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Article

Immigrants across the United States face 
social inequities rooted in restrictive immigra-
tion policy and exploitative labor practices 
which increase their risk of poverty and mate-
rial hardship. Food insecurity, a dimension of 
material hardship, or the absence of nutrition-
ally adequate and safe food is prevalent 
among immigrant families (Gelatt et al., 
2019). The immigrant population is classified 
under four statuses in the United States: Per-
manent status includes lawful permanent resi-
dents or green card holders; temporary status 
is held by visa holders who are temporarily 
present in the United States for the purpose of 
employment or education; discretionary status 

is temporary status not intended to result in 
permanent presence such as Deferred Action 
for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) and Tempo-
rary Protection Status; and undocumented sta-
tus refers to individuals who entered the 
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Abstract
Systemic inequities increase the risk of material hardships, including food insecurity, among 
immigrant households. Informed by 33 qualitative interviews with Latina/o/x undergraduate 
students who are undocumented or U.S. citizens with undocumented parents, we examine 
their experiences of food insecurity in their day-to-day lives. We find a food insecurity pipeline as 
students’ experiences of food insecurity begin early in childhood in their homes and continue 
in their adulthood on their college campuses. Food insecurity has implications for their well-
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country without authorization or who entered 
with a visa but stayed beyond its expiration 
(Waters & Gerstein-Pineau, 2015). These sta-
tuses determine access to economic, health, 
housing, education, and civic opportunities 
with undocumented immigrants experiencing 
more restrictions to resources and afforded 
few legal protections. Structural inequities 
also prevent immigrant families from access-
ing needed services. Immigrant households 
face exclusionary policies that limit their abil-
ity to obtain federal resources (Perreira & 
Pedroza, 2019; Pineau et al., 2021), moreover, 
creating stigma, shame (Distel et al., 2019), 
and fear when attempting to access basic needs 
services (Bernstein et al., 2020). Young adult 
children of immigrants, who may be undocu-
mented or U.S. citizen members of mixed-sta-
tus families, hereafter referred to jointly as 
immigration-impacted youth, face the risk of 
food insecurity within their families and as 
they transition to adulthood.

The structural inequities experienced by 
undocumented and mixed-status families con-
tinue to manifest in the lives of youth as they 
transition to their college campus. Often 
members of low-income families (Suárez-
Orozco et al., 2015), immigration-impacted 
students will have to work while completing 
their degree to pay their way through school 
(Enriquez et al., 2019; Nichols & Guzmán, 
2017; Suárez-Orozco et al., 2015) and/or to 
supplement their families’ income (Nichols & 
Guzmán, 2017). While less is known about 
the prevalence of food insecurity among 
immigration-impacted college students, stud-
ies find that food insecurity disproportion-
ately affects students of color in U.S. colleges 
(Dubick et al., 2016; Watson et al., 2017).

We focus on Latinx youth because they 
account for a fifth of all college students 
(Mora, 2022) and approximately half of the 
estimated 450,000 undocumented students in 
higher education in the United States (Feld-
blum et al., 2020). In addition, Latinx youth 
and their families are disproportionately sub-
jected to punitive immigration policies 
(Armenta, 2016; Kretesedemas & Brotherton, 
2017) increasing their risks for poor out-
comes. Despite extensive research on barriers 

to educational attainment among Latinxs 
(Bean et al., 2015; Portes & Rumbaut, 2001), 
limited research has examined their experi-
ences of food insecurity and implications for 
their well-being, including academic trajecto-
ries. This study is informed by interviews 
with Latinx immigration-impacted college 
students. We examine the food insecurity 
pipeline (reflecting students’ experiences of 
food insecurity from childhood in their homes 
to adulthood on their college campuses), the 
impact of food insecurity on their well-being, 
and their resilience as they implement food 
insecurity survival strategies. The study has 
implications for immigration policy, practice, 
and higher education institutions serving this 
vulnerable population.

Background

In contrast to poverty which is an absolute 
measure of deprivation based on household 
income and household size, material hardship 
assesses relative deprivation to identify indi-
viduals and households who do not consume a 
minimum basic level of goods and services 
(Altman et al., 2020). Various indicators are 
used to assess material hardship, and this 
study is focused on food insecurity. Food-
insecure households experience difficulties 
acquiring adequate food due to limited money 
and other resources (Coleman-Jensen et al., 
2022). Food insecurity scholars have distin-
guished between low and very low food secu-
rity, where low food security households 
include those with reduced quality, variability, 
and desired diet (Coleman-Jensen et al., 
2022). In contrast, very low food security is 
experienced when households report dis-
rupted eating patterns primarily associated 
with feelings of hunger, which is the uneasy 
or painful sensation caused by a lack of food 
(Broton & Goldrick-Rab, 2017; Coleman-
Jensen et al., 2022; Cook & Frank, 2008). In 
2021, 10% of the U.S. population, or 13.5 mil-
lion households, were food insecure (Cole-
man-Jensen et al., 2022). Among these, 3.8% 
of U.S. households (or 5.1 million house-
holds) were identified as having very low 
food security, the most severe form of food 
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insecurity (Coleman-Jensen et al., 2022). 
Food insecurity has been recorded at a much 
higher rate among immigrants; for instance, in 
California, it is estimated that 45% of undocu-
mented individuals are food insecure (Nour-
ish California & California Immigrant Policy 
Center, 2022). In a nationally representative 
sample, Altman and colleagues (2020) found 
the rate of food insecurity was higher than the 
national average among undocumented 
(18.48%) and lawfully present residents (LPR, 
or green card holders; 13.31%).

Food insecurity is rooted in the economic 
hardships faced by many immigrant house-
holds. Studies have shown that Mexican 
immigrants who lack documentation experi-
ence a higher risk of violations of labor rights, 
lower wages, and limited job opportunities 
(Leitz, 2018; Massey & Gentsch, 2018). Hall 
et al. (2010) revealed a 17% wage gap between 
Mexican undocumented men when compared 
to their documented counterparts. Similarly, 
using the Survey of Income and Program Par-
ticipation national dataset, Altman and col-
leagues (2020) found an immigration status 
gradient in wages, where the unauthorized 
immigrants reported the lowest mean monthly 
household income ($3,830) followed by LPR 
($4,607), and naturalized citizens ($5,568). 
Wage theft and exploitative working condi-
tions are frequent among the undocumented 
populations (Ayón et al., 2012; Bernhardt 
et al., 2013). Undocumented immigrants may 
be expected to work under harsh physical con-
ditions, and their wages may be withheld. In 
addition, immigrants experience limited 
opportunities for advancement and raises 
(Bacallao & Smokowski, 2007). Due to their 
precarious status, undocumented immigrants 
fear retaliation from employers; thus, many 
endure these oppressive practices, which are 
consequential to their families’ economic 
well-being and heighten their risk of material 
hardships.

Despite the development of social safety 
net policies and programs to alleviate food-
insecure families, eligibility requirements 
exclude undocumented communities. Eligi-
bility criteria for programs such as the federal 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 

(SNAP) have excluded undocumented immi-
grants. In addition to eligibility barriers, 
increased enforcement of anti-immigrant pol-
icy instills fear in immigrants, preventing 
them from seeking resources they are eligible 
for (Miller et al., 2022). For instance, the 
changes to public charge by the Trump admin-
istration led to a decline in enrollment in 
safety net services as accessing public ser-
vices would jeopardize undocumented par-
ents’ opportunity to adjust their status 
(Barofsky et al., 2020; Miller et al., 2022; Per-
reira & Pedroza, 2019). Therefore, mixed-
status families may fear enrolling their U.S. 
citizen children in safety net programs, even 
when children may be eligible, because of 
immigration-related concerns such as jeopar-
dizing their opportunity to become lawful per-
manent residents or being deported (Guelespe 
et al., 2023; Vargas, 2015). Thus, undocu-
mented, and mixed-status families may be 
fearful or ineligible to access safety net ser-
vices available to alleviate food insecurity.

Research on material hardships often is 
focused on households with young children. 
In this study, we turn attention to young 
adult children of immigrants who are col-
lege students to gain insight into their fami-
lies and their own experiences with food 
insecurity. We use the term immigration-
impacted to include both youth who are 
undocumented or U.S.-born citizens with 
undocumented parents (i.e., members of 
mixed-status families). Immigration-
impacted youth are susceptible to the effects 
of anti-immigrant policies and enforcement 
regardless of their own status. The spillover 
effect of restrictive immigration policies and 
enforcement is well documented as U.S. 
citizen children in mixed-status families 
experience economic hardship (Ayón et al., 
2012) and consequences to their social and 
emotional well-being (Brabeck & Xu, 2010; 
Vargas et al., 2017). Mixed-status house-
holds may also include youth who have 
access to the DACA program, an administra-
tive protection that provides temporary 
access to employment authorization and 
protection from deportation (U.S. Citizen-
ship and Immigration Services, 2023). While 
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DACA beneficiaries are considered unau-
thorized (Suárez-Orozco et al., 2011), the 
work authorization and protection from 
deportation provided by DACA reduces the 
legal vulnerability experienced by recipients 
who report better employment opportunities 
(Pope, 2016), reduced poverty (Amuedo-
Dorantes & Antman, 2016), and increased 
graduation rates (Kuka et al., 2020). None-
theless, systemic inequities are faced among 
all immigration-impacted youth and the 
spillover effects are detrimental to their 
well-being, and academic trajectory (Museus 
et al., 2015).

Systemic inequities become accentuated 
when immigration-impacted youth navigate 
resource-rich environments such as higher edu-
cation. In these spaces, students are able to 
access institutional resources designed to sup-
port educational success, including resources 
such as shelter, food, mental health counseling, 
and academic support. Yet, at the same time, 
these resources are often insufficient to fully 
mitigate the inequities faced by immigration-
impacted students (Enriquez et al., 2019). 
Immigration-impacted students face limited 
economic opportunities due to their status or 
that of their relatives. Many immigration-
impacted students will work, often full-time, to 
pay their way through school (Nichols & 
Guzmán, 2017; Suárez-Orozco et al., 2015) 
and/or supplement their families’ income (Nich-
ols & Guzmán, 2017). Undocumented youth, 
who are without a Social Security number, 
experience additional constraints as they have 
fewer employment options and low wages 
(Suárez-Orozco & López-Hernández, 2020). 
Thus, the economic hardships experienced by 
their low-income families continue once youth 
reach adulthood and transition into college.

The prevalence of food insecurity among 
college students is high. First-generation stu-
dents, students of color, and vulnerable under-
served communities tend to be the most 
impacted (Dubick et al., 2016). Among immi-
gration-impacted students, Enriquez and col-
leagues (2020) found that 66% of undocumented 
students and 57% of DACA recipients reported 
experiencing food insecurity. These rates are 
higher than the general populations of Univer-

sity of California students (40%) and California 
State University students (42%) (Crutchfield & 
Maguire, 2018).

Food insecurity is detrimental to students’ 
well-being, manifesting as poor physical and 
mental health outcomes such as psychological 
distress and anxiety (Velarde Pierce et al., 
2021), low caloric intake, lower energy levels, 
irregular sleep patterns, and suicidal ideation 
when compared to their food secure counter-
parts (Becerra & Becerra, 2020; Crutchfield 
et al., 2020; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2017; Marti-
nez et al., 2021; Payne-Sturges et al., 2018; 
Pryor et al., 2016; Watson et al., 2017). In 
addition, food-insecure students are at an 
increased risk for poor academic performance 
(Camelo & Elliott, 2019; Crutchfield et al., 
2020). Food-insecure college students are 
more likely to have lower grade point aver-
ages (van Woerden et al., 2018), fail classes, 
and drop out (Mechler et al., 2021) compared 
to their food-secure peers. While college stu-
dents may have many resources at their dis-
posal on college campuses, the incidence of 
food insecurity is high, and the impact on their 
well-being is significant.

The present study examines the experience 
of food insecurity among Latinx immigration-
impacted students. We draw on the socio-eco-
logical framework and material hardship 
literature to guide the study. According to the 
socio-ecological framework, multiple embed-
ded environments have indirect and direct 
effects on the well-being of youth (Ayón et al., 
2022; Suárez-Orozco et al., 2011). At a macro 
level, we examine how exclusionary immi-
gration policy limits the economic opportuni-
ties for immigrants, which has consequences 
for students and their families. The absence of 
a path to permanent residency and U.S. citi-
zenship prevents undocumented individuals 
from having work authorization, heightening 
the risk of exploitative practices in the work-
place and low wages and constraining access 
to safety net resources. We find that immigra-
tion-impacted youth experience a food inse-
curity pipeline. That is, they experience food 
insecurity throughout their lives as a result of 
exclusionary immigration policies that 
heighten the economic hardships, they face 
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due to their own or family member's undocu-
mented immigration status. Despite the rela-
tively pro-integration immigration policy 
environment in California, where institutions 
of higher education provide greater access to 
higher education, in-state tuition, and finan-
cial aid to undocumented immigrants (Ayón 
et al., 2022), immigration-impacted youth 
face barriers and restrictions that prevent them 
from accessing safety net services and 
employment that would otherwise improve 
their economic conditions (Altman et al., 
2020). At a microsystem level, we examine 
how the food insecurity pipeline is experi-
enced in their childhoods within their family 
and how it continues as they transition to 
adulthood and join college environments. 
While some students are able to access some 
resources on their campuses, respite from 
food insecurity is often short-lived. At an indi-
vidual level, we examine the effects of food 
insecurity on immigration-impacted students‘ 
well-being and the internal resources they rely 
on to mitigate food insecurity. This study pro-
vides practitioners and institutions of higher 
education with better insight into how immi-
gration policy profoundly impacts the lived 
experience of immigration-impacted youth 
and creates material hardships like food inse-
curity, as well as the resilience of these high-
achieving students.

Methods

This study is a secondary data analysis of 
qualitative interviews from a larger mixed-
methods study designed to examine whether 
and how immigration-related policies pro-
duce inequalities in the educational and well-
being outcomes of undocumented students 
and U.S. citizen students with undocumented 
parents. Initially, a survey was conducted in 
spring 2020 among children of immigrants 
attending the University of California (UC) 
system. Follow-up interviews were con-
ducted with 63 survey participants from July 
to September 2021. The interview sample 
was selected based on the following criteria: 
(1) self-identified as Latina/o/x, (2) living in 
the country without permanent legal status or 

being a U.S.-born citizen with at least one 
undocumented parent, (3) enrolled as at least 
a third-year or higher at a UC campus during 
the 2020 to 2021 academic year. Eligibility 
was restricted to third-year or higher to ensure 
that the student had ample opportunity to par-
ticipate in campus opportunities. Six team 
members conducted 1- to 1.5-hour interviews 
in English through the Zoom platform. All 
participants provided verbal consent to the 
interview and received a $40 gift card upon 
completion of the interview. All research 
activities were approved by the UCI Institu-
tional Review Board.

Sample 

Of the 63 participants, only 33 discussed food 
insecurity during their interviews. All partici-
pants self-identified as Latina/o/x. Participants 
included undocumented students with undocu-
mented parents (n = 7, 21%), DACA recipients 
with undocumented parents (n = 12, 36%), and 
the remaining students are U.S.-born citizens 
with at least one undocumented parent (n = 14, 
42%). Over half of the participants self-identi-
fied as 4th-year students (n = 17, 51%). A 
majority of participants self-identified as female 
(n = 21, 63%). On average, the participants 
were 21 years old (SD = 2.21).

Analysis 

The qualitative analysis was guided by two 
research questions: how do immigration-
impacted youth experience food insecurity in 
their day-to-day lives? and what strategies or 
resources do students rely on or access to 
address food insecurity? Transcripts were 
managed using HyperRESEARCH, a qualita-
tive-data-analysis software. Index coding was 
first completed to identify all content in the 
initial 63 transcripts related to food insecurity, 
narrowing the sample to 33. The following 
interview questions were the most relevant to 
the topic of food insecurity: “Being undocu-
mented can come with a lot of financial chal-
lenges. Have you found this to be true for you 
and your family?” “Can you give some exam-
ples of financial challenges you have faced?” 
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“Are there any campus resources that might 
help you manage financial challenges?” 
“What effect, if any, have these resources had 
on your academic or mental health?” Addi-
tional probing questions were used as needed.

The analysis was informed by constructivist 
grounded theory methods (Charmaz, 2006). A 
comparative approach was used between and 
within transcripts while completing initial, 
focused, and axial coding (Charmaz, 2006). 
Initial coding involved reading, re-reading, 
labeling, and categorizing data (Charmaz, 
2006). Initial coding was completed using line-
by-line coding and in-vivo coding to label par-
ticipants’ narratives. Initial coding remains 
close to the data, as it is a process of breaking 
data segments apart. Three team members 
completed the initial coding, with at least two 
team members reviewing each transcript. In 
focused coding, we used a collaborative pro-
cess to make analytical decisions about catego-
rizing the data into inclusive and comprehensive 
themes. We applied the focused codes to all the 
transcripts and redefined codes as needed. 
Axial coding is used to sort, synthesize, and 
organize data (Charmaz, 2006). Axial coding 
involved identifying dimensions and properties 
of themes. For example, for the theme food 
insecurity pipeline, we identified the following 
properties: structural inequity faced by partici-
pants‘ families in their childhoods that led to 
material hardships, including food insecurity, 
similar experiences in participants’ adulthood, 
basic needs tradeoffs in childhood and adult-
hood, and normalizing of food insecurity.

Several steps were taken to support the 
trustworthiness of the study. Using multiple 
coders enhanced the reflexive strategy in the 
analysis process (Hill et al., 1997). The ana-
lytical team involved three master’s level stu-
dents and a faculty member; all are bilingual, 
bicultural, and immigrants or children or 
immigrants. Our debriefing approach 
involved critical and sustained discussion 
about the research teams’ interpretation and 
emerging themes (Morrow, 2005). Rich 
quotes were used to support each theme, 
allowing the reader to see that themes are 
grounded in the experience of the participants 

(Charmaz, 2006). Pseudonyms were used to 
protect the identity of participants.

Results

Our analysis revealed that food insecurity is 
not a brief or single-episode experience for 
Latinx immigration-impacted youth in our 
sample; rather, the opposite, it is a repeated and 
constant experience throughout their lives. 
Immigration-impacted students, whether 
undocumented or U.S. citizen members of 
mixed-status families, face structural inequities 
due to their and/or their parents’ precarious sta-
tus that heighten their experience of economic 
and material hardships such as food insecurity. 
Consequently, students are exposed to food 
insecurity early in their lives, and it follows 
them into young adulthood and as they transi-
tion to the university context. For many stu-
dents in our sample the issue has been 
normalized, for instance, when they engage in 
basic needs tradeoffs, often leaving food out of 
the equation. Food insecurity has implications 
for students‘ well-being often taking a toll on 
them emotionally, physically, and academi-
cally. Concomitantly, we find that students use 
a range of survival strategies to navigate their 
experience of food insecurity. Many survival 
strategies stem from economic insecurity in the 
household during childhood and evolve as they 
transition to university. The findings between 
undocumented students and U.S. citizen stu-
dents with undocumented parents are very 
similar in many ways, with few exceptions.

Food Insecurity Pipeline

We use the term, food insecurity pipeline, to 
refer to the experience of food insecurity 
which was first experienced by participants 
in their childhood households and follows 
them into young adulthood as college stu-
dents. At the root are systemic inequities 
such as low wages and inconsistent employ-
ment that have created economic and mate-
rial hardship for mixed-status families. Food 
insecurity is normalized in households, and 
families engage in basic need tradeoffs such 
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as having constrained food options or going 
without food. Leo Garcia, a U.S. citizen with 
undocumented parents, reflected on his 
childhood when his family faced economic 
hardships:

When the recession hit . . . we had no income 
and we started having to sell most of our 
personal belongings . . . And initially, it was 
more of an issue of “Can we afford food? Given 
that we have to pay the rent, power and water.” 
And we started taking even more seriously 
having to, “Okay, we’re not going to take 
showers this whole week.” That’s to the extent 
that we got, and it [went on while I was] in 
second and third grade, that we ended up living 
in our truck just to save money.

Leo continued to engage in basic needs trades 
once at UC Berkeley, where he experienced 
some challenges with this financial aid. He 
shared,

. . .in sophomore year there was issues with my 
financial aid . . . and basically since my father 
was the only one that gave me money for food . 
. . the rest . . . was covered by a full ride from 
Berkeley. [Because there was a problem with 
my financial aid] the money he was giving me 
for food, I was basically using that to cover 
books and other academic costs.

Leo’s experience demonstrates the chronic 
material hardships immigration-impacted 
families face and the basic needs tradeoff they 
engage in to make ends meet as they choose 
which basic necessity (i.e., food, rent, and 
utilities) they prioritize at any given time.

Other students reflected on the constrained 
meal options their families had due to eco-
nomic hardships. For example, Santos Castro, 
a U.S. citizen with undocumented parents, 
shared the time his mom made tortillas with oil, 
salt, and chili as toppings for a dinner plate:

. . .my mom made tortillas with aceite [oil], and 
then she‘ll put chile on it or salt because we 
didn’t have any more food. This is [in] the U.S. . 
. . not Mexico . . . we didn’t have food stamps or 
. . . money. We would just pay rent. But my mom 
improvised . . . and she made tortillas and we 
ate. That’s always a harsh memory that I have.

While this is a harsh memory for Santos, he 
also sees his mother’s strength as she was able 
to “improvise” to find some form of substance 
for the family. He also points to how their 
food insecurity was not addressed by social 
safety net programs as they did not access 
SNAP benefits or “food stamps” despite the 
eligibility of U.S. citizen household members. 
Economic insecurity continued to plague his 
family as he transitioned to college, and food 
insecurity became consequential to his well-
being (see “Food insecurity and student well-
being” section).

Experiences of economic and material 
hardship that begin in participants’ childhood 
continue into their adulthoods. Leticia, an 
undocumented student with DACA, described 
how food insecurity is not a new phenome-
non, as she has experienced food insecurity 
recurrently throughout her life. As a child, she 
had to grow up quickly as she began to under-
stand the desperate financial circumstances 
her family faced due to their precarious immi-
gration status. She recalled an experience 
from her childhood following the birth of one 
of her siblings:

. . .I knew my mom had to feed my sister . . . 
She wouldn’t have a lot of breast milk, so I 
would count pennies and I would take it to Jack 
in the Box . . . I remember I got so happy that I 
was able to afford two tacos. And so I gave it to 
my mom because I knew she had to breastfeed 
my sister, and that was the only thing that I 
could afford. So I remember I wanted to eat 
those tacos, but I couldn’t because they had to 
go to my mom. And so I lied to my mom saying 
that “Oh, I’m not hungry, I already ate.” And I 
would do that a lot because she had to eat . . . I 
would go days without eating food.

Leticia, 21 years old at the time of the inter-
view, had work authorization through DACA. 
Although she had work authorization, she 
frequently worried about making enough 
money for necessities for her family and her-
self. She worked multiple jobs and was 
extremely cautious with her spending, yet she 
regularly experienced food insecurity. Food 
insecurity is part of her “normal” day-to-day 
experience. She goes on to shared how she 
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survived hunger on campus, “this $5 should 
be there for this whole week . . . I do remem-
ber that’s how it happened, like three times, I 
[would] only have $5 for the whole week, and 
I managed to survive.” Leticia’s experience 
highlights how her financial situation forced 
her to normalize her food choices, which were 
restricted to $5 per week.

Students’ narratives illustrate how food 
insecurity is normalized in their lives. Similar 
to Leticia, Sylvia Molina Santoya, an undocu-
mented student with DACA, shared how food 
choices were limited based on remaining funds 
after she paid for rent. For Sylvia, access to 
food is experienced as a limited resource con-
strained by her budget. She expressed,

If there were circumstances where I needed 
food. I wasn’t working at the time, by the way. I 
was just going to school and getting financial 
aid, which luckily covered my rent. Sometimes, 
I had an extra $20, $40 left over, which I would 
use for food.

In this way, for Sylvia, food insecurity has 
been forcibly normalized as she has to priori-
tize her housing and education expenses while 
nourishment is experienced as a luxury. For 
Ryan Zepeda, an undocumented student, his 
food choices included strategically planning 
and portioning his food for multiple days. “So 
it’s like a daily thing . . . you have to watch 
yourself every day. Even with the food I 
would have to watch how much I would eat of 
my meal to be like, ‘Okay, I have enough for 
tomorrow.’” For Ryan, a limited quantity of 
food and constant strategizing about the lon-
gevity of food was a normal part of his day-to-
day life.

For other students, food insecurity is so 
ingrained in their lives that they do not per-
ceive it as an existing issue. Fernando 
Medina, a U.S. citizen with undocumented 
parents, initially responded that his family 
did not experience food or housing insecuri-
ties, but as the interview continued, he 
reflected on financially difficult times, “Yeah, 
I mean, for a while it was just rice and beans. 
Given that, my dad goes in and out of jobs 
[because he doesn’t have a social security 

number].” Constrained options for food are a 
component of food insecurity, yet it may 
become normalized for youth when the expe-
rience occurs often. Belen Mesa, an undocu-
mented student with DACA, illustrated 
another way that food insecurity is mini-
mized. Her household relies on food banks 
and affordable food grocery options to meet 
their needs. Yet, the household denies food 
insecurity even as they have limited income 
and are completely dependent on free food 
resources to survive. She shared, “We don’t 
have food insecurities. My mom does a good 
job of finding deals at the grocery stores or 
going to food banks and getting food there.” 
From these stories, it is evident that immigra-
tion-impacted youth and families experience 
food insecurity long-term to the extent that it 
becomes part of their day-to-day struggles 
where they engage in basic needs tradeoffs, 
limiting food options, or may cope by ignor-
ing this hardship.

Food Insecurity and Student  
Well-being

Food insecurity took a physical and emotional 
toll on students and impacted their ability to do 
well in courses and maintain their grade point 
average (GPA). Students worry about their 
next meal and are constantly thinking about 
how to stretch the limited food they have 
access to. These stressors place youth at risk 
for poor health outcomes.

These stressors are compounded as partici-
pants fear being a financial burden on their 
families. For instance, Paloma Montero, a 
U.S. citizen, described how she still had not 
shared these hidden feelings when it comes to 
food insecurity with her family:

So, I still kind of, I never told this to my parents, 
but I still felt like a burden to them . . . I felt like 
I should have been independent by that time and 
I shouldn’t have had to depend on my parents 
for food.

Food insecurity translates into an emotional 
burden that youth have to regularly contend 
with.
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In addition to the impacts on their mental 
health, Gabriel Ballon, an undocumented stu-
dent with DACA, shared how the limited 
access to nutritional food had implications for 
his physical health:

Well yeah, in college it was like shit, Sorry, 
like how I’m going to pay for food, how I’m 
going to buy my books, gas, and parking. 
Yeah, it was a lot but honestly, I was skinny. 
They say like as a freshman in college you 
gain some weight, but honestly, I think I 
hardly gained any weight because I hardly ate. 
After all, it was like, “Damn, I can only eat 
this today because I don’t have enough money 
for that. And if I do, I’ll eat this and save it for 
tomorrow.”

Gabriel was frequently negotiating his 
finances and food options; being hypervigi-
lant about his finances and food choices did 
not protect him from going without meals. 
Financial constraints often informed their 
food choices, which meant they had to com-
promise on nutritional value and select 
affordable items. Ryan Zepeda described 
how financial constraints shaped his food 
selection and the consequences for his well-
being:

My diet would be . . . composed of carbs and 
starches and not even meat, to be honest. A lot 
of times it was just lentils or . . . very heavy-
based foods that were easy to cook . . . but also 
not very nutritious at all. So I gained a lot of 
weight during that time, but not for good 
reasons . . . And it’s an everyday thing because 
the way that I would eat would impact the way 
that I would act during the whole day. The way 
my energy levels would be, the way that I 
[performed in] my classes or the way that I 
would react or feel, or all that just based on me 
just only having lentils.

Financial hardships plagued students’ food 
options with a range of implications for their 
health and well-being ranging from weight 
gain, weight loss, mood shifts, lack of concen-
tration, and low energy levels.

Immigration-impacted students carry a 
significant burden to do well and exceed 

academically as a path to financial stability 
for their families (Sy & Romero, 2008). 
Several students described how food insecu-
rity becomes a roadblock in their academic 
path. Mateo Olivares Galvan, an undocu-
mented student with DACA, described vari-
ous stressors he faced as he was food 
insecure and the toll on his academic perfor-
mance and mental health:

In my second year, I was under the cheapest meal 
plan at [university]. . .I only had 11 meals a week. 
So there were certain days where I wouldn’t even 
eat or I would go to free food programs . . . I 
could have come home, but I didn’t have money. 
I didn’t even have money to take a bus . . . I think 
that throughout my time [at university], I’ve 
always sort of had this financial and career 
burden that hasn’t allowed me to always fully 
focus on my academics. And it has resulted in a 
multitude of things, like anxiety, depression, and 
imposter syndrome . . . It’s kind of hard to focus 
on school or writing a paper or doing anything 
when you don’t have any food in your system.

Gael illustrates how food insecurity, being with-
out food or bargaining about when to take your 
next meal, impacts students both emotionally 
and academically. In a similar light, Santos Cas-
tro, a U.S. citizen student with undocumented 
parents, shared how economic uncertainty, and 
family household uncertainty, created food 
insecurity and further impacted his emotional 
well-being and academic success:

A few months after I started community college 
. . . My mom couldn’t pay the rent anymore . . . 
My mom just decided to move out with my 
sisters. So that was a toll on me when my 
parents split. . .So they left, she left with my 
sisters and I stayed back with my brother and 
my dad because I had just started community 
college . . . So we were split and that took a toll 
on me because I just. . . . Just imagine, you can’t 
afford rent, so your family has separated. So it 
took a toll because my mom was the one that 
would feed us, so I had to worry about food . . . 
that took a toll on my education. I think I failed 
all my courses at that time, including my 
summer course . . . I was going through 
depression.



10 Families in Society: The Journal of Contemporary Social Services 

Support from the household is essential for a 
student’s well-being and academic success. 
The connection between financial support 
from the household, and individual food inse-
curity, highly impacts the way a student navi-
gates their college experience. Santos 
transferred from community college to a 
4-year university and has been resilient in his 
pursuit of education. Unfortunately, his resil-
ience does not take away from the signifi-
cance of his food-insecure experiences and 
the effects they had on his education. Food 
insecurity is detrimental to their lives, and 
overcoming this hardship becomes part of 
their future aspirations. Carolina Aguilar, a 
U.S. citizen with undocumented parents, 
shared her future aspirations to afford food 
without worry. “I need to have a job . . . a sta-
ble source of income and be able to buy food.” 
These aspirations are not only aspirations for 
themselves but a necessity in the path to 
achieving stability for their families.

Food Insecurity and Survival 
Strategies: Individual, Campus,  
and Community

We gained a nuanced understanding of stu-
dents’ experiences as they shared multiple 
strategies used to navigate food insecurity. 
Many immigration-impacted youth have 
experienced repeated episodes of food insecu-
rity throughout their lives; they develop sur-
vival strategies that they have transitioned or 
adapted in their adulthood on their college 
campus. These strategies demonstrate stu-
dents’ resilience as their basic needs are 
threatened.

Financial Hypervigilance. Hypervigilance is “a 
state of abnormally heightened alertness, par-
ticularly to threatening or potentially danger-
ous stimuli” (American Psychological 
Association (n.d.)). It is a response to trauma 
and a symptom of posttraumatic stress disor-
der which are linked to the experience of food 
insecurity (Whittle et al., 2019). Threat vigi-
lance has also been characterized as a way to 
adapt to stress (Frankenhuis & Nettle, 2020). 

In the case of immigration-impacted youth, 
we refer to financial hypervigilance as the 
state of constantly assessing financial deci-
sions to survive and meet their food intake 
needs. This can be seen through strict budget-
ing or even rationing food to offset financial 
demands. Nevertheless, hypervigilance is a 
strategy that occurs consciously and subcon-
sciously and can be an emotionally debilitat-
ing coping mechanism (Richards et al., 2014). 
Since hypervigilance, as a coping mechanism, 
occurs for long periods, it may become over-
whelming thus negatively impacting youths’ 
well-being. Ryan Zepeda, an undocumented 
student, discussed how he would routinely 
budget his expenses, yet his financial 
resources often fell short, leaving him with 
the difficult decision to deprioritize food. 
Although he knew resources such as an on-
campus pantry existed, he had classes during 
the pantry’s open hours. Instead, he would go 
home after class and go to sleep early to avoid 
his hunger:

I had a budget set out. I got good at budgeting 
myself for every month, but then that became a 
daily because I knew that if I had already 
exceeded or had already met, in all my budget 
for that week it would turn bad though because 
then I would not have food. Sometimes I 
wouldn’t go to the Fresh [on campus pantry] 
because I had classes during that time. And then 
those times I would go to bed early just because 
I wasn’t going to have dinner that night or 
probably just went home and took naps just 
because of hunger stuff. That was . . . [usually] 
towards the end of the month. But that’s the 
strictness that I had to constrict myself to get 
through every single month.

Diana Mora, a U.S. citizen student with 
undocumented parents, can work and have 
income; however, because her family has 
experienced financial challenges, she now 
anticipates that financial challenges will 
occur, and she has taken on more financial 
responsibilities in her family’s household. She 
shared, “I am older now and I can work. I did 
work during the summer . . . But there are 
always worries; am I spending too much? 
What do I have to allocate for the rent . . . or 
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for food or things we need?” She anticipates 
the loss of income and is hypervigilant about 
her spending. Similarly, Lucia Ortega, an 
undocumented student with DACA, described 
that sticking to her budget often had conse-
quences for her social interactions as she 
would limit spending time with friends when 
it meant having an additional cost that she had 
not accounted for in her budget. She shared, “I 
just feel like it’s unfortunate because people 
will ask to hang out, go out to eat . . . or go do 
something that costs money, and I can’t do 
that kind of stuff . . .everything is towards 
food and rent.”

Other students described how they 
restricted their options to the most affordable 
food options as a means of stretching their 
limited funds. Ruben Huerta-Diaz, a U.S. citi-
zen with undocumented parents, shared his 
experience of staying vigilant of his budget. 
“We’re talking about cheap food, Top Ramen, 
fast food, super unhealthy, but affordable 
options.” In this similar light, Sylvia Molina 
Santoyo, an undocumented student with 
DACA, stated, “I had to consider different 
brands for some products, just look for 
cheaper items . . ., go to the store, and find the 
cheapest thing I could. That was technically 
my whole college experience.” We can see 
that food insecurity is not a single episode, but 
rather students faced this adversity throughout 
their college experience. For example, Rocio 
Carillo, an undocumented student with 
DACA, said, “I didn’t even know if it was 
food insecurity until I went to college . . . I had 
to really rationalize my meal swipe and ratio-
nalize my budget closely to buy groceries.” 
The constant monitoring of their budget and 
attentiveness to low-cost food options illus-
trates students’ threat vigilance, a conse-
quence of chronic food insecurity. Students 
are resilient, they find ways to restrict them-
selves and learn how to make ends meet. 
Although students have survived these experi-
ences, it is not a humane way to live.

Food Opportunity Hypervigilance. We refer to 
food opportunity hypervigilance as the state 
of constantly assessing opportunities for 
obtaining free food to survive. Pilar Bautista, 

an undocumented student with DACA, 
described how the center tailored for undocu-
mented immigrant students on campus shared 
with her the events that provided food. “They 
had a place . . . where you could come and get 
free food. They had weekly meetings where 
you could just come in [and eat].” This experi-
ence was felt similarly for Mateo Olivares 
Galvan, an undocumented student with 
DACA, who shared how he would stay vigi-
lant about opportunities to access food on 
campus. “I would go to a lot of events where 
there was free food, if they just had free food, 
I would go to them. I’ll just go because there’s 
free food.” As students think about securing 
their next meal, they are vigilant of free food 
opportunities on campus. The student’s stories 
bring to light their resilience, but also, their 
hypervigilance around places and events that 
will provide food on campus. This strategy 
was not shared by U.S. citizen students with 
undocumented parents in this sample.

Seeking Additional Income Opportunities. Stu-
dents find unique streams of income to survive 
food insecurity. We can see the differences 
between U.S. citizen students who have legal 
work status compared to students who do not 
have legal work status. Madeline Salinas, a U.S. 
citizen with undocumented parents, would pick 
up additional shifts to make sufficient income 
for food expenses. “Well, I can just take a cou-
ple more shifts or . . . I’ll just eat sandwiches 
straight for this week. But I had food. So I think 
it just felt improper to use [resources].” Whereas 
undocumented students find creative forms of 
making income such as entrepreneurial efforts. 
In this case, Mateo Olivares Galvas, an undocu-
mented student with DACA, described taking 
pictures for students for additional income. “I 
did an event on campus and I was like, ‘Hey 
everybody, I’m doing headshots.’ . . . Then . . . I 
put up a website . . . that money helped me pay 
for my textbooks, helped me pay for every-
thing, for food and stuff.” Although immigra-
tion-impacted students have different ways of 
making money, it shows their resilience when 
faced with food insecurity. Both groups of stu-
dents find ways to survive through unique 
forms of income.
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Access to Resources On and Off Campus. UC 
campuses have created Basic Needs and Emer-
gency support teams. Unfortunately, students 
may not always know about all the resources 
available to them. Many students learned 
about campus resources through referrals by 
campus-wide or undocumented student ser-
vices staff. In the following section, we outline 
some of the remedying campus resources that 
have served students for short-term relief.

All UC campuses provide food pantries. 
The pantries may provide fresh food like 
fruits and vegetables, but mostly they dis-
pense non-perishable foods. Students reflected 
on their experience using these resources to 
reduce food insecurity. Bianca, Madeline, and 
Maricela used their campus pantries multiple 
times in the last year.

Bianca Mercado (undocumented student 
with DACA): My paychecks were barely 
enough to buy groceries. And so being able 
to get free groceries from campus was a 
huge deal for me. You know, being able to 
get eggs and milk for free was just crazy.

Madeline Salinas (U.S. citizen with undoc-
umented parents): There were a lot of 
resources that I knew. There was a food 
pantry that gave out free food. I had a 
friend who worked there, . . .she was part 
of the Chicano student programs, and she 
would always advertise, “Hey, anybody 
who has food insecurity, you get this 
amount of food a week.” It was nice. I 
would just go get Cheerios, pasta boxes, 
and things like that. That always really 
helped.

Maricela Paredes (U.S. citizen student 
with undocumented parents): [UC Davis] 
also has a food pantry that would distribute 
food every week . . . but the only thing I 
would take from there was fruits because I 
have to eat gluten-free. So a lot of the 
things that they had, I couldn’t even have . 
. . save me money.

Although these resources are effective in sup-
porting students, Maricela suggested that they 
may not be enough when you consider the 

dietary restrictions of some students. Pantries 
are a great start for supporting food-insecure 
students, but they are not the end-all-be-all 
solution. In addition, we have noted other 
issues that prevented students from accessing 
the pantries. For instance, Ryan Zepeda men-
tioned that at times, he could not access the 
pantry due to his schedule conflict. He had 
classes at the time the pantry was open and 
could not access the resource.

Some campuses have created opportunities 
to provide fresh fruits and vegetables for their 
students. Madeline Salinas, a U.S. citizen stu-
dent, indicated that UC Riverside has a garden 
that provides fresh produce at zero cost: “I 
think that was a great resource. I mean, it 
helped me.” At UC Irvine, the Basic Needs 
Center developed a partnership with a nearby 
farm that distributes community supported 
agriculture (CSA) boxes and has a farm stand 
where they sell their produce. Arely Barajas, 
an undocumented student, received a voucher 
to purchase fresh produce from their stand, 
explaining: “That helps a lot.” The gardens 
allow students to have fresh fruits and vegeta-
bles that pantries may not provide.

On-campus programs that distribute gro-
cery gift cards provide students with more 
flexibility in meeting their nutritional needs. 
These cards are a form of cash similar to a 
debit card. In addition, these cards can be 
taken back to their households for support. 
Aiden Chacon, an undocumented student with 
DACA, shared how his immigration status 
prevents him from accessing federally funded 
services, which directed him toward seeking 
support on campus:

I feel like something I missed out on because of 
. . . [my] status was CalFresh. I feel like that is 
something huge that my mom and I could have 
benefited from, but our UndocuCenter made 
their program where you apply monthly, and 
they give you a $50 to $100 gift card for grocery 
stores. So, in a way, they made up for that.

Undocumented students and families are not 
eligible for CalFresh, therefore, programs that 
provide gift cards to grocery stores help allevi-
ate food insecurity and offer more flexibility.
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Emergency grants are another mechanism 
used to support students. Nicole Robles, an 
undocumented student, described how the 
center tailored to undocumented students on 
campus assisted her with emergency grants:

So, if it was, let’s say, I needed money for rent 
or food, there’s an emergency grant that students 
can take at our undocumented center up to $500 
for basic needs. So food and things like that, 
which I have taken advantage of in the last few 
years.

Emergency grants are another flexible form of 
assistance because they provide direct cash to 
students. As we have highlighted, students are 
wise with their money and will use that emer-
gency assistance in their best interests. These 
campus resources help fill some of the gaps in 
students’ food insecurity. However, it is also 
apparent that students’ ties to on-campus staff 
and undocumented student services programs 
were critical in accessing these resources. 
Campus staff also refer students to commu-
nity and state resources.

In California, U.S. citizen students may be 
eligible for CalFresh (or food stamps) if they 
are enrolled at least half-time and meet addi-
tional criteria such as participating in work 
study or being employed for 20 hours or more 
(see California Department of Social Ser-
vices for additional information on student 
eligibility criteria). Students like Fernando 
Medina, a U.S. citizen with undocumented 
parents, learned about CalFresh through staff 
on campus:

So I got EBT thanks to [them]. I’m less stressed 
with money and my meals. So that has been a 
very positive influence on my college life . . . I 
wasn’t finding all these things [resources] or 
reading up on all these things [resources]. And I 
think a lot of that, too, was due to the high 
workload, like unit count. So I was just staying 
in my lane. It wasn’t until, I think, a year and a 
half ago, I found out that I was eligible.

Because Fernando is a U.S. citizen and par-
ticipated in the work study program through 
his financial aid award, he was able to access 

this safety net resource alleviating his mate-
rial hardships.

While U.S. citizen students are eligible for 
this benefit, they may face various barriers 
and challenges in accessing this resource. For 
example, Ruby Pedroza shared the bureau-
cratic struggles of renewing her CalFresh eli-
gibility. “I would also get food stamps during 
my third year. I remember I didn’t think I sub-
mitted this document or something and then 
they cut it.” Students’ status does not fully 
facilitate navigating this institution as they 
have to keep up with processes and deadlines 
to stay eligible for the resource. In addition, 
U.S. citizen students limit or refrain from 
using resources they are eligible for because 
of their parent’s precarious status. Ruby 
Pedrosa and Isaiah Avalos elected to or were 
persuaded by their parents to discontinue their 
use of federally funded resources.

Ruby Pedrosa (U.S. citizen with undocu-
mented parents): I think there was this one 
instance where we heard that Trump had 
put this thing on public charge . . .I told my 
mom like, “Hey, there’s this thing going 
on. We need to not get food stamps any-
more because if we’re going to apply for 
your papers, then this is going to make us 
disqualified and stuff.”

Isaiah Avalos (U.S. citizen with undocu-
mented parents): For several months, I was 
able to cover the grocery costs for the fam-
ily, which was one less concern for us. I was 
going to re-apply [CalFresh] but at the time, 
there was so much uncertainty in the air 
because I think Trump had just signed an 
executive order. I think he passed a law, 
which said any immigrants who got any 
help from the federal government will not 
be considered for their green card. Even 
though I argued, “I’m the one that’s using it, 
not you guys,” they insisted, “Don’t renew 
it. Don’t renew it. Just as a precaution.” So 
that’s why I didn’t end up renewing it.

Students question their use of resources as the 
political climate and the Trump administra-
tions’ changes to public charge threaten their 
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parents’ opportunity to adjust their status in 
the future. Accessing CalFresh carriers a 
heavier weight for some students as the long-
term implications would keep their family 
legally vulnerable and economically insecure. 
Undocumented students are not eligible for 
CalFresh.

Finally, community food pantries are a 
resource for students who live off-campus or 
students who may experience barriers to 
accessing food pantries on campus. Emilia 
Negrete Romero, an undocumented student, 
lived off-campus and used community sup-
port services for food: “Through the Direc-
tor of Undocumented Student Programs, I 
found out about food pantries in general . . . 
I found one near me.” Through this strong 
network, she was able to connect to external 
off-campus resources. Penelope Mejia, an 
undocumented student, and her family have 
relied on community-based food pantries 
throughout her life. She stated, “I don’t 
think there’s a year where I don’t remember 
my mom not going to pantries and donation 
places, or churches to get food.” This is a 
practice that Penelope picked up from her 
family and continues to implement to meet 
her food needs.

Students use a wide range of strategies and 
resources to navigate their food insecurity 
and meet their food intake needs. Campuses 
have played a critical role in providing 
resources to alleviate students’ food insecu-
rity. However, often they only experience 
short-term relief and are part of a cycle of 
food insecurity. This repeated and cyclical 
lived experience has forced students to 
become accustomed to limited access to food, 
smaller portions, and thus, hunger. Food inse-
curity negatively affects the well-being of 
students, limiting their ability to thrive per-
sonally and academically.

Discussion

This study examined how Latinx immigration-
impacted youth experience food insecurity in 
their day-to-day lives, the effects on their well-
being, and the resources youth access to 

address food insecurity. The findings reveal 
that food insecurity is a repeated and con-
stant experience throughout the lives of 
Latinx immigration-impacted youth for both 
those who are undocumented and those who 
are U.S. citizens and members of a mixed-
status family. Food insecurity stems from 
material hardship experienced throughout 
their childhood and into their adulthood. 
Since the experience is shared among the 
household members and throughout their 
lives, food insecurity is often described as a 
normal day-to-day struggle. Through their 
resilience, students have implemented sur-
vival strategies, which they are able to adapt 
to once they are on their college campus. 
Findings show that material hardship, spe-
cifically food insecurity, manifests similarly 
for Latinx undocumented students and U.S. 
citizens with undocumented parents.

Through our analysis, we used the term 
food insecurity pipeline to refer to the experi-
ence of food insecurity from childhood to 
adulthood. This finding illustrates four key 
characteristics of immigration-impacted 
youths’ experience of food insecurity. First, 
structural inequities grounded in restrictive 
immigration policies are consequential to 
immigrant households’ economic security and 
increase the risk of material hardships includ-
ing food insecurity. Low wages and job inse-
curity due to undocumented status are at the 
root of food insecurity among our partici-
pants’ households. Second, food insecurity is 
a repeated and, at times, consistent experience 
throughout their lives. Material hardships 
including food insecurity have detrimental 
effects on youths’ development (Gelatt et al., 
2019) with long-lasting effects into adulthood 
(Campbell et al., 2022). Third, immigration-
impacted youth describe their food insecurity 
as a shared family experience with conse-
quences for all family members. Even as col-
lege students, they remark on the food 
insecurity within their households, their con-
cern about relying on parents for food, and 
shared resources to support their household's 
economic condition. Familismo, a cultural 
value grounded in strong family ties, may 



Zambrano-Torres et al. 15

help explain why immigration-impacted 
youth feel a sense of responsibility for their 
family even when they are away at college 
(Vega, 1990).

Further, immigration-impacted youth are 
forced to make decisions such as trading one 
basic need for another to survive. This 
forced reality becomes a normal day-to-day 
experience causing students to deprioritize 
food and limit their food purchases to afford 
other living expenses. Normalizing food 
insecurity places immigration-impacted stu-
dents at risk for internalizing food insecurity 
or blaming themselves when they are unable 
to find a solution to the absence of food, or 
as shared by a participant, stretching $5 
through the duration of a week. This finding 
coincides with research suggesting that 
youth internalize the individualized boot-
strapping mentality, creating a need for sur-
vival and withdrawing responsibility from 
oppressive systems that create these condi-
tions (Lardier et al., 2019). Concomitantly, 
if food insecurity is normalized then youth 
run the risk of not accessing resources their 
privileged counterparts have access to as 
they transition through higher education 
(Lardier et al., 2019). Normalizing food 
insecurity may lead to a very narrow view of 
when a hardship is being faced and what ser-
vices are needed (Rendón, 2002). Through 
the food insecurity pipeline, we illustrate 
how food insecurity begins in the house-
hold, follows youth to their college cam-
puses, and engenders on-going struggles in 
their everyday lives.

The findings further illustrate how food 
insecurity impacts the well-being of immi-
gration-impacted youth, including their men-
tal and physical health and academic 
trajectories. This coincides with research 
that establishes the negative effects of mate-
rial hardship on children of immigrants 
(Gelatt et al., 2019). Indeed, similarly to 
young children in immigrant households, 
immigration-impacted college students who 
are food-insecure experience higher stress 
levels, affecting their mental health (Distel 
et al., 2019). This finding adds to studies that 

find that low caloric intake, lower energy 
levels, depressive symptoms, irregular sleep-
ing patterns, and even suicidal ideation 
among food-insecure college students 
(Becerra & Becerra, 2020; Goldrick-Rab 
et al., 2017; Martinez et al., 2018; Payne-
Sturges et al., 2018; Pryor et al., 2016; Wat-
son et al., 2017). Similar to Watson and 
colleagues (2017), students mentioned it was 
difficult to focus on school and synthesize 
classroom materials when they are hungry 
and worried about where they will get their 
next meal. Students need food to thrive, not 
just food to survive.

We find that students use a range of sur-
vival strategies to navigate their experience of 
food insecurity. These strategies rely on their 
inner strengths/assets and on campus and 
community resources. These strategies were 
developed in childhood and reinforced 
through adulthood. Students engage in finan-
cial hypervigilance, where they are constantly 
assessing financial decisions to meet their 
food needs. Examples include strict budgeting 
or rationing food to offset financial demands. 
Students engage in food hypervigilance or 
scavenging, where they constantly seek 
opportunities to access free food for survival. 
This finding supports prior research that iden-
tifies hypervigilance as an adaptive strategy 
when an individual feels unsafe and threat-
ened (Timmerman & Volpe, 2023). Although 
the state of hypervigilance will allow students 
to adapt to their food insecurity, it will emo-
tionally tax individuals (Timmerman & Volpe, 
2023). Financial and food hypervigilance 
expand our understanding of how/when 
immigration-impacted individuals experience 
this trauma and/or adaptive response, beyond 
existing literature that has focused on hyper-
vigilance due to the threat of deportation or 
family separation (Rubio-Hernandez & Ayón, 
2016). In addition, our findings suggest that 
students use resources on campus to supple-
ment their food needs. Similar to other stud-
ies, immigration-impacted students rely 
heavily on-campus resources such as food 
pantries and other forms of emergency relief 
(Nazmi et al., 2019). Undocumented Student 
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Resource Centers are additional resources and 
networks that students can depend on to meet 
their, and at times, their families, material 
hardship needs (Tapia-Fuselier, 2021). Com-
munity-based resources including food pan-
tries help alleviate food insecurity for youth 
and their families.

Implications

Institutions of higher education can play a sig-
nificant role in reducing these disparities. For 
instance, the UC system has established many 
mechanisms to provide support to food-inse-
cure students including food pantries, Cal-
Fresh outreach, and emergency grants (Nazmi 
et al., 2019). At the same time, we find that 
awareness of these resources is not consistent 
across immigration-impacted students, some 
students may not be eligible CalFresh or 
refrain from accessing this resource due to 
long-term implications for their families, and 
for many the respite offered by these resources 
was short-lived as many of these resources 
only offer short term relief and are unable to 
meet their chronic food security needs. Future 
efforts should include campaigns to raise 
awareness of existing resources. Basic needs 
departments can collaborate with Undocu-
mented Student Centers to increase awareness 
of resources among immigration-impacted 
students. Expanding the Undocumented Stu-
dent Centers budget to include case managers 
is another way to link students to services that 
will alleviate their material hardships. These 
types of collaborations and investments are 
necessary, given that representation is key 
when working with underrepresented commu-
nities (Llamas et al., 2021). In addition, fac-
ulty and staff across university departments 
must be equipped to understand the day-to-
day experience of immigration-impacted 
youth including being aware of policies that 
may affect their financial aid and resource eli-
gibility. Faculty should aim to establish rela-
tionships with students so that they feel 
comfortable asking for assistance and they 
can include a section in their syllabus where 
they list basic needs resources available on 
campus.

Our findings revealed that emergency 
grants extended students the flexibility to pur-
chase food in various locations and have 
healthier options. Micro-grants, or small 
grants that often have no strings attached, are 
increasingly used in universities to increase 
graduation rates (Clark, 2020). Micro-grants 
can be partnered with financial literacy coach-
ing and referrals to wrap around services 
(Clark, 2020). The use of micro-grants may 
optimize the relief immigration-impacted stu-
dents’ experience given that they would expe-
rience less restrictions and barriers.

Practitioners should implement trauma-
informed practices when working with immi-
gration-impacted youth and families. 
Trauma-informed practice involves collabora-
tive work with clients rather than working 
“on” them, and building on personal, family, 
and community/cultural strengths (Valdez 
et al., 2023). Assessments should encompass 
the effects of immigration-related threats and 
deprivation on families (Valdez et al., 2023), 
such as the chronic experience of material 
hardships due to structural inequities faced by 
undocumented and mixed-status families. In 
addition, practitioners should find creative 
ways to break down the stigma of basic needs 
insecurity that may prevent individuals from 
seeking help (Crutchfield et al., 2020).

Additional policy efforts are needed at the 
state and federal level. California has made 
tremendous progress toward supporting the 
inclusion of immigrant communities. Even 
with such strides, 45% of undocumented 
households experience food insecurity (Nour-
ish California & California Immigrant Policy 
Center, 2022). SB-464, the Food4All bill, pro-
poses to expand food access to undocumented 
older adults, 55 years and older. Similar to the 
Health4All campaign, which gradually 
expanded access to health care to low-income 
undocumented individuals. Additional efforts 
are needed to expand Food4All to immigra-
tion-impacted youth (18-25) as they are at 
high risk for food insecurity. Ultimately, 
securing a path to residency and citizenship 
for undocumented youth and their family 
members would help alleviate the economic 
insecurity they face and eliminate barriers to 
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basic needs services. Public awareness cam-
paigns on SNAP benefits are needed to help 
raise awareness of eligibility criteria and des-
tigmatize access to public services among 
immigrants and other vulnerable populations.

Limitations and Future Research

Food insecurity was not the focus of the 
original UCPromISE study; therefore, there 
may be aspects of this experience that were 
not captured in the interviews. However, it 
was an issue that was discussed at length by 
half of the participants in the original study 
and all themes are supported with multiple 
quotes. The sample is composed of college 
students attending the UC university system 
and thus is not reflective of students in other 
college settings such as community colleges 
or private universities or youth who do not 
follow a college trajectory. In 2018, it was 
reported that four out of five undocumented 
students attended community colleges (The 
Campaign for College Opportunity, 2018). A 
majority of undocumented students begin at 
a community college; future research should 
include immigration-impacted students in 2- 
and 4-year university systems to increase the 
representativeness in the sample. Partici-
pants were Latina/o/x and mostly women, so 
findings may differ across other ethnic/
racial and gender identities. Data collection 
for the study took place during the onset of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, and this may have 
influenced their responses as undocumented 
students and mixed-status families faced 
unique pandemic stressors due to their legal 
vulnerability. The study took place in Cali-
fornia, a state that advocates advancing 
equity for immigrant communities. Thus, 
participants in this study may have access to 
a wider breadth of campus and community-
based resources compared to immigration-
impacted students in other states. Future 
research should continue to examine the 
long-term consequences of the food insecu-
rity pipeline among immigration-impacted 
youth and their families. For example, the 

consequences to immigration-impacted stu-
dents’ social capital, mobility, and health. In 
addition, having access to basic needs ser-
vices and emergency funding may serve as a 
protective factor for immigration-impacted 
college students. Future studies should 
examine how campus resources buffer the 
effects of food insecurity on their well-
being. Finally, we need to identify mecha-
nisms that offer long-term relief for students 
facing food insecurity so that they can have 
an opportunity to thrive academically with-
out being forced to operate in survival mode.

Conclusion

The article drew from the socio-ecological 
framework and material hardship literature 
to inform an analysis of food insecurity 
among Latinx immigration-impacted stu-
dents—undocumented students and U.S. 
citizen students with undocumented parents. 
Findings reveal a food insecurity pipeline as 
students’ experiences of food insecurity 
begin early in childhood in their homes and 
continue in their adulthood on their college 
campuses. Latinx immigration-impacted 
students are resilient, and they implement 
various survival strategies to survive food 
insecurity. Policies and practices that are 
informed by the experiences of immigra-
tion-impacted students are needed to sup-
port their opportunities to thrive in academia 
and post-graduation.
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