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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

“School is already so expensive … I would hope you can understand you are targeting one of the least 
financially stable demographics … it's students’ whole lives you’re impacting” (The University of British 
Columbia, 2018). This personal anecdote by a UBC student in the UBC Board of Governors Tuition Consultation 
Report encapsulates the deep feelings of the vexation of the all-consuming impact of a school-wide tuition increase. 
Affordability can be defined as a cost within one’s financial means, or the cost relative to the amount that the 
purchaser is able to pay (Das, 2017). However, this rather limited definition must be expanded upon and wholly 
understood. Affordability has been an ongoing, complex discussion at UBC, in Vancouver, Canada, and around the 
globe (Das, 2017; The University of British Columbia, 2018). It affects individuals to varying degrees and has the 
potential to control all aspects of one’s life (Das, 2017). However, the issue of affordability is often considered 
narrowly by primarily focusing on income, rather than in conjunction with the affordability of food, education, 
finances, and other related factors (Das, 2017). This multidimensionality of affordability has yet to be synthesized. 
Therefore, from the point of view of a UBC student to the broader contextual issues of Vancouver and North 
America, the purpose of this project was to bring to light the layers of affordability, with a particular focus on the 
affordability of food.  

In this sense, the goal of this study was to collect a wealth of nuanced knowledge regarding affordability 
from a post-secondary student’s viewpoint using a mixed method of data collection approach. The following 
objectives were used to accomplish this goal - identify affordability related policies in Canada and relate this to 
current campus policy, gain a thorough understanding of the affordability experience of UBC students, comprehend 
the status of affordability on campus from a student perspective and its implications, and outline a set of thorough 
action and research-based recommendations to create a more affordable campus.  

Applying Community Based Action Research (CBAR) as our methodological framework, we collected 
research from both primary and secondary sources. Following the principles of CBAR, we ensured that all 
stakeholders throughout the research process were involved (Burns et al., 2011). With our SEEDS client and our 
team of three students, we agreed that the multiplex issue of affordability is best understood and untangled based 
on UBC student narratives. Primary sources of data emerged from the diverse student body - commuters and non-
commuters, domestic and international, undergraduate and graduate, and across a variety of faculties, and living 
arrangements. Using a random sampling technique, this exploration took place on campus through five pilot semi-
structured interviews and an additional 21 semi-structured interviews, totaling twenty-six in order to hear from the 
voices of the students themselves. To complement the students’ personal anecdotes, secondary literature research 
involved delving into affordability policy at UBC and other Canadian post-secondary institutions, the affordability 
of higher education outside of Canada, and the intersectionality of affordability. Using these two forms of data 
collection, we could better comprehend the status of affordability on campus in comparison to other higher-
education institutions as well as its extensive impact on a student’s everyday life. 

From this semester-long endeavour, we were able to understand and encompass the UBC student 
perspective and challenges related to affordability that complemented the secondary research. Key findings 
included that most students interviewed tracked their spending mentally, which has proved to be an ineffective 
technique. Also, oftentimes students were forced to make sacrifices to afford their fixed costs, such as eating at 
restaurants less frequently. Finally, most students interviewed were regularly skipping meals largely due to lack of 
time, not lack of money. Based on these findings, we produced a set of recommendations that cohesively support 
each other with a systems-understanding of affordability from both UBC students as well as Canadian and 
American secondary-research. Action-based recommendations include creating a UBC-wide financial literacy 
week, as well as UBC Food Services subsidized grocery store, restaurant, and convenience food items on campus. 
Research-based recommendations include app development to save students money on food costs, investigating 
self-preparation food facilities, and reducing the cost of all items sold at UBC Food Service outlets. We believe that 
these proposed recommendations can be applied to UBC to address affordability on campus, and to other post-
secondary institutions. In doing so, we hope to help achieve the goal of a more affordable university experience, 
with an emphasis on food affordability. 
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1. INTRODUCTION  

1.1 RESEARCH TOPIC 

Vancouver is often ranked as one of the most livable cities in the world in terms of the quality of education, 

its economy, and infrastructure; however, it is simultaneously experiencing an affordability crisis (Gold, 2020). In 

Vancouver, home prices are four times higher than what the average millennial can afford, well-paying jobs are 

limited, and the cost of living doesn’t appear to be decreasing (Gold, 2020). Affordability is clearly an issue 

affecting many students, however a gap in knowledge exists regarding the impact and lived experience of those 

facing the consequences of a lack of affordability at UBC Vancouver. Thus, in this Social Ecological Economic 

Development Studies (SEEDS) project, we explored the dynamics of affordability for students specifically 

studying at UBC Vancouver, within the context of affordability throughout Canada and the United States. 

We believe that increased knowledge and a stronger narrative about the realities of affordability for the 

diverse students at UBC can contribute to meaningful action within this institution. With a particular focus on the 

affordability of food, we hope to influence changes that create a more sound food system at UBC, where all 

students can live comfortably. Beyond the campus-wide knowledge collection and action research-based 

recommendations, we believe that this project can be applied to other university campuses experiencing similar 

issues with affordability. All in all, we hope that this project provides recommendations that will be adopted to help 

solve the financial crisis faced by many university students worldwide.  

1.2 RESEARCH RELEVANCE 

The research conducted in this project will not only provide insight into the issue of affordability at the 

UBC Vancouver campus, but it will help inform sound policy to fill the gap that currently exists in UBC campus 

affordability policy. Based on secondary research, there is a lack of affordability policies proposed or enforced by 

UBC, as well as an incomplete understanding of what affordability means, and how it affects the everyday lives of 

students. One leading framework is the UBC Wellbeing Strategic Framework, which outlines a campus wide goal 

of increasing the number of food secure students, faculty, and staff at UBC (UBC Wellbeing, n.d., p.13). However, 

the framework provides vague indicators of what improved food security looks like, such as “baseline and target 

established” for the level of on-campus food security, without stating what their target reduction actually is. The 
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current projects in place under the framework do not provide timelines for completion, or sound project 

deliverables, with one being “creating food security reduction targets, as well as advocacy and program activities to 

address the issue”  (UBC Wellbeing, n.d., p.13).  

    

  The UBC Action Framework for a Nutritionally Sound Campus (UBC AFNSC) provides excellent action 

strategies to increase opportunities for the campus community to participate in learn-to-cook programs and the 

number of healthy food options provided by campus food providers (UBC Wellbeing, 2017). Their goal is to 

decrease hunger and food insecurity on campus. As such, they are taking action to make the services provided by 

the AMS Food Bank better known to UBC students and to provide the food bank with more food donations. Even 

though this is a step in the right direction to address campus affordability, it remains unclear how UBC Wellbeing is 

promoting the AMS Food Bank and how much donations have increased since the publication of the framework. 

Aside from food bank promotions, the UBC AFNSC does not have any other current strategies to help students 

with affordability issues (UBC Wellbeing, 2017).  

  

  One advancement put forth by the UBC Alma Mater Society (AMS), a student-led, non-profit 

organization, is that it worked with the student body to develop the AMS Affordability Policy. This policy aims to 

improve student affordability, with a focus on lowering the increasing tuition and housing costs at UBC Vancouver 

(AMS University and External Relations Committee, 2015). The policy provides clear indicators to reduce the 

financial burden on students, including the maintenance of the 2% cap on tuition increase as recommended by the 

government, as well as ensuring that international tuition fee increases are not greater than domestic tuition fee 

increases (AMS University and External Relations Committee, 2015). However, this document does not broaden 

the scope of affordability to also consider food accessibility.  

  

  Several student-run initiatives, including Sprouts, Agora Cafe, and the Land and Food Systems 

Undergraduate Society have taken it upon themselves to provide affordable meals that also prioritize locally 

sourced, and sustainable food for the student body (Agora Cafe, 2020). Some programs include “Wednesday Night 

Dinner” and “Community Eats” that provide healthy meals for $5.00 or by donation, respectively (Land and Food 

Systems Undergraduate Society, 2018). While these affordable meals are a step in the right direction, they are 

offered on a small-scale, and struggle to support the large proportion of UBC students facing financial stress. To 
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support these affordability initiatives, our research informed policy is essential to help transform many of the 

campus food establishments to provide at-cost meals.   

  

  Through our research goal of creating and advancing several affordability recommendations, we aim to 

create a more inclusive, sustainable food system on campus that is inclusive of marginalized populations who may 

not have the funds to purchase the high-priced food options found at UBC. This research will be an asset in 

addressing the price discrimination that continues to rise across campus food outlets, in addition to exploring the 

student affordability experience (Heckelman et al., 2018). Our recommendations help strengthen the campus food 

system to combat the affordability crisis.  

  

  It is important to note that the issue of affordability extends beyond the campus community of UBC 

Vancouver. The city of Vancouver, Canada faces food price inflation, increasing tuition, and a rising cost of housing 

(The University of British Columbia, 2018). At the national level, the Canadian government enforces the Food 

Policy for Canada, which has implemented income support systems to increase food purchasing power across the 

country, and ultimately, reduce hunger and poverty (Agriculture and Agri Food Canada, 2019). The Food Policy for 

Canada has many of the same objectives as the internationally-based UN Sustainable Development Goals, such as 

#1: No Poverty and #3: Zero Hunger (The United Nations, n.d.). 

One of the most notable international policies is the Okanagan Charter, which aims to increase health 

promotion at universities and colleges around the world (Okanagan Charter, 2015). This charter emphasizes the 

importance of including student voices in all decisions made by the university that affect their health and wellbeing 

(Okanagan Charter, 2015). It also includes food security as a target, mentioning that they encourage universities to 

mimic the global agenda of the World Health Organization and other leading organizations in fighting food 

insecurity (Okanagan Charter, 2015). The Okanagan Charter has been adopted by UBC, and will hopefully be 

considered as the university makes further decisions involving campus food affordability. 

 Our project can assist in furthering UBC policymaker’s understanding of the student affordability crisis by 

providing an honest student perspective of their experiences with affordability, or lack thereof. We hope that these 

interviews will bring to light the urgency of change that is needed to allow students to live comfortably at UBC. 
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1.3 PROJECT CONTEXT 

A recent survey ranked Vancouver as the second least affordable housing market in the world (Crawford, 

2019). Legislative changes have been enforced by the provincial government in an effort to ease the inflated market 

with the introduction of the foreign buyers’ tax and the empty homes tax. Even still, the median house price in 

Vancouver is almost twelve times more than the median household income in Canada (Thibault, 2020). It has been 

reported that these tax measures will likely take several more years to affect the housing market (Thibault, 2020). 

The unaffordable housing market impacts all aspects of our Vancouver lifestyle, from the food we purchase and the 

services we seek, to the way we transit through the city.   

  

Post-secondary students are a portion of the population who are often overlooked in research related to 

affordability (Ly et al., 2016). This stems partially from the misconception that those who attend post-secondary 

education can afford nutritious food (Farahbakhsh et al., 2015). On the contrary, university students may 

experience a higher likelihood of food insecurity because of their limited earning potential, high tuition fees, and 

lack of financial support from parents (Farahbakhsh et al., 2015).  

  

In the context of UBC, the average cost of tuition for domestic students is $5,646.40, while the average 

cost of international tuition is $38,946.20 (The University of British Columbia, 2018). Tuition fees are reviewed by 

the Board of Governors, and in recent years, tuition has increased annually by 2% for domestic students and 

between 2-5% for international students (The University of British Columbia, 2018). Compounding this issue is the 

cost of housing. The undergraduate cost of residence living for two terms, inclusive of a meal plan, is between 

$10,700 and $13,850 (The University of British Columbia, 2019a). Upper year residence costs between $8,720 - 

11,439 for two terms, without a meal plan (The University of British Columbia, 2019a). The cost to rent off campus 

in Vancouver can vary between $8,702-13,600 for the same rental term (The University of British Columbia, 

2019a). However, the cost of renting varies depending upon living arrangements (i.e. shared with roommates 

versus studio), the accommodation condition, and its location. There also are additional costs to keep in mind, such 

as utilities, internet, parking, tenant insurance, and more.  

The latest tuition consultation reported to the UBC Board of Governors found that 90% of all respondents 

(undergraduate, graduate, domestic, and international students) indicated that they experienced “a great deal of 
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financial stress”, “quite a bit of financial stress”, or “some financial” stress due to the tuition and living expenses at 

UBC (The University of British Columbia, 2018). The top three reasons for this financial stress included the cost of 

housing (82%), textbooks (63%), and food (61%) (The University of British Columbia, 2018).  

  

Due to the financial stress that the majority of UBC students are facing, it is inevitable that these students 

will be forced to compromise their food quality and quantity to be able to  afford their fixed costs, like housing and 

textbooks. This sacrifice had caused 37% of UBC students to become food insecure, which is comparable to other 

Canadian universities (Nguyen, 2019). As such, affordability in Vancouver, particularly at UBC, remains a major 

concern.  

1.4 PROJECT PURPOSE, GOALS AND OBJECTIVES 

PURPOSE: 

The purpose of this project was to explore and develop an understanding of the way that multiple environmental, 

social, and economic factors interact to make “affordability” a complex and urgent issue for the UBC Vancouver 

student body. Overall, we created pragmatic action and research-based recommendations to alleviate the financial 

burden experienced by UBC students. 

GOALS: 

The goal of this project was to develop a nuanced understanding of affordability for those in post-secondary 

education, with a particular focus on UBC Vancouver students. This included an increased understanding of the 

personal impact and experience of affordability issues of UBC students. This informed the development of short, 

medium, and long-term recommendations to address affordability at UBC, with a broader applicability to other 

post-secondary institutions. 

OBJECTIVES: 

1. Identify current and emerging affordability related policies and practices from post-secondary institutions 

in Canada and around the world to conduct a gap/opportunity analysis on the current campus policy.  

2. Elicit and identify factors that contribute to an increased understanding of what affordability means to 

students, how they experience it, and how it affects their daily lives.  
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3. Determine a holistic understanding of the status of affordability on campus and its far-reaching effects, and 

how this is applicable to institutions both inside and outside of Canada.  

4. Develop recommendations to create a campus affordability policy including a set of associated strategies 

that can address student affordability challenges.  

2. METHODOLOGY AND METHODS 

2.1 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY  

We incorporated the principles and ethics of Community-Based Action Research (CBAR) into every aspect 

of our research process. This entailed a collaborative approach to research by including all stakeholders (SEEDS 

team and LFS professors) in establishing a research question, developing data collection tools, and analyzing our 

findings (Burns et al., 2011). Beginning with the research question, this was grounded in the needs, issues, and 

concerns of the UBC student body. From here, it was vital to directly engage with the wider community in the 

research process, targeting the students. The aim of this CBAR process was to explore the affordability crisis 

impacting the community, and create tangible action and research-based recommendations (Burns et al., 2011). 

Aligning with CBAR, these proposed recommendations are built upon and increase the strength of the existing 

community resources and networks in place. We remained committed to acting respectfully in our research 

engagements with students by offering the diverse UBC population an opportunity to vocalize their opinions. 

Consequently, we sought to represent our findings accurately in an unbiased manner that has been disseminated 

among all involved in the project.   

  

2.2.1 RESEARCH METHODS: SECONDARY DATA COLLECTION 

The secondary data collection took place in the form of an extensive literature review of affordability from 

January 22 to March 1, 2020. To ensure complete coverage of the topic, affordability was divided into several 

subsections in order to effectively support the primary data. These include affordability at UBC and other Canadian 

post-secondary institutions, affordability outside of Canada, and the intersectionality of affordability with other 

factors, such as food, rent, and tuition. “Affordability” research was narrowed down to specifically target student 

affordability experiences. The review was conducted with online resources provided, and through the UBC Library 

search engine and Google Scholar. Databases, networks, and organizations were also consulted, which included the 
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Association for the Advancement of Sustainability in Higher Education (AASHE) and Meal Exchange Canada. The 

type of data collected included newspaper articles and scholarly, peer-reviewed journals. The keywords included 

were university, affordability, food, budget, access, and student. The selection criteria included reliable authorship, 

as it should be clear who developed the article, as well as the publication date of the article to make sure it was 

published in the past decade. Objectivity was also taken into account to include publications with limited to no 

bias, by checking to see who had funded the given research, as well as the authors injecting personal beliefs into 

the report. Finally, publications must be entirely accurate in their referencing, grammar and spelling, with the 

information they provide comparable to other publications on the same topic.  

2.2.2 RESEARCH METHODS: PRIMARY DATA COLLECTION  

 To acquire an insider’s perspective on campus affordability, we interviewed a diverse UBC student 

population to understand the variation of experiences across the UBC community. Rather than a focus group, we 

chose the semi-structured interview technique to maintain maximum confidentiality in a one-on-one setting due to 

the sensitive nature of the questions, and to eliminate bias that could arise in a focus group setting. Our sample size 

was twenty-six undergraduate and graduate students, both domestic and international, including several 

nationalities, faculties, and living conditions (i.e. on and off-campus). A pilot round of interviews, with five 

participants, was conducted on February 28th in the Place Vanier Residence commonsblock. Interviewees were 

invited to a strategically placed table with a poster in a high traffic area by a group member using random 

sampling, where every passerby was contacted when an interview was not already taking place (Appendix A). 

These five interviews were sufficient to gather feedback to improve our affordability questions prior to completing 

the remaining interviews. Modifying our initial interview questions, an additional question was added to the end of 

the interviews to allow interviewees to share any personal experiences or stories regarding affordability on campus 

that could enrich the interview.  

After the pilot data had been analyzed and interview techniques have been perfected, the second group of 

interviews were conducted with an additional twenty-one individuals from February 28 to March 2, 2020. These 

interviews took place in the Place Vanier Residence commonsblock (12 pm-1 pm), the Ponderosa Residence 

commonsblock (1:30 pm-2:30 pm), and in front of Sprouts Cafe in the Life Building (12 pm-2 pm). Interviews 

took place at lower and upper year residences to include students from different year levels. Interviews were also 
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held in the Life Building, where individuals from every year level and faculty gather, in order to obtain a range of 

responses from the diverse student body at UBC. Each location was thoughtfully selected in order to gather 

responses of different demographics to accurately reflect the student body.  

To recruit our sample population, we began by using the random sampling technique by initiating 

communication and engaging with every student that walked by our booth when we were not occupied with 

conducting interviews. Other sampling methods were not required, as random sampling alone provided a balanced 

sample population of domestic, international, graduate, and undergraduate students. To recruit the maximum 

number of participants, our team set up a table with a poster at each of the three locations mentioned above with an 

attractive infographic on food affordability (Appendix A).  

Before the interview began, the purpose of the interview and aspects of confidentiality were explained to 

each interviewee. The interviewees were then prompted to read and sign a confidentiality form provided on an 

iPad. Then, a random number generator was used to assign each individual a number to maintain anonymity. 

Before the interview about affordability commenced, seven questions related to demographics, including those 

about nationality and year level, were asked to categorize the interviewee. For the affordability portion of the 

interview, the questions included eight open-ended questions that were both qualitative and quantitative in nature. 

All fifteen questions are listed below in Appendix B. These questions provided us with a percentage estimate on 

how many UBC students were struggling with various aspects of affordability, as well as detailed reasoning for the 

cause of this issue, and how this affected their wellbeing. In total, each interview lasted between ten and fifteen 

minutes. The interviews were conducted with various important key roles in mind, including a data recorder and 

notetaker. After speaking to the student, the interview data was then transferred into a spreadsheet on a tablet. 

Based on the detailed notes, the interview data was coded using keywords for each question. These were then 

grouped into themes for further analysis. 
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3. RESULTS  

3.1 DEMOGRAPHICS  

Twenty-six students from a variety of demographics were included in this study. In terms of nationality, 

46% of interviewees are domestic students, and 54% of interviewees are international students. The international 

students are from a wide range of countries that include Italy, India, China, The United States of America, and the 

United Kingdom.  

The interviewees also engage in studies in the following faculties: arts, business, engineering, kinesiology, 

forestry, science, and land and food systems. 85% of these students are at the undergraduate level, and 15% are 

completing graduate studies.  

In terms of housing and employment, 65% of student respondents were not employed at the time of the 

interview, and 35% were employed. Given that many interviews took place in Ponderosa and Place Vanier 

residences, the majority of interviewees live on campus in UBC residences with kitchen access (46%). An 

additional 27% of interviewees live in UBC residences, but without access to a full kitchen. The remaining 27% of 

students live on campus, but not in a UBC residence, or live off campus either alone, with roommates, or with their 

family.  

3.2 WHAT IS AFFORDABILITY? 

To begin a discussion about affordability, it was important to start the interview by asking the students for 

their personal definition or interpretation of affordability. Many styles of responses were obtained, ranging from 

bold, single-word statements, to lengthy explanations about one’s ability to pay for necessities. 

Figure 1 shows the common themes that arose when the interviewees discussed their interpretation of 

“affordability”. The most common theme was “the ability to pay”, where ten students indicated that affordability 

means having the financial means to obtain everything that they need to purchase. This was communicated by 

students through phrases such as “you are able to get what you want with the money you have”, and “being able to 

spend, while keeping money for emergencies and investments” (953, personal communication, February 28, 2020; 
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123, personal communication, March 2, 2020). When providing definitions, students often discussed specific items 

that they defined as fixed costs. The most commonly named fixed costs by UBC students were textbooks, rent, and 

tuition. Additionally, many interviewees also commented on the lack of affordability they experienced on campus, 

even before providing a definition of affordability to the interviewer. 

 Student Interpretations of “Affordability” 

There are many different definitions of affordability found in the literature. In an American review of 

resources investigating student and family affordability with respect to university, a common definition was found:  

“the proportion of annual family income required to pay for educational expenses (tuition, room/board),  

 after deducting financial aid from all sources (federal and state governments, and institutions), often called 

 “net price” ” (Finney & Kelly, 2004, p. 54).  

This definition touches upon tuition and board as two of the main educational expenses. These two themes 

have been acknowledged by many post-secondary institutions, who have received recommendations to make 

changes to improve on-campus affordability for students (USDHUD, n.d.b). The Office of University Partnerships 
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Figure 1. Student Interpretations of “Affordability”. Responses of twenty-six UBC students to the question: “When I use the term 
“affordability”, what comes to mind for you?”. The common themes included a) money, b) the cost of books c) price range, d) the ability 
to pay, and e) groceries. 
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in the United States has facilitated partnerships between dozens of universities and community stakeholders in 

order to decrease the price of housing close to university campuses, and make living more affordable for students 

(US Department of Housing and Urban Development [USDHUD], n.d.a). For example, Jon Hopkins University 

and the Homewood Community Partners Initiative effectively increased the amount of low-income student housing 

by 2,000 units (USDHUD, n.d.b). To target affordability for university students, many countries, including Finland, 

Germany, Malaysia, and Brazil do not charge students for tuition (World Population Review, 2020). This eliminates 

one of the largest costs that impact the affordability of university for students worldwide. 

3.3 FINANCES AND BUDGETING  

Given the diverse demographics of the interviewees, it is important to acknowledge that these students 

come from a variety of different social and financial backgrounds, which made every student’s budget and 

strategies for money management unique. Upon asking the question “how do you budget your finances between all 

of your expenses?” Figure 2 shows that twenty-one respondents said that they mentally tracked their expenses. This 

was interpreted from interview quotes such as “I use a mental budget and prioritize what’s important” and 

“generally mental tracking, just whatever I need, I buy” (623, personal communication, March 2, 2020; 212, 

personal communication, February 28, 2020). 

UBC Student Budgeting Techniques  
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Figure 2. UBC Student Budgeting Techniques. Responses of twenty-six UBC students to the question “How do you budget your 
finances between all of your expenses?”. The common strategies included a) mental tracking, b) a budgeting or banking application, and 
c) other. 
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Diversity is present in the way that UBC students made decisions around what they could afford. From the 

interviews, it was determined that fourteen students had no regard for what they could or could not afford to 

purchase, and spent the money anyway. As seen in Figure 3, six of these individuals indicated that they received 

parental support for most financial costs they faced as a student. Some interviewees said that “having my parents 

make the financial decisions allows me to have freedom”, and “my parents pay for everything now” (575, personal 

communication, February 28, 2020; 956, personal communication, February 28, 2020).  

From our interviews, it became clear that social eating at food establishments is a popular activity for UBC 

students. When deciding what was affordable, seven interviewees often based their decision around the frequency 

of meals eaten at restaurants. These UBC students had indicated that when they are on a tight budget, they will “try 

not to eat out much because it’s really expensive”, and instead they “try to make the most of the food [they] have at 

home” (578, personal communication, March 2, 2020; 395, personal communication, February 28, 2020).  

Consortium showed a similar trend, where funding from parents was the most common source of financial 

support for Canadian students.  

From our interviews, it became clear that social eating at food establishments is a popular activity for UBC 

students. When deciding what was affordable, interviewees often based their decision around the frequency of 

meals eaten at restaurants (n=7). These UBC students had indicated that when they are on a tight budget, they will 

“try not to eat out much because it’s really expensive”, and instead they “try to make the most of the food [they] 

have at home” (578, personal communication, March 2, 2020; 395, personal communication, February 28, 2020). 
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 How UBC Students Decide What They Can Afford to Purchase 

Avoiding spending money in food establishments was also the main sacrifice that students made in order to 

be able to afford their fixed costs. Figure 4 shows that thirteen students indicated that they were making sacrifices 

in order to afford tuition, housing, and the cost of books. Of these thirteen students, eight sacrificed food or eating 

out to pay for these fixed costs. UBC students said “they spend a lot of money on food”, and some rarely eat on 

campus due to high food prices (956, personal communication, February 28, 2020; 225, personal communication, 

March 2, 2020). One student even said that they were “dieting to save money” as a way to spend less money on 

food (499, personal communication, February 28, 2020).  
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Figure 3. How UBC Students Decide What They Can Afford to Purchase. Responses of twenty-six UBC students to the question 
“How do you make decisions on what you can or cannot afford?”. Common themes include a) no regard, b) cost of the product, c) budget 
based decision, d) income based decision, and e) decide to go or eat out less often.



EXPLORING THE DYNAMICS OF “AFFORDABILITY” FOR STUDENTS AT UBC VANCOUVER.  

What UBC Students Sacrifice to Afford University Expenses  

  

During secondary data collection, a high proportion of students using a mental tracking technique were 

found in the literature. This method of budgeting is not always reported as an effective way to manage expenses. In 

the UK, Eccles and Bird (2004) found that students who keep a mental budget have difficulty sticking to said 

budget, which can vanish within the first week of classes. These students also tend to receive ample financial 

support from their parents, which contributes to their disregard for accurate and consistent budgeting (Eccles & 

Bird, 2004). Parental assistance with university expenses is a common theme seen across Canada. A private study 

conducted by the Bank of Montreal private found that Canadian students born to wealthy parents had an average of 

69% of their expenses covered by their parent’s personal savings (2014). The 2012 Canadian University Survey 

Consortium also identified a trend, which is funding from parents was the most common source of financial 

support for Canadian students.  

Additionally, sacrificing food is not uncommon among students investigated in the literature. A survey 

conducted by Cengage found that 43% of the American college students they interviewed had skipped meals in 

order to pay for textbooks (2018). Further research conducted by the Meal Exchange found that 39% of Canadian 

students face moderate or severe food insecurity, and that the top three barriers preventing them from achieving 

food security are food costs, housing costs, and tuition fees (2016).  
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Figure 4. What UBC Students Sacrifice to Afford University Expenses. Responses of twenty-six UBC students to the question “Are 
there things that you sacrifice so that you can afford your fixed costs?”. Common themes include a) avoid eating out, b) not purchasing 
“unnecessary” items, c) skipping meals, and d) no sacrifices are made.
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3.4 FOOD AFFORDABILITY   

When focusing on food affordability among UBC students, several trends emerged. When students were 

asked what they considered to be the most important when purchasing food on campus, it was found that eleven 

students thought it was price (Figure 5). This was followed by six students who prioritized quality, and taste and 

accessibility were tied for five students each (Figure 5). Along the lines of price, one student said, “I usually eat at 

Tim Hortons because it’s cheap” (453, personal communication, March 2, 2020). With respect to the second most 

common theme of quality, another student said, “I try to find things [made] in-house with natural ingredients” (579, 

personal communication, March 2, 2020).  

Most Important Elements of Food for UBC Students  

 Later in the interview, the students were asked “If you had skipped a meal this week, what were the reasons 

for this?”. As shown in Figure 6, it was found that twenty students had skipped a meal due to lack of time that 

week, three students had skipped a meal due to cost, four students did not skip any meals, and one student did not 

answer this question. When asked why a meal was skipped, one student said it was due to “sleep, running between 

classes, [or] working on something” (068, personal communication, February 28, 2020). Another student responded 
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Figure 5. Most Important Elements of Food for UBC Students. Response to the question “Which of the following 
do you consider to be the most important when purchasing food on campus?” (n = 27).
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to this question by saying that they “usually skip breakfast” because they had woken up too late (602 personal 

communication, February 28, 2020). 

UBC Students Reasoning for Skipping Meals  

When consulting previous research, one American-based study of undergraduate eating habits found that 

taste and convenience were prioritized (Abraham et al., 2018). Despite the students having proficient knowledge 

regarding nutritional requirements, a significant number consumed processed foods, including chips and cookies 

(Abraham et al., 2018). Price and quality were prioritized, while taste and accessibility (or convenience) were not 

popular selections (Figure 5). 

With regards to skipping meals, a study based in the United States found that among sixty-six universities, 

36% of students were not getting enough to eat due to skipped meals or not eating enough during meals (Dewey, 

2018). These students were also found to be struggling to pay for their housing and utilities (Dewey, 2018). In a 

Canadian context, a study across five campuses found that 27% of students skipped a meal because they did not 

have enough money (Silverthorn, 2016).  
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Figure 6. UBC Students Reasoning for Skipping Meals. Responses to the question “If you had skipped a meal this 
week, what were the reasons for this?” (n = 28). Twenty-three students had skipped a meal, four students had not, and one 
person abstained from responding.
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4. DISCUSSION  

4.1 WHAT IS AFFORDABILITY? 

When asked about affordability, most students responded negatively; discussing how unaffordable the cost 

of UBC is as a whole. Moreover, unaffordability was frequently  mentioned in addition to discussing what 

affordability meant to each interviewee. One student said, “Tuition is going up, making it less affordable for 

students” (692, personal communication, February 28, 2020) and shared that “housing in Vancouver tends to be so 

expensive. Food is not so bad, it just depends on how far you’re willing to go” (453, personal communication, 

March 2, 2020). A third student simply replied “Unaffordability” (937, personal communication, March 2, 2020) in 

response to what affordability meant to them.  

These responses from students speak to the deeply embedded and very real unaffordability crisis at UBC, 

in Vancouver, and in Canada at large, which at some level was difficult for the students to fully articulate due to the 

complexity of the issue. One study conducted nationwide exposes the unaffordability that the interviewees speak of 

by showing that housing prices need to fall 50% or earnings would need to double to restore affordability (Kershaw 

& Eaves, 2019). This same study showed that BC and Ontario are the most unaffordable places for millennials to 

live, particularly in urban areas, such as Vancouver and Toronto (Kershaw & Eaves, 2019). When it comes to food 

affordability, research has shown that one in eight households in Canada are food insecure - this amounts to more 

than four million Canadians (PROOF, 2018). Food insecurity is not simply about not having enough to eat, but 

takes a toll on overall health and wellbeing, and as such, impacts the entire healthcare system (PROOF, 2018). For 

example, experiences of hunger in childhood increase the risk of developing depression in adolescence and early 

childhood (McIntyre et al., 2017). Evidently, there is no one simple solution to solve these affordability issues. 

Affordability is tied to the rising cost of housing and food, and to the declining income that employees face. These 

multifaceted problems must be addressed across several fronts to make meaningful progress.   

4.2 FINANCE & BUDGETING   

It was found that 78% of respondents track their spending mentally (Figure 2). Related to this, only 19% of 

students were making decisions on what they could afford based on their budget (Figure 3). A possible correlation 

between mental budgeting and a disregard for what one can or cannot afford exists amongst the interviewee 
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population, where nine out of fourteen students who said they have no regard for their purchases used mental 

tracking as their budgeting technique. As a potential consequence of this, 59% of respondents had to make 

sacrifices in order to afford fixed costs, such as housing, utilities, and tuition (Figure 4).  

This sheds light on the lack of financial literacy among the post-secondary students sampled, which can 

contribute to the affordability issues that some interviewees are experiencing. Financial literacy may be defined as 

the ability to understand and effectively apply various financial skills, including personal financial management, 

budgeting, and investing (Kenton, 2020). Financial literacy skills can lead to an understanding of whether an item 

is affordable, effective budgeting techniques, and properly planning for the direct cost of post-secondary education 

and its related expenses, including food, transit, and housing (Kenton, 2020).  

This reality is extensively reflected in the literature. In a national survey across Canada among high school 

graduates, it was found that less than half (44%) kept a budget to record income and expenses, and only 12% had a 

written financial plan (BCSC, 2011). It was revealed that many students have weak financial literacy skills and 

little knowledge of financial realities (BCSC, 2011). As a result, they may make costly mistakes and are more 

vulnerable to scams and fraud (BCSC, 2011). In the United States, national data showed that 27 states received a 

grade of C, D, or F score in providing personal finance education (Champlain College, 2017). This means that the 

state did not have personal finance standards in place as a requirement to graduate high school (Champlain College, 

2017). It is vital to educate students on financial skills beginning at a young age, to instill practical abilities and 

knowledge to manage their finances, and therefore achieve their goals (BCSC, 2011). 

4.3 FOOD AFFORDABILITY    

Based on our study, it appears that there was another reason that students could not afford to eat: time. 

Figure 6 shows that 71% of respondents skipped a meal due to lack of time, whereas 12% skipped a meal due to 

lack of money (Figure 6). Time poverty is a concept that may be applied to many different working individuals, 

including university students (Schneider, 2016). This term is the idea that time is a limited commodity, and often, 

individuals do not have enough time to engage in activities beyond what is required of them (Pritchard, 2015). 

Students have many commitments while attending university, including academic obligations in a full course-load, 

several extracurriculars, volunteer responsibilities, employment, and more. This is not necessarily a result of 
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choices and actions, but a system that values workaholism and evaluates productivity based on quantitative 

measures, such as high grades, only exacerbates the food insecurity problem (Pritchard, 2015). This pressure to 

accomplish more than what is seemingly possible in a specific timeframe leads to intense time stress, potentially 

causing problems with student nutrition (Pritchard, 2015).  

One of the consequences of time poverty for students is not having enough time to purchase or prepare 

food to adequately nourish themselves (Baqleh, 2016). Skipping meals due to time poverty will keep students 

feeling exhausted and undoubtedly affect their mood, interactions with others, and overall well-being (Baqleh, 

2016). However, it is important to note that when students did purchase food, 41% responded saying that price was 

the most important factor,  followed by quality (22%), and taste (19%) and accessibility (19%). This shows that 

even when students made the time to purchase food, the quality of their food choices was not prioritized over the 

price of the items.  

The final interview question was added after the first five interviews upon realizing that some interviewees 

had more to say that may not have been encapsulated in prior questions. By asking this final open ended question 

and prodding the students a little further, fourteen students spoke more about the lack of affordability on campus, 

four students spoke about other topics, and the remaining did not have anything else to add. With regards to 

affordability, it appeared as though there was a common theme presented: the heightened cost of on-campus food 

items relative to off-campus. One student said “UBC-run food places are quite expensive… $10 for a proper-sized 

meal … isn’t affordable for the average student” (578, personal communication, February 28, 2020). Another 

student echoed this sentiment by blatantly stating, you can purchase the “same items [on-campus], but more 

expensive” (096, personal communication, March 2, 2020).  

Looking at secondary research, two American schools did appear to be discussing this topic: the University 

of Arizona and Ithaca College (Quigley, 2014; Toole, 2019). At the University of Arizona, prices of fifty food items 

were compared at three on-campus markets (Toole, 2019). In this analysis, it was found that there was an average 

of 53.77% increase in prices for products sold at the campus markets, relative to off-campus grocery stores for the 

same items (Toole, 2019). This included basic items such as eggs, coffee, peanut butter, and more (Toole, 2019). 

This exacerbates food insecurity on campus among students who already struggle to make ends meet (Toole, 2019). 

Likewise, at Ithaca College located in New York State, prices at campus markets and cafes were found to be higher 
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than grocery stores in town (Quigley, 2014). It is thought that the higher prices were due to the convenience of 

having food-stores located beside classrooms, dorms, and other on-campus spots (Quigley, 2014).  

During our interview, one student suggested that “UBC should focus on more UBC Food Services that are 

affordable”. At this point in time, Fooood is the only UBC Food Services run cafe with affordable prices (UBC 

Food Services, 2020). This cafe offers a three-tier pricing system ($5-15) to make meals more accessible to 

students, including those that may be food insecure. Fooood serves breakfast and lunch Monday to Friday with 

vegetarian and vegan options (UBC Food Services, 2020). Other student-run cafes on campus include Sprouts, 

Seedlings, and Agora with below-average food prices (UBC Sprouts, 2020; Agora, 2020). However, considering 

the enrollment size at UBC Vancouver with 44,882 undergraduate students, these small initiatives are not enough to 

create a more affordable campus (The University of British Columbia, 2019b). 

The original goal was to interview fifty students, however, we were only able to conduct interviews with 

twenty-six students. Due to the unprecedented coronavirus pandemic, on March 13, 2020, all on-campus classes 

were suspended for the remainder of the term (UBC, personal communication, March 13, 2020). In the days that 

followed, UBC announced remote working arrangements for all faculty, staff, and students (UBC, personal 

communication, March 13, 2020). In adherence to social distancing measures (minimizing close contact with others 

unless essential), the safest path forward was to cancel all further on-campus boothing that is required to collect 

more responses. Although this may have limited the generalizability of our findings, we still feel confident with the 

breadth of the data collected.  

5. RECOMMENDATIONS 

5.1 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ACTION AND IMPLEMENTATION  

Short-term  

 Based on our findings, our first short-term action-based recommendation is to develop a financial literacy 

week at UBC. Across Canada, a couple of post-secondary institutions already host a financial literacy week, 

including Carleton University and the University of Alberta (Awards & Financial Aid, 2020; Office of the 

Registrar, 2020). Currently, UBC has a financial planning page on the UBC Student services website that has 

information about financial advising, cost calculators, budget planning worksheets, and other assistance programs 
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(Student Services, 2020). In the past, UBC has hosted one-off events for graduate students that introduced business 

financial management and literacy concepts (Graduate and Postdoctoral Studies, 2018). However, this excludes 

undergraduates, who make up the majority of the student body, so we believe this is insufficient to instill adequate 

financial literacy skills.  

• First, we propose reaching out to the Canadian Professional Accountants of Canada (604-669-3555) to 

help run free financial literacy courses on campus. 

• Second, we recommend partnering with the UBC Centre for Engaged Learning 

(community.learning@ubc.ca) to extend financial advising hours for students. 

• Third, we suggest collaborating with UBC international student advising (isa@students.ubc.ca) to 

introduce specialized workshops addressing international student affordability concerns. 

 In summary, the aim of this week would be for students to learn financial decision-making tips and basic 

accounting principles to set students up for financial success throughout their undergraduate experience. 

Medium-term 

 Our medium-term action based recommendation is for all UBC food outlets (i.e. Harvest) to carry two to 

three healthy subsidized meal items for students. When it comes to academics, it has been noted that healthy eating 

is associated with improved performance on standardized tests and overall grade point average (Alberta Health 

Services, n.d.). Another study addressing overall well-being found that healthy food choices have pro-mental health 

benefits (Wahl et al., 2017).  

• To see this come to fruition, first, we suggest UBC Wellbeing (i.e. Natasha Moore - Planning and 

Evaluation Strategist) partner with UBC Food Services (i.e. Melissa Baker - Manager, Nutrition and 

Wellbeing) to elucidate this idea. 

• Second, UBC Food Services would need to reach out to their on-campus food providers, from Harvest 

(604-827-3007) to the Point Grill (604-822-9503), and design these subsidized meals together that are 

tailored to each outlet.  
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 All in all, implementing these subsidized meal options allows all students to reap the academic and 

wellbeing benefits of a nutritious meal at a subsidized price without feeling a sense of shame.  

  

Long-term 

 Our long-term action-based recommendation is to create a UBC Food Services run subsidized grocery 

store and restaurant. As mentioned previously, Fooood, is the only UBC-run cafe with affordable prices (UBC Food 

Services, 2020). This cafe offers a three-tiered pricing system ($5-15) to make meals more accessible to students, 

with vegetarian and vegan friendly options (UBC Food Services, 2020). In addition, student-run campus food 

initiatives, including Sprouts, Agora, and Roots on the Roof are partially subsidized by UBC through the 

Sustainable Food Access Fund. This 2018 referendum passed which gives $0.35 of student tuition to Sprouts, 

Agora, Roots on the Roof, and the UBC Farm to support on-campus food initiatives, allow student-friendly 

discounts, and ensure continuous operation (Agora, 2020). Other schools across Canada and the US also have 

partially-subsidized cafes and food banks, such as the Cogro and Tea Room at Queen’s University (Cogro, 2019.; 

Tea Room, n.d.) and the Food Pantry at New York University (The New School, 2020). However, these initiatives 

are not enough to create an affordably-sound campus.  

• First, we propose establishing a partnership among a number of stakeholders - Fooood employees 

(604.827.1525), UBC Food Services (i.e. Colin Moore - Director), and student focus groups who identify 

themselves as food insecure.   

• Second, in this partnership, a dialogue must ensue to discuss what they envision this fully subsidized 

future grocery store and restaurant to look like.  

• Third, in the coming 3-5 years, we believe that this collaborative process, from project dialogue to 

implementation, can successfully create two new food outlets to secure every person’s right to food 

security and overall health.  

 To sum it up, we believe it is feasible to expand upon the Fooood pilot model by creating a UBC Food 

Services run grocery store and restaurant that are subsidized and accessible for students to create a more affordable 

campus. 
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5.2 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

Recommendations for future research elucidate some areas for which more information is needed that went 

beyond the scope of our research this semester. Extending upon the UNICEF Framework of Malnutrition, we 

sought to apply this to our current study at hand (2019). Similar to malnutrition as well as other contentious issues, 

there are three major causes of affordability: immediate, underlying, and basic causes (UNICEF, 2019). The 

immediate causes of unaffordability act on the individual level, the underlying causes act on the household level, 

and the basic causes act on the community level. As such, we decided to frame our future research using these three 

categories of analysis.  

Immediate causes of unaffordability 

• We propose a future LFS 450 SEEDS partner with UBC Food Services (i.e. Brad Vigue - Executive 

Director) to research the feasibility of partnering with the app, Flashfood. This app allows shoppers to 

receive major discounts on food items nearing their best before date, however, it has yet to expand to the 

UBC campus (Flashfood, 2019). 

• This research and development would look into adapting the current app to a UBC setting that is free and 

user-friendly for all students. 

• By partnering with Flashfood, not only would it allow students to save money on their grocery bills each 

week, but also eliminate food waste, thereby reducing greenhouse gas emissions.  

To summarize, this research idea acts on the individual level of affordability by directly reducing the price 

of groceries that students buy each week.  

Underlying causes of unaffordability  

• We suggest a future LFS 450 SEEDS sustainability project partner with Campus and Community Planning 

(i.e. Penny Martyn - Manager, Green Buildings, Sustainability and Engineering) investigating whether 

creating more self-preparation food facilities allows for a more affordable campus.  

• Perhaps if there were more water fountains and microwaves throughout campus, students would be more 

inclined to prepare and pack their own food for the day, rather than purchasing from campus food outlets.  
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• This may limit students from purchasing food, snacks, and beverages each day, thereby reducing a 

significant cost contributing to substantial financial debt at the end of each school term over the span of 

four years.  

  

 Therefore, this acts on the household level of affordability by encouraging students to prepare and cook 

meals from home. 

Basic causes of unaffordability 

• We recommend a future LFS 450 SEEDS partnership with UBC Food Services (i.e. David Speight - 

Culinary Director) to investigate the feasibility of a reduction in the cost of the items sold at UBC food-

run outlets as well as its implications for students.  

• One possibility is a reduction in 10% over the next 3 years, and 20% over the next 7 years.  

• However, before implementing such a reduction, it is important to research how this would financially 

impact students and whether it is worth implementing this regulation.  

• Other factors taken into account would be to consider whether it would be more effective to target a 

reduction in tuition, UBC housing, or UBC meal plans.  

 In doing so, this acts on the community level of affordability by changing the economic context of the 

UBC campus. 

   

6. CONCLUSION  

Complementing secondary research with student narratives has allowed our team to more wholly 

understand the impact, lived experience, and opportunities regarding student affordability on campus. Building on 

the currently existing literature, our major findings on finances and budgeting with respect to affordability are that 

most students track their spending mentally, which has proven to be an ineffective technique. Similar to the 

literature, unfortunately, students were forced to make various sacrifices in order to afford their fixed costs in life, 

such as skipping meals or eating out less often. Concerning food affordability, most students interviewed were 

regularly skipping meals, however this was largely due to lack of time as an involved university student, not lack of 
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money. This shed light on the issue of time poverty, as examined in the secondary literature. Also, when students 

purchased food, price and quality were the top two most important factors that students considered, which was not 

always reflected in the secondary research. 

We understand that these findings are just the beginning of this ever-evolving research and action 

implementation process. In fact, these findings formed the basis of our thorough recommendations. As outlined 

above, our three tangible action-based recommendations - financial literacy week, campus food outlets with a 

couple of subsidized meal items, and the creation of a UBC Food Services subsidized grocery store and restaurant - 

have the ability to transform UBC into a more affordable campus for all. Furthermore, our sensible research-based 

recommendations - a UBC food services app, on-campus self-preparation food facilities, and a gradual decrease in 

price of all on-campus food items - continue the exploration into the three major causes of affordability 

(immediate, underlying, and basic). In summary, we believe that this endeavour builds upon the narrative that 

contributes to the institutional understanding, discussion, and action for affordability among UBC students and 

beyond. 
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Appendix B: Interview Questions 

Pre-Interview Discussion  
1. Can we record you? This will be used to ensure we accurately record your thoughts and opinions and for 

LFS 400 (explain what this project entails) 
2. Explain purpose of the interview 
3. Address terms of confidentiality 
4. Explain format of the interview 
5. Indicate how long the interview usually takes 
6. Tell them how to get in touch later if they want to  
7. Ask them if they have any questions before you get started 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

Demographic questions:   
1. Are you a domestic student or an international student? 
2. Where do you live? 

a) First-year residence (no kitchen)? Upper-year residence (kitchen)? Non-residence?  
b) Off-campus → Housemates? Family?  
c) How long does it take you to get to campus?  

3. What faculty are you in? 
4. Are you a graduate or undergraduate student? What year level are you in? 
5. Are you employed currently? 
6. What is your nationality?  

Affordability questions:  
1. When I use the term “affordability”, what comes to mind for you?  
2. How do you budget your finances between all of your expenses (ie rent, transit, food)?  
3. How do you make decisions on what you can/can’t afford?   
4. Are there things that you sacrifice so that you can afford your fixed costs, such as rent and tuition?  
5. Which of the following do you consider to be the most important when purchasing food on campus? 

a) Price 
b) Quality 
c) taste  
d) accessibility  

6. How has your financial status as a university student influenced your food choices? 
7. If you had skipped a meal this week, what were the reasons for this? 
8. Is there anything else you would like to add on the topic of affordability that’s related to this interview? 
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