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Before the pandemic, millions of college students eligible for the Supplemental Nutritional Assistance 
Program (SNAP) did not access the benefit.1 This gap between eligibility for SNAP benefits and the 
use of those benefits is often a result of confusion around federal eligibility requirements.2 Even when 
eligibility guidelines were temporarily changed to include new exemptions during the pandemic to make 
it easier for more students to access SNAP, many had no idea they were now eligible to receive benefits.3 
This has serious implications for students’ lives as food insecurity can influence their well-being and 
academic success.

College staff around the country are working diligently to inform students of these changes and connect 
them to SNAP benefits. California in particular has made significant strides in expanding eligibility 
and access to public support programs to reduce basic needs insecurity among college students. For 
instance, colleges in California have used additional state funding to conduct outreach to students about 
SNAP benefits, known locally as CalFresh.4 Yet, there remains a gap between students experiencing 
food insecurity and those using food supports like CalFresh. The pandemic has shown that traditional 
approaches to college outreach, such as the use of flyers, posters, and word-of-mouth, are no longer 
effective strategies when fewer students are on campus.

With support from the Michelson 20MM Foundation, The Hope Center partnered with Compton College 
to pilot a low-cost intervention that used text-based nudging to provide timely and relevant information 
about CalFresh.5 During the fall of 2021, we identified 1,539 Compton College students who may be 
eligible for CalFresh. Approximately one-third of these students received empowering and stigma-
reducing, or “attuned,” text messages about CalFresh benefits. Another one-third received texts with 
basic information on how to sign-up for these benefits. A sub-sample of students was surveyed to assess 
their experiences with food insecurity, use of public and campus benefits, and impressions of the text 
messages.6 
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In this brief, we share lessons from the pilot intervention at Compton College. In addition, we review 
findings from focus groups with other community college students throughout California and meetings 
with community organizations that help connect students to SNAP benefits.7 Practitioners should 
consider these lessons when conducting outreach to students about SNAP and similar benefits. 

Lessons Learned

Source | 2021 Compton College CalFresh Pilot Outreach Study - Survey 
Notes | Students who used no more than two campus supports shared reasons why they did not use those supports (N = 30). 
Some students may have listed more than one reason why they did not use supports. For more details on the campus-based 
resources used, refer to the web appendices.

In the pilot intervention at Compton College, we surveyed a subset of 49 study participants. All students 
surveyed used at least one campus-based resource such as emergency aid, wi-fi hotspots, counseling 
services, or meal vouchers.8 About three in four students who used only one or two resources were 
unaware of the other supports (Figure 1). Two-thirds of the students did not know how to apply for 
these resources and half felt that others needed the supports more than they did.9 Students from the 
focus groups expressed hesitance to reach out to college staff because of feelings of embarrassment 
and uncertainty about where to go for information they could trust. Students spoke about 
miscommunication or no communication about possible benefits available to them, confusing eligibility 
requirements, and missteps during the application process that caused delays in receipt of benefits. 

FIGURE 1 | REASONS WHY STUDENTS DID NOT USE CAMPUS-BASED RESOURCES

Lesson #1: Although all students used at least one campus-based resource, some had trouble finding 
information about certain campus supports and felt hesitant to visit on-campus food pantries and 

other offices to ask for help.

https://hope4college.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Calfresh-appendices.pdf
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These findings highlight the importance of using informative, attuned outreach strategies to connect 
students to knowledgeable and empathetic staff who can provide clarity and guidance throughout 
the application and recertification processes. Faculty and student affairs employees may benefit from 
additional training about how SNAP works, how to help students apply, and how this benefit impacts 
students’ outcomes.10

Source | 2021 Compton College CalFresh Pilot Outreach Study - Survey 
Notes | Students shared whether they had ever heard of or used a variety of campus-based resources, not only food-based 
campus resources (N = 49). For more details on the other campus-based resources, refer to the web appendices. Some 
students may have used multiple campus resources.

Lesson #2: Colleges have minimal information to target their outreach. 

For the pilot intervention, we used a few student background characteristics to determine who to target 
for outreach, such as whether students received federal and/or state grants. This information can only 
be used as a proxy for SNAP eligibility as it does not indicate whether the student experienced food 
insecurity or was eligible for CalFresh benefits. In fact, 43% of students who participated in the study 
experienced food insecurity (Figure 2). About one in three of these students were already receiving 
CalFresh benefits and 28% were using food-based campus resources.

FIGURE 2 | PERCENT OF STUDENTS EXPERIENCING FOOD INSECURITY, RECEIVING CALFRESH, 
OR USING A FOOD-BASED CAMPUS RESOURCE

https://hope4college.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Calfresh-appendices.pdf
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Nearly 8 in 10 Compton College students who received text messaging remembered the texts (not 
shown, see web appendices). In addition, 62% of students who received a text felt supported by their 
college in comparison to 43% of students who did not receive a text (not shown, see web appendices). 
This finding suggests that text messages are an effective tool in increasing awareness about SNAP and 
other supports while also demonstrating care for students. 

For many colleges, institutional capacity and limited staffing may be a barrier to effectively 
communicating with students. Colleges should identify and provide training to equip multiple core 
support staff across offices to administer text messaging outreach to students. Centralizing the outreach 
operations while sharing information across offices can ensure consistency of messaging to students and 
reduce text message fatigue.     

The texts I received from Compton made me feel... 

Lesson #3: Students remember the text messages sent by their college.

Better information systems could help colleges improve how they target their outreach efforts. States 
should take advantage of recent guidance from the U.S. Department of Education. It suggests using 
financial aid data to identify students who are likely income-eligible for federal benefits.11 This data could 
serve as a valuable tool for reaching students most likely to qualify for and benefit from SNAP eligibility, 
among other basic needs supports. 

“Good, knowing that 
there is a place I can go 

if I needed help with 
food.”

“Good to see that 
Compton College is 

concerned about their 
students.”

“Relieved to know there 
is somewhere to go in 

case I need to apply [for 
CalFresh].”

“Assured that there are 
resources available.”

https://hope4college.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Calfresh-appendices.pdf
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Lesson #4: The content and tone of text messages matter to students.

In the pilot intervention, we sent text messages to Compton College students four times over four 
weeks. One set of texts provided basic information on how to sign up for CalFresh benefits (i.e., info-
only messages), while the other set of texts provided the same information but with framing that 
normalized the experience of needing additional resources (i.e., attuned messages; Figure 3). Students 
perceived the attuned messages as more empowering than the messages with basic information (not 
shown, see web appendices).

FIGURE 3 | EXAMPLE OF TEXT MESSAGES

https://hope4college.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Calfresh-appendices.pdf
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This finding suggests that the content and tone of messages sent to students are important. 
Practitioners should use caring messaging and target communication during times of elevated need such 
as the end of the month or before financial aid is disbursed.12 Moreover, they should normalize talking 
about basic needs insecurity and the use of SNAP benefits as well as affirm the college’s commitment to 
helping students obtain support without shame or judgment. Given that text messages are not effective 
after a certain length, balancing the right amount of content may require creativity.13

Based on insight provided by state, community, and advocacy groups conducting outreach efforts in 
California, we learned that communication and implementation challenges within the complex CalFresh 
ecosystem create most, if not all, of the obstacles for the partners helping college students get access 
to the benefit. For instance, while policy guidance regarding changes to SNAP eligibility guidelines is 
regularly distributed at the federal and state level, ensuring that the information is disseminated through 
training at the county level promptly across regions can be difficult. This results in inconsistent and 
unclear communication to students regarding changes in SNAP eligibility. The support of advocates and 
well-informed staff at colleges is critical to helping students navigate how to access and maintain their 
benefits.  

Summary and Additional Recommendations 

Reducing food insecurity among college students is a retention strategy.14 Results from similar low-touch 
interventions have shown that nudging increases students’ use of campus resources and their academic 
outcomes.15 Supplemental Nutritional Assistannce Program presents no additional costs for colleges, and 
it allows college students to shop for food on an ongoing basis with dignity. By using outreach tools like 
text-based nudging, colleges can equip students with the proper information and resources to access 
SNAP and support their food security and success in college.

Student affairs staff, especially those in direct contact with students and responsible for managing 
non-academic support programs, can be game-changers by helping shift the perception of SNAP and 
advancing equity practices to close the SNAP gap. These practitioners are the catalysts of institutional 
transformation toward increasing student success and require support from their leaders to establish 
successful partnerships on and off campus that properly support and serve students.

Education leaders should consider implementing the following practices:

Increase Awareness & Enhance Outreach

• Improve outreach messaging to students by:

o Identifying key offices/staff to run targeted and personalized outreach about SNAP and 
other benefits at different points of the semester, especially before tuition payment due 
dates and toward the end of the month when bills become harder to pay.

Lesson #5: Clear communication about SNAP policies is challenging. 

https://evolllution.com/attracting-students/retention/i-dont-care-what-you-know-until-i-know-you-care-why-caring-campuses-retain-more-students/
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o Considering which students should be targeted for outreach, how often they should be 
contacted, and offer an option for students to opt-out from receiving notifications.

o Centering equity by ensuring that text message language is free from bias and that the 
messages resonate with all students. Avoid jargon and normalize the conversation about 
basic needs. For example, “Do you need help affording groceries this month?” is a more 
effective question than “Are you experiencing food insecurity?” 

o Reducing the requirements and administrative burden limiting staff’s ability to send 
personalized communication to students via text.

• Engage and train student leaders to promote SNAP awareness and support enrollment on-
campus and virtually. Ask students to pay attention in case their peers need help. An example 
text-based nudge could include messaging such as, “Many students struggle to afford food. Got a 
friend short on grocery money? CalFresh can help.”

• Collect and share data about the impact of outreach efforts on student SNAP enrollment and 
academic success.

• Promote a culture of care, support faculty and staff to do this work, and engage your board to 
advance basic needs efforts as part of your institution’s strategic plan.

Build Institutional Capacity Through Collaboration

• Take advantage of Higher Education Emergency Relief Fund (HEERF) dollars and state funding to 
conduct SNAP outreach and centralize basic needs supports.16

• Form an on-campus basic needs task force to increase the reach and impact of SNAP and align 
other basic needs supports efforts.17

• Partner with the county to break down communication barriers, share data to target outreach to 
students, and streamline/troubleshoot issues with students’ SNAP applications. 
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This brief carries a Creative Commons Attributions 4.0 International License, which permits re-use of Hope 
Center materials providing that re-use abides by the conditions below. 

You are free to:

Share. Copy and redistribute the material in any medium or format

Under the following terms:

Attribution. You must give appropriate credit, provide a link to the license, and indicate if changes were 
made. You may do so in any reasonable manner, but not in any way that suggests the licensor endorses you 
or your use.

NonCommercial. You may not use the material for commercial purposes.

NoDerivatives.  If you remix, transform, or build upon the material, you may not distribute the modified 
material.

For the full legal code of this Creative Commons license, please visit
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/legalcode

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/legalcode
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