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Introduction
Community colleges provide a critical access point to postsecondary education – particularly for
students from low-income backgrounds, adult students balancing studies with work and family
responsibilities, and students of color, all of whom are who are more likely to enroll in these institutions
– yet only two in five community college students earn a postsecondary credential.i A growing
body of research points to basic needs insecurity as a major contributor to low credential completion
rates.ii Food insecurity in particular is widespread among public two-year college students, with a
recent national survey finding that nearly 40% of students in two-year colleges have challenges
meeting their basic food needs.iii Rates of basic needs insecurity are more pronounced among 
students of color, low-income students, and student parents, contributing to lower rates of academic
success for these student groups within both two-year and four-year postsecondary institutions.iv

Despite increasing national attention to basic needs insecurity – and mounting efforts by community
colleges to address students’ food, housing, transportation, and other basic needs – few studies
have examined the benefits of connecting students with basic needs supports on academic 
outcomes. The evidence that is currently available on student outcomes associated with college
efforts to support students’ basic needs is somewhat mixed; however, these studies consistently
point to the importance of approaches to serving students that are personalized and that offer 
students multiple types of basic needs supports types within a single, centralized location.v

This report highlights the efforts of four Arkansas community colleges to address students’ basic
needs by transforming their campus food pantries from supplemental food distribution centers to
hubs connecting students to a broad array of additional, more sustained basic needs supports.
Drawing on college administrative data, this study assesses the benefits of this new food pantry
model on students’ academic success. Results from regression analyses point to notable academic
benefits of this new food pantry model. Specifically:

• Students accessing the new food pantry model are 6 to 8 percentage points more
likely than students not accessing the pantry to be enrolled one semester and one
year later, and to earn a credential.

• Low-income students, adult students, and students of color are more likely to access
campus food pantries, driven by colleges’ targeted outreach efforts to key student
groups.

• The notable academic benefits of the new food pantry model are present for Pell
recipients, for adults, and for students of color – with especially high proportional
increases in credential attainment for students of color who access campus pantries.
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The four Arkansas community colleges highlighted in this report - Arkansas Northeastern College,
North Arkansas College, University of Arkansas-Phillips Community College, and University of
Arkansas-Pulaski Technical College - are on the forefront of innovations related to supporting students’
basic needs through the operationalization of their campus food pantries. Building on their prior
work supporting student success,vi these colleges reframed their food pantries from food distribution
centers to hubs that help students learn new skills and connect to additional resources (see Figure
1). These efforts were supported by Arkansas Community College’s Student Success Center as part
of the ECMC Foundation-funded Basic Needs Initiative (BNI) (see box on page 3). 

Knowledge Sharing
(i.e., eligibility for public
assistance, availability of
regional food pantries)

Skill Building
(i.e., cooking skills, budgeting, healthy eating)

Connection to Additional Supporters
(i.e., SNAP application assistance, SNAP E&T, transportation,

housing, clothing closet,financial and career advising)

Pantry as hub connection students to other basic needs resources

Figure 1: A New Food Pantry Model
Pantry as food

distribution center

Reimagined food pantries at the four Arkansas colleges are designed to curate and share knowledge
about other supports that are available, like regional food pantries or information about eligibility
for public assistance. Food pantries are directly connecting students to more sustained nutritional
supports via SNAP application assistance – in partnership with the Arkansas Hunger Relief Alliance
(AHRA) – and are connecting students to a host of additional resources including career closets,
SNAP Employment and Training (E&T), transportation vouchers or gas cards, financial and career
advising, housing assistance, and other basic needs supports. Importantly, food pantries are staffed
with college personnel who can provide individualized attention to connect the students who
access them with these additional supports.

A New Food Pantry Model: 
The Arkansas Basic Needs Initiative
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The four community colleges featured in this report reimagined their campus food pantries as part of a broader 
Basic Needs Initiative (BNI) launched by ECMC Foundation in Fall 2019. As the first national postsecondary education
funder with a designated grantee cohort addressing basic needs among college students, ECMC’s BNI initiative 
provided $3.1 million in grants to seven organizations and institutions working with more than 70 two- and 
four-year partner institutions.vii

As part of the Basic Needs Initiative work in Arkansas, Arkansas Community Colleges partnered with external 
evaluation firm DVP-PRAXIS LTD to document implementation of the new food pantry model at the four participating
campuses and to assess student outcomes associated with student engagement. In addition to this report that
focuses on the academic benefits of connecting students with sustained basic needs supports, a companion
Implementation Guide for colleges provides actionable strategies and tips for getting started with successful basic
needs supports implementation.viii The Implementation Guide provides guidance around three key areas: 1) building
a campus culture for basic needs support; 2) creating a structure for operationalizing basic needs supports through
campus food pantries; and 3) maximizing student engagement by getting the word out through proactive student
outreach and by implementing strategies to combat stigma. 

ECMC Foundation is currently working with evaluators from Education Northwest to learn from the entire portfolio
of seven basic needs grantees. A forthcoming whole-initiative evaluation report will provide the field with insight
on the systemic changes needed to ensure that students can achieve their educational goals. 

A National Initiative to Support College Students’ Basic Needs
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Targeted Outreach to Promote Student Awareness 
of Basic Needs Resources

Key to Arkansas colleges’ efforts to foster student awareness and engagement in food pantries 
and other basic needs supports is embedding information about these resources into existing 
communication venues, such as websites, hallway signage, course syllabi, student success courses,
and campus events like new student orientation. Creating broad student awareness through existing
campus communication also helps normalize basic needs resources as a typical part of the college
experience, reducing potential stigma. Importantly, Arkansas colleges are also engaging in proactive
outreach to specific groups of students who may especially benefit from basic needs supports, for
example by partnering with departments or programs who serve low-income, adult students, and
students of color like Arkansas Career Pathways, TRIO programs, and adult education. Financial aid
offices at these colleges are also mailing letters to students with an estimated family contribution
(EFC) of $0 to let them know that supports are available, a practice recently reinforced by the U.S.
Department of Education.ix

As part of their efforts connected to the BNI grant, colleges documented their outreach to students
to encourage use of food pantries and other basic needs resources offered on campus -- often
through the pantries. As noted above, this included broad outreach to all students as well as more
targeted outreach provided to low-income students, adults, and student of color. Connecting this
group-level outreach with students’ food pantry usage suggests that colleges’ efforts to spread the
word about available supports are paying off. As shown in Figure 2, students at these campuses
receiving group-level outreach about basic needs resources were three times as likely to access their
campus food pantry compared to students not receiving outreach (13% vs. 4%). As highlighted in
the next section of this report, colleges’ efforts to target outreach to key groups also appears to be
paying off, resulting in the disproportionate use of campus food pantries by students who may
stand to benefit most from them.

Source: Arkansas Basic Needs Initiative data. 
*Difference in food pantry usage between students receiving and not receiving outreach significant at p<.05.
Analytic sample comprised of 10,410 students enrolling in Fall 2020 or Fall 2021, 1,717 of whom received group-level basic
needs outreach in that fall term and 8,693 not receiving outreach. Food pantry usage rates reflect visiting campus food
pantry at any point between Fall 2020 and Spring 2022.

96%

4%
Did Not Access Food Pantry

Accessed Food Pantry

Did Not Receive Outreach

87%

13%

Received Outreach

Figure 2: Food Pantry Usage, 
by Receipt of Basic Needs Outreach
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Using student data from the four colleges participating in the Basic Needs Initiative in Arkansas, we
examined academic outcomes for students accessing the new food pantry model. As noted in the
introduction, although ample research has documented the negative impacts of food insecurity on
students’ academic progress, few studies have assessed the relationship between food pantry usage
and students’ subsequent retention and completion outcomes.  

Sample and methodology 

As part of their efforts to reframe campus food pantries as hubs to connect students to additional
supports, Arkansas BNI colleges used a student intake form to document food pantry usage and 
to identify other potential areas of student need. These data on food pantry usage were merged
with administrative records containing information on demographic characteristics and academic
outcomes for all students enrolled in these four colleges during the 2020-21 and 2021-22 
academic years.

The analysis of student outcomes focuses on approximately 10,000 students who are first observed
in our data in the Fall 2020 or Fall 2021 terms, and whose academic progress is followed through
Fall 2022.x Among these fall cohorts, approximately 450 students – or 4.5% of all students in the
sample – accessed their campus food pantry during the first fall term in which they appear in the
data. Our analysis focuses on students’ retention and completion outcomes associated with accessing
campus food pantries – which were designed not only to meet students’ immediate food needs but
also to offer one-to-one guidance to connect students to other basic needs supports.

Table 1 presents characteristics for the analytic sample, both for students accessing campus food
pantries in the first fall term in which they appear in the data and for students not accessing these
pantries. There are notable differences between these two groups in terms of their demographic
and academic characteristics. 

Students accessing their campus food pantries are more likely to be female and are older, on average,
than students not accessing campus pantries. More than 60% of students accessing food pantries
are 25 or older, compared to less than 40% of students not using food pantries. Students using
food pantries are more likely to be Black than non-users (52% vs. 37%), whereas those not accessing
food pantries are more likely to be white; there are no significant differences between food pantry
users and non-users in terms of identifying as Hispanic, Asian, Native American/Alaska Native, and
Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander. Unsurprisingly, a higher proportion of students accessing food
pantries demonstrate financial need, with 72 percent receiving Pell compared to 56 percent among
students not accessing their campus pantry. In other words, Pell recipients, students of color (driven
by Black students), and adult students are taking advantage of their food pantries at higher rates.
This greater proportional representation reflects, at least in part, colleges’ efforts noted in the prior
section to target their basic needs outreach efforts to key student groups.   

Assessing the Benefits of a New Food
Pantry Model on Academic Outcomes
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Students taking advantage of campus food pantries also differ from other students in terms of their
enrollment characteristics. Students accessing food pantries are more likely to be enrolled full time
(72 percent) compared to other students (57 percent), which may be connected to full-time students’
engagement with their campuses at a higher frequency compared to part-time students. Students
accessing campus pantries are also more likely to be enrolled in a non-degree Certificate program
versus an Associate’s degree program, which aligns with some colleges’ efforts to target outreach
about basic needs resources to specific non-degree CTE programs. Students accessing campus food
pantries are less likely than other students to be first-time college students (21% vs. 31%), which
again could be a function of college efforts to target outreach to adult students in Career Pathways
who are more likely to be returning students. Finally, using enrollment in developmental education
courses as a proxy for prior academic preparation, students accessing their campus food pantry
appear to be similarly prepared compared to students not accessing pantries. 

Given these student-level differences, our analysis estimates the association between food pantry
usage and academic outcomes using regression models that control for these student characteristics,
along with students’ term of enrollment and institution. Controlling for demographic and academic
differences between students accessing food pantries and students not accessing pantries reduces
bias in estimates and can more effectively isolate the true relationship between the new food pantry
model and students’ retention and completion outcomes.

Table 1: Student Characteristics, 
by Food Pantry Usage in First Term

Did not access
food pantry
(n=9,950)

Accessed 
food pantry

(n=460)

Demographic Characteristics
Female
Adult 25+
Race/Ethnicity

White
Black
Hispanic
Asian
Native American/Alaska Native
Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander

Socioeconomic Status
Pell recipient

Enrollment characteristics (first fall term)
Enrolled in Developmental Course
Enrolled in Certificate program
Enrolled in Associate’s program
Program undecided
First-time-in-college
Enrolled full time

Source: Arkansas Basic Needs Initiative data. 
*Differences between food pantry users and non-users significant at p<.05. Analytic sample comprised of students enrolling
in Fall 2020 or Fall 2021.

64.6%
38.1%

53.1%
37.2%
6.0%
1.9%
1.5%
0.3%

56.0%

25.4%
9.5%

84.9%
5.7%

30.7%
56.7%

74.4%
61.1%

40.7%
51.6%
4.7%
1.1%
1.6%
0.4%

72.4%

24.1%
21.5%
74.4%
4.1%

21.1%
71.7%

*
*

*
*

*

*
*

*
*
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Results 

Figure 3 displays one-semester retention, one-year retention, and credential completion outcomes
for students accessing their campus food pantry and for students who did not access the food
pantry.xi Across all outcomes examined, exposure to the new food pantry model at Arkansas BNI
colleges is associated with large and statistically significant benefits for students. 

Specifically, students accessing their campus food pantry are 8 percentage points more likely to be
retained one semester later compared to students not accessing the pantry (78% vs. 70%) and are
6 percentage points more likely to be enrolled one year later (59% vs. 53%). In addition, students
accessing campus food pantries are notably more likely to earn a credential (33% vs. 26%), 
representing a 7 percentage point increase or a 25% increase relative to the average estimated
completion rate for students not taking advantage of their campus pantry. 

In addition to examining the relationship between food pantry usage and academic outcomes for
all students in the Arkansas BNI sample, we disaggregate the data in order to assess potential variation
in these relationships for lower-income students, for students of color, and for adult students. As
noted in the introduction, research on food insecurity within community colleges and public 
universities suggests that students of color, Pell recipients, and student parents (who tend to be
older students) are relatively more likely to experience food insecurity. These student groups who
are accessing food pantries at higher rates may especially benefit from Arkansas BNI colleges’ new
food pantry model designed not only to provide students with immediate access to food but also
to connect students to sustained food and basic needs supports. 

Source: Arkansas Basic Needs Initiative data. 
n=10,021. All differences between food pantry users and non-users are statistically significant at p<.05.
Percentages represent average marginal effects from regressions that control for gender, age, race/ethnicity, Pell receipt,
developmental education course enrollment, enrollment intensity, program of enrollment, first-time student status, institution,
and start term.

70%
78%

Did Not Access Food Pantry

Accessed Food Pantry

Retained Fall-to-Spring

53% 59%

Retained Fall-to-Fall

26% 33%

Earned Credential

Figure 3: Academic Outcomes for 
Food Pantry Users vs. Non-Users
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Table 2 summarizes the estimated effects of accessing the new food pantry model among Pell
recipients, among adult students aged 25 and older, and among students of color.xii As illustrated
in the table, all of these groups are experiencing substantial benefits from accessing campus food
pantries in terms of retention and completion outcomes, with percentage point differences between
food pantry users and non-users that range between 7 and 10 percentage points, depending on the
outcome and on the student group. Importantly, these improvements represent very large relative
percent increases over average outcomes for non-pantry users, which are especially notable among
students of color. More specifically, among students of color, the roughly 10 percentage point
increase in credential completion rate for food pantry users versus non-users (33% vs. 23%) represents
a 40% relative increase in completion rates. These results for students of color are promising and
suggest that the new food pantry model as delivered in Arkansas BNI colleges can be an effective
approach to promoting racial equity in student success.xiii

Table 2: Academic Outcomes for Food Pantry 
Users vs. Non-Users, by Student Characteristics

All students (n=10,021)

Pell recipients (n=5,668)

Students of color (n=4,748)

Adults 25+ (n=3,986)

Source: Arkansas Basic Needs Initiative data.
Bolded figures represent the percentage point difference in outcomes between food pantry users and non-users.
Within each student group, all differences between food pantry users and non-users are statistically significant at p<.05.
Percentages represent average marginal effects from regressions run for each student group that control for gender, age,
race/ethnicity, Pell receipt, developmental education course enrollment, enrollment intensity, program of enrollment, 
first-time student status, institution, and start term.

8.5%

9.5%

9.9%

8.3%

Did Not

Access Food

Pantry

69.6%

73.9%

66.7%

66.8%

Accessed

Food

Pantry

78.1%

83.4%

76.6%

75.1%

5.7%

7.0%

6.9%

7.8%

Did Not

Access Food

Pantry

53.0%

55.2%

50.2%

51.7%

Accessed

Food

Pantry

58.7%

62.3%

57.1%

59.5%

6.7%

8.0%

9.6%

8.7%

Did Not

Access Food

Pantry

26.3%

26.9%

23.7%

28.2%

Accessed

Food

Pantry

33.0%

34.8%

33.3%

36.9%

One-semester retention One-year retention Credential completion

Difference Difference Difference
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Although community colleges are increasingly engaging in efforts to address students’ basic needs,
limited evidence exists to demonstrate the impact of these efforts on student retention and completion.
Results from this study about four Arkansas community colleges help to fill this evidence gap and
suggest that using campus food pantries as hubs to proactively connect students to additional
resources can be an effective strategy to support students and improve academic outcomes.
Importantly, findings from this study additionally suggest that the new food pantry model in
Arkansas is correlated with positive academic outcomes for students receiving Pell who are more
likely to be from lower-income backgrounds; for adult students who are more likely to have care-
taking responsibilities; and for students of color who have been consistently underserved by U.S.
postsecondary institutions. Of note, students of color appear to especially benefit from accessing
campus food pantries in terms of credential completion, signaling the promise of these types of 
college efforts to close persistent racial equity gaps.

Although this study provides promising evidence on the academic benefits of providing sustained
basic needs supports to students, additional research is necessary to further validate these findings
and to better understand the mechanisms contributing to the success of the new food pantry
model. Data made available for this study did not include student-level information on SNAP
receipt or receipt of other public benefits, making it impossible to confirm the extent to which 
food pantries were contributing to student success by connecting students to these additional
resources.xiv

Implementing a robust food pantry model is a whole-college effort that requires committed 
leadership to build a campus culture for basic needs support, as well as proactive and multi-faceted
student outreach approaches that can combat stigma and can ensure that students are aware of
and taking advantage of these services. College practitioners are encouraged to read a companion
Implementation Guide drawing on lessons learned from the four Arkansas colleges and from
national research, which provides actionable strategies and concrete examples for transforming
campus food pantries into hubs that can address students’ broader basic needs.

Conclusion 
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