outreach. However, evaluations of public benefits access strategies—
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including targeted youth outreach and integrated benefits access
models—remain scarce. In their review of these efforts, Coffey and her
coauthors (2024) concluded that more research is needed to determine
whether these strategies improve access and reflect students’
experiences with eligibility, stigma, and administrative burden.

Overall, the literature shows that institutions can collect student input in
different ways, but provides less evidence about how input changes
decisions or services. Institutions should also make participation
manageable and include perspectives from students with varied
experiences where possible. Future research could examine which
engagement formats enable meaningful participation, how student input
affects institutional decisions, and whether resulting strategies improve
students’ awareness and use of resources.

Student-informed communication and outreach

What student-informed approaches to communication and
outreach around basic needs have been documented?

The literature often recommends student-informed communication
outreach, but rarely tests its effects on service use. It also points to three
main findings. First, it suggests that messages should make resources
feel relevant, legitimate, and intended for students. Second, student- and
peer-informed communication may help reduce stigma and increase trust,
but few studies test this empirically. The current evidence base provides
little guidance on which messages, messengers, or channels are most
effective across student groups and institutional contexts. And third,
targeted outreach may increase engagement with services, but it likely
works best when paired with broader, campuswide efforts to normalize
resource use.

Student-informed outreach: Frequently recommended, rarely
evaluated

Practice-based resources commonly recommend using student advisory
boards or focus groups to shape messages, having student workers

develop content, and using peer-to-peer models—such as student liaisons
or ambassadors—to build trust and reduce discomfort with seeking help
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(“Basic Needs Center Toolkit” 2025; Enhancing Outreach 2025; Salazar
et al. 2025). Drawing on data collected for their evaluation of basic needs
initiatives (Hodara et al. 2023), Riggs and Hodara (2024) recommend
using student-centered strategies that integrate basic needs into existing
campus services and communication channels, including syllabi and
course management systems. Their evaluation found that service use
remained low despite substantial projected need; students who had
accessed support described stress, stigma, uncertainty, and anxiety,
sometimes based on prior negative experiences with public benefits.
Some research on public benefits access similarly identified youth-
desighed and youth-led outreach as a promising way to make applications
feel less intimidating (Coffey 2023; Coffey et al. 2024). In one experiment,
students who engaged with student-designed magazines and window
displays about SNAP reported significantly greater program awareness
(Brescia et al. 2025). However, researchers have conducted few empirical
evaluations of whether these and other approaches increase benefit use.
Collectively, these recommendations suggest that effective outreach
depends not only on whether students receive information, but also on
who delivers the message, how it is framed, whether students view the
resource as intended for them, and whether the communication reduces
or reinforces stigma.

Effective outreach depends not only on
whether students receive information, but also
on who delivers the message, how it is framed,
whether students view the resource as
intended for them, and whether the
communication reduces or reinforces stigma.

9. [THAKA SR

A key distinction in this literature is between communication that is
student-facing, student-informed, or student-designed. Many outreach
strategies aim to reach students, but fewer appear to reflect their
language, concerns, or preferences. Even fewer involve students with lived
experience of basic needs insecurity. Outreach aimed at students may not
address the concerns that shape whether they interpret resources as
relevant, legitimate, or intended for them.
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Communication strategies that may facilitate help-seeking

Beyond student-informed approaches to outreach, the literature points to
several communication strategies that may reduce barriers to help-
seeking. Several of the previously mentioned studies recommended using
inclusive language that reassures students that the available support is
for them (Peterson et al. 2022), alongside destigmatizing public
awareness campaigns, peer discussions and culturally responsive
messaging and targeted outreach to specific student groups (Gere and
Salimi 2025; Maeshima and Parent 2022).

Some studies suggest that proactive, personalized outreach can increase
engagement and move students from awareness to action. At Amarillo
College, a nudge campaign encouraged students most likely to benefit—
those from low-income households and those enrolled in developmental
courses—to visit a resource center. Students who received the emails
were more likely to visit the center than those who did not (56 percent
compared with 22 percent), and were 20 percent more likely to pass
developmental courses, though long-term effects on outcomes were less
pronounced (Goldrick-Rab et al. 2021).

Shared identities may also affect views on help-seeking. Although these
studies did not test the impact of shared identity on student outcomes,
Banks (2020) found that placing a psychologist of color in cultural and
resource offices at a center frequented by students of color improved their
views of counseling and willingness to recommend it, while White and
Canning (2023) found that first-generation students sought nonacademic
support more often when the provider disclosed a first-generation identity.

Balancing targeted outreach and broad normalization

Public benefits navigation illustrates the need to pair targeted outreach
with campuswide efforts to normalize resource use. Targeted outreach
can help institutions identify and reach students most likely to qualify for
support. A review of Washington State’s Benefits Promotion Pilot
highlighted the value of data-sharing agreements between state agencies
and colleges in helping institutions identify and reach eligible students
(Burtch et al. 2025).

The Single Stop evaluation illustrates the value and limits of targeted

outreach. Researchers used detailed baseline data to identify students,
but restricted the forms of outreach to limit the control group’s exposure
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to the program. The authors noted that excluding broader outreach
strategies may have reduced participation among targeted students. They
suggested pairing intensive support for a smaller group of students with
broad outreach to inform all students about other basic needs resources
(Daugherty et al. 2025). The authors of the nudge campaign at Amarillo
College noted that existing outreach, including classroom visits and faculty
engagement, may have reduced the measured effects of the targeted
messages (Goldrick-Rab et al. 2021). These examples suggest that the
two approaches serve complementary purposes: campuswide outreach
can increase awareness, reduce stigma and normalize resource use, while
targeted outreach can connect likely eligible students to more intensive
support.

Key gaps and priorities for future research and
practice

What are the key gaps related to student-defined basic needs
insecurity and student-informed institutional responses?

Across the literature, we identified several gaps in how basic needs
insecurity is defined, measured, studied, and addressed in higher
education. Although the field has expanded substantially in recent years,
much of the existing research and practice remains institution-oriented
rather than student-defined. This literature review sheds light on
misalignments between what institutions measure and what students
experience, between available resources and students’ willingness to use
them, and between outreach strategies and the stigma, uncertainty, and
trust concerns that shape help-seeking. These gaps have implications for
researchers, and perhaps more importantly, for institutions, basic needs
practitioners, policymakers, and funders seeking to align supports with
students’ lived experiences.

First, existing definitions and measures do not fully capture how students
may experience basic needs insecurity. Standard measures of food
insecurity, housing insecurity, and homelessness remain essential for
estimating the prevalence of basic needs insecurity and comparing results
across institutions, but they may not fully capture how students
understand need when it is chronic, normalized, or experienced across
several domains at once (Goldrick-Rab et al. 2018; Robbins et al. 2022).
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This can leave needs such as transportation, technology access and
hygiene less visible in institutional assessment and planning (Cargas et al.
2025; The Hope Center for Student Basic Needs 2025). Future research
should examine how validated measures can be supplemented with
student-informed definitions that reflect students’ language, lived
experiences, and interpretations of need, while still preserving
comparability across studies and institutions. Because the literature offers
little guidance on how to prioritize among these expanded domains of
basic needs, institutions should rely on local data, student perspectives,
and community partner knowledge to determine which needs to address
directly on campus, which to support through public benefit referrals, and
where additional investment is most urgent.

Future research should examine how validated
measures can be supplemented with student-
informed definitions that reflect students’
language, lived experiences, and
interpretations of need, while still preserving
comparability across studies and institutions.
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Second, awareness alone does not explain resource use and the literature
lacks a clear framework for understanding the gap between awareness
and resource use. Students may know about supports but still delay or
avoid using them for a host of reasons, including stigma, self-reliance
norms, perceived ineligibility, administrative burden, institutional distrust,
or concerns that others have a greater need (Black and Williams 2025;
Dahl et al. 2022; Nguyen et al. 2026; Peterson et al. 2022; Manze et al.
2024; Walsh et al. 2024). Students may also experience need well before
they identify themselves as eligible, “deserving,” or “in enough need” to
seek support. The “starving student” narrative can reinforce these
judgments by framing deprivation and self-reliance as normal parts of the
college experience and prompting students to minimize their hardship,
manage it on their own, or reserve support for peers they perceive as
more in need (Crutchfield, Carpena et al. 2020). Future research should
examine how students determine whether their circumstances justify
seeking support from campus-based resources or public benefits, how
those judgments vary across student groups, institutional contexts, and
types of resources. It should also explore how institutional processes and
communication strategies influence whether students perceive support as
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appropriate, trustworthy, and free from stigma. With a clearer
understanding of how students interpret the seriousness and legitimacy of
their own needs, higher education professionals can design services that
students perceive as appropriate and intended for them.

Third, the evidence about the effectiveness of institutional basic needs
interventions remains limited. Institutional responses have expanded
beyond food pantries to include basic needs centers, emergency grants,
meal supports, and more. Evidence suggests that some interventions are
associated with positive student outcomes such as improved credit
completion and persistence in the same and subsequent terms (Broton et
al. 2023; Daugherty et al. 2020). However, the evidence remains uneven:
few interventions have been rigorously evaluated, replicated across
institutional contexts, or studied in ways that identify which components
work, for whom, and under what conditions. Future work should
investigate the effectiveness of specific interventions and determine
whether emerging models reduce insecurity and increase resource use, or
whether there are intervention features that could improve longer-term
student outcomes (Speirs et al. 2023; Goldrick-Rab et al. 2025; Leow et
al. 2025). This information can help institutions make more intentional
resource allocation decisions based on evidence of accessibility,
responsiveness, and impact rather than by the visibility or historical
presence of services. It can also help funders decide which models to
scale, adapt, or sustain and help practitioners identify which program
elements matter for student access and outcomes.

Finally, the literature provides limited evidence on which forms of student
engagement and student-informed communications are effective. The
reviewed literature more often documents how institutions collect
feedback—for example through focus groups and surveys—than how that
feedback shapes implementation, resource allocation or long-term
strategy (White and Castles 2024; Rauh et al. 2023; Davis et al. 2025).
With the exception of Brescia et al. (2025), few studies evaluated which
messages, channels, messengers, or framing strategies most effectively
reduced stigma, increased awareness, and encouraged earlier help-
seeking (Coffey 2023; Coffey et al. 2024; Riggs and Hodara 2024). Future
research should distinguish among consultation, co-design, student-led
outreach, and shared decision-making, and assess how each affects
institutional decisions and student resource use. These distinctions would
make it easier to assess whether student input meaningfully shapes
communication, service design, public benefits navigation, and resource
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use. Practitioners should also identify ethical, low-burden ways to learn
from students without placing potential additional demands on students
experiencing basic needs insecurity. Greater clarity would help institutions
strengthen interventions and outreach strategies to respond more
effectively to students’ lived experiences.

Conclusion

The literature on basic needs insecurity in higher education has expanded
significantly in recent years and moved beyond an early focus on food
insecurity, housing insecurity, and homelessness toward a broader
recognition that these needs are multidimensional and interconnected.
However, institutional, policy, and measurement frameworks continue to
shape much of the research and practice more strongly than students’
definitions and lived experiences do. Student-centered studies suggest
that experiences with basic needs insecurity may be more complex than
existing definitions and assessment measures capture. This point
underscores the need for definitions and measures that preserve
comparability while capturing how students recognize, interpret, and
navigate insecurity in college.

The review also highlights that students’ awareness of available resources
does not necessarily lead them to seek help. Stigma, perceived eligibility,
desire for self-reliance, trust in institutions, sense of belonging, and prior
experiences all influence how students interpret their circumstances and
whether they decide to seek support. Although institutions have expanded
basic needs services and have begun to incorporate student perspectives,
the literature we reviewed offers no clear conclusion on which
interventions, communication strategies, and student-informed
approaches most effectively reduce barriers to access and use. Future
research and practice should therefore focus not only on documenting
student needs and expanding services but also on improving alignment
between how institutions define, communicate, deliver, and evaluate
support with how students experience and define basic needs insecurity.

This literature review provides a foundation for the next phases of the

Understanding Postsecondary Students’ Perspectives on Basic Needs
Insecurity project, which will use interviews, focus groups, surveys, and
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institutional strategy labs to examine how students define basic needs
insecurity. By building from the gaps identified in the literature, the project
aims to generate evidence that can inform more responsive definitions,
outreach strategies, resource navigation approaches, and institutional
support systems.
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Appendix

Appendix A: Detailed methodology

This structured literature review and document analysis examined how
existing research and practice on basic needs insecurity in higher
education reflected student perspectives, emphasizing student-defined
need, help-seeking behaviors, institutional responses, and communication
strategies. The following questions guided the literature search, synthesis
and analysis for this review.

1. How do existing research and practice define basic needs
insecurity, and to what extent do those definitions reflect student
perspectives?

2. How do student-defined thresholds of need influence whether and
how students seek support or use available resources?

3. How have institutions incorporated student perspectives into basic
needs strategies, decision-making, and service design?

4. What student-informed approaches to communication and
outreach around basic needs have been documented in existing
research and practice?

5. What are the key gaps in existing research and practice related to
student-defined basic needs insecurity and student-informed
institutional responses?

We initially searched the ERIC and PubMed databases and used Google
Scholar as a secondary source. Key search words focused on topics
related to the research questions. Searches included terms such as "basic
needs insecurity," "basic needs," "housing insecurity," and "transportation,"
paired with higher education limiters such as "college students," "higher
education," and "adult learners." Question-specific terms were used to
refine the search, including "definition" or "sense-making" and "perceived
need" or "stigma." Because the review aimed to inform a multi-phase
research project, we prioritized sources that offered clear conceptual,
empirical, or practice-based insights into student perspectives and
institutional responses to basic needs insecurity.

The main database search occurred between February and March 2026.
We initially included peer-reviewed academic literature, research-informed
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reports, landscape scans, policy briefs, book chapters, and practice-based
resources or toolkits published between 2010 and March 2026 that
focused on or included undergraduate students in the study.1° Sources
were excluded if they focused only on K-12 students, graduate students,
or general adult population without a higher education context addressed
poverty, economic hardship, or public benefit policy without referencing
college students; were dissertations or weren’t accessible for full-text
review, when comparable findings appeared in other sources.11

To support rigor and consistency, sources that met the initial inclusion
criteria through abstract screening were entered into a literature review
tracker maintained in Google Sheets. The tracker included multiple tabs
that organized the review process. Abstract-level information and initial
literature review question assignments were recorded in the Source
Inventory tab, while full-text notes and extraction fields were documented
in the Extraction tab. During full-text review, academic studies and
research-informed reports were reviewed primarily for their background,
methods, findings, and implications sections, while shorter practice-based
resources were read in full. Extracted information included definitions of
basic needs insecurity, evidence of student input, thresholds of need,
barriers and facilitators to resource use and more.

Inclusion and exclusion decisions were tracked throughout the search
process in the Source Inventory tab after review. After full-text review, the
Quality Appraisal tab was used to assess methodological rigor,
transparency and source quality, relevance to the research questions and
contributions to synthesis, resulting in a few additional exclusions.
Additional sources were added via reference list review and
recommendations from the project team and advisory group, while some
were excluded after full-text review indicated no contribution to the
assigned research review question. This process produced a final list of
70 sources, with final inclusion reflecting the sources with the clearest
analytical contributions to the research questions.

10 Earlier foundational literature on topics related to stigma and help-seeking behaviors,
and food insecurity, were included where they aligned with the research question. The
dates were set to “since 2007” in the ERIC Database because it was not possible to set
the date to 2010 specifically.

11 Exceptions made for foundational articles related to topics like stigma.
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