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Abstract
Food contributes to an individual’s physical and mental well-being and expresses one’s cultural identity through preparation, sharing,
and consumption (i.e., foodways). Inadequate access to cultural foods can create cultural stress and affect one’s identity and well-being.
In particular, second-generation U.S. American student populations may have a higher risk for cultural stress due to being away from
family, academic stress, environmental changes, and diminished financial stability to purchase cultural foods. Thus, an exploratory
qualitative methodology was used to elicit information about second-generation U.S. Americans’ food experiences to identify how
cultural foods play a role in individual identity and how individual well-being is influenced by the presence or lack of cultural foods.
Sixteen semi-structured interviews were conducted with second-generation American students at the University of Nevada, Reno, who
self-identified as a cultural or ethnic minority. A standard thematic analysis was conducted. The authors identified that cultural food
security influenced the ability to practice foodways, which tied Second-generation American students to their cultural identities. The
absence of foodways led to anxiety and depression among students, amplifying the feelings of identity degradation. Second-generation
American students discussed that the ability to practice their foodways improved multiple well-being components and led to feelings of
happiness, decreased stress, warmth, better digestion, and a sense of belonging, comfort, and safety. College populations continue to
grow and become more diverse, and with the increasing Second-generation American students, it is essential to improve the access and
availability of cultural foods to improve their overall well-being. (245/250 words).
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1 Introduction
First1 and second-generation2 Americans have been among
the fastest-growing populations in the United States due to
the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965, which abolished
race and ethnicity-based quotas and created an immigration

boom (Kammer 2015). In 2018, 14.1% and 12.3% of the
United States population were first and second-generation
Americans, respectively, who are predicted to considerably
influence the United States’ future population growth (Pew
Research Center 2020). The Pew Research Center (2015) reported that if current immigration trends continue, future

1

First-generation American immigrants are individuals who were born outside
the United States (Arbeit et al. 2016).
2
Individuals who were born in the United States to at least one parent who was
foreign-born. The term “first-generation American” is also sometimes used in
the literature to describe this same population (Arbeit et al. 2016).
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immigrants and their children will be responsible for 88% of
the population increase in the United States from 2015 to 2065
(Pew Research Center 2020).
The immigration boom in the United States has also led to an
increase in second-generation American university students. The
proportion of second-generation American undergraduate students increased by 6% from 1999 to 2000 to 2011–2012, increasing the university student population’s cultural and ethnic diversity across the United States (Arbeit et al. 2016). Among these
second-generation American undergraduates, 46% identified as
Hispanic or Latino, 23% identified as White, 14% identified as
Asian, 10% identified as Black, and 7% identified as another race
or ethnicity (Arbeit et al. 2016).
The drastic environmental change that occurs with collegial transition often creates stressors for incoming college students (Fisher 1994). In addition to these stressors, secondgeneration Americans face additional barriers while attending
colleges, such as acculturation stress, cultural barriers, and
discrimination; which have been associated with poorer physical and mental health outcomes (Finch et al. 2001; Finch and
Vega 2003; Flores et al. 2008; Lee et al. 2004). Secondgeneration Americans often play a balancing act between their
cultural and ethnic identity and their American identity, creating additional stress for students (Schwartz et al. 2010).
Having a powerful sense of ethnic identity is positively associated with well-being in various ethnic groups (BurnettZeigler et al. 2013; Daponte and Bade 2000; Phinney
et al. 1997; Roberts et al. 1999). Thus, identity maintenance
in second-generation American students could improve wellbeing outcomes, especially when navigating collegial transition stress (Outten et al. 2008; Ruiz 1990).
Consuming cultural foods is one method students may use to
improve to maintain identity and well-being. The foods one consumes, and the transmission of meal-based rituals passed from
one generation to the next, are markers of one’s cultural and
ethnic identity (Noriza et al. 2012; Steinberg 2012). Preparing,
sharing, and consuming cultural foods, otherwise known as foodways, are physical and symbolic acts that bind with an individual’s cultural identity, which act as “performative pedagogies of
remembering” (Herakova and Cooks 2017, p. 241;
Parraga 1990; Peñaloza 1994). Additionally, cultural food consumption is associated with nostalgia, familial memories, and
feelings of pleasure, belonging, comfort, and well-being
(Coveney and Bunton 2003; Locher et al. 2005; Osella and
Osella 2008). Thus, many individuals try to safeguard one’s
culture through foodways, particularly when transplanted to a
culturally different location (Beoku-Betts 1995).
Unfamiliar cultural environments challenge one’s traditional
foodways and diminish the ability to prepare, share, and
consume traditional foods, leading to cultural food insecurity.
Power (2008) defined cultural food insecurity as having unreliable access to traditional/country food through traditional harvesting practices. Expanding upon Power’s definition, cultural
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food security exists when there is the availability, access, utilization (i.e., food preparation, sharing, and consumption; foodways), and stability of cultural foods (Alonso et al. 2018).
Without these vital identity components, acculturative stress
(i.e., losing part of their culture; Gabaccia 2009) and food shock
can occur, which can affect the students’ identity and well-being
negatively (Kim 2001; Lum and de Ferrière le Vayer 2016), by
creating feelings of social isolation (Vallianatos and Raine 2008)
and the loss of their cultural heritage and identity
(Gabaccia 1998). Therefore, second-generation American university students must maintain their cultural and ethnic identity
as it has positive effects on well-being and health-related quality
of life outcomes (Gray-Little and Hafdahl 2000; Ryff et al. 2003;
Tsai et al. 2001; Umaña-Taylor et al. 2002; Utsey et al. 2002).
Unfortunately, food insecurity has become a growing concern in higher education. Students who self-identify as a racial
or ethnic minority experience food insecurity at higher rates
than their peers (El Zein et al. 2017; Gaines et al. 2014; PayneSturges et al. 2018). Data collected from 2007 to 2009 indicated that 26% of college and university students surveyed
had foreign-born parents (Schwartz et al. 2011). In 2012,
16% of college students were second-generation Americans
(Arbeit et al. 2016). While data on cultural food security is not
available, second-generation American students who have traditional and cultural needs may be more likely to experience
food insecurity than other college students. This is because
they are more likely to be negatively affected by diminished
access and availability to food that meets their food needs due
to structural barriers.

1.1 Conceptual framework
A conceptual framework (shown in Fig. 1) was created to piece
together the relationship between cultural food security, foodways, identity, and well-being. The arrows in Fig. 1 represent
the theorized relationships between the concepts. Previous research has explored the individual relationships between components in this framework (further highlighted below); however,
these components have not been considered holistically to our
knowledge. As previously highlighted, food is deeply embedded
in culture (Feeley-Harnik 1995; Fieldhouse 1995; Kittler
et al. 2011; Mintz and Du Bois 2002). The presence of cultural
food security diminishes feelings of stress about where to find
foods (Moffat et al. 2017; Sanou et al. 2014). This relationship is
indicated as 1B in Fig. 1.
Additionally, cultural food security creates an environment
where participants can carry out foodways (i.e., prepare, share,
and consume cultural foods) [pathway 1A]. Foodways act as a
form of cultural transmission and expression that bind cultural
members together and accentuate cultural identity [pathway 2A]
(Damman et al. 2008, p. 141; Gabaccia 1998; Noriza et al. 2012;
Parraga 1990; Peñaloza 1994; Schermuly and ForbesMewett 2016; Steinberg 2012; Vallianatos and Raine 2008;
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Fig. 1 Conceptual framework theorizing how cultural food security may influence identity and well-being in second-generation American college students

Weller and Turkon 2015), which lead to feelings of happiness
[pathway 3] (Damman et al. 2008; Gray-Little and
Hafdahl 2000; Ryff et al. 2003; Tsai et al. 2001; Umaña-Taylor
et al. 2002; Utsey et al. 2002; Vallianatos and Raine 2008). One’s
identity can also influence how they prepare, share, consume
particular foods [pathway 2B] (Noriza et al. 2012;
Steinberg 2012). The act of practicing foodways can bring feelings of comfort and nostalgia [pathway 2C] (Locher et al. 2005;
Osella and Osella 2008). However, if foodways are eliminated or
strained, the opposite can occur; creating feelings of sadness,
stress, and anxiety [pathway 2C] (Trainer et al. 2020), which
can lead to feelings of identity loss and disconnection [pathway
3] (Gabaccia 1998; Vallianatos and Raine 2008).

1.2 Study justification
Most studies that have examined the effects of identity, acculturation, and well-being in immigrant and international students have been assessed quantitatively and often in one racial
or ethnic group (Jung et al. 2007; Schwartz et al. 2013).
Schwartz et al. (2013) and Jung et al. (2007) found that immigrant students’ culture and identity attachment were associated with well-being. Additional research has examined the importance of food and foodways in immigrants’ identity maintenance and well-being (Peñaloza 1994; Rabikowska 2010;
Weller and Turkon 2015; Williams-Forson 2014). However,
the research examining immigrant’s children (i.e., secondgeneration Americans) is lacking. Moreover, most research
explores the impact of academic sojourn on culture shock
and acculturative stress in international and immigrant students. Academic sojourn is typically defined as a temporary
stay in a culturally unfamiliar place for academic study
(Brown 2008; Ward et al. 2001). Academic sojourners often
are required to cope with substantial cultural changes such as
differences in food, language, and cultural norms (Brown and

Holloway 2008), which can lead to acculturative stress and
culture shock (Angel et al. 2001; Chang 2009; Liebkind
et al. 2004; Sodowsky and Wai Ming Lai 1997). We argue
that second-generation Americans can also be academic sojourners as they can move to culturally unfamiliar environments and experience feelings of culture shock and acculturative stress. The United States’ demographics can vary drastically from region to region. For example, many of the
second-generation Americans were from Las Vegas,
Nevada, where 214,283 (32.9%) residents self-identify as
Hispanic/Latino compared to 63,133 (24.7%) Reno residents
(U.S. Census Bureau 2019a, b). American Community
Survey data indicated that 61.1% of Reno’s residents identified as non-Hispanic/Latino White, 24.7% identified as
Hispanic, 6.5% identified as Asian, 4.8% identified as two
or more races/ethnicities, 2.7% identified as Black alone,
1.1% identified as Native American or Alaskan Native,
0.8% identified as Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander,
and 0.2% identified as “other” (US Census Bureau 2019b).
Lastly, the research linking cultural food security, identity,
foodways, and well-being is currently insufficiently explored.
This research combines aspects from prior research to examine the relationships between cultural food, identity, and wellbeing in second-generation American college students.
Overall, there is minimal research examining secondgeneration American minority populations. Therefore, this
study addresses this gap by capturing qualitative accounts of
second-generation Americans cultural food experiences to
better understand how (a) cultural food (in)security plays a
role in (b) cultural and ethnic identity, to further understand
how the relationship between (a) and (b) influences well-being
in second-generation American university students, which
may differ from the immigrant populations, which have been
moderately studied. This study addresses the following research questions: (1) How does cultural food (in)security
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affect cultural and ethnic identity? and (2) how does feeling
connected to one’s cultural and ethnic identity influence wellbeing? This is the first study, to our knowledge, to explore this
relationship in second-generation American students who
self-identify as cultural or ethnic minorities.

Table 1

2 Materials and methods
2.1 Participants
Sixteen second-generation American undergraduate (n=13) or
graduate (n=3) students at the University of Nevada, Reno participated in this study. Initially, participant recruitment was guided by examining similar studies with second-generation college
student participants, which have had 5–15 participants (Brady
and Stevens 2019; Eaton 2006; Morales 2012; Muñoz 2012;
Schackmuth 2012; Skulley 2004). To uphold data saturation
principles in qualitative research, the first author concluded the
study after 16 interviews as new data did not provide added
information (Glaser and Strauss 1967). The purposeful sample
included those who self-identified as a cultural or ethnic minority, were 18 years of age or older, believed that food was a critical
component of their cultural/ethnic identity (i.e., the believed that
they had a non-dominant cultural or ethnic identity), and were
students at the University of Nevada, Reno (UNR). Participants
born in the U.S. to parents, at least one of whom was born and
raised in a country other than the United States, were considered
second-generation American. Participants were excluded if they
did not meet these criteria. Sixteen out of 39 eligible students
agreed to be interviewed for this study under an approved protocol by the university’s Institutional Review Board. Five eligible
participants removed themselves from the study before the interview. The remaining 18 eligible participants did not respond to
six follow-up emails. All participants provided written informed
consent before the start of the interview. Tables 1 and 2 provide
demographic details for the student sample.

2.2 Eligibility and recruitment
The first author posted flyers around campus and sent out
emails to multiple UNR academic, student service departments, and student clubs to disseminate study information.
Interested students were given a link to a Qualtrics
(Qualtrics 2020) screener survey to determine eligibility.
Before the start of the screener, survey participants were provided with a consent script. Those who consented were provided access to the eligibility screener survey.
The eligibility screener survey included questions about the
student’s education level (undergraduate or graduate), how
tuition is paid, weekly hours worked, and self-description of
their cultural or ethnic identities. The screener also collected

Participant Identities

Pseudonym

Gender

Self-Identified Cultural
or Ethnic Identity

Alice
Jasmine
Sarah

Female
Female
Female

Jennifer
Cloud
Theresa
Joanna
Mary
Chelsey

Female
Male
Female
Female
Female
Female

Mexican
Filipino and Chinese
Chinese, Korean, Laotian,
and Mexican
Latina
Thai and Taiwanese
Hispanic
Hispanic/Latina
Filipino
Filipino

Cyrus
Sam

Male
Female

Middle Eastern
Eritrean, African American

Fraction
Angel

Male
Male

Hispanic/Latino
Latino and Hispanic

Aaron
Jessie
Daniel

Male
Female
Male

Asian American
Chinese
Armenian

students’ demographic information and six-item food security
score (US Department of Agriculture 2012).
&

&
&

Responses of often, sometimes, yes, almost every month,
and some months but not every month, were coded as
affirmative responses (US Department of Agriculture
2012).
Total food insecurity scores 0–1 were interpreted as high
food security, 2–4 as low food security, and 5–6 as very
low food security based on USDA scoring instructions.
Cultural food insecurity was assessed by the yes or no
response to the question, “Since starting college, have
you experienced the inability to purchase the foods that
you used to eat at home?”

The answers to these questions are in Tables 1 and 2.
Eligible students were emailed details about the study along
with a link to set up an interview time.

2.3 Interview procedures
An exploratory research design using qualitative methods was
used (Creswell and Creswell 2018). Semi-structured interviews were conducted to elicit information about students’
food experiences to identify how cultural foods play a role
in one’s identity and, further, how one’s well-being is influenced by the presence or lack of cultural foods. Interview
question topics included defining identity, how food plays a
role in identity, memories, cultural foods significance, the experiences and feelings about cultural food loss, and the
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Table 2

Participant Demographics n=16

College Level
Undergraduate
Graduate
Gender
Male
Female

n
13
3

(%)
(81.25)
(18.75)

6
10

(37.5)
(62.5)

Tuition Payment*
Job(s)
Scholarship or Fellowship
Loans or Grants
Graduate Assistantship

7
10
12
2

(19.4)
(27.8)
(33.3)
(5.6)

5

(13.9)

11
5

(68.7)
(31.3)

Parents
Weekly Hours Worked
0–20
21–40

Cultural Food Insecurity (in the last three years)
Yes
9
No
7
Food Security Score
High
7
Low
8
Very Low
1
*

(56.3)
(43.7)
(43.7)
(50)
(6.3)

Participants were able to choose more than one option

influence that foodways have on well-being (Table S1). The
semi-structured interviews were conducted by the first author
between January 2020–April 2020.
The audio-recorded interviews averaged 70 min. Initially,
all 16 interviews were to occur in person; however, due to the
COVID-19 pandemic, two interviews occurred over Google
Hangouts to protect the participants’ and the interviewer’s
health. E-signatures were obtained for these two participants.
Student volunteers who completed CITI (The Collaborative
Institutional Training Initiative 2020) human subjects protection training transcribed the interviews verbatim. All data collected in the study were stored anonymously with identifying
details removed. During the consent process, participants
chose their pseudonyms to enhance anonymity further. To
further protect the students’ identity, only pseudonyms were
used during the recorded interview. Participant pseudonyms
and their demographic characteristics are presented in
Tables 1 and 2.

2.4 Qualitative analysis
The participants’ transcripts were analyzed individually, using
continuous and abductive thematic analysis (Braun and
Clarke 2006) to uncover themes. Thus, the analysis was deductive (a priori themes from the conceptual framework) and
inductive (arising from participants’ views). During the analytical process, reading the transcribed data occurred multiple
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times to familiarize the first author with the data. During each
reading, comments were written down to highlight key points
in the text to identify possible emergent codes. The first author
first coded four transcripts in NVivo (QSR International Pty
Ltd. 2018) using a priori codes based on the conceptual framework. Emergent codes were identified, discussed with the second author, and then applied to the data. Once patterns in the
data arose, the first author reviewed emergent and a priori
codes to produce the final codes that were named, defined,
discussed in-depth with the second author. Once consensus
among the research team was reached, a codebook was developed. Next, all transcripts were coded in NVivo (QSR
International Pty Ltd. 2018) using the final code set. These
codes were then queried and re-analyzed and then pooled into
themes and subthemes. The research team reviewed the coding for validation of coding reliability.
The study findings are organized into three sections that
correspond to the conceptual framework found in Fig. 1.
Themes uncovered in the analysis are explained within each
sub-section and further divided into subthemes, as necessary.
Participant quotes are used to support resultant study themes.
A list of themes, subthemes, and illustrative quotes are presented in Table 3.

3 Results
3.1 The role of identity in well-being [pathway 3]
Students mentioned that forgetting their traditional language
and losing their cultural identity created feelings of shame and
guilt. Daniel mentioned that his identity has been shrinking
since he has been away at college and that his cultural identity
no longer feels “real,” and that he struggles with whom he
appears to be on the outside of himself.
I struggle with how I show my culture on the outside. I
feel personal guilt. It is something that bothers me. I
wish I could do more to uphold my identity. I wish my
own performance of my identity felt real. But not speaking my language has really been degrading. I can feel it
happening, and there isn’t much I can do about it. It’s
very alone and like isolating…like imposter syndrome.
[Daniel]
Jessie also spoke about the impacts of identity loss and the
effect it has had on her well-being.
I do feel ashamed when I’m not able to effectively communicate how I feel to my parents, and I’m just forgetting a lot of the Chinese language. So I guess that’s
where the shame comes from, and it’s just hard to
bridge that gap sometimes. [Jessie]
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Themes and Illustrative Quotes from Second-Generation American Students
Example quote

Research Question 1. What is the relationship between cultural food security and identity?
Challenges in achieving cultural food security Sometimes I’ll eat a lot of other kinds of foods that I’m not used to eating. And I feel like I’m losing my
identity. Like I’m meshing and mixing into another culture and becoming more Americanized. And
it’ll be like a lot of fast foods… Being Mexican-Guatemalan-American, I want to eat the food that
comes from the countries that my parents come from. It allows me to connect with them and my
culture more. I feel like now there’s just not enough to connect me back there. [Jennifer]
Research Question 2. What is the relationship between foodways, identity, and well-being?
Foodways and identity
It's just one of the things that I bond with my mom a lot. Because even if we're not sitting with family
and having a big meal, I would always help her prep food. She would teach me about how the
flavors should mesh together in a Chinese cuisine. And that's how I learned about how food is
significant in the Chinese culture. I help her a lot in the kitchen, and that's how my mom and I talk to
each other. And she would teach me about her childhood too. Like, ‘oh, this is what we ate as kids.’
And it's nothing fancy because they weren't very well off growing up. But, I think it's important to
visualize where my mom came from and her childhood as well. [Jessie]
Struggles with “Americanization”
Not eating [my cultural] foods for a very long time changes my identity, where I had to kind of like
adapt to being American. And it's something I don't like. [Angel]
Foodways’ influences on physical, emotional, Sharing foods makes me feel great and wonderful. I don’t know where I learned it from, but I always
and mental well-being
believed in sharing what makes you happy, right. So for me, food makes me very happy, so I like to
share foods. I feel very happy and very excited to share my foods. Yeah, it is a little bit of warmth. A
very blissful feeling, I guess. It’s a little bit of a calming sense of meaning. [Cloud]

3.2 The role of Foodways in identity and well-being
[pathways 2B and 3]
Foodways, identity, and well-being are often hard to
disentangle from one another. The simple act of carrying out traditional foodways serves as cultural communication, pedagogy, and transmission. Cultural food and
foodways are so deeply tied to an individual’s identity
that a reciprocal relationship is formed [pathways 2A
and 2B]. Cultural meal traditions allow students to externalize and construct their cultural and ethnic identity,
but their cultural and ethnic identity influences their
cultural habits. The upholding of identity through foodways promotes well-being; however, the simple act of
preparing, sharing, and consuming cultural foods additionally promotes well-being because of the familiarity
and memories tied to the cultural foods [pathway 2C].
Thus, what people eat, how they eat, and whom they
eat with reveals the complexity of food and foodways’
cultural norms and the cultural policies surrounding
foodways. Thus, there is naturally some overlap between the themes, but each describes a unique aspect
of the conceptual framework.
3.2.1 Foodways and identity [pathways 2A & 2B]
Foodways (i.e., food preparation, sharing, and consumption) were key components of second-generation
American culture and were essential to maintain their

sense of cultural or ethnic identity. This is a reciprocal
relationship as foodways help form identity, but one’s
identity also influenced how cultural foods were prepared, shared, and consumed.
Cultural food preparation, sharing, and consumption practices were deeply rooted in their cultural history, which has
been generationally passed down. Through these food practices, second-generation American students learned about cultural norms, cultural traditions, cultural history, and connect
with and understand their family and ancestors.
It's just one of the things that I bond with my mom a lot.
Because even if we're not sitting with family and having
a big meal, I would always help her prep food. She
would teach me about how the flavors should mesh together in a Chinese cuisine. And that's how I learned
about how food is significant in the Chinese culture. I
help her a lot in the kitchen, and that's how my mom and
I talk to each other. And she would teach me about her
childhood too. Like, ‘oh, this is what we ate as kids.’
And it's nothing fancy because they weren't very well off
growing up. But, I think it's important to visualize where
my mom came from and her childhood as well. [Jessie]
The students often tied foodways to memories of family. This
is critical when second-generation Americans are at college
away from their families, as students mentioned that these
memories are often the only thing tying them back to their
cultural and ethnic identity.
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A lot of my older elders and other relatives, a lot of them
still reside in my parents’ home countries, Taiwan and
Thailand, so whenever I did visit them when I was
young, you know, the food is very different and also
the typical eating habits are also quite different. So perhaps then I didn’t realize, but now that I’ve grown up, I
do appreciate, and I do, think back to just all the love
and all the wonderful times and care spent and care
given to us from those times. [Alice]
Furthermore, preparing, sharing, and consuming cultural
foods embedded students into their social networks that
allowed for creating bonds with others through commonalities
such as food, music, dance, and language (i.e., culture).
Carrying out these practices created a sense of belonging
and helped maintain the second-generation Americans’ identity, primarily when carried out with other students who
shared similar cultural backgrounds. Not only was it essential
to have foods that connected students to their family, but it
was also essential to connect to others who share similar food
memories and food associations among their peers. Other students mentioned that sharing their culture with friends from
other cultures helped strengthen their identity and bond with
their friends.
I think [sharing cultural foods] definitely makes [my
identity] stronger. Whenever I, in general, get to talk
about being Eritrean or the history or like the different
types of food and how it’s prepared and stuff, I feel like it
provides my friends with a better understanding of who
I am and how I grew up. And like, what my culture looks
like. And I think [sharing food] provides us with a stronger bond because it makes them know me much better
because they know me that way. [Sam]
Unfortunately, students mentioned that the lack of diversity in
Reno’s food and population often prevented them from preparing, sharing, consuming their cultural foods, bonding with
like identities, and speaking their traditional language with
others. Students indicated that losing these experiences made
them feel like a significant component of themselves was
missing. Joanna expressed this feeling by saying, “not being
able to access my culture’s foods makes me miss my family the
most. I can’t really eat them, so I don’t have those feelings of
comfort or connection. A huge part of me is now missing.”
Daniel similarly expressed this,
Like there were Armenian restaurants where I used to
live as well, so when you would go, you look at the
menu, and there might be like the other language listed
below the English. I think like my identity feels in a way–
the one word to describe it, it's shrinking. I feel less and
less Armenian, and like part of me is missing. Like your
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identity is not there because you don't see anyone like
you, no one talks like you, no one eats like you, and no
one listens to the music like you. [Daniel]
These findings highlight pathway [1A] in the conceptual
framework. Cultural food insecurity led to the inability to
prepare, share, and consume cultural foods and secondgeneration Americans felt that this negatively impacted their
identity and well-being [pathways 1A, 2B, and 2C].
The relationship between foodways and identity sometimes influenced well-being. For example, cultural food
insecurity caused students to adapt to the foods of their
unfamiliar environment. When cultural food security (i.e.,
cultural food access, availability, and quality) existed,
second-generation Americans could participate in their
cultural foodways and actively partake in their cultural
practices. These practices allowed for cultural transmission and food memories that tied them back to cultural
members. However, students mentioned that these practices were in danger of being lost because of acculturation
and becoming more, as the students said, “Americanized”
or losing their cultural or ethnic identity, which, overwhelmingly, produced sadness.

3.2.2 Struggles with “Americanization”
One of the most challenging decisions that second-generation
Americans had was how much they should adapt to an
“American diet” (i.e., non-traditional cultural and ethnic
foods). While all the students have U.S. citizenship, many
noted that the inability to prepare, share, and consume their
cultural foods caused them to become more “Americanized,”
which was not seen as a positive change. As Angel stated, “not
eating [my cultural] foods for a very long time changes my
identity, where I had to kind of like adapt to being American.
And it’s something I don’t like.” Another student also similarly echoed this,
Sometimes I’ll eat a lot of other kinds of foods that I’m
not used to eating. And I feel like I’m losing my identity.
Like I’m meshing and mixing into another culture and
becoming more Americanized. And it’ll be like a lot of
fast foods… Being Mexican-Guatemalan-American, I
want to eat the food that comes from the countries that
my parents come from. It allows me to connect with
them and my culture more. I feel like now there’s just
not enough to connect me back there. So I just feel
American. [Jennifer]
Another second-generation American student, Daniel, noted
the importance of combatting “Americanization” to uphold
his identity,
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It's like you either let [acculturation] take over, and you
become Americanized, or you have to push back and
like create a space within yourself. [Daniel]
These quotes reveal the importance that cultural food security
has on second-generation American students’ cultural and ethnic identity and the role that preparing, sharing, and consuming cultural foods have in this relationship. The preparation,
sharing, and consumption of cultural foods are vital to prevent
identity loss as it allows them to connect back to their culture
and uphold cultural traditions. When cultural food insecurity
prevented foodways practices and students felt identity loss,
some students fought back against “Americanization” to uphold their identity.

3.2.3 Foodways’ influence on physical, mental, and emotional
well-being [pathway 2C]
While sharing cultural foods was a way for students to connect
with their family and peers, it was also an incredibly vulnerable process. Students often feared that people would reject
their cultural foods, which, unfortunately, sometimes occurred. One student recalled a story of when she shared her
cultural foods with some acquaintances, and they rejected her
cultural foods.
I’ve hung out with people who don’t identify how I identify in any way. There was this one time we got together
with a group of friends who were not like me at all from
all different cultures. I went to this party, and they decided they wanted some [Mexican] hot chocolate. And I
make it, and it wasn’t what they had expected. So then,
when they tried it out, there was a lot of people who
didn’t like it and rejected it in the meanest of ways,
and it made me feel really sad. Because I like it, but they
don’t, so I feel like I can’t really connect with them.
[Jennifer]
More typically, second-generation Americans revealed that
they associated eating cultural foods with positive feelings.
Students’ words to describe their well-being were happy, safe,
warm, comforted, relaxed, mentally clear, and gave them a
boost of morale. Sharing foods with others also produced
positive emotions and was seen as a way of showing love
and care.
Sharing foods makes me feel great and wonderful. I
don’t know where I learned it from, but I always believed in sharing what makes you happy, right. So for
me, food makes me very happy, so I like to share foods. I
feel very happy and very excited to share my foods.
Yeah, it is a little bit of warmth. A very blissful feeling,
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I guess. It’s a little bit of a calming sense of meaning.
[Cloud]
Eating cultural foods during high-stress times, such as during
exam weeks, created a calming effect and eased anxiety for
these students. Jasmine was one student who expressed this
sentiment, “when it’s a stressful day at school or work, I just
eat Filipino food, and it’s like a weight is taken off of me.”
Students craved traditional foods during times of stress and
anxiety. These comfort foods were typically served to them as
children by their parents or grandparents to make them feel
better. Jasmine went on to say, “my grandma told me that
pancit3 represents good well-being. Usually, if I had a bad
day or I was sick, my mom would make me pancit.” Many
students expressed that familiarity with the foods and their
association with comfort made them feel safe, secure, and
relaxed. Without these foods, students had to find unique
ways to cope with their stress and anxiety. Jasmine continued,
Um, so coming into college, when I was overwhelmed, I
really wanted to eat something that I was used to. I
really did want Filipino food. ‘Cause if I was having a
bad day, or if I was upset, I used to eat Filipino food and
then coming into college, I couldn’t do that, so I would
have to find a different way to cope.
Not being able to prepare, share, or consume cultural foods
that contributed to upholding their identity negatively impacted the students’ well-being [pathway 3]. Students mentioned
feelings of disconnect from their culture and identity, leading
to sadness, depression, anxiety, and loneliness.
Not being able to do those recipes, for example, that my
grandmother made, that she passed on to my mother,
that passed down to myself. I’m not able to do that and
maintain my identity. So, it definitely makes me sad. As
far as physical, I think [it is] linked with my depression.
I think probably just tired and not just wanting to kind of
get up [out of bed]. [Joanna]
Angel similarly explained, “not being able to cook my cultural foods is kind of disappointing and sad. It impacts both my
identity and well-being. It adds onto my depression. Being
able to access those foods connects me back to my family.”
Cultural food insecurity increases the difficulty of preparing, sharing, and consuming cultural foods, which students
mentioned made them feel culturally disconnected, isolated,
and alone, as highlighted here by Chelsey and Jessie.

3
Pancit is a Filipino noodle dish that contains meat and vegetables. It is
usually consumed on holidays or for big celebrations.
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Not being able to make and eat my Filipino food makes
me feel alone, and uh, I already feel disconnected. I’m
not fluent in the language. It is like another disconnect. I
don’t feel connected back to my culture. Being in grad
school and being away from family, there’s such a disconnect that I feel. I’m not really practicing my culture.
[Chelsey]
I feel really left out and really isolated up here [in
Reno]. I don’t have family up here to exchange my cultural foods with, and the ingredients I need up here
aren’t often available. I definitely feel alienated. [Jessie]
Additionally, the students mentioned that in and outside of the
dorms were foreign to them, and it was hard for them to adjust
to eating “American” foods.
Not having my cultural foods sucked. I remember being
like, ‘the food here [in Reno] doesn’t taste very good,’
and that was my big issue. I feel like it was really difficult. I will admit that I tend to eat a lot when I get
stressed out, and I was eating a lot of bad ‘American
foods’ or not healthy foods, rather than food that was
conducive to a healthy adult. [Aaron]
Many students felt that eating traditional “American foods” was
cheating on their culture. Second-generation American students
also cited digestion issues, mental fog, and sluggishness when
switching to “American foods.” Others mentioned that overly
processed and high-fat foods caused them to gain weight.
Everything I ate at home was homemade and fresh.
When I moved here [to Reno], I feel like I gained a lot
of weight. Everything here is processed, and I didn’t like
that - how my body felt. Like my body felt slow. Also,
everything on campus is very American. It’d be nice to
get away from that and just be somewhere that I’m more
familiar with, and that makes me and my body feel a lot
happier. [Alice]
These quotes highlight the importance of foodways in identity
maintenance and well-being in second-generation American
students and reveal how interconnected these three components are. Foodways acted as a cultural transmission to practice and express their cultural identity, making them feel connected with their culture. The students mentioned that the act
of conducting foodways, as well as feeling culturally connected, improved their well-being.

3.3 Challenges in achieving cultural food security
Most of the students mentioned that there were often barriers that lead to diminished or complete cultural food
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insecurity, such as the inability to access cultural foods
(e.g., transportation, finances), the unavailability of cultural foods, diminished income, and the absence of
cooking resources (e.g., stove, utensils). When many of
the students moved to Reno, they were disappointed in
the availability and accessibility of cultural foods.
Jasmine explained the difficulty of finding Filipino ingredients in Reno,
It’s hard even getting any ingredients for Filipino food,
and you have to really have to search out for them.
‘Cause like some, some dishes they do just have like
simple ingredients, but like a lot of them do need specific
Filipino ingredients and like, there are Asian markets
here in Reno, but most do not carry the ingredients that I
do need, so often I can’t get the ingredients I need to
remotely make a Filipino meal. [Jasmine]
In addition to cultural foods being unavailable, they were typically expensive, and students had to travel to multiple stores
to get the ingredients they needed for just one meal, which was
often timely for the students. As Jennifer indicated,
It’s often time and money that are the issue. Like, do I
have enough to get the foods? Because my foods are
made with natural ingredients and most of the traditional ingredients are expensive. Also, because I have to go
find them all over Reno. It takes so much time and if I
don’t have a lot of time, I’ll just go buy fast food.
[Jennifer]
However, when cultural foods were available and accessible,
many students thought the quality and authenticity was
lacking.
And for Chinese New Year’s, we would eat like a lot of
seafood and roast meat. And just, I feel like that's just
hard to get a hold of here in Reno. And if you do, it's not
really like fresh. It's like probably imported from another area and I don't know how long it's been in the market. So, it's hard to find good quality and like the authentic stuff in stores here. [Jessie]
Sarah explained how starkly different cultural food access was
from Las Vegas to Reno,
I come from a place where I’m lucky enough to come
from Las Vegas which has a whole Chinatown, and just
having that was so amazing because they have a big
nice clean market with like crawfish and like fresh
chicken, and every spice you can think of, all the types
of seaweed you need, all of the snacks, desserts, everything. Whereas like the Asian markets I’ve come to here
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in Reno have limited ingredients, are much smaller,
hard to find, and are not getting by very well. [Sarah]
Many students would bring traditional foods back with them
after visiting their family back home to combat most of these
barriers. However, Jessie went on to explain that this was not
always the best solution,
When I go home, I like to bring actual ingredients from
my home in Vegas down here and try to make it. But
even that is kind of inconvenient cause you don’t, and
you can't get to make something whenever you want. It's
like you kind of have to plan it out. And I don't get to go
home that often. [Jessie]
These quotes highlight the barriers the second-generation
American students face in achieving cultural food security and
one method many use to overcome these barriers. Cultural food
insecurity further inhibits preparing, sharing, and consuming cultural foods [pathway 1A] and diminishes second-generation
American students’ well-being [pathway 1B]. Identifying additional solutions to overcome these barriers will further help maintain second-generation American students’ identity and wellbeing [pathways 1B, 2A, 2B, 2C, & 3].

4 Discussion
The study’s purpose was to theorize how cultural food security influenced identity and well-being in second-generation
American university students. This paper creates an entryway
into the theorized role that cultural food security plays in identity maintenance and well-being in the second-generation U.S.
American students. Cultural food security played a crucial role
in the second-generation American students’ identity creation
and preservation, which enabled them to create and maintain
their own food culture cultural foods (Cardona 2004;
Jamal 1996). Second-generation American university students, in particular, experience additional barriers while attending college, which leads to higher stress levels and adverse well-being outcomes (Finch et al. 2001; Finch and
Vega 2003; Flores et al. 2008; Lee et al. 2004).
Previous studies (Gabaccia 1998) found that adjusting to an
unfamiliar environment can be stressful for non-secondgeneration American and international college students; however, our study found that second-generation Americans had added
feelings of culture shock; a term often reserved for international
students and travelers (Brown and Holloway 2008; Constantine
et al. 2005; Ineson et al. 2006; Pantelidou and Craig 2006). This
supports the idea that second-generation Americans can be considered academic sojourners as students can move from areas of
the country with a large cultural or ethnic group to another region
for college with a culturally dissimilar population. As these
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students are also staying temporarily, the term sojourner can also
be applied.
When second-generation Americans off to college and disperse from their families, it is up to them to find a way to uphold
these cultural practices. On top of this pressure, students are also
struggling with their self-identity as they move from late adolescence into young adulthood, while also becoming disoriented in
an unfamiliar environment without their foodways and cultural
ties. Thus, this is a tumultuous time for second-generation
Americans, in which they are experiencing a significant amount
of stress. Universities may thwart access and availability stressors
by developing campus organizations to identify their cultural
food needs and secure food and monetary donors to supplement
the food pantry with cultural food staples. These organizations
could further develop a grocer and restaurant directory with transportation information for each.
Cultural foods are potentially a remedial solution to alleviate
cultural shock and acculturative stress in second-generation
Americans. Sharing cultural foods was critical for the students
to reinforce a sense of communality. Universities should also
create cultural communities to foster connections and bonds with
other cultural group members to alleviate culture shock symptoms (Pantelidou and Craig 2006). Similar to other studies, foodways were the juncture of food and culture, in which cultural
members came together to consume traditional foods and participate in cultural practices and rituals whereby they also commemorated and strengthened their cultural ties and identity [pathway
2A] (Camp 1989; James 2004; Koc and Welsh 2001; Noriza
et al. 2012; Parraga 1990; Peñaloza 1994; Steinberg 2012).
During these food events, cultural members bonded over commonalities such as language, food, dance, and music.
Unfortunately, the students in this study mentioned that the
campus’s cultural groups were not as robust as they wished
and did not provide substantial support in how they needed due
to the small university size. Universities encountering similar
struggles may create a broader cultural community to allow students to provide support for struggles specific to secondgeneration American students.
Future research can identify ways to reduce academic and
cultural stress in second-generation American students to ensure
academic success and identity maintenance. Qualitative interviews with second-generation American university students
could identify the best practices for reducing the academic transition challenges to allow university leaders and policymakers to
assist second-generation American students more efficiently.
While this study adds to the limited research examining the effects of cultural food security on identity and well-being, additional research is needed to better understand these concepts’
interconnection and operationalization in other cultural and ethnic groups. Overall the study’s findings add support to the conceptual framework (Fig. 1), which helps add clarity to the deeply
woven network of cultural food security, foodways, identity, and
well-being.
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4.1 Limitations

Compliance with ethical standards

Our exploratory findings should be considered in light
of a few potential limitations. First, the student participants were a convenience sample based on those who
clicked on the screener survey link provided in the dissemination email. These findings may not represent other students’ experiences or the entire second-generation
American student body at UNR or other universities.
While our sample size is consistent with other qualitative investigations, the generalizability of the findings to
other second-generation American students is cautioned
as not all cultural and ethnic groups at UNR were included in this study. Thus, it is essential to note that the
conceptual framework’s relationships may exist differently in other populations as other components may exist in the conceptual framework. The pathways may exist in a different direction based on cultural norms and
values.

Conflicts of interest/competing interests The authors declare that they
have no conflict of interest.

4.2 Conclusion
Despite these limitations, this study has helped add to the
understanding of the second-generation American college
student experience and further outline the relationship
between cultural food security, foodways, acculturation,
identity, and well-being. The increase in secondgeneration Americans at universities (Arbeit et al. 2016)
necessitates examining methods to improve this population’s health and well-being. The study results have important implications for universities to improve secondgeneration Americans’ well-being, such as developing
mandatory policies to increase cultural foods’ accessibility and create cultural communities amongst the student
body. Increasing awareness about the cultural adjustments that second-generation Americans face can lead
to second-generation American-tailored programs to diminish cultural strain. Further research should use qualitative interviews with second-generation Americans to
explore how the university environment can influence
academic transition for second-generation American students to reduce cultural, social, and cognitive challenges’
that inherently exist in academic transition.
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