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Student Housing Insecurity

Housing insecurity includes a range of housing is-
sues, including a lack of affordability, safety, quali-
ty, and consistency in housing. Housing insecurity 
among PSU students was assessed using a nine-
item set of questions developed by the Hope Center 
asking about students’ ability to pay rent and utilities, 
frequency of moving, and leaving housing because 
they feel unsafe (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2019). We also 
included three items from previous studies of campus 
basic needs insecurity (e.g., California State Univer-
sity, NC State University) asking about evictions and 
being forced to leave housing. All questions asked 
about students’ experiences in the 12 months prior 
to completing the survey Comment start  in Fall 2019 
Comment end  (see Table X).

In our student sample, 44.6% of respondents (n = 
1,567) reported experiencing at least one form of 
housing insecurity in the past 12 months. Moving 
LQ� ZLWK� RWKHU� SHRSOH� EHFDXVH� RI� ¿QDQFLDO� SURE-
lems was the most commonly reported form of 
housing insecurity.

FIGURE X. Respondents who experienced at 
least one form of housing insecurity in the last 12 
months

44%
(n=1,567)

1.5% of students (n=54) had slept somewhere 

on the PSU campus

We also asked about a range of other experiences 
pertaining to housing vulnerability.  Approximate-
ly 16% of students reported living in a home that is 
owned by a local housing authority or public agency, 
and 2.4% reported receiving a public housing voucher 
(e.g., Section 8) to subsidize the cost of their hous-
ing. When asked how safe they feel where they 
currently live, 27.1% of students indicated feeling 
only somewhat safe, 5.2% indicated feeling a lit-
tle bit safe, and 1.7% indicated feeling not at all 
safe. Finally, 1.5% of students (n = 54) indicated 
that they slept somewhere on the PSU campus in 
the past year because they had nowhere else to go.

Prevalence of Basic Needs Insecurity Among Students 

Student Results
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TABLE X. Housing insecurity among students over the past 12 months

My housing costs are more than 1/3 of my income and 
are likely not long term. It has been very challenging to 

¿QG�VHFXUH�ORQJ�WHUP�KRXVLQJ
- PSU student, 2019

Housing Insecurity Indicators Percentage Experiencing 

Experienced at least one form of housing insecurity 44.6% 

Moved in with another person because of financial problems 17.9% 

Experienced a rent or mortgage increase that made it difficult to pay 14.1% 

Did not pay the full amount of a gas, oil, water, or electricity bill 13.8% 

Had an account default or go into collections 10.7% 

Did not pay or underpaid your rent or mortgage 10.1% 

Lived with others beyond the expected capacity of the house or apartment 7.1% 

Left the place you were staying at because you felt unsafe 6.8% 

Joined someone else's housing without telling the landlord 6.5% 

Moved three or more times 5.4% 

Got thrown out of the place you were staying at by someone else in the 
household 2.8% 

Got evicted from your home 1.5% 

Received a summons to appear in housing court 0.5% 

n = 3,511 

“

Student Results
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Students who self-identify as homeless

30 days

1.8%

7.4%

16.1%

4.4%

12 months

Students who follow under the broader 
definition of “homeless”

5.1%

12.1%

Student Homelessness

+RPHOHVVQHVV� UHIHUV� WR� QRW� KDYLQJ� D� ¿[HG�� UHJXODU��
or adequate place to live. To assess homelessness 
DPRQJ� 368� VWXGHQWV�� ZH� ¿UVW� DVNHG� DERXW� OLIHWLPH�
experiences with homelessness. Nineteen percent of 
students (n = 667) reported that they had experienced 
homelessness at some point in their life, with 45.9% 
of those (n = 306) indicating that they experienced 
homelessness before age 18. 

Following the approach used by the Hope Center and 
other campus basic needs surveys, we then asked stu-
dents to self-identify as experiencing homelessness 
in the past 30 days and past 12 months. In total, 1.8% 
of students (n� �����VHOI�LGHQWL¿HG�DV�KRPHOHVV�LQ�
the past 30 days and 4.4% (n� ������VHOI�LGHQWL¿HG�
as homeless in the past 12 months. However, as 
Table X illustrates, when we asked students about the 
places they have stayed in the past 30 days and past 
12 months using a measure of homelessness based 
RQ�GH¿QLWLRQV�IURP�ERWK�WKH�8�6��'HSDUWPHQW�RI�+RXV-
LQJ�DQG�8UEDQ�'HYHORSPHQW�DQG�WKH�8�6��'HSDUWPHQW�
RI�(GXFDWLRQ��&UXWFK¿HOG�	�0DJXLUH���������WKH�QXP-
bers increased dramatically. 

6SHFL¿FDOO\�������RI�VWXGHQWV�LQ�RXU�VDPSOH��n = 
259) indicated experiencing some form of home-
lessness in the past 30 days, while 16.1% of stu-
dents (n = 567) experienced some form of home-
lessness in the past 12 months. 

The most commonly experienced form of homeless-
ness was temporarily staying with a relative or friend, 
which is also referred to as doubled-up or “couch 
VXU¿QJ�´� ,W� LV� LPSRUWDQW� WR� XVH� WKLV� H[SDQGHG��PRUH�
LQFOXVLYH� GH¿QLWLRQ� RI� KRPHOHVVQHVV� EHFDXVH�PDQ\�
students may not consider themselves homeless if 
they are not sleeping outside or in a shelter. This more 
UHVWULFWLYH�GH¿QLWLRQ�RI�KRPHOHVVQHVV�PD\�GLVFRXUDJH�
students living in doubled-up situations from seeking 
out resources and receiving the support they need to 
become more stably housed.

FIGURE X. Respondents who experienced some 
form of homelessness at some point in their life
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TABLE X. +RPHOHVVQHVV�$PRQJ�6WXGHQWV�LQ�WKH�3DVW����'D\V�DQG����0RQWKV

 

 
Locations stayed overnight (Students were asked to select all that apply): Past 30 days Past 12 months 

Stayed at any of the following locations 7.4% 16.1% 

Temporarily staying with a relative, friend, or couch surfing until I find 
other housing 5.1% 12.1% 

In a closed area/space with a roof not meant for human habituation 
such as an abandoned building, car or truck, van, RV, camper, 
encampment or tent, or unconverted garage, attic, or basement 

1.7% 4.1% 

Temporarily at a hotel or motel without a permanent home to return to 
(not on vacation or business travel) 

0.8% 2.7% 

An outdoor location such as street, sidewalk, or alley, bus or train stop, 
campground or woods, park, bench, or riverbed, under bridge or 
overpass 

1.1% 2.5% 

At a shelter 0.4% 1.2% 

In transitional housing or independent living program 0.3% 0.9% 

At a group home such as a halfway house or residential program for 
mental health or substance abuse 

0.2% 0.7% 

At a treatment center (such as detox, hospital, etc.) 0.1% 0.4% 

n = 3,511 

Image Credits:

Portland State University 
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 Finally, students were asked whether they purchased 
a PSU meal plan, which kind they purchased, and 
ZKHWKHU� WKLV� PHDO� SODQ� ZDV� VXI¿FLHQW� IRU� WKHLU� IRRG�
needs. A total of 227 students (6.8%) reported pur-
chasing a meal plan, with the majority of these (60.2%) 
being of a combination of meals and dining dollars. 
One quarter of students who purchased a meal plan 
(n  �����UHSRUWHG�WKDW�LW�ZDV�QRW�VXI¿FLHQW�WR�PHHW�WKHLU�
food needs.

Student Food Insecurity

Food insecurity refers to an individual’s or house-
hold’s inability to access adequate food due to limited 
PRQH\�RU�RWKHU�UHVRXUFHV��:H�XVHG�WKH�8�6��'HSDUW-
ment of Agriculture’s 18-item measure to assess rates 
RI�IRRG�LQVHFXULW\�LQ�WKH�SDVW����GD\V��86'$���������
The measure includes 10 items assessing a variety 
of food situations (see Table X), with eight addition-
al items asked only to students with children in their 
households. 

In total, 47% of students (n = 1,586) experienced 
food insecurity in the 30 days prior to completing 
the survey, with 17.3% at the low level of food se-
curity and 29.7% at the very low level of food se-
curity according to the number of food insecurity 
statements that applied to them.

Over half of all students reported not being able to 
afford to eat balanced meals. Further, 41.8% of stu-
dents reported cutting the size of their meals be-
cause they did not have enough money for food; 
and, on average, this occured on almost 10 of the past 
30 days. Almost 9% of students indicated that they 
did not eat for a whole day because there was not 
enough money for food. On average, this occurred 
on approximately 6 of the past 30 days

Of the 464 students who indicated living in house-
holds with children under age 18 present, 37.7% (n 
= 175) reported having to rely on only a few kinds 
of low-cost food to feed children in their household 
because they were running out of money to buy food. 
Almost 30% (n = 133) reported not being able to feed 
children in their household a balanced meal because 
they could not afford to.   

Students were also asked about their knowledge and 
XVH�RI�WKH�368�)RRG�3DQWU\�DQG�368�)UHH�)RRG�0DU-
ket: 23.8% of students (n = 803) had utilized the 
PSU Food Pantry, while 18.9% did not know that 
PSU has a food pantry; similarly, 17.0% of stu-
dents (n = 574) had utilized the PSU Free Food 
Market, while 23.7% of students did not know 
there was a free food market at PSU. 

FIGURE X. Respondents who experienced food 
insecurity in the last 30 days

47%
(n=1,586)
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TABLE X. Food Insecurity Among Students in the Past 30 Days

I almost exclusively use the PSU food pantry for 
food needs. The majority of my money goes 
towards utilities and a small studio apartment that 
is close enough to my job and to campus
- PSU student, 2019

 

 

Food Insecurity Statements  Percentage Experiencing 

I couldn’t afford to eat balanced meals. 54.6% 

I worried whether my food would run out before I got money to buy more. 46.1% 

I cut the size of meals or skipped meals because there wasn’t enough money for 
food. 41.8% 

I ate less than I felt I should because there wasn’t enough money for food. 36.8% 

The food that I bought just didn’t last and I didn’t have enough money to get more. 36.4% 

I cut the size of meals or skipped meals because there wasn’t enough money for 
food (3 or more times in the last 30 days). 

33.3% 

I was hungry but didn’t eat because there wasn’t enough money for food. 32.0% 

I lost weight because there wasn’t enough money for food. 14.4% 

I did not eat for a whole day because there wasn’t enough money for food. 8.7% 

I did not eat for a whole day because there wasn’t enough money for food (3 or 
more times in the last 30 days). 

6.7% 

n = 3,374 

“
Meal options for graduate students on campus are not 

VXI¿FLHQW�RU�DIIRUGDEOH��:H�DUH�VWXFN�LQ�D�OLPER�ZKHUH�ZH�
GR�QRW�TXDOLI\�IRU�VWXGHQW�EHQH¿WV�RU�IDFXOW\�EHQH¿WV��EXW�

still pay out of pocket for all the student fees
- PSU student, 2019

“
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Basic needs insecurities often overlap, with some stu-
dents experiencing both housing and food insecuri-
ty, or a mix of housing insecurity and homelessness 
(Goldrick-Rab et al., 2019). Basic needs insecurity 
can also vary over time, with students experiencing 
food insecurity during one academic quarter and 
housing insecurity the next. Secure students were 
those with no basic needs insecurities. Students who 
were categorized as insecure were those with at least 
one vulnerability in their basic needs, meaning they 
experienced housing insecurity, homelessness, and/
or food insecurity in the past year. Finally, some stu-
dents faced challenges with all of their basic needs, 
meaning they experienced housing insecurity, home-
lessness, and food insecurity in the past year.
 
Figure X displays the overlapping challenges stu-
dents face when trying to meet their basic needs, with 
61.6% of PSU students experiencing some form 
of basic needs insecurity. Only 38.4% of students 
at PSU were food and housing secure in the past 
year.

 

SECURE

38.4%

 

INSECURE

61.6%

Levels of Basic 
Needs Insecurity

{

{

All Three
Basic Needs Insecurities

25.4% 

25.4% 

10.8%

One 
Basic Needs Insecurity

Food insecurity- 53.3%
Housing Insecurity- 40.3%

Homelessness- 6.4%

Two
Basic Needs Insecurities

Housing Insecurity + Food Insecurity- 84.6%
Housing Insecurity + Homelessness- 11%

Homelessness + Food Insecurity- 4.4%

Intersections of Housing Insecurity, Homelessness, and 
Food Insecurity

FIGURE X. ,QWHUVHFWLRQV� RI� +RXVLQJ� ,QVHFXULW\��
+RPHOHVVQHVV��DQG�)RRG�,QVHFXULW\�$PRQJ�368�
Students
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6KH�LV�WKH�¿UVW�LQ�KHU�H[WHQGHG�IDPLO\�WR�JUDGXDWH�IURP�
college. Still, it all feels so precarious whenever she 
JHWV�D�OHWWHU�IURP�¿QDQFLDO�DLG�DERXW�SRVVLEOH�LQWHUUXS-
tions in support.

“One of my all time biggest fears is being back in that 
SODFH�´�VKH�VDLG�� ³:KHQHYHU�VRPHWKLQJ�JRHV�ZURQJ��
LW¶V� WKH�¿UVW�SODFH�P\�PLQG�JRHV� WR�� ,¶P�QRW�JRLQJ� WR�
KDYH�D�SODFH�DJDLQ�´

She also worries about the possibility of falling short 
of her graduate degree and what that would mean for 
her family.

³,� IHHO� UHVSRQVLEOH� IRU� OLIWLQJ�P\� IDPLO\� RXW� RI� SRYHU-
W\��:H¶UH�RQH�SD\FKHFN�DZD\�IURP�ORVLQJ�HYHU\WKLQJ�´�
she said. 

³,I�,�GRQ¶W�VXFFHHG��,¶P�QRW�RQO\�IDLOLQJ�P\VHOI��,¶P�IDLO-
ing my entire family that has spent their lives trying to 
JHW�PH�WR�D�SODFH�RI�VXFFHVV�´�

The 23 year old is now teaching high school English 
and is slated to graduate with her master’s in educa-
tion this June.

Student Stories
Homelessness as a child
$W����\HDUV�ROG�VKH�GLGQ¶W�NQRZ�WKH�ZRUG�IRU�JHQWUL¿-
cation. All she knew was that people were moving into 
her neighborhood and that’s why her family couldn’t 
afford to stay. 

Then her father lost his job during the Great Reces-
sion, and the family moved into her grandmother’s 
house. Two families, seven people and four dogs, 
crowded into a three bedroom. Her sister lived with 
another relative.

$W�WKH�WLPH��VKH�GLGQ¶W�FRQVLGHU�KHUVHOI�KRPHOHVV��,W¶V�
not the picture that people usually have. 

“When we hear homelesssnes, we think of eating at a 
soup kitchen, living in a shelter, or begging at freeway 
entrances. While those are prominent issues, it’s not 
MXVW�WKRVH�WKLQJV�´�VKH�VDLG�

³7KRVH�KLGGHQ�LVVXHV�JR�VR�PXFK�GHHSHU�´

She lost two years of her education as they moved 
IURP�RQH�JUDQGPRWKHU¶V�KRXVH�WR� WKH�RWKHU¶V��¿QDOO\�
settling down in a place of their own in Rogue Riv-
HU��2UHJRQ��6KH�ZRUNHG�KDUG�WR�¿QG�DFFHSWDQFH�LQ�D�
town where she was one of the few people with brown 
skin. 

She found her own community and managed to gradu-
ate on time. Now she’s a graduate student at Portland 
State University working toward her teaching degree. 
She wants to work with low-income students because 
she knows what it’s like to struggle for access. 

• Graduate student
• Student of color

• First-generation college student
• Experienced homelessness 

for two years

I feel responsible for lifting my family out of 
SRYHUW\��:H¶UH�RQH�SD\FKHFN�DZD\�IURP�ORVLQJ�
everything

“
Notes: Student stories come from personal interviews with students who volunteered to share their experiences. Names have been omitted to protect their privacy.



Copyright Portland State University 
Homelessness Research & Action Collaborative

 

 
Number of 
Students 

Housing 
Insecurity Homelessness Food Insecurity

Race or Ethnicity  

Asian or Asian American 412 35.9% 14.6% 44.0% 

Black or African American 140 52.1% 25.0% 55.7% 

Hispanic or Latino/a/x 468 48.3% 19.2% 57.2% 

Middle Eastern or North African 54 48.1% 27.8% 50.0% 

Native American 107 58.9% 29.0% 66.4% 

Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 63 54.0% 22.2% 57.1% 

White 2,279 45.1% 15.7% 42.8% 

Multiracial 180 60.0% 28.9% 60.6% 

Race or Ethnicity

As Table X demonstrates, students from historically marginalized racial or ethnic groups (e.g., Black or African 
American, Native American) experienced the highest rates of housing insecurity, homelessness, and food in-
security. Students who identify as multiracial had the highest rates of housing insecurity, while Native American 
students reported the highest rates of homelessness and food insecurity. White and Asian or Asian American 
students reported the lowest rates of basic needs insecurities, which is in line with previous research (e.g., 
&UXWFK¿HOG�	�0DJXLUH��������*ROGULFN�5DE�HW�DO����������

Notes:�5DFH�DQG�HWKQLFLW\�FODVVL¿FDWLRQV�LQ�WKH�WDEOH�DERYH�DUH�QRW�PXWXDOO\�H[FOXVLYH��6WXGHQWV�ZHUH�DVNHG�WR�VHOHFW�DOO�WKDW�DSSO\�WR�
WKHP��DQG�UDWHV�RI�EDVLF�QHHGV�LQVHFXULWLHV�DUH�UHSRUWHG�DFFRUGLQJ�WR�WKHLU�VHOI�LGHQWL¿FDWLRQV��7KLV�DSSURDFK�FDQ�VRPHWLPHV�PDVN�GLV-
SDULWLHV�WKDW�H[LVW�EHWZHHQ�JURXSV��VR�ZH�DOVR�FDOFXODWHG�UDWHV�RI�QHHGV�LQVHFXULWLHV�IRU�VWXGHQWV�ZKR�LGHQWL¿HG�RQO\�DV�:KLWH�DQG�QRW�
any other race or ethnicity. When examined in this manner, rates of housing insecurity, homelessness, and food insecurity decreased 
by around one percentage point for White students. The Number of Students column indicates the number of survey respondents to our 
housing insecurity and homelessness measures. The number of survey respondents for the food insecurity measure may vary slightly 
but not substantially.

+RPHOHVVQHVV�GLVSURSRUWLRQDWHO\�DIIHFWV�FRPPXQLWLHV�RI�FRORU��SDUWLFXODUO\�%ODFN�DQG�,QGLJHQRXV�SHRSOH��DV�ZHOO�
DV�/*%74,,$��LQGLYLGXDOV�DQG�SHRSOH�ZLWK�GLVDELOLWLHV��6LPLODUO\��UHVHDUFK�FRQGXFWHG�E\�WKH�+RSH�&HQWHU��WKH�
California State University system, and others has consistently shown that some students are at a higher risk 
RI�EDVLF�QHHGV�LQVHFXULW\�WKDQ�RWKHUV��,Q�WKLV�VHFWLRQ��ZH�UHSRUW�GLVSDULWLHV�LQ�UDWHV�RI�KRXVLQJ�LQVHFXULW\��KRPH-
lessness, and food insecurity by student demographics, disabilities or medical conditions, and life experiences. 
From this point forward, student rates of housing insecurity and homelessness refer to their experiences in the 
12 months prior to completing the survey, and food insecurity to the past 30 days.

TABLE X. 'LVSDULWLHV�LQ�%DVLF�1HHGV�,QVHFXULW\�E\�5DFH�RU�(WKQLFLW\

Disparities in Basic Needs Insecurity
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TABLE X. 'LVSDULWLHV� LQ�%DVLF�1HHGV� ,QVHFXULW\�
E\�*HQGHU�,GHQWLW\�DQG�6H[XDO�2ULHQWDWLRQ

 

 
Number of 
Students 

Housing 
Insecurity Homelessness 

Food 
Insecurity 

Gender Identity 

Woman 2,074 44.9% 14.6% 46.4% 

Man 884 40.0% 16.5% 41.3% 

Transgender (includes respondents who selected 
Trangender, Trans Man, or Trans Woman) 60 56.7% 23.3% 63.3% 

Non-binary, Genderqueer, or Two-Spirit 176 63.1% 24.4% 62.5% 

Agender 15 53.3% 33.3% 66.7% 

Questioning or unsure 25 48.0% 16.0% 36.0% 

Sexual Orientation  

Heterosexual 1,902 39.1% 13.0% 39.9% 

Lesbian, Gay, or Same Gender Loving 177 50.3% 18.6% 46.6% 

Bisexual 475 54.7% 18.9% 55.6% 

Pansexual 142 62.7% 28.9% 62.7% 

Queer 191 59.2% 21.5% 63.4% 

Asexual 128 52.3% 25.0% 50.8% 

Questioning or unsure 93 41.9% 16.1% 41.9% 

Notes: Some gender and sexual orientation categories were combined due to a small number of respondents in some categories and our 
HIIRUWV�WR�PDLQWDLQ�FRQ¿GHQWLDOLW\��7KH�1XPEHU�RI�6WXGHQWV�FROXPQ�LQGLFDWHV�WKH�QXPEHU�RI�VXUYH\�UHVSRQGHQWV�WR�RXU�KRXVLQJ�LQVHFXULW\�
and homelessness measures. The number of survey respondents for the food insecurity measure may vary slightly but not substantially. 
Please exercise caution in drawing conclusions from percentages corresponding to categories with a small number of respondents.

Gender Identity and Sexual Orientation

Students whose gender identity and/or sexual orientation fall into historically marginalized groups (e.g., trans-
gender students, queer students) also experienced higher rates of housing insecurity, homelessness, and food 
insecurity compared to students whose identities have been historically privileged (e.g., students who are men, 
heterosexual students) (see Table X). Transgender, non-binary, genderqueer, two-spirit, and agender students 
experienced disproportionately high rates of housing insecurity, homelessness, and food insecurity as compared 
WR�WKHLU�SHHUV�ZKR�LGHQWL¿HG�DV�ZRPHQ��PHQ��RU�TXHVWLRQLQJ�XQVXUH��6LPLODUO\��VWXGHQWV�ZKR�LGHQWL¿HG�DV�SDQ-
sexual, queer, bisexual, lesbian, gay, or asexual experienced higher rates of basic needs insecurity than their 
heterosexual peers.  
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Disability or Medical Condition

Students with disabilities or major medical conditions 
reported much higher rates of housing insecurity, 
homelessness, and food insecurity compared to stu-
dents without disabling conditions (see Table X). This 
was true for each disability or medical condition ex-
amined in this study, particularly physical disabilities 
and learning disabilities.

,�RIWHQ�KDYH�WR�VNLS�PHDOV�GXH�WR�P\�VFKHGXOH�DQG�RIWHQ�GRQ¶W�JHW�
WKH�QXWULWLRQDO�YDOXH�,�QHHG�PHGLFDOO\�EHFDXVH�,�HLWKHU�FDQ¶W�DIIRUG�LW�
DQG�RU�GRQ¶W�KDYH�WLPH�>RU�UHVRXUFHV@�WR�PDNH�>IRRG@����RQ�FDPSXV�
- PSU student, 2019

“

Students with at least one disabilitiy or medical 
condition reported 

34.7%

54.2%

37.8%

54.3%

11.0%

20.9%

Students with no disabilitiy or medical condition 
reported 

Housing

Insecurity
Homelessness

Food

Insecurity

FIGURE X. 'LVSDULWLHV�LQ�%DVLF�1HHGV�,QVHFXULW\�
E\�'LVDELOLW\�RU�0HGLFDO�&RQGLWLRQ

Students with at least one disabilitiy or medical 
condition reported 

34.7%

54.2%

37.8%

54.3%

11.0%

20.9%

Students with no disabilitiy or medical condition 
reported 

Housing

Insecurity
Homelessness

Food

Insecurity
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TABLE X. 'LVSDULWLHV�LQ�%DVLF�1HHGV�,QVHFXULW\�E\�'LVDELOLW\�RU�0HGLFDO�&RQGLWLRQ

9 

 
Number of 
Students 

Housing 
Insecurity Homelessness Food Insecurity

At least one disability or medical condition reported 

Yes 1,764 54.2% 20.9% 54.3% 

No 1,541 34.7% 11.0% 37.8% 

Learning Disability 

Yes 197 63.5% 25.4% 61.4% 

No 3,108 44.0% 15.7% 45.7% 

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) 

Yes 449 61.2% 22.9% 57.2% 

No 2,856 42.6% 15.3% 44.9% 

Autism Spectrum Disorder 

Yes 64 50.0% 21.9% 53.1% 

No 3,241 45.0% 16.2% 46.5% 

Physical Disability 

Yes 206 61.7% 30.1% 66.0% 

No 3,099 44.0% 15.4% 45.3% 

Chronic Illness 

Yes 345 58.8% 23.5% 58.3% 

No 2,960 43.5% 15.5% 45.2% 

Mental Health / Psychological Disability 

Yes 1,431 55.6% 21.5% 55.3% 

No 1,874 37.1% 12.4% 40.0% 

Notes: The Number of Students column indicates the number of survey respondents to our housing insecurity and 
homelessness measures. The number of survey respondents for the food insecurity measure may vary slightly but not 
substantially. 
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Additional Demographic Variables

,Q�JHQHUDO��\RXQJHU�VWXGHQWV�UHSRUWHG�WKH�ORZHVW�OHY-
els of basic needs insecurity, while students between 
the ages of 26 and 30 experienced the highest rates 
RI�EDVLF�QHHGV� LQVHFXULW\� �VHH�7DEOH�;��� ,Q� OLQH�ZLWK�
previous research (e.g., Goldrick-Rab, 2019),  as the 
education level of students’ parents increased, their 
rates of basic needs insecurity decreased. Further, 
students who were married or in a domestic part-
nership reported lower rates of basic needs insecu-
rity than their single or dating peers, while those who 
were divorced or separated reported the highest rates 
of basic needs insecurity.  

Image Credits:

Portland State University 

3

2
Image Credits:

Portland State University 



Copyright Portland State University 
Homelessness Research & Action Collaborative

TABLE X. 'LVSDULWLHV�LQ�%DVLF�1HHGV�,QVHFXULW\�E\�$GGLWLRQDO�'HPRJUDSKLF�9DULDEOHV

11 

 
Number of 
Students 

Housing 
Insecurity 

Homelessness Food Insecurity 

Age  

18 to 20 778 31.4% 15.6% 43.2% 

21 to 25 1,040 46.4% 15.9% 50.9% 

26 to 30 688 54.4% 20.1% 50.7% 

30 and above 779 49.0% 14.2% 40.1% 

 

No high school diploma 250 49.6% 16.4% 57.4% 

High school diploma / GED 561 54.7% 21.0% 59.2% 

Some college (but not college degree) 668 50.6% 17.7% 52.7% 

Associate’s degree 271 47.2% 17.0% 48.1% 

Bachelor’s degree  818 38.6% 13.0% 40.6% 

Graduate degree 717 37.0% 14.4% 32.8% 

Relationship Status 

Single 1,395 43.2% 18.9% 47.9% 

In relationship(s) 1,243 49.1% 16.0% 52.1% 

Married or domestic partnership 544 35.5% 8.1% 29.1% 

Divorced 62 72.6% 27.4% 54.8% 

Separated 20 75.0% 35.0% 80.0% 

Widowed * * * * 

Notes: The Number of Students column indicates the number of survey respondents to our housing insecurity and homelessness mea-
sures. The number of survey respondents for the food insecurity measure may vary slightly but not substantially. Please exercise caution 
in drawing conclusions from percentages corresponding to categories with a small number of respondents.

&DWHJRULHV�ZLWK�IHZHU�WKDQ����UHVSRQGHQWV�ZHUH�H[FOXGHG�WR�PDLQWDLQ�FRQ¿GHQWLDOLW\��ZKLFK�LV�D�PRUH�FRQVHUYDWLYH�DSSURDFK�WKDQ�WKH�
'HSDUWPHQW�RI�(GXFDWLRQ¶V�SROLF\�RI�H[FOXGLQJ�FHOO�VL]HV�RI�IHZHU�WKDQ����
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Student Life Experiences

We asked students about a variety of life circumstances and experiences that may put them at a higher risk of facing 
EDVLF�QHHGV�LQVHFXULW\��7UDQVIHU�VWXGHQWV��¿UVW�JHQHUDWLRQ�VWXGHQWV��FXUUHQW�RU�IRUPHU�IRVWHU�\RXWK��YHWHUDQV��DQG�
'$&$�VWXGHQWV�DOO�UHSRUWHG�KLJKHU�OHYHOV�RI�KRXVLQJ�LQVHFXULW\��KRPHOHVVQHVV��DQG�IRRG�LQVHFXULW\�FRPSDUHG�WR�VWX-
dents without such experiences (see Table X). These disparities were particularly striking among current and former 
IRVWHU�\RXWK��ZKRVH�UDWHV�RI�KRXVLQJ�LQVHFXULW\�DQG�KRPHOHVVQHVV�ZHUH�GRXEOH�WKRVH�RI�RWKHU�VWXGHQWV��DQG�ZKRVH�
rates of food insecurity were more than triple the rates of their peers. Parenting students had higher rates of housing 
insecurity as students without children under the age of 18 but similar rates of homelessness and food insecurity.

TABLE X. 'LVSDULWLHV�LQ�%DVLF�1HHGV�
,QVHFXULW\�E\�6WXGHQW�/LIH�([SHULHQFHV

 

 
Number of 
Students 

Housing 
Insecurity 

Homelessness
 

Food 
Insecurity  

Transfer Student 

Yes 1,543 54.2% 18.9% 51.6% 

No 1,762 37.1% 14.1% 42.2% 

First Generation College Student 

Yes 1,116 53.4% 17.9% 56.7% 

No 2,189 40.8% 15.5% 41.4% 

Current or Former Foster Youth 

Yes 81 64.2% 32.1% 77.8% 

No 3,224 44.6% 15.9% 45.8% 

International Student 

Yes 125 36.8% 16.0% 37.6% 

No 3,180 45.4% 16.3% 46.9% 

Out-of-State Student 

Yes 532 47.4% 20.3% 47.9% 

No 2,773 44.6% 15.5% 46.3% 
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(Continuation from previous page)

 

Veteran 

Yes 132 56.1% 28.0% 44.7% 

No 3,173 44.6% 15.8% 46.7% 

Immigrant to the U.S. 

Yes 3,155 41.3% 17.3% 42.7% 

No 150 45.3% 16.3% 46.8% 

DACA student 

Yes 29 55.2% 20.7% 69.0% 

No 3,276 45.0% 16.3% 46.4% 

Student Athlete 

Yes 41 34.1% 14.6% 46.3% 

No 3,264 45.2% 16.3% 46.6% 

Parent of a child under 18 who lives with you

Yes 295 54.6% 12.5% 44.1% 

No 3,010 44.2% 16.7% 46.8% 

Number of 
Students 

Housing 
Insecurity 

Homelessness
 

Food 
Insecurity  

ESL (English as a Second Language)  

Yes 115 43.5% 18.3% 50.4% 

No 3,190 54.9% 16.2% 46.5% 

Notes: The Number of Students column indicates the number of survey respondents to our housing insecurity and homelessness mea-
sures. The number of survey respondents for the food insecurity measure may vary slightly but not substantially. Please exercise caution 
in drawing conclusions from percentages corresponding to categories with a small number of respondents.
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This next section of the report focuses on student sta-
tus and academic performance, and their association 
with basic needs insecurity. 

Basic needs insecurity varied according to student 
status and how many years students had been pursu-
ing a degree at PSU. Notably, undergraduate students 
reported higher rates of housing insecurity, homeless-
ness, and food insecurity than graduate or post-bac-
calaureate students. Further, students who were tak-
ing either online-only classes or both in-person and 
online classes experienced higher rates of housing 
insecurity than students who were only taking in-per-
son classes. Finally, the percentage of students who 
experienced food and housing insecurity increased as 
the number of years they had been pursuing their de-
gree at PSU increased. 

While the vast majority of students reported GPAs be-
tween 3.0 and 4.0 (the sample average was 3.47), 
students with basic needs insecurity reported slightly 
lower GPAs across each vulnerability category com-
pared to students who were secure in their basic 
needs (see Figure X). 

Student Status and Academic 
Performance

FIGURE X. *UDGH�3RLQW�$YHUDJH��*3$��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�%DVLF�1HHGV�,QVHFXULW\
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TABLE X. 6WXGHQW�6WDWXV�DQG�%DVLF�1HHGV�,QVHFXULW\

 

 
Number of 
Students 

Housing 
Insecurity 

Homelessness 
Food 

Insecurity 

Full or Part-Time Student 

Full Time 2,848 44.9% 16.6% 48.6% 

Part-Time 663 43.4% 14.3% 40.2% 

Degree Type 

Undergraduate 2,463 47.6% 17.1% 51.6% 

Graduate 887 39.1% 14.8% 37.1% 

Post-Baccalaureate 161 29.2% 9.3% 32.3% 

Class Format 

In-person classes only 1,890 40.5% 16.9% 43.4% 

Online classes only 187 53.3% 13.4% 45.6% 

Both in-person and online classes 702 49.0% 15.6% 51.9% 

Years at PSU 

Less than one year 1,387 40.0% 17.8% 41.9% 

One to two years 1,358 45.4% 15.7% 47.4% 

Three or more years 763 51.6% 14.0% 55.7% 

Notes: The Number of Students column indicates the number of survey respondents to our housing insecurity and homelessness mea-
sures. The number of survey respondents for the food insecurity measure may vary slightly but not substantially.

Image Credits:

Portland State University 4
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7KLV�VHFWLRQ�RI�WKH�UHSRUW�VXPPDUL]HV�WKUHH�LPSRUWDQW�HOHPHQWV�RI�VWXGHQWV¶�¿QDQFLDO�VLWXDWLRQV������WKHLU�HP-
SOR\PHQW�VWDWXV�� ����KRZ� WKH\�SD\� IRU�H[SHQVHV�DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK�DWWHQGLQJ�368�� ����ZKLFK�SXEOLF�DVVLVWDQFH�
SURJUDPV�WKH\�XVH��DQG�����WKHLU�¿QDQFLDO�VWUHVV��

Employment and Finances

FIGURE X. 0RQWKO\�7DNH�+RPH�3D\�5DWHV�$FFRUGLQJ�WR�%DVLF�1HHGV�,QVHFXULW\
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Employment Status

The majority of students (72.4%, n = 2,543) reported 
working for pay in the month prior to completing the 
survey, and 35.5% were looking for work. Over a quar-
ter of students (28.7%) reported having more than 
one job. Students worked an average of 26 hours per 
week and reported an average monthly take-home 
pay of $1,348 from all of their jobs. 

Students who were looking for work experienced 
higher rates of each category of basic needs inse-
curity than students who were not looking for work. 

Students who were working experienced higher rates 
of housing and food insecurity than those who did not 
ZRUN� IRU� SD\�� DQG� VWXGHQWV� ZKR�ZRUNHG�PRUH� WKDQ�
one job experienced higher rates of housing insecuri-
ty, homelessness, and food insecurity than those who 
were working only one job (see Table X). There were 
DOVR�VLJQL¿FDQW�GLIIHUHQFHV�LQ�PRQWKO\�WDNH�KRPH�SD\�
for students who experienced housing insecurity, 
homelessness, or food insecurity compared to those 
who did not (see Figure X). 
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TABLE X. (PSOR\PHQW�6WDWXV�DQG�%DVLF�1HHGV�,QVHFXULW\

 

16 

 Number of 
Students 

Housing 
Insecurity Homelessness

Food 
Insecurity 

Looked for work in the last 30 days 

No 2,263 40.2% 11.7% 40.6% 

Yes 1,248 52.6% 24.2% 58.7% 

Worked for pay in the last 30 days 

No 968 37.6% 16.5% 40.9% 

Yes 2,543 47.3% 16.0% 49.3% 

Number of Jobs for those who were working 

One job 1,816 42.3% 12.8% 44.0% 

More than one job 732 59.4% 23.6% 62.1% 

Notes: The Number of Students column indicates the number of survey respondents to our housing insecurity and homelessness mea-
sures. The number of survey respondents for the food insecurity measure may vary slightly but not substantially.

,�DP�D�>WHDFKLQJ�DVVLVWDQW@�DQG�D�>UHVHDUFK�DVVLVWDQW@�DW�368�DQG�
WKHVH�WZR�MREV�WRJHWKHU�GRQ¶W�FRYHU�UHQW�>DQG@�IRRG��,�KDYH�D�WKLUG�
job at a private company to be able to buy anything beyond basic 
QHFHVVLWLHV��ZKLFK�PDNHV�SHUIRUPLQJ�ZHOO�LQ�VFKRRO�PRUH�GLI¿FXOW

- PSU student, 2019

“
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How Students Pay for College

Students were asked to indicate all of the ways they 
pay for the expenses associated with attending Port-
land State University. Table X shows the different 
methods students used to pay for college expenses 
according to their level of basic needs insecurity, with 
³VHFXUH´�VWXGHQWV��L�H���WKRVH�ZKR�GLG�QRW�H[SHULHQFH�
housing insecurity, homelessness, or food insecurity) 
SUHVHQWHG� LQ� WKH� ¿QDO� FROXPQ� IRU� FRPSDULVRQ�� � 7KH�
majority of students experiencing basic needs insecu-
rity reported paying for college with income from their 
MREV� RU� IURP� VWXGHQW� ORDQV�� &RPSDUHG� WR� ³VHFXUH´�
students, students with basic needs insecurities were 
more likely to report paying for college with credit 
cards, Pell Grants, and student loans, and less likely 
WR� UHSRUW�FRYHULQJ� WKHLU�H[SHQVHV�ZLWK�¿QDQFLDO�KHOS�
from friends or family.

The amount charged for my masters program exceeded the 
amount of loans I was able to take out and landed me in a 

WRXJK�¿QDQFLDO�VLWXDWLRQ��7KH�FRXUVH�ORDG�DOVR�GRHVQ¶W�DOORZ�
IRU�PXFK�ZRUN�WLPH����+RZ�FDQ�,�OHDUQ�DQG�WHDFK�ZKHQ�,¶P�ZRU-

ried about being able to eat and live? 
- PSU student, 2019

,W¶V�GLI¿FXOW�WR�JHW�HQRXJK�PRQH\�WR�QRW�RQO\�SD\�IRU�
WXLWLRQ�EXW�DOVR�WR�SD\�IRU�KRXVLQJ��IRRG�DQG�
transportation so I can get to work
- PSU student, 2019

:H�QHHG�
affordable education

- PSU student, 2019

“
“

“
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TABLE X. :D\V�WKDW�6WXGHQWV�3D\�IRU�&ROOHJH�$FFRUGLQJ�WR�%DVLF�1HHGV�,QVHFXULW\ 

 

 

Students who 
were housing 

insecure  
n = 1,567 

Students who 
were homeless 

n = 567 

Students who 
were food 
insecure  
n = 1,586 

Students who 
were secure in 

their basic 
needs  

n = 1,294 

Work-study job  8.6% 10.4% 10.0% 5.9% 

A job that isn’t work-
study  63.4% 59.4% 64.4% 50.7% 

Pell Grant 46.1% 43.9% 47.6% 26.1% 

Other grants from the 
federal or state 
government 

33.1% 34.6% 35.5% 21.3% 

Grants from Portland 
State 18.4% 19.4% 18.5% 16.0% 

Student loans 65.5% 62.1% 65.1% 42.0% 

Stipend or fellowship 6.6% 7.6% 5.6% 7.3% 

Tuition remission 9.1% 11.3% 9.1% 10.1% 

Help from family or 
friends 34.6% 34.0% 34.6% 45.3% 

Savings 33.6% 36.7% 32.4% 39.4% 

Credit cards 24.4% 23.8% 24.5% 10.6% 

Employer support 3.7% 3.0% 2.8% 6.1% 

GI Bill 2.6% 3.7% 2.0% 1.9% 

Scholarship 2.7% 2.8% 3.0% 2.9% 

insecure secure
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Use of Assistance Programs 

$V�DQ�DGGLWLRQDO�LQGLFDWRU�RI�VWXGHQWV¶�¿QDQFLDO�VLWXD-
tions, respondents were asked to select from a list of 
public assistance programs and report any they had 
XVHG�LQ�WKH�SDVW����PRQWKV��,Q�WKH�IXOO�VDPSOH��DOPRVW�
half of all students reported receiving no formal assis-
tance in the past 12 months. 

The most commonly used forms of assistance 
were Tax Refunds (21.8%), Medicaid (19.9%), 
61$3�EHQH¿WV����������DQG�RII�FDPSXV�IRRG�SDQ-
tries (11.1%). 

Students who were secure in their basic needs used 
these assistance programs at much lower rates than 
students who experienced housing insecurity, home-
OHVVQHVV�� RU� IRRG� LQVHFXULW\� �VHH� 7DEOH� ;��� ,Q� SDU-
ticular, students with basic needs insecurities used 
61$3�� 0HGLFDLG� �RU� HTXLYDOHQW� SXEOLF� KHDOWK� LQVXU-
ance), off-campus food pantries or food banks, trans-
portation assistance, and earned income tax credits 
at higher rates than students who were secure in their 
basic needs (see Figure X). Even still, students with 
basic needs insecurity are not accessing all of the 
SXEOLF�EHQH¿WV�WKH\�FRXOG�EH�UHODWLYH�WR�WKHLU�OHYHO�RI�
need.

0DQ\�VWXGHQWV�GHVFULEHG�KRZ�SROLFLHV�UHODWHG�WR�TXDO-
L¿FDWLRQ�IRU�JUDQWV�RU�JRYHUQPHQW�¿QDQFLDO�DLG��VXFK�
DV� VWXGHQW� ORDQV�� 61$3�� DQG�0HGLFDLG�� RIWHQ� OHDYH�
WKHP� LQ�D� ³JDS´�]RQH��ZKHUH� WKH\�FDQQRW�TXDOLI\� IRU�
DLG� EXW� DUH� VWLOO� ¿QDQFLDOO\� VWUXJJOLQJ� WR� PDNH� HQGV�
meet. 

Students who need food or experience housing insecurity sometimes 
GR�QRW�PHHW�WKH�¿QDQFLDO�UHTXLUHPHQWV�IRU�KHOS�DQG�IDOO�LQ�WKH�PLGGOH«�
7KH\�DUHQ¶W�PDNLQJ�HQRXJK�WR�FRYHU�H[SHQVHV�EXW�PDNLQJ�WRR�PXFK�WR�
qualify for grants and state funded programs like SNAP
- PSU student, 2019

“
Image Credits:

Portland State University 

Image Credits:

Portland State University 
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FIGURE X. Use of Public Assistance According 
WR�%DVLF�1HHGV�,QVHFXULW\
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TABLE X. 8VH�RI�3XEOLF�$VVLVWDQFH�$FFRUGLQJ�WR�%DVLF�1HHGV�,QVHFXULW\

insecure secure
 

 

Students who 
were housing 

insecure  
n = 1,567 

Students who 
were homeless 

n = 567 

Students who 
were food 
insecure  
n = 1,586 

Students who were 
secure in their 
basic needs  

n = 1,294 

SNAP (“Food stamps,” EBT) 20.6% 25.0% 20.3% 4.7% 

WIC (Nutritional assistance for pregnant
women and children) 

2.3% 1.9% 1.9% 0.4% 

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

1.5% 1.6% 1.3% 0.0% 

SSI (Supplemental Security Income) 1.3% 1.4% 1.2% 0.3% 

SSDI (Social Security Disability Income) 1.5% 1.9% 1.5% 0.8% 

Medicaid or public health insurance 26.4% 29.3% 25.2% 12.3% 

Off campus food pantry / food bank 19.2% 20.8% 18.8% 2.9% 

Child care assistance / subsidy 3.2% 2.1% 2.4% 1.2% 

Unemployment compensation / 
insurance 2.4% 2.8% 2.3% 0.9% 

Utility assistance  5.0% 4.8% 4.4% 0.7% 

Housing assistance 5.7% 7.4% 5.3% 1.0% 

Transportation assistance 12.1% 12.7% 11.0% 6.0% 

Tax refunds 25.5% 21.9% 24.2% 18.8% 

Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) 8.2% 6.3% 7.4% 2.3% 

Veteran’s benefit  4.9% 7.1% 4.1% 3.5% 

Did not access public assistance 35.2% 34.0% 36.0% 59.0% 
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FIGURE X. Financial Stress related to Financial AidFinancial Stress 

Finally, we asked a variety of questions to better un-
GHUVWDQG�VWXGHQWV¶� OHYHOV�RI�VWUHVV�DERXW� WKHLU�¿QDQ-
FLDO�VLWXDWLRQ��,Q�WKH�IXOO�VDPSOH��D�PDMRULW\�RI�VWXGHQWV�
������LQGLFDWHG�WKDW�WKHLU�SHUVRQDO�¿QDQFLDO�VLWXDWLRQ�
made them feel stressed, and 66.6% of students in-
dicated that they worried about being able to pay for 
school. Approximately 30% of students reported not 
being able to pay some of their bills (e.g., medical 
bills, student loans, credit card bills) in the past year, 
and 41% reported having to borrow money from their 
friends and family to pay their bills. Almost 20% of 
students reported having to take or add academic 
credits in the past year so they would qualify for 
¿QDQFLDO�DLG�WR�KHOS�SD\�IRU�WKHLU�EDVLF�QHHGV�

As Figure X illustrates, students who experienced 
housing insecurity, homelessness, and/or food inse-
FXULW\�ZHUH�PRUH�OLNHO\�WR�UHSRUW�WKDW�WKDW�¿QDQFLDO�VLW-
uation made them feel stressed, and also that they 
worried about how to pay for school, compared to 
those who were secure in their basic needs.

Image Credits:

Portland State University 
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FIGURE X. )LQDQFLDO�6WUHVV�$FFRUGLQJ�WR�%DVLF�1HHGV�,QVHFXULW\
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6WUHVV�DURXQG�PRQH\��QRW�KDYLQJ�HQRXJK��ZRQGHULQJ�ZKHUH�LW�
ZLOO�FRPH�IURP��KRZ�ZLOO�,�SD\�IRU�WKLQJV�VXFK�DV�KRXVLQJ�DQG�IRRG�
costs) has been consistent and affects my mental well-being as well as 
impacts my concentration and academic successfulness
- PSU student, 2019

“Note: 7KH�QXPEHUV�LQ�WKLV�¿JXUH�FRUUHVSRQG�WR�VWXGHQWV�ZKR�DQVZHUHG�WKLV�VSHFL¿F�TXHVWLRQ�
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Given the importance of housing and food security to overall health and well-being, students were asked a vari-
ety of questions about their physical and mental health, including their general levels of stress, how much their 
health interfered with their daily activities, and how many hours of sleep they averaged each night. 

Health Indicators

FIGURE X. Level of Stress According to Basic 
1HHGV�,QVHFXULW\
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Note: 7KH�QXPEHUV�LQ�WKLV�¿JXUH�FRUUHVSRQG�WR�VWXGHQWV�ZKR�DQVZHUHG�WKLV�VSHFL¿F�TXHVWLRQ�

Stress

:H�¿UVW�DVNHG�VWXGHQWV� WR� UHSRUW� WKH� OHYHO�RI�VWUHVV�
they had experienced in the past week on a scale of 
0 = no stress to 10 = extreme stress. As Figure X 
demonstrates, students who experienced housing in-
security, homelessness, or food insecurity had higher 
levels of stress compared to students who were se-
cure in their basic needs.
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Physical and Mental Health Interferences

Students were also asked to indicate the extent to which 
their physical and mental health interfered with their dai-
ly activities in the past month, from 1 = not at all to 5 = 
extremely. Students who reported moderately, quite a 
bit, or extremely were categorized as having physical 
and/or mental health interferences. Students who expe-
rienced housing insecurity, homelessness, or food inse-
FXULW\�UHSRUWHG�VLJQL¿FDQWO\�KLJKHU�UDWHV�RI�SK\VLFDO�DQG�
mental health interferences compared to students who 
were secure in their basic needs (see Figure X).

>0\@�GLVDELOLW\�>KDV@�WDNHQ�D�VHYHUH�WROO�RQ�P\�¿QDQFHV�DQG�RYHUDOO�
ability to function in school. Being a part-time graduate student for 
a year because of my health issues precluded me from getting a 
JUDGXDWH�DVVLVWDQWVKLS�WKDW�FRXOG�KDYH�PDGH�PH�PRUH�VHOI�VXI¿FLHQW�
- PSU student, 2019

“
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Sleep

Finally, we asked students to report how much sleep 
WKH\� JHW� HDFK� QLJKW�� ,Q� WKH� IXOO� VDPSOH� RI� VWXGHQWV��
54% reported that they sleep seven or more hours 
per night, while 46% reported sleeping fewer than 
VHYHQ�KRXUV�SHU�QLJKW��$�VLJQL¿FDQWO\�ODUJHU�SHUFHQW-
age of students reported sleeping fewer than seven 
hours per night if they experienced housing insecuri-
ty, homelessness, or food insecurity in the past year 
compared to students who were secure in their basic 
needs (see Figure X). This is in line with other research 
demonstrating the challenges people experiencing 
KRPHOHVVQHVV�KDYH�REWDLQLQJ�D�VXI¿FLHQW�DPRXQW�RI�
TXDOLW\�VOHHS��7D\ORU�HW�DO����������,W�DOVR�VHUYHV�DV�DQ�
additional risk factor for reduced physical and mental 
health, as well as academic performance.
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Social connectedness and belonging can be challenging for students who struggle with basic needs insecurity. 
We assessed two types of social connectedness in this study.

Social Connectedness and Belonging

FIGURE X. 5DWH�RI�,VRODWLRQ�DPRQJ�6WXGHQWV�
ZLWK�%DVLF�1HHGV�,QVHFXULW\

FIGURE X. /RQHOLQHVV�$FFRUGLQJ�WR�%DVLF�1HHGV�,QVHFXULW\
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Loneliness

First, we used a four-item version of the UCLA Lone-
OLQHVV�6FDOH��5XVVHOO��3HSODX��	�)HUJXVRQ��������WR�
measure rates of loneliness and isolation among stu-
dents. Although rates of loneliness were moderate 
across the sample, averaging 2.37 on a scale of 1 
to 4, students experiencing housing insecurity, home-
lessness, or food insecurity reported higher levels 
of loneliness than students who were secure in their 
basic needs (see Figure X). Further, around 75% of 
students with basic needs insecurities reported 
feeling sometimes or always isolated from others, 
compared to just over half of students who were 
secure in their needs

75%
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Campus Sense of Community

We also asked students how strong of a sense of com-
munity they feel with others at Portland State Univer-
VLW\��9HU\�IHZ�VWXGHQWV�UHSRUWHG�IHHOLQJ�D�VWURQJ�VHQVH�
of community, and overall rates of sense of community 
did not differ substantially depending on basic needs 
insecurity (see Table X). Because PSU is  primarily a 
commuter school within a large urban setting, it may 
be harder for students to develop strong close relation-
ships with other students and employees on campus.   

Image Credits:

Portland State University 
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Students who were 
housing insecure  

n = 1,479 

Students who were 
homeless  
n = 536 

Students who were 
food insecure  

n = 1,520 

Students who were 
secure in their 
basic needs  

n = 1,266 

Very little sense of 
community 37.9% 39.6% 37.3% 31.3% 

Something in between 54.6% 52.8% 55.4% 59.4% 

Strong sense of 
community 

7.4% 7.6% 7.3% 9.3% 

insecure secure

TABLE X. Campus Sense of Community 
$FFRUGLQJ�WR�%DVLF�1HHGV�,QVHFXULW\

Note: 7KH�QXPEHUV�LQ�WKLV�WDEOH�FRUUHVSRQG�WR�VWXGHQWV�ZKR�DQVZHUHG�WKLV�VSHFL¿F�TXHVWLRQ�
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7KH�¿QDO�TXHVWLRQ�RI�WKH�VXUYH\�SURYLGHG�VSDFH�IRU�VWXGHQWV�WR�ZULWH�DQ\WKLQJ�HOVH�WKH\�ZDQWHG�WR�VKDUH�ZLWK�
us about their housing and food needs, to which over 600 students submitted responses. Almost half of these 
UHVSRQVHV�UHODWHG�WR�WKHLU�¿QDQFLDO�FRQFHUQV��0DQ\�RI�WKH�VWXGHQWV�GLVFXVVHG�KDYLQJ�WR�PDNH�GLI¿FXOW�FKRLFHV�
DERXW�ZKLFK�RI�WKHLU�EDVLF�QHHGV�WR�SULRULWL]H�JLYHQ�WKHLU�YHU\�OLPLWHG�EXGJHWV��7KLV�FDXVHV�KLJK�OHYHOV�RI�¿QDQFLDO�
stress and negatively impacts their health and well-being across multiple life domains. Students framed many of 
WKHLU�¿QDQFLDO�FKDOOHQJHV�DURXQG�WKH�FRVW�RI�DWWHQGLQJ�368�ZKLOH�WKH�FRVW�RI�OLYLQJ�LQ�3RUWODQG�LV�VR�KLJK��

Student Explanations for Basic Needs Insecurity

,QFUHDVHG�IHHV�DQG�WXLWLRQ��SRYHUW\�OHYHO�
VWLSHQGV��DQG�DQ�H[SHQVLYH�KRXVLQJ�PDUNHW�
PDNH�DWWHQGLQJ�VFKRRO�GLI¿FXOW
- PSU student, 2019

“
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Costs of Attending PSU

6SHFL¿FDOO\�UHODWHG�WR�WKH�WXLWLRQ�DQG�IHHV�DVVRFLDWHG�
with attending PSU, over 200 students described how 
these costs make it so that they are often unable to 
afford food or housing, even while working extra jobs 
as a full-time student. 

Further, some students described how the payment 
plan options for tuition do not meet their needs or that 
RWKHU�368�SROLFLHV�KDYH�KLQGHUHG�WKHP�¿QDQFLDOO\��)L-
nally, some students explained that required fees that 
go toward resources they do not use (such as health 
insurance or student recreation center fees) are a
 frustrating cost of attendance that could instead 
go toward their basic needs.

7KH�¿QDQFLDO�DLG�EUHDNGRZQ�
should have included childcare 
DQG�DOO�WXLWLRQ��IHHV��DQG�D�VPDOO�
amount for personal expenses. 

,�FDQ¶W�WDNH�RXW�PRUH�IHGHUDO�
loans to cover child care costs 
EHFDXVH�P\�¿QDQFLDO�DLG�DZDUG�
status indicates that the loans I 
DOUHDG\�KDYH�DUH�VXI¿FLHQW��HYHQ�

though they are not 
- PSU student, 2019

,�RQO\�KDYH������SHU�PRQWK�IRU�IRRG��XWLOLWLHV��DQG�JDV��,W�LV�
extremely frustrating to be charged an extra few hundred dol-

lars for the PSU gym and health center... I live off campus in 
+LOOVERUR�DQG�DP�FRYHUHG�E\�P\�IDWKHU¶V�PHGLFDO�LQVXUDQFH����

The $200-300 I would save by not paying extra fees to PSU 
would give me more food and gas to heat my home... I really 
wish there was an option for non-degree seeking students to 

waive those feest 
- PSU student, 2019

“

“

7KH�IDFW�WKDW�DOO�¿QDQFLDO�DVVLVWDQFH�LV�EDVHG�RQ�P\�LQFRPH�IURP���
\HDUV�DJR�KDV�EHHQ�WKH�KDUGHVW�WKLQJ�IRU�PH��0\�()&�>([SHFWHG�)DPL-
O\�&RQWULEXWLRQ@�LV�KLJK�GXH�WR�LW��GHVSLWH�QRW�UHÀHFWLQJ�WKH�WUXH�QDWXUH�
RI�WKH�UHDOLW\��WKXV�P\�DFFHVV�WR�VWXGHQW�ORDQV�LV�LQFUHGLEO\�ORZ«��,�
am somehow supposed to live off of $700 (after tuition) per term
- PSU student, 2019

“
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Costs of Living

Students also explained how the high cost of living in Portland combined with the cost of attending PSU nega-
WLYHO\�LPSDFWV�WKHLU�EDVLF�QHHGV�VHFXULW\��1HDUO\�����VWXGHQWV�GLVFXVVHG�KRZ�WKHLU�PDQ\�¿QDQFLDO�FRQFHUQV�IRUFH�
them into a losing dilemma of which basic needs to prioritize, and how that negatively impacted their academic 
performance. 

Since I moved to Portland about four years ago the costs 
DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK�OLYLQJ��JURFHULHV��UHQW��XWLOLWLHV��HWF���KDYH�

drastically increased. As a full time student working two jobs 
MXVW�WR�OLYH�RQ�FDPSXV��LW�GRHVQ¶W�VHHP�OLNH�HQRXJK��DQG�,�DP�

considering taking on a third job/occupation to secure more money. 
The constant stress of not being able to afford food and having to 

PDNH�PRQWKO\�SD\PHQWV�RQ�ULGLFXORXVO\�ODUJH�ELOOV��OLNH�368¶V�WXLWLRQ��
is starting to take a heavy toll on my mental health to the point that I 

need to see a doctor/therapist for depression. My relationship at home 
is degrading and I am also considering taking a couple terms off from 

school to save money 
- PSU student, 2019

)RRG�LV�YHU\�H[SHQVLYH�LQ�3RUWODQG��DQG�,�WU\�WR�EXGJHW�VLQFH�,�DP�
SD\LQJ�PRVWO\�P\�RZQ�ZD\�WKURXJK�VFKRRO«�,�WU\�WR�OHDYH�>IRRG�DVVLV-
WDQFH�SURJUDPV@�IRU�RWKHUV�DQG�IDPLOLHV�ZKR�WUXO\�QHHG�LW�DQG�VXSSOH-

ment by eating one true meal a day and snack(s) to stick to my budget
- PSU student, 2019

,�PDNH�GHFHQW�PRQH\�LQ�P\�MRE��EXW�WKH�FRVW�RI�
VFKRRO�LQFLGHQWDOV��WKH�FRVW�RI�IRRG��WKH�FRVW�RI�UHQW��
the cost of medical -- basically the cost of living -- 
makes it feel as though I go hand to mouth
- PSU student, 2019

“

“
“
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Over 230 students discussed challenges associated 
with food security in their comments. Students dis-
FXVVHG�WKH�KLJK�FRVW�RI�IRRG�DV�ZHOO�DV�GLI¿FXOW\�DF-
cessing free food resources, such as the Food Pantry 
DQG�)UHH�)RRG�0DUNHW�

,�DP�YHU\�FRQFHUQHG�ZLWK�WKH�FRVW�RI�IRRG��JURFHULHV���WKH�
cost of food being the second largest of my recurring ex-
penses just after housing and before recurring expenses 

of utilities/fuel/transportation
- PSU student, 2019

“
:KLOH�WKH�IRRG�SDQWU\�DQG�PDUNHW�DUH�D�JRRG�VWDUW�WR�UHVRXUFHV�KHUH�
RQ�FDPSXV��WKHLU�KRXUV�RI�RSHUDWLRQ�DQG�DYDLODELOLW\�PDNHV�LW�H[WUHPH-
ly hard to use for anyone who is trying to attend school full time while 
maintaining at least a 20-hour workweek. The pantry especially should 
be open outside the hours of 9-5 as a majority of people who really 
QHHG�UHVRXUFHV�OLNH�WKLV��VLPSO\�FDQ¶W�WDNH�WKH�WLPH�WR�ZDLW�LQ�WKH�OLQH�
during those hours
- PSU student, 2019

“

Image Credits:
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Around 200 students also discussed housing in the 
context of the cost of living in Portland and how their 
LQFRPH�LV�QRW�VXI¿FLHQW�WR�DGGUHVV�DOO�RI�WKHLU�¿QDQFLDO�
needs. Students described how on-campus housing 
is neither affordable nor adequate to meet their needs. 
Considering the high cost of living in Portland, many 
students either must choose between housing and 
other basic needs, or they choose housing options 
that are more affordable but take a toll on students’ 
lives in other ways, such as their safety. Alternatively, 
some students opted to live farther from campus and 
commute to PSU, but that can create challenges sur-
rounding the high costs of commuting and/or parking 
on campus. 

,�DP�WUDSSHG�ZKHUH�,�DP�EHFDXVH�WKH�FRVW�RI�KRXVLQJ��IRRG��
DQG�LQVXUDQFH��DQG�HGXFDWLRQ��DUH�VR�KLJK�,�FDQQRW�DIIRUG�

to live on my own
- PSU student, 2019

“
To afford housing I live an hour by public transit from PSU. 
Taking two hours out of the day to travel to and from univer-
sity makes it tough to do meal prep and cook healthy meals. 
,�DOVR�OLYH�LQ�D�ORFDWLRQ�WKDW�LVQ¶W�SDUWLFXODUO\�ZDONDEOH��VR�
ZLWKRXW�D�FDU�LW¶V�GLI¿FXOW�WR�GR�D�IXOO�JURFHU\�UXQ�RU�HYHQ�MXVW�
stay healthy from getting exercise around the neighborhood
- PSU student, 2019

“

Image Credits:
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