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Abstract
Since 2009, numerous studies have been published reporting the prevalence of basic 
needs insecurities (BNI), particularly food and housing, among college students. Few, 
however, have been statewide or included students in the southwest region of the 
United States and almost none have included faculty and staff. This cross-sectional 
study examining BNI among students, faculty, and staff at public institutions of higher 
education in the state of New Mexico, all of which are federally designated minority 
serving institutions, fills these gaps. We administered the survey in March–April 2023 
and measured past-year food insecurity (USDA 18-item household module), nutrition 
insecurity (one-item screener), housing insecurity, homelessness, anxiety (GAD-2), 
depression (PHQ-2), and other basic needs. Prevalence of any BNI was calculated 
among students and faculty/staff by institution type (two-year, four-year, tribal col-
leges). Of the 13,662 survey participants, 80.7% of students and 61.6% of faculty/staff 
reported at least one BNI. Tribal college participants had higher odds of many BNI 
compared to four-year colleges; differences between two-year and four-year colleges 
were also found (p < .05). Not only are students affected by BNI, but those who work 
in colleges and universities also experience insecurity. Interventions in the higher edu-
cation setting must include all ranks.
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Basic Needs Crisis in Higher Education:  
Results of a Statewide Study Including 

Students, Faculty, and Staff

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) enshrined food and shelter as 
fundamental human rights when it was published in 1948 (UDHR, Art. 25). Before 
that, in 1943, Abraham Maslow published his theory of motivation, which stated that 
physiological needs had to be met in order for one to be motivated to reach higher 
goals. In his original paper, he referred to physiological needs as “basic needs,” which 
include food and shelter (Maslow, 1943). Today, “basic needs insecurity” (BNI) is the 
widely used phrase by scholars studying food and housing insecurity among college 
students. Starting with one of the first reports of food insecurity from the University 
of Hawaii, Manoa (Chaparro et al., 2009), a sizable body of research has accumulated 
revealing a significant burden of BNI in college and university students. These studies 
have found food insecurity, housing insecurity, and homelessness among undergrad-
uate and graduate students across two- and four-year institutions (Baker-Smith et al., 
2020).

Despite established associations between food and/or housing insecurity and out-
comes including physical and mental health and academic achievement (Bruening 
et al., 2016; El Zein et al., 2019; Mechler et al., 2024), there is a lack of research 
examining other needs, such as social support, health insurance and medical care, 
and access to transportation, in assessments of BNI. The present study addresses 
these gaps by assessing not only food and nutrition security, housing insecurity, 
and homelessness, but also social support, access to transportation and health ser-
vices, insurance status, and use of the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
(SNAP).

More significantly, our study included full-time, part-time, and adjunct faculty and 
staff across three types of institutions: four-year universities, two-year/community 
colleges, and tribal colleges. Therefore, our research question was: What is the 
prevalence of BNI and associated experiences among students, faculty, and staff 
across all public institutions of higher education in the state of New Mexico? 
Understanding BNI in higher education is particularly important in our state with 
its high levels of poverty. Since all 27 participating colleges and universities are 
federally designated minority serving institutions, the spotlight shined on minori-
tized people in all the cohorts has relevance for such populations throughout the 
United States.
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Literature Review
Numerous basic needs studies have been conducted at single institutions since the 
previously mentioned one in Hawaii (Coakley et al., 2022; Davidson & Morrell, 2020; 
Gaines et al., 2014; Silva et al., 2015; Smith & Knechtel 2020). However, between 
2015 and 2021 the Hope Center for College, Community, and Justice under the lead-
ership of Sara Goldrick-Rab published seven reports under the name #RealCollege 
Survey Reports which surveyed hundreds of institutions (https://​saragoldrickrab​.com/​
resourcelibrary/). The University of California has also done multi-institutional studies 
(see for example, UC Global Food Initiative, 2017). The findings from studies have 
revealed a range of BNI. For example, in 2017, the University of California reported 
44% of undergraduates were food insecure and 5% were homeless. The 2021 Hope 
Center multistate study reported the prevalence of food insecurity was 34% for under-
graduates and graduates combined and 48% had housing insecurity. In 2020, the 
results of the first nationwide educational survey including basic needs in the United 
States was released (2019–2020 National Postsecondary Student Aid Study). Two 
thousand institutions participated, revealing undergraduate students had 23% food 
insecurity and 8% homelessness, while graduate students had 12% food insecurity and 
5% homelessness (McKibben et al., 2023).

The most common response to BNI in higher education is campus food pantries 
(Hagedorn-Hatfield et al., 2022); however, there has been little published research on 
the effectiveness of food pantries or any other intervention (Landry et al., 2024). One 
study suggests enrollment in SNAP had a positive effect on retention at one California 
university (Balzer Carr & London, 2020). Another found that providing meal vouchers 
to on-campus dining may increase academic success (Broton et al., 2023). Considering 
the prominence of these programs, the lack of data supporting their efficaciousness is 
unfortunate.

Further, there is little published research on BNI among faculty and staff at academic 
institutions. An extant report on BNI among faculty focused on community colleges 
revealed 17% had food insecurity, 33% had housing insecurity, and 8% experienced 
homelessness (Coca et al., 2020). Notably, faculty of color and LGBTQ faculty were 
more likely to report some form of BNI, similar to patterns reported among students 
sharing these demographics (Cargas et al., 2021; Coca et al., 2020; Goldrick-Rab et al., 
2019; Morris et al., 2016). In 2016, a study of 2,890 University of California nonteach-
ing staff found a prevalence of 70% food insecurity (Dreier et al., 2016). This report 
did not make recommendations to address staff insecurities, and the above-mentioned 
report on faculty only provided links to such things as suggested legislation for improv-
ing pay. Neither had recommendations for immediate on-campus interventions.

https://saragoldrickrab.com/resourcelibrary/
https://saragoldrickrab.com/resourcelibrary/
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Methods

Design
Data were collected cross-sectionally through an online Qualtrics survey and paper 
surveys (English or Spanish version) over a four-week period in March–April 2023. 
The research team reached out to all 29 institutions of higher education in the state of 
New Mexico to participate, and 27 took part in the study.

Each of the 27 participating institutions utilized student, faculty, and staff listservs 
and other institution-wide recruitment routes to share information about the study, 
including a link to the survey in Qualtrics and information on how to obtain and 
return paper surveys. Paper surveys included instructions for returning to the research 
team, a printed consent form, and prepaid, preaddressed mailing materials. The online 
and paper survey, instructions, and consent form were translated to Spanish by a cer-
tified translator. Institutional officials also posted flyers on social media and physical 
flyers across campuses. All 27 institutions distributed the survey in March 2023, and 
reminders to continue advertising the study were sent by the research team to institu-
tion staff until the survey closed in April 2023.

Approval was received for this study from the University of New Mexico Institutional 
Review Board. As a minimal risk study collecting no participant-identifying informa-
tion, a waiver of consent documentation was obtained. Participants provided consent 
by starting the survey in Qualtrics or by returning the survey via mail.

Sample
The first three survey questions assessed participants’ eligibility. Eligibility criteria were 
at least 16 years of age, affiliated with one of the 27 participating institutions, and cur-
rently enrolled or employed at that institution. After completing the eligibility screener, 
ineligible participants were redirected and did not proceed with the survey; eligible 
participants continued on to the full survey.

Measures
The survey instrument was designed by the research team and included validated BNI 
measures when available. The final survey included 90 questions with an estimated 
completion time of approximately 20 min and was available in English and Span-
ish. All questions and potential quantitative responses on the Spanish survey were 
coded the same as the English survey.

The survey asked participants’ current primary role at their institution and if they 
had children under 18 years of age for whom they were financially responsible. Food 
security status in the past 12 months was assessed using the U.S. Department of Agri-
culture (USDA) 18-item household food security survey module (FSSM). Following 
USDA guidance, all participants answered the first three FSSM questions, and, if an 
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affirmative response was provided to any of the first three questions, seven additional 
questions. These first 10 questions constitute the adult FSSM. Participants with chil-
dren also answered eight additional questions assessing food security status in children 
specifically. If no affirmative responses were provided to the first three questions in 
the child-specific FSSM, participants did not answer the remaining five questions. 
Responses to all FSSM questions participants were eligible to answer were required.

The number of affirmative responses to FSSM items was summed to calculate a food 
security score (range of 0–10 for participants with no children, range of 0–18 for par-
ticipants with children). Participants who did not answer affirmatively to any of the 
first three questions of the adult and/or child FSSM, and thus did not complete the rest 
of the FSSM, received a score of 0. Food security was categorized as a binary variable 
[food secure (score of 0–2) or food insecure (score of 3–10 for participants with no 
children, score of 3–18 for participants with children)]. Food security severity was also 
calculated and categorized as high food security (score of 0), marginal food security 
(score of 1–2), low food security (score of 3–5 for participants with no children, score 
of 3–7 for participants with children), and very low food security (score of 6–10 for 
participants with no children, score of 8–18 for participants with children) per USDA 
guidance.

Housing insecurity in the past 12 months was measured by assessing nine housing-
related indicators as recommended by the Hope Center, a leader in basic needs security 
in college students (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2018). Responses to these nine indicators were 
required. Indicators included a rent or mortgage increase that was difficult to pay; 
receiving a summons to appear in housing court or being evicted; not paying the full 
amount of a gas, oil, or electricity bill; and moving in with other people, even for a little 
while, because of financial problems, among others. One or more affirmative responses 
to the nine housing indicators indicated housing insecurity. Homelessness was assessed 
by asking participants, “In the past 12 months, have you ever been homeless?” with 
response options of “No” or “Yes.”

Other basic needs questions included in the survey were optional for participants. 
Nutrition security was measured using a validated one-item question developed by the 
Center for Nutrition & Health Impact (formerly the Gretchen Swanson Center for 
Nutrition): “In the past 12 months, I worried that the food I was able to eat would hurt 
my health and well-being” where “sometimes,” “often,” or “always” indicated nutrition 
insecurity (Calloway et al., 2022). Nutrition security is a distinct but complementary 
need compared to food security and is defined by the USDA as “consistent access to 
the safe, healthy, affordable foods essential to optimal health and well-being” (U.S. 
Department of Agriculture, n.d.). Participants self-reported social support [“Do you 
have social supports in your life (people who care about you and you can count on)?” 
where “no” indicated insecurity], transportation security (“In the last 12 months, did 
you have reliable transportation to and from campus?” where “sometimes” or “never” 
indicated insecurity), ability to afford health services (“In the last 12 months, has a 
lack of money prevented you from getting any health services that you needed?” where 
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“often” and “sometimes” indicated insecurity), and health insurance status (“Do you 
have health insurance” where “no” indicated insecurity).

Anxiety and depression in the past two weeks were also assessed using the two-item, 
Generalized Anxiety Disorder (GAD-2, score of ≥ 3 indicates positive screen for anx-
iety) and the two-item Patient Health Questionnaire (PHQ-2, score of ≥ 3 indicates 
positive screen for depression), respectively (Kroenke et al., 2003; Plummer et al., 
2016). At the end of the survey, participants also self-reported demographic informa-
tion including race and ethnicity, gender, and sexuality. These questions were optional 
and missing data are reported accordingly.

Statistical Analysis
Screening questions were first utilized to remove ineligible respondents. Next, partic-
ipants with a Qualtrics-generated reCAPTCHA score < 0.50 were excluded. Qual-
trics reCAPTCHA score is generated for each response based on the probability that 
the respondent is a bot. Duplicate responses were also detected in Microsoft Excel 
and removed. Additionally, participants who did not complete at least the first three 
required questions of the USDA adult FSSM were excluded. Finally, free-text responses 
to five open-ended questions were examined to identify and exclude duplicate and 
fraudulent responses (e.g., all symbols, numbers, or the same free-text response to all 
five questions).

After exclusions, participants in the final analytic sample were categorized as stu-
dents (full-time or part-time undergraduate, graduate, or professional student) or 
faculty/staff (full-time, part-time or adjunct, including upper-level administrators). 
Participants who selected both a student and staff or faculty role were categorized 
as students. The 27 participating institutions were categorized as four-year (n = 7), 
two-year/community colleges (n = 17), or tribal colleges (n = 3). Given sample size lim-
itations and to protect participant privacy, race and ethnicity was coded as Hispanic or 
Latino/a, White non-Hispanic or Latino/a, Native American, and other or more than 
one race and ethnicity. Gender was coded as man, woman, or other gender (gender-
queer, nonbinary, or “I prefer to identify as” with an option to write-in gender identity). 
Sexuality was coded as heterosexual/straight or other sexuality (gay or lesbian, bisexual, 
or “I prefer to identify as” with an option to write-in gender identity). The Appendix 
shows survey questions, response options, and coding for each variable.

Each basic need (food security, nutrition security, housing security, homelessness, 
social support, transportation reliability, ability to afford health services, and health 
insurance status), was coded as secure (0) or insecure (1). A BNI score was calculated 
by summing the number of insecurities across the eight primary needs assessed. The 
score ranged from 0–8 where 0 indicated no BNI and 8 indicated the participant 
experienced all eight insecurities.

Descriptive statistics (frequency, percentage) were calculated for each basic need by 
participant type (student or faculty/staff) and by institution type (four-year, two-year, 
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or tribal college). BNI score (range = 0–8) was not normally distributed; thus, median 
and interquartile range (IQR) were calculated. Wald 95% confidence limits were also 
calculated for the proportion of students and faculty/staff experiencing each insecurity 
by institution type using Statistical Analysis Software (SAS) Version 9.4.

Logistic regression was used to calculate odds ratios (OR) and 95% confidence inter-
vals (CI) for each insecurity among students at two-year and tribal colleges compared 
to students at four-year colleges, and among faculty/staff at two-year and tribal col-
leges compared to faculty/staff at four-year colleges. Multinomial logistic regression 
was utilized to calculate OR and 95% CI of very low food security compared to high 
food security in students and faculty/staff at two-year and tribal colleges compared to 
four-year colleges. Additionally, multivariable logistic regression was used to examine 
adjusted odds ratios (aOR) and 95% CI for associations between institution type and 
insecurities, controlling for gender, sexual orientation, race and ethnicity, and parental 
status. A p-value of < .05 was used to indicate statistical significance.

Results
A total of 18,359 responses were received via Qualtrics and 10 paper surveys were 
returned to the research team for a total of 18,369 participants. Nine-hundred fifty-five 
did not complete all screening questions and an additional 668 were ineligible based on 
screening question responses. Other exclusions included reCAPTCHA score < 0.50 (n 
= 780), duplicate responses (n = 252), and incomplete USDA adult FSSM (n = 1,255). 
Analysis of free-text responses to open-ended questions identified 772 additional par-
ticipants for exclusion. Twenty-five were excluded for missing participant “type” or 
indicating they were retired. In total, 4,707 responses were removed (25.6%) and the 
final analytic sample included 13,662 unique participants (74.4%) resulting in final 
sample sizes of 9,995 students and 3,667 faculty/staff. This was an estimated response 
rate of 13.7% overall (11.6% for students and 20.5% for faculty and staff).

Most respondents were from two-year colleges (60.2%), were students (73.2%), and 
were 16–24 years of age (38.9%) or 25–34 years of age (23.2%). Participant demo-
graphics by institution type and current primary institutional role (student or faculty/
staff) are included in Table 1.
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Table 1. Demographic Characteristics [n (%)] of Survey Respondents (N = 13,662)

Demographic Variables Four- Year Colleges 
(n = 4,936)

Tribal Colleges 
(n = 503)

Two- year colleges 
(n = 8,223)

Students 
(n = 3,503)

Faculty/Staff  
(n = 1,433)

Students 
(n = 346)

Faculty/Staff  
(n = 157)

Students 
(n = 6,146)

Faculty/Staff  
(n = 2,077)

Participant Type

Faculty — 566 (39.5) — 73 (46.5) — 864 (41.6)

Grad/professional 
student

747 (21.3) — 37 (10.7) — — — 

Staff  or administration — 867 (60.5) — 84 (53.5) — 1,213 (58.4)

Undergraduate 
student

2,756 (78.7) — 309 (89.3) — 6,146 
(100.0)

— 

Age Category

16– 24 years of age 2,230 (63.7) 56 (3.9) 119 (34.4) < 10 2,833 (46.1) 72 (3.5)

25– 34 years of age 707 (20.2) 298 (20.8) 95 (27.5) 47 (29.9) 1,624 (26.4) 393 (18.9)

35– 44 years of age 356 (10.2) 419 (29.2) 81 (23.4) 39 (24.8) 961 (15.6) 500 (24.1)

45 years of age and 
older

210 (6.0) 660 (46.1) 51 (14.7) 64 (40.8) 728 (11.9) 1,112 (53.5)

Race and Ethnicity a

Hispanic or Latino/a 957 (33.2) 289 (23.3) < 10 < 10 1,648 (33.1) 439 (24.9)

Native American 129 (4.5) 29 (2.3) 197 (67.0) 69 (51.9) 657 (13.2) 97 (5.5)

Other or multiple 870 (30.2) 230 (18.6) 48 (16.3) 28 (21.1) 1,167 (23.4) 303 (17.2)

White, non- Hispanic/
Latino/a

930 (32.2) 691 (55.8) 40 (13.6) 31 (23.3) 1,508 (30.3) 921 (52.3)

Gender b

Man 775 (26.6) 366 (28.6) 99 (33.6) 51 (38.1) 1,438 (28.3) 564 (30.9)

Other gender 190 (6.5) 39 (3.1) 13 (4.4) < 10 253 (5.0) 53 (2.9)

Woman 1,954 (66.9) 873 (68.3) 183 (62.0) 74 (55.2) 3,384 (66.7) 1,207 (66.2)

Sexual Orientation c

Other sexuality 790 (28.2) 220 (17.8) 47 (17.0) 22 (17.9) 1,024 (21.2) 235 (13.3)

Straight 2,013 (71.8) 1,016 (82.2) 229 (83.0) 101 (82.1) 3,807 (78.8) 1,527 (86.7)

Children

No 2,940 (83.9) 923 (64.4) 191 (55.2) 85 (54.1) 4,179 (68.0) 1,245 (59.9)

Yes 563 (16.1) 510 (35.6) 155 (44.8) 72 (45.9) 1,967 (32.0) 832 (40.1)

Food Assistance Program 
Use d

No 2,234 (66.0) 1,110 (79.5) 88 (26.6) 86 (55.8) 3,053 (51.4) 1,440 (71.6)

Yes 1,150 (34.0) 286 (20.5) 243 (73.4) 68 (44.2) 2,888 (48.6) 571 (28.4)

(continued )
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Demographic Variables Four- Year Colleges 
(n = 4,936)

Tribal Colleges 
(n = 503)

Two- year colleges 
(n = 8,223)

Anxiety Symptoms e

No (GAD- 2 score < 3) 1,580 (52.3) 951 (72.4) 196 (63.8) 94 (67.1) 3,068 (58.4) 1,399 (74.2)

Yes (GAD- 2 score ≥ 3) 1,444 (47.8) 362 (27.6) 111 (36.2) 46 (32.9) 2,190 (41.7) 487 (25.8)

Depression Symptoms f

No (PHQ- 2 score < 3) 1,952 (64.5) 1,060 (80.7) 205 (66.8) 105 (75.0) 3,470 (66.0) 1,519 (80.5)

Yes (PHQ- 2 score ≥ 3) 1,073 (35.5) 253 (19.3) 102 (33.2) 35 (25.0) 1,788 (34.0) 367 (19.5)

Note. GAD = Generalized Anxiety Disorder; PHQ = Patient Health Questionnaire. < 10 indicates there were less 
than 10 participants for this category.
a Race and ethnicity missing for 1,835 students and 535 staff . b Gender missing for 1,706 students and 
431 staff. c Sexual orientation missing for 2,085 students and 546 staff . d Food assistance program use missing 
for 339 students and 106 staff . e GAD- 2 score missing for 1,406 students and 328 staff . f PHQ- 2 score missing 
for 1,405 students and 328 staff .

Students
Table 2 shows the prevalence of BNI among students and faculty/staff  by institution 
type. Th e prevalence of all BNI diff ered signifi cantly (p < .05) among students at four- 
year, tribal, and two- year institutions. At least one BNI was reported by 80.7% of students 
among all institutions and the median number of BNI reported was 2.0 (IQR = 1.0, 
4.0). Housing insecurity was the most commonly experienced BNI among students at 
four- year (56.5%, 95% CI [54.8, 58.2]) and two- year (64.8%, 95% CI [63.6, 66.1]) insti-
tutions while food insecurity was the most commonly experienced BNI among students 
at tribal institutions (84.1%, 95% CI = [80.2, 88.0]). Across institution types, more than 
half of students reported food insecurity (56.4% at four- year, 84.1% at tribal, 57.5% at 
two- year colleges), housing insecurity (56.5% at four- year, 80.2% at tribal, 64.8% at two- 
year colleges), and inability to aff ord health services (51.3% at four- year, 62.9% at tribal, 
51.5% at two- year colleges). Self- reported homelessness and lack of social support were 
the least frequently reported BNI among students across institution types. Worth noting 
is a substantial gap between the percentage of students who were food insecure and the 
percentage of students reporting receiving SNAP, often referred to as the SNAP gap. 
As shown in Table 2, 73.5% of food insecure students at four- year institutions, 50.2% 
of food insecure students at tribal institutions, and 61.3% of food insecure students at 
two- year institutions did not receive SNAP.

Table 1. Demographic Characteristics [n (%)] of Survey Respondents (N = 13,662) 
(continued )



25Journal of Postsecondary Student Success

Table 2. Prevalence of Basic Needs Insecurities (% [95% CI]) Among Students and 
Faculty or Staff  at Four- Year, Tribal, and Two- Year Colleges in the State of New 
Mexico

Students (n = 9,995) Faculty or Staff  (n = 3,667)

Four- year
(n = 3,503)

Tribal
(n = 346)

Two- year
(n = 6,146)

p Four- year
(n = 1,433)

Tribal
(n = 157)

Two- year
(n = 

2,077)

p

Core BNI

Food insecurity 56.4 [54.7, 
58.0]

84.1 [80.2, 
88.0]

57.5 [56.3, 
58.8]

<.001 28.3 [26.0, 
30.7]

62.4 [54.8, 
70.0]

37.1 [35.0, 
39.2]

<.001

Nutrition 
insecurity

43.8 [42.0, 
45.6]

46.4 [40.8, 
52.0]

38.9 [37.6, 
40.2]

<.001 27.2 [24.8, 
29.6]

42.1 [34.0, 
50.3]

28.3 [26.3, 
30.3]

<.001

Housing 
insecurity

56.5 [54.8, 
58.2]

80.2 [75.8, 
84.5]

64.8 [63.6, 
66.1]

<.001 40.4 [37.8, 
43.0]

67.1 [59.6, 
74.7]

47.0 [44.8, 
49.2]

<.001

Self- reported 
homelessness

4.0 [3.3, 
4.6]

21.5 [17.0, 
26.1]

7.8 [7.1, 
8.5]

<.001 2.5 [1.7, 
3.4]

10.2 [5.3, 
15.1]

4.3 [3.4, 
5.2]

<.001

No social 
support

7.8 [6.9, 
8.8]

12.8 [9.0, 
16.5]

9.3 [8.5, 
10.1]

.004 5.4 [4.1, 
6.6]

7.9 [3.4, 
12.3]

5.7 [4.6, 
6.7]

.47

Unreliable 
transportation

30.1 [28.4, 
31.8]

53.7 [47.9, 
59.5]

30.0 [28.7, 
31.3]

<.001 13.5 [11.6, 
15.4]

29.7 [22.1, 
37.3]

16.2 [14.5, 
17.9]

<.001

Can’t aff ord 
health services

51.3 [49.4, 
53.2]

62.9 [57.1, 
68.7]

51.5 [50.1, 
53.0]

.001 38.5 [35.7, 
41.2]

55.9 [47.0, 
64.9]

40.4 [38.1, 
42.8]

.004

No health 
insurance

13.0 [11.8, 
14.2]

26.0 [21.0, 
30.9]

16.1 [15.1, 
17.1]

<.001 4.7 [3.6, 
5.9]

7.9 [3.4, 
12.4]

6.7 [5.6, 
7.8]

.04

At least one BNI a 80.6 [79.3, 
81.9]

94.8 [92.4, 
97.1]

80.0 [79.0, 
81.0]

<.001 57.2 [54.7, 
59.8]

86.0 [80.6, 
91.4]

62.7 [60.7, 
64.8]

<.001

# of BNI a, Mdn 
[IQR]

2.0 [1.0, 
4.0]

4.0 [2.0, 
5.0]

2.0 [1.0, 
4.0]

<.001 1.0 [0.0, 
3.0]

2.0 [1.0, 
4.0]

1.0 [0.0, 
3.0]

<.001

Other BNI

Very low food 
security

36.9 [35.3, 
38.5]

65.9 [60.9, 
70.9]

38.2 [37.0, 
39.4]

<.001 16.5 [14.6, 
18.5]

43.3 [35.6, 
51.1]

23.4 [21.6, 
25.3]

<.001

SNAP gap b 73.5 [71.5, 
75.5]

50.2 [44.3, 
56.1]

61.3 [59.7, 
63.0]

<.001 83.2 [79.5, 
86.9]

80.4 [72.5, 
88.3]

80.5 [77.7, 
83.4]

.54

Note. CI = confi dence interval; BNI = basic needs insecurity; SNAP = Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program.
a BNI included the 8 core needs: food insecurity, nutrition insecurity, housing insecurity, self- reported homeless-
ness, no social support, unreliable transportation, inability to aff ord health services, and no health insurance. 
b Respondents with food insecurity that did not report SNAP use.

Table 3 shows, in general, students at tribal colleges had higher odds of BNI compared 
to their counterparts at four- year institutions in unadjusted and adjusted analyses. 
Students attending tribal colleges had signifi cantly higher odds of seven out of the 
eight core BNI (food insecurity, housing insecurity, homelessness, no social support, 
unreliable transportation, inability to aff ord health services, and no health insurance). 
Of particular concern, students attending tribal colleges had 6.00 (95% CI [4.06, 



26 Cargas et al.

8.87], p < .01) times the odds of homelessness, 3.10 (95% CI [2.18, 4.43], p < .01) times 
the odds of food insecurity, and 2.57 (95% CI [1.85, 3.59], p < .01) times the odds of 
housing insecurity compared to students at four-year institutions, controlling for gender, 
sexual orientation, race and ethnicity, and parental status. Tribal students also had 4.64 
(95% CI [2.89, 7.43], p < .01) times the odds of very low food security compared to four-
year students but had lower odds of being food insecure and not receiving SNAP [SNAP 
gap (aOR = 0.46, 95% CI [0.34, 0.63], p < .01)] compared to four-year students.

Two-year college students had significantly higher odds of homelessness (aOR = 1.93, 
95% CI [1.54, 2.43], p < .01), housing insecurity (aOR = 1.31, 95% CI [1.18, 1.45], 
p < .01), no health insurance (aOR = 1.23, 95% CI [1.07, 1.42], p < .01), and no 
social support (aOR = 1.22, 95% CI [1.02, 1.46], p < .05) and lower odds of nutrition 
insecurity (aOR = 0.86, 95% CI [0.78, 0.95], p < .01) and the SNAP gap (aOR = 0.65, 
95% CI [0.56, 0.75], p < .01) compared to four-year college students. Prevalence of 
food insecurity, unreliable transportation, and inability to afford health services did 
not differ significantly between two-year and four-year students.

Faculty/Staff
At least one BNI was reported by 61.6% of all faculty/staff and the median number of 
BNI reported was 1.0 (IQR = 0.0, 3.0). As shown in Table 2, housing insecurity was 
the most commonly experienced BNI among faculty/staff at four-year (40.4%, 95% 
CI [37.8, 43.0]), tribal (67.1%, 95% CI [59.6, 74.7]), and two-year (47.0%, 95% CI 
[44.8, 49.2]) institutions. More than one third of faculty/staff also reported inability 
to afford health services across all institution types. Self-reported homelessness and 
lack of social support were the least frequently reported BNI among faculty/staff across 
institution types. Faculty/staff across institution types had an even higher SNAP gap 
than students; 80% or more of food insecure faculty/staff across institution types did 
not receive SNAP. Table 2 illustrates that, except for lack of social support, the preva-
lence of BNI differed significantly among faculty/staff at four-year, tribal, and two-year 
institutions. In general, the prevalence of insecurities was higher among tribal faculty/
staff compared to those at four-year and two-year colleges.

Table 3 shows, adjusting for gender, sexual orientation, race and ethnicity, and parental 
status, tribal college faculty/staff had 3.14 (95% CI [1.40, 7.08], p < .01) times the odds 
of homelessness, 2.07 (95% CI [1.33, 3.22], p < .01) times the odds of food insecurity, 
and 1.68 (95% CI [1.08, 2.60], p < .01) times the odds of housing insecurity compared 
to faculty/staff at four-year institutions. Two-year college faculty/staff had significantly 
higher odds of homelessness (aOR = 1.96, 95% CI [1.21, 3.19], p < .01), food insecurity 
(aOR = 1.40, 95% CI [1.18, 1.66], p < .01), housing insecurity (aOR = 1.31, 95% CI 
[1.12, 1.53], p < .01), and unreliable transportation (aOR = 1.31, 95% CI [1.04, 1.64], 
p < .05) compared to faculty/staff at four-year institutions. Odds of having very low 
food security were also significantly higher among tribal and two-year faculty/staff 
compared to four-year faculty/staff. Odds of the SNAP gap were not significantly dif-
ferent among faculty/staff across institution types.
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Table 3. Unadjusted and Adjusted Odds of Basic Needs Insecurities Among 
Students and Faculty/Staff  at Tribal Colleges and Two- Year Colleges Compared to 
Four- Year Colleges in New Mexico

Students (n = 9,995) Faculty or Staff  (n = 3,667)

Tribal colleges a Two- year colleges a Tribal colleges b Two- year colleges b

OR [95% 
CI]

aOR 
[95% 
CI] c

OR [95% 
CI]

aOR 
[95% 
CI] c

OR [95% 
CI]

aOR 
[95% 
CI] c

OR [95% 
CI]

aOR 
[95% 
CI] c

Core BNI

Food 
insecurity

4.10 
[3.05, 
5.51]**

3.10 
[2.18, 
4.43]**

1.05 
[0.97, 
1.14]

0.99 
[0.90, 
1.09]

4.20 
[2.98, 
5.92]**

2.07 
[1.33, 
3.22]**

1.49 
[1.29, 
1.72]**

1.40 [1.18, 
1.66]**

Nutrition 
insecurity

1.11 
[0.88, 
1.41]

1.17 
[0.89, 
1.54]

0.82 
[0.75, 
0.90]**

0.86 
[0.78, 
0.95]**

1.95 [1.37, 
2.79]**

1.17 
[0.75, 
1.82]

1.06 
[0.90, 
1.24]

1.09 
[0.92, 
1.29]

Housing 
insecurity

3.12 
[2.35, 
4.14]**

2.57 
[1.85, 
3.59]**

1.42 
[1.30, 
1.55]**

1.31 [1.18, 
1.45]**

3.01 
[2.11, 
4.31]**

1.68 
[1.08, 
2.60]*

1.31 [1.14, 
1.51]**

1.31 [1.12, 
1.53]**

Self- reported 
homelessness

6.64 
[4.81, 
9.17]**

6.00 
[4.06, 
8.87]**

2.04 
[1.66, 
2.50]**

1.93 [1.54, 
2.43]**

4.39 
[2.33, 
8.26]**

3.14 [1.40, 
7.08]**

1.72 [1.15, 
2.58]**

1.96 [1.21, 
3.19]**

No social 
support

1.72 
[1.20, 
2.48]**

1.98 [1.31, 
2.99]**

1.21 
[1.03, 
1.42]*

1.22 
[1.02, 
1.46]*

1.51 
[0.78, 
2.92]

0.89 
[0.35, 
2.23]

1.07 
[0.78, 
1.45]

1.13 
[0.80, 
1.59]

Unreliable 
transportation

2.69 
[2.10, 
3.44]**

2.88 
[2.16, 
3.84]**

1.00 
[0.90, 
1.11]

1.05 
[0.93, 
1.17]

2.71 
[1.81, 
4.04]**

1.41 
[0.83, 
2.38]

1.24 [1.01, 
1.52]*

1.31 
[1.04, 
1.64]*

Can’t aff ord 
health services

1.61 [1.25, 
2.09]**

1.83 
[1.36, 
2.47]**

1.01 
[0.92, 
1.11]

1.02 
[0.92, 
1.13]

2.03 
[1.39, 
2.97]**

1.38 
[0.88, 
2.18]

1.09 
[0.93, 
1.26]

1.12 
[0.95, 
1.32]

No health 
insurance

2.35 
[1.78, 
3.10]**

1.69 
[1.22, 
2.35]**

1.28 
[1.13, 
1.46]**

1.23 [1.07, 
1.42]**

1.73 
[0.89, 
3.36]

0.41 [0.17, 
0.95]*

1.45 
[1.06, 
1.98]*

1.26 
[0.90, 
1.78]

Other BNI

Very low food 
security d

6.38 
[4.30, 
9.47]**

4.64 
[2.89, 
7.43]**

1.05 
[0.95, 
1.17]

1.02 
[0.90, 
1.15]

5.49 [3.67, 
8.22]**

2.39 
[1.41, 
4.05]**

1.64 [1.37, 
1.97]**

1.58 
[1.28, 
1.94]**

SNAP gap e 0.36 
[0.28, 
0.47]**

0.46 
[0.34, 
0.63]**

0.57 [0.51, 
0.65]**

0.65 
[0.56, 
0.75]**

0.83 
[0.47, 
1.47]

0.92 
[0.44, 
1.94]

0.84 
[0.61, 
1.16]

1.00 
[0.70, 
1.44]

Note. CI = confi dence interval; OR = odds ratio; aOR = adjusted odds ratio; BNI = basic needs insecurity; SNAP 
= Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program.
a Reference group = students at four- year colleges. b Reference group = faculty or staff  at four- year colleges.
c  Covariates in multivariable logistic regression models include gender, sexual orientation, race and ethnicity, and 
parental status. d Reference group = high food security. e Respondents with food insecurity that did not report 
SNAP use.

*p < .05. **p < .01.
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In all cohorts, the prevalence of very low food security was greater than low food 
security (data not shown). Among all students, 38.7% had very low food security while 
19.4% had low food security, 13.0% had marginal food security, and 28.9% had high 
food security. Among all faculty/staff, 21.6% had very low food security while 13.1% 
had low food security, 11.2% had marginal food security, and 54.1% had high food 
security. The prevalence of very low food security was higher among students (38.7%) 
than faculty/staff (21.6%) and varied significantly across institution types as shown in 
Table 2.

Discussion
To the authors’ knowledge, ours is the first statewide study of BNI among students, 
faculty, and staff in higher education in the nation. As a state of primarily Hispanic-
serving colleges and universities and multiple indigenous serving institutions, our 
results uncover several novel findings. First, faculty and staff experience substantial 
struggles with needs insecurity; food, housing, and other BNI are not limited to 
students in higher education. Second, students, faculty, and staff at tribal colleges in 
New Mexico experience profound BNI, with burdens greatly exceeding their four-year 
college and university counterparts. Third, while the literature has largely focused on 
food insecurity, the prevalence of housing insecurity was higher than the prevalence 
of food insecurity for students and faculty/staff at most institution types. Thus, hous-
ing insecurity is emerging as perhaps the most common insecurity in New Mexico 
higher education.

Importantly, regardless of the location of our institutions—rural, on tribal lands, or 
urban—people struggle to have adequate shelter, even when employed. This is consis-
tent with the fact that there is a housing crisis across the United States and globally 
(Hohmann, 2013; Madden & Marcuse, 2016). Therefore, it is not surprising that 
housing insecurity and homelessness were experienced among all the cohorts, again 
revealing that housing is a problem for faculty and staff just as it is for students. In 
our sample, 132 (3.8%) faculty and staff were homeless in the past 12 months. Future 
research should explore structural factors that may be associated with the struggle for 
housing, such as the cost of existing housing or the lack of housing units on or near 
campuses.

Other patterns worth highlighting include the high degree of very low food security as 
opposed to low food security. Very low food security affects more students and faculty/
staff than the less severe category of low food security. The USDA originally defined 
low food insecurity as food insecurity without hunger and very low security as food 
insecurity with hunger (Chilton, 2024). Relying on the original USDA nomencla-
ture reveals a very stark experience for members of our community. Many experience 
hunger too often. They are skipping meals and some may be experiencing weight loss 
leading to adverse physical and mental health outcomes. Future research must address 
best practices for screening and intervening.
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As previously stated, the most common response to BNI across the United States is 
campus food pantries. However, not all campuses have them, and some do not allow 
faculty and staff to access them due to limited capacity of the pantries. Though they 
have become a necessary part of the landscape, other campus initiatives should be 
supported, such as meal vouchers.

We also found that a significant number of food insecure students and faculty/staff are 
not receiving SNAP benefits, representing a pressing need for education, outreach, and 
streamlining the SNAP enrollment process. Next, our results suggest unreliable trans-
portation affects faculty and staff, just as it does for students. Transportation insecurity 
is a particularly important issue in a state like New Mexico which is predominantly 
rural. Finally, over 50% of every student cohort and almost 40% or above for the 
faculty/staff cohorts in our sample could not afford health services even though most 
had health insurance. Offering low-cost health services on campuses might be more 
beneficial than outreach to ensure more people have health insurance.

Other recommendations include increasing emergency aid funding and extending it 
to faculty and staff. Allowing our unhoused community members to park safely on 
campus at night is another stop gap measure. Creating more affordable housing is an 
intervention that all groups need. Most importantly, responding to food and housing 
insecurity should not be considered an auxiliary function of campuses. Basic needs 
centers should be established and funding them should be prioritized.

Future research is also needed to evaluate the effectiveness of novel BNI-focused inter-
ventions. In addition, regular analysis of policy at the campus, state, and federal levels 
along with stronger advocacy for policy change is needed. Reducing needs insecurity 
will require comprehensive approaches across multiple levels of influence (e.g., cultur-
ally sensitive support programs, increasing financial aid opportunities, advocating for 
policy changes to address systemic barriers). For example, three billion dollars of SNAP 
funds is unclaimed by eligible college students (Benefits Data Trust, 2023); therefore, 
changes in policy to allow more eligibility and easier access to SNAP are warranted 
(Hagedorn-Hatfield et al., 2022). Finally, because students and colleagues at tribal 
institutions in New Mexico had much higher BNI compared to two-year and four-
year institutions, providing and prioritizing resources for Native American students, 
faculty, and staff is critical to alleviate these inequities.

Limitations
Using an online, cross-sectional survey tool to collect data is a limitation. Though 
every effort was taken to exclude fraudulent responses including bot detection via a 
reCAPTCHA score < 0.50, fake responses may still be in the final dataset. We also 
acknowledge response bias may be present as those that participated may have been 
more or less likely to have BNI, and differences may have existed between online par-
ticipants and those who completed the survey on paper (though paper surveys consti-
tuted less than 0.1% of responses).
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Further, the survey included single-item questions that have not been validated among 
students, faculty, or staff to assess affordability of health services and health insurance 
status. We condensed all types of faculty (full-time, part-time, adjunct), staff (full-
time, part-time), and administration to one faculty/staff category due to sample size 
limitations, but we acknowledge differences in BNI likely exist within subcategories. 
Similarly, due to sample size limitations and privacy concerns, we collapsed some 
gender, sexual orientation, and race and ethnicity categories. Future studies should 
consider collecting data among Hispanic Serving Institutions (HSIs) nationally to 
ensure adequate sample sizes to report outcomes for each gender, sexual orientation, 
and racial and ethnic group. Finally, we did not have data from all 27 institutions to 
compare the representativeness of our sample to actual enrollment and employment. 
Thus, data presented in this study should be interpreted as representing the sample that 
participated and may not be generalizable nationally.

Conclusion
This article addresses a gap in basic needs literature by reporting on faculty and staff 
insecurities, expanding the number of insecurities measured, and offering recommen-
dations. That 62% of faculty/staff and 81% of students among 27 minority serving 
public colleges and universities in New Mexico reported experiencing at least one BNI 
indicates substantial levels of suffering. As a response, we created the New Mexico 
Basic Needs Consortium consisting of faculty, staff, and students across the state with 
a mission to reduce BNI in New Mexico higher education communities. The Con-
sortium goals include analyzing the effectiveness of current responses and finding the 
resources to expand those that are effective or yet to be implemented.

Our study has revealed a profound problem facing higher education in one state, and 
the problem may affect higher education in other states. For example, colleges and uni-
versities increasingly serve low-income students. States that have a large number of 
minority faculty and staff likely have large numbers of people afflicted with BNI. 
And when the faculty and staff whose jobs it is to support students cannot meet their 
own essential needs by working in academia, it is unlikely that postsecondary student 
success is being best served by employees with BNI. It is also unlikely that students 
achieve their loftier goals when worried and poorly fed. Our schools are not modeling 
systemic justice when the human rights to food and shelter are not being met for the 
people populating the very institutions built to advance society. We recommend that 
higher education institutions attend to these basic rights for all ranks to fulfill the 
mission to be “emblems of equal opportunity” (Daniels, 2021, p. 40), and more, be 
practitioners of maintaining equitable communities.

The conclusion positions the researchers involved and other student success profession-
als to move from merely studying the extent of the problem to working on identifying 
recommendations and operationalizing solutions. Even as states seek funding from 
numerous sources to begin to address the problem, many of the issues cannot be simply 
solved without fundamentally changing how we address basic needs work on campuses. 
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As several authors of this paper have shown previously, there is a gap in the basic needs 
literature when it comes to challenging colleges and universities to take responsibility 
for reducing BNI (Cargas & Thomas, 2024). The first step of acknowledging that there 
is a problem has almost been achieved by the large body of published data, some of 
which was described in the literature review. Now we need our institutions to accept 
they must play a role in addressing it.

Assisting that mindset change would be helped by research that includes a critical reflec-
tion on the history of universities and social class as well as institutional dependence on 
contingent faculty and underpaid staff. Higher education was designed for students in 
the upper quintiles of wealth; the justifications for reliance on contingent faculty are 
outdated, and our findings provide an opportunity to frame conversations about how 
to make colleges and universities more equitable for students entering institutions from 
lower quintiles of wealth as well as rethinking salary structures. This suggests a rethinking 
of organizational designs and structures that meet the basic needs of everyone. Offering 
tuition-free college, as the state in which this study was conducted has done, is founda-
tional to basic needs work. However, another next step is to recognize that the true cost 
of college encompasses basic needs support for all those working in higher education.
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Appendix

Survey Questions, Response Options, and Coding Used to Define Variables 
Included in This Study

Variable Survey Question Survey Response Options Coding for Analysis

Participant type Please describe your 
current primary role at 
your institution.

Undergraduate student 
(Part-time, less than 12 
credit hours)

Student

Undergraduate student 
(Full-time, 12 credit hours 
or more)

Student

Graduate or professional 
student

Faculty or staff

Lecturer (Part-time) Faculty or staff

Lecturer (Full-time) Faculty or staff

Faculty (Part-time or 
Adjunct)

Faculty or staff

Faculty (Full-time) Faculty or staff

Staff (Part-time, Full-time, 
or temporary)

Faculty or staff

Upper-level administration Faculty or staff

Other (please specify) Student or Faculty or staff

Not currently attending 
or employed by college or 
university

Excluded
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Variable Survey Question Survey Response Options Coding for Analysis

Age category How old are you? Under 16 years Excluded

16–17 years 16–24 years of age

18–24 years 16–24 years of age

25–34 years 25–34 years of age

35–44 years 35–44 years of age

45–54 years 35–44 years of age

55–64 years 35–44 years of age

65 years of age or older 35–44 years of age

Race and ethnicity With which racial/
ethnic group(s) do you 
identify? Please check 
all that apply.

Hispanic or Latinx Hispanic or Latino/a

American Indian or Native 
American

Native American

Asian or Asian American Other or multiple

Black or African American Other or multiple

Middle Eastern, 
Mediterranean or North 
African

Other or multiple

Native Hawaiian or Pacific 
Islander

Other or multiple

White or Caucasian White, non-Hispanic/
Latino/a or Other or 
multiple

Other racial/ethnic group 
(please specify):

Other or multiple

I would rather not say Excluded

Gender What is your gender 
identity? (You may 
select multiple options)

Man Man

Woman Woman

Genderqueer Other gender

Nonbinary Other gender

I would rather not say Excluded

I prefer to identify as: Other gender

Sexual Orientation What best describes 
your sexual orientation? 
(You may select 
multiple options)

Heterosexual/Straight Straight

Gay or lesbian Other Sexuality

Bisexual Other Sexuality

I would rather not say Excluded

I prefer to identify as: Other Sexuality

Children Do you have children 
under the age of 
18 years for whom 
you are financially 
responsible?

Yes Yes

No No

(continued )
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Variable Survey Question Survey Response Options Coding for Analysis

Food Assistance Program 
Use

In the past 12 months, 
did you or your 
children receive 
assistance from any 
of the following food 
support programs? 
Please check all that 
apply.

SNAP/EBT (food stamps) Yes

WIC (nutritional assistance 
for pregnant women and 
young children)

Yes

TANF (public cash 
assistance; formerly called 
ADC or ADFC)

Yes

FDPIR (Food Distribution 
Program on Indian 
Reservations)

Yes

National School Lunch 
Program (NSLP)

Yes

School Breakfast Program 
(SBP)

Yes

Summer Meals Program 
(SFSP)

Yes

A food bank or food pantry 
(including a campus food 
pantry)

Yes

Other food program Yes

None of these No




