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BRIEF REPORT

Basic needs insecurity among LGBTQ+ college students
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ABSTRACT  
Introduction: Studies have indicated that a significant proportion of college students suffer 
from basic needs insecurity (food and housing). However, few studies have assessed the 
rates at which LGBTQ+ students experience needs insecurity compared to their heterosexual 
and cisgender counterparts. Fewer studies have assessed differences in insecurity between 
LGBTQ+ groups.
Method: This study is a secondary analysis of a survey including LGBTQ+ and cisgender/ 
heterosexual students enrolled in 27 public educational institutions in a southwestern U.S. 
state (N = 8,406).
Results: Findings demonstrate that compared to heterosexual and/or cisgender students, 
LGBTQ+ identifying students were significantly more likely to experience food and housing 
insecurity and homelessness. Additionally, there were significant differences in the odds of 
insecurity between groups within the LGBTQ+ community.
Conclusion: Basic Needs insecurity among LGBTQ+ students is significantly higher compared 
to their heterosexual and cisgender classmates. Insecurities also differ within these minority 
groups, justifying a need to consider subgroups when studying LGBTQ+ individuals.
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Introduction

A college education is a pathway for social and 
economic mobility in the United States; offering a 
socioeconomic advantage compared to those who 
do not have one (Horowitz, 2018; Weaver et al., 
2020). However, studies indicate students with a 
minoritized status experience barriers that hinder 
degree attainment (Mechler et al., 2021; Martell & 
Roncolato, 2023). This is likely due to a lack of 
financial stability and unmet basic needs e.g. food 
and housing (Goldrick-Rab & Cady, 2018; Ortagus 
et al., 2021; Shisler et al., 2023). Food insecurity cor
relates with a low GPA, taking fewer classes, and 
dropping out of school (Wolfson et al., 2021).

Basic needs (BN) insecurity is often more pro
nounced among the LGBTQ+ community as 
LGBTQ+ individuals endure higher rates of poverty 
and wage gaps (Mallory et al., 2020) often due to wide
spread difficulty finding/keeping employment, wage 
disparities, and stress-induced health problems 
(Sears & Mallory, 2011). Food insecure LGBTQ+ indi
viduals are also less likely to utilize food pantries or 

other resources because of fear of discrimination 
(Henry et al., 2023).

In BN research, LGBTQ+ individuals are often mis
takenly clustered into one reference group. It is inaccur
ate to claim all sexual and gender minorities experience 
same levels of insecurity. Although there is overlap 
between those who identify as a gender minority (not 
identifying with their sex assigned at birth) and/or a 
sexual minority (those who do not identify as hetero
sexual), it is a mistake to group these two categories 
together when investigating BN. Transgender and non
binary (i.e. gender minority) individuals often face 
different obstacles to receiving BN compared to cisgen
der LGB (i.e. sexual minority) individuals (Russo
manno & Jabson Tree, 2020; Grant, J. et al., 2011), 
and thus must be analyzed with these differences in 
mind.

Additionally, within existing literature on transgen
der and/or nonbinary individuals, data collection is 
inconsistent when describing gender identity for 
LGBTQ+ participants. Some studies categorize “trans
gender” and/or “nonbinary” individuals separately 
from “male” and “female” categories, see Laska et al., 
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2021; Riddle et al., 2020, or delineate between “male/ 
female” and “trans male” / “trans female” (for example 
see Russomanno & Jabson Tree, 2020). This is in conflict 
with the understanding that “male”/“female” refer to 
sex, not gender, and may lead to conflicting survey 
results. Many transgender individuals opt to identify 
themselves as “male” or “female” rather than “transgen
der”, because these terms more accurately describe 
their gender identity (Erickson-Schroth & Cheng 
Thom, 2022). Variable structuring of surveys given 
to LGBTQ+ individuals will produce incongruous 
results regarding this group’s experiences with BN. 
Naturally, the language and understanding of gen
der/sexuality is rapidly evolving. Therefore, the 
responsibility of remaining informed about the popu
lations being studied rests on ourselves, as scientists. 
Only then can we provide targeted interventions. 
This study was structured to gain clearer insight 
from LGBTQ+ participants by presenting a survey 
allowing self-identification according to their separate 
identities, with a focus on better understanding differ
ences between transgender and nonbinary individuals. 
We hypothesize that LGBTQ+ individuals will have 
more BN insecurity than majority groups and that 
there will be different levels of BN insecurity between 
these various groups.

Materials and methods

Participants

Full-time or part-time students, faculty, and staff at 27 
public institutions of higher education in a southwes
tern state in the U.S. who were ≥16 years of age were 
eligible to participate in this study. This secondary 
exploratory analysis included students who self- 
reported sociodemographic information including 
their sexual and gender identities (n = 8,406). Most par
ticipants were >24 years of age (48.2%), undergraduates 
(92.2%), “heterosexual/straight” (71.8%), and identified 
as women (65.0%). In terms of sexual orientation, par
ticipants identified as “bisexual” (11.9%), “gay or les
bian” (5.0%), “more than one” (2.1%), “prefer not to 
say” (5.9%), and “prefer to self-identify” (3.3%). In 
terms of gender, participants identified as “genderqu
eer” (0.9%), “man” (26.1%), “woman” (65.0%), “non- 
binary” (2.0%), “more than one gender” (2.4%) and 
“prefer not to say” or “prefer to self-identify” (1.8%). 
Those who selected “yes” to the question “Do you 
identify as Transgender” and identified as a man or 
woman were categorized as “trans man” (1.2%) or 
“trans woman” (0.6%).

Procedure/measures

From March to April 2023, a cross-sectional survey 
instrument designed by the research team was distrib
uted to participating institutions. Institutions 
recruited potential participants via email and listservs, 
social media, and flyers. Participants took the survey 
on paper or online via Qualtrics and could enter a 
drawing to receive a gift card. A total of 18,369 
responses were received; 1,623 did not complete all 
screening questions or were ineligible based on 
screening question responses. Other exclusions 
included reCAPTCHA score <0.50 (n = 780), dupli
cate responses (n = 252), and incomplete U.S. Depart
ment of Agriculture (USDA) 18-item household food 
security survey module (FSSM) (n = 1,255). Review of 
free text responses identified 772 additional partici
pants for exclusion due to including symbols and/or 
nonsense answers. An additional 19 were excluded 
for missing participant type and 6 were excluded for 
being retired. In total, 4,707 responses were removed 
(25.6%) and the final analytic sample included 
13,662 (74.4%) unique participants representing stu
dents, faculty, and staff. Of 13,662, 9,995 responses 
were students (73.2%), of which 8,406 (84.1%) pro
vided gender and/or sexuality and were included in 
this secondary analysis.

To assess food security, the survey utilized the vali
dated USDA Household FSSM. The number of 
affirmative responses to FSSM items was summed to 
calculate a food security score. Those with low/very 
low food security were classified as food insecure. 
Housing insecurity was measured using nine validated 
housing-related indicators recommended by the Hope 
Center (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2018), including difficulty 
paying for a rent/mortgage increase and/or an 
inability to fully pay gas, oil, or electric bills. One or 
more affirmative responses indicated housing insecur
ity. Self-reported homelessness was assessed using the 
question “in the past 12 months, have you ever been 
homeless?” Students self-reported their GPA (“Think
ing about the past academic semester, which of the fol
lowing best describes your GPA?”) and use of 
government programs including the Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) and the Special 
Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, 
and Children (WIC).

Statistical analysis

Analyses were conducted using SAS Version 9.4. 
Prevalence of each variable was calculated among 
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students by sexual and gender identities. Binary 
associations between gender and sexual orientation 
identities and outcomes (food insecurity, housing 
insecurity, homelessness, GPA < 2.0, and receipt of 
government assistance) were explored via chi-square 
tests of independence to establish reference groups 
for analyses. We then performed a series of logistic 
regressions comparing our groups of interest to a 
reference group (“men” for gender and “heterosex
ual/straight” for sexual orientation). We subset our 
data to the reference group and the comparator 
group of interest and then used logistic regression to 
calculate odds ratios (OR) and 99% confidence inter
vals (CI) for our four outcomes.  This process was 
repeated for each comparator group. As an explora
tory study, a correction for multiple hypothesis testing 
was not applied; however, we selected a p-value of 
<0.01 to indicate statistical significance to minimize 
type I errors.

Results

Shown in Table 1, students identifying as transgender 
had the highest odds of experiencing BN insecurities 
across all variables assessed compared to cisgender 
men. Transgender women had 12.77 (99% CI = 6.05- 
26.94) times the odds of homelessness compared to 
cisgender men, while transgender men had 7.81 
(99% CI = 4.49-13.56) times the odds of homelessness. 
Among students identifying with other gender 
minorities, those who identified as genderqueer had 
the greatest odds of food insecurity (OR = 2.24; 99% 
CI = 1.13–4.44) and homelessness (OR = 3.47; 99% 
CI = 1.72–6.98) compared to cisgender men.

Compared to those who identified as heterosexual, 
students identifying as gay/lesbian had greater odds of 

experiencing food/housing insecurity and homeless
ness and were more likely to have a GPA <2.0. Gay/ 
lesbian students had 2.00 (99% CI = 1.33–3.01) times 
the odds of homelessness and 1.69 (99% CI = 1.28– 
2.23) times the odds of being food insecure compared 
to heterosexual students. Students selecting “prefer to 
self-identify” on the sexual orientation question had 
lower odds (OR = 0.72, 99% CI = 0.52–1.00) of using 
government assistance. Use of government programs 
was not significant for other sexual orientation groups 
assessed.

Effect sizes were greater between gender subgroups 
compared to sexual orientation subgroups, suggesting 
gender is more strongly associated with BN insecuri
ties than sexuality.

Discussion

This study found that college students identifying as a 
gender/sexual minority have a higher odds of BN inse
curity and lower GPA. This study offers more insights 
into the specific experiences of sexual/gender-minori
tized individuals, by avoiding unnecessary conflation 
of LGBTQ+ identities, with a focus on better under
standing differences between transgender and nonbin
ary individuals.

This study further elucidates work by Laska et al., 
2021, which categorized transgender/non-binary/ 
other gendered as one group (42% food insecure), 
and Riddle et al., 2020, (41.2% food insecure). Trans
gender men and women experienced higher odds of 
insecurity across all categories at higher rates than 
all other sexual/gender minoritized groups studied. 
Similar findings were uncovered pertaining to gender 
minorities in general. This contrast may be due to 
greater financial strain on account of the unique cost 

Table 1. Logistic regression results showing odds of outcomes [OR (99% CI)] among students by Gender & Sexuality (n = 8,406).

Food insecurity Housing insecurity Homelessness GPA < 2.00a
Received food 

assistanceb

OR (99% CI) OR (99% CI) OR (99% CI) OR (99% CI) OR (99% CI)

Gender [reference = man (n = 2,197)]
Genderqueer (n = 74) 2.24 (1.13, 4.44)* 1.94 (0.98, 3.84) 3.47 (1.72, 6.98)* 1.76 (0.74, 4.18) 1.94 (1.05, 3.60)*
More than one (n = 200) 1.77 (1.18, 2.65)* 2.10 (1.36, 3.23)* 1.52 (0.87, 2.66) 1.51 (0.86, 2.67) 1.68 (1.14, 2.46)*
Nonbinary (n = 168) 2.08 (1.32, 3.27)* 1.96 (1.24, 3.12)* 0.85 (0.41, 1.79) 0.78 (0.35, 1.73) 1.16 (0.76, 1.75)
Prefer not to say or Self-Identify (n =  

150)
1.48 (0.94, 2.32) 1.05 (0.67, 1.63) 0.81 (0.37, 1.81) 1.11 (0.54, 2.30) 0.74 (0.47, 1.17)

Transgender man (n = 99) 4.65 (2.24, 9.66)* 2.67 (1.40, 5.07)* 7.81 (4.49, 13.56)* 2.63 (1.31, 5.27)* 2.45 (1.41, 4.25)*
Transgender woman (n = 52) 5.34 (1.86, 15.29)* 5.50 (1.79, 16.90)* 12.77 (6.05, 26.94)* 3.92 (1.74, 8.85)* 8.99 (3.14, 25.76)*
Cisgender Woman (n = 5,466) 1.13 (0.99, 1.29) 1.23 (1.08, 1.41)* 0.40 (0.31, 0.52)* 0.60 (0.47, 0.77)* 1.17 (1.02, 1.33)*
Sexual orientation [reference = Heterosexual/straight (n = 6,039)]
Bisexual (n = 1,000) 1.49 (1.24, 1.79)* 1.23 (1.02, 1.48)* 1.08 (0.76, 1.53) 1.08 (0.77, 1.51) 0.94 (0.79, 1.12)
Gay/lesbian (n = 423) 1.69 (1.28, 2.23)* 1.49 (1.12, 1.98)* 2.00 (1.33, 3.01)* 1.59 (1.04, 2.46)* 0.87 (0.67, 1.13)
More than one (n = 174) 1.07 (0.72, 1.60) 1.27 (0.83, 1.93) 1.90 (1.01, 3.55)* 1.12 (0.52, 2.38) 0.77 (0.51, 1.15)
Prefer not to say (n = 496) 1.32 (1.03, 1.70)* 0.93 (0.73, 1.19) 1.42 (0.93, 2.18) 1.47 (0.97, 2.23) 0.86 (0.68, 1.10)
Prefer to self-identify (n = 274) 1.32 (0.95, 1.83) 0.84 (0.61, 1.16) 0.91 (0.46, 1.78) 1.41 (0.80, 2.46) 0.72 (0.52, 1.00)*
aGPA missing for 367; bReceiving government assistance missing for 1; *p-value < .01.
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of gender affirming care as well as increased social 
strain due to the current political climate. Addition
ally, transgender women, transgender men, genderqu
eer, and nonbinary students experienced differing 
odds of insecurity and low GPA. Comparable results 
found among sexual minoritized groups further justify 
studying these groups individually.

Various limitations may have affected data pre
sented in this study. Data were collected via online 
survey distributed through multiple channels includ
ing social media. Demographic information was self- 
reported and non-verifiable due to participant anon
ymity. Non-response bias may have affected results, 
as those who participated in the survey may have 
been more or less likely to experience needs insecurity. 
Additionally, intersectional differences between gay 
men and lesbian individuals, or demographic infor
mation including race may have impacted data, and 
is worth further research.

To combat BN insecurity, colleges should not only 
recognize the distinct challenges the LGBTQ+ stu
dents face compared to their heterosexual peers, they 
should also acknowledge the differences among this 
cohort, as they are not a monolith and may be 
uniquely affected by stress associated with social safety 
(Diamond & Alley, 2022). Interventions addressing 
the unique challenges LGBTQ+ students face need 
to be created. They might include training college 
staff to be sensitive to discrimination against the 
students.

Future research should examine the underlying 
causes of the differences within this cohort of students 
to help better inform future solutions to the basic 
needs insecurity of our gender and sexually minori
tized students. Researchers should also take care to 
adapt to the evolving language and categorize cohorts 
as granularly as the sample size allows.
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