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About This Report

Many college students are low-income and face challenges meeting their basic needs, such as food, hous-
ing, and transportation. Postsecondary institutions are increasingly offering basic needs supports, including
food pantries, emergency aid, and support with public benefits. The hope is that these resources increase
the likelihood that low-income students will succeed in college. Single Stop is a U.S. nonprofit organization
that offers U.S. colleges services and tools to help students achieve economic security. Its portfolio of options
includes an online platform that screens students’ eligibility for public benefits programs, a search tool that
connects students to community and college resources, and case management facilitated by college staff.
Single Stop recommends that colleges embed other supports, such as tax services, to enhance the resources
provided. It also recommends colleges offer low-stigma opportunities to introduce students to Single Stop. In
this report, we discuss an evaluation of Single Stop across ten colleges in Colorado and North Carolina. We
examined Single Stop’s implementation, student take-up across institutions and subgroups of interest, and
outcomes for students who used services. Despite our rigorous experimental design, we view the study take-
up as insufficient to assess the efficacy of Single Stop supports. We unpack the reasons for low take-up and
provide some lessons learned for colleges implementing basic needs supports.

An online Technical Annex to this report presents additional data gathered during the study period. The
annex is available at www.rand.org/t/RRA3771-1.
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Summary

Many college students are low-income and face challenges meeting their basic needs, such as food, hous-
ing, and transportation. Postsecondary institutions are increasingly offering basic needs supports, including
food pantries, emergency aid, and support with public benefits. The hope is that these resources can help
ensure that low-income students have the opportunity to succeed in college. Single Stop is a U.S. nonprofit
organization that offers U.S. colleges services and tools to help students achieve economic security. Its port-
folio of options includes an online platform that screens students’ eligibility for public benefits programs, a
search tool that connects students to community and college resources, and case management facilitated by
college staff. Single Stop recommends that colleges embed other supports, such as tax services, to enhance
the resources provided. It also recommends colleges offer low-stigma opportunities to introduce students to
Single Stop. In this report, we discuss an evaluation of Single Stop across ten colleges in Colorado and North
Carolina. We examined Single Stop’s implementation across the ten institutions, student take-up across insti-
tutions and subgroups of interest, and outcomes for students who used services. Despite our rigorous experi-
mental design, we view the study take-up as insufficient to assess the efficacy of Single Stop supports. We
unpack the reasons for low take-up and provide some lessons learned for colleges implementing basic needs
supports.

Approach

We conducted an evaluation of Single Stop in ten postsecondary institutions (nine community colleges and
one university) from Colorado and North Carolina between 2020 and 2024. The study was designed to be an
experimental assessment of the program’s efficacy. In the spring and fall 2021 semesters, 8,628 students who
responded to a baseline survey and indicated some type of financial or basic need were randomized to either
receive access to the Single Stop tool and follow-up from case managers (the treatment group) or receive the
college’s usual supports (the control group). We then followed students through survey data, Single Stop
system data, and college administrative data to assess take-up and outcomes. We see low take-up as evidence
that Single Stop did not reach students as intended and did not deliver a meaningful intervention, and we
do not see our outcome findings as evidence of the effects of a successful implementation of the Single Stop
program.

While low take-up limited our ability to assess efficacy, our rich qualitative and survey data from stu-
dents and staff across the ten colleges and our analysis of implementation can provide useful insights for
the field on the delivery of basic needs services. We collected baseline and one-year follow-up surveys from
thousands of students; interviewed students, case managers, and leadership; conducted surveys of site staff;
and reviewed program materials and evidence of fidelity (e.g., a spreadsheet tracking outreach). We lever-
aged these data to describe the implementation of Single Stop across the ten colleges and unpack some of the
contributors to low take-up.

Key Findings

We identified six key findings from our experimental study on implementation and our broader analysis of
survey results from students across our ten study colleges:
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o The study colleges implemented the program with varying levels of fidelity, and many struggled to
successfully implement core features of the program. Most colleges we studied reported challenges in
engaging students in the public benefits applications process; several chose to not offer tax services, and
some sites faced competing leadership priorities.

o Relatively few students used Single Stop and were connected to resources. Only 12.7 percent of stu-
dents completed a screener for public benefit eligibility, and 0.9 percent engaged with case managers.
Adult learners, parents, and low-income students were more likely to interact with Single Stop services.
Given little or no take-up of the Single Stop program’s case management supports, we saw no changes
in student outcomes.

« Students who reported food and/or housing insecurity, had low household incomes, received Pell
Grants, and/or previously used similar college support services were most likely to use college public
benefit support and community service referrals. Once we accounted for these factors, there were no
differences in use of these support services by demographic characteristics or student sense of belonging.

o The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic shifted the context in ways that may have lim-
ited Single Stop take-up. Between 2020 and 2023, colleges received an infusion of federal funding, and
a large portion of this funding went directly to students as emergency aid and student tuition balance
payments. Leadership and staff had competing priorities. Virtual communication and virtual service
delivery became the standard.

o Issues with the design and delivery of the program at study colleges may have contributed to low
take-up. Colleges were limited in the outreach options they could use for the experimental study. The
primary outreach strategies of distribution through a voluntary out-of-class activity and periodic email
outreach from case managers were not successful in engaging students.

o Many students in the ten study colleges could have potentially benefited from Single Stop’s services.
Nearly two-thirds of the students who responded to surveys across the study colleges reported some
form of basic needs insecurity, and a substantial portion of the population were participating in public
benefits programs but still faced unmet needs. Few students reported having received public benefit
application assistance and referrals to community supports before colleges offered Single Stop.

Lessons Learned

We identified several key lessons from the work that shed light on how colleges might support successful
implementation and take-up of basic needs programs and how researchers can build effective studies on basic
needs interventions.

Lesson 1: Implementing new basic needs support programs with fidelity can be a challenge, particu-
larly during such crises as the COVID-19 pandemic, which consumed leadership and staff capacity. Clear
guidance to institutions on the resources needed to successfully stand up programs, information on prom-
ising approaches to implementation, and state funding to support these programs are factors that can help
to support better implementation. Colleges aiming to successfully launch programs should ensure that key
facilitators are in place, such as leadership support, funding, staff capacity, and strong internal and exter-
nal networks. Researchers may want to be consider the trade-offs in studying new programs and consider
approaches that enable them to evaluate efficacy further into implementation, as fidelity may be lower in the
earlier years of implementation and findings are not likely to be relevant to programs further from launch.

Lesson 2: Building up awareness of and trust in basic needs supports requires sustained outreach
through a wide variety of approaches. Colleges should be leveraging proactive, systematic approaches to
outreach (e.g., embedded opportunities for screenings, referrals from other staff), as well as more-traditional
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outreach approaches (e.g., tabling, emails, website), to promote support services. It may take some time for
programs and case managers to build the awareness and trust needed for consistent take-up of services, as
there are substantial barriers due to stigma around use of basic needs services. Experimental studies often
limit broad outreach around interventions and suppress awareness and take-up, and researchers should care-
fully consider how to minimize barriers to outreach and ensure that interventions are salient to treatment
students.

Lesson 3: Although proactive outreach informing a broad population of students about basic needs
support may be valuable, colleges may want to focus programs with time-intensive supports—such as
public benefit application support and case management—on a smaller subset of students. Identifying
which students require basic needs supports and are willing to use the supports can be challenging. College
staff face barriers in access to data that allow them to identify which students most need support, and they
often turn to simple intake forms and conversations with students, which may be the best way to target ser-
vices. We had access to uniquely detailed baseline data that allowed us to identify students based on level of
need, and narrower criteria for our sample may have helped increase rates of take-up by ensuring that the
efforts focused on students who were most likely to need and benefit from the supports. Research studies
should carefully consider the overall population and which students might benefit most from more-intensive
basic needs support. Experimental studies that require sufficient take-up to ensure efficacy may benefit from
focusing on those most likely to use supports.

Lesson 4: Postsecondary institutions may want to focus on offering basic needs services that are quick
and accessible for students and staff to use and directly connect students to resources. Students who are
struggling with basic needs are likely to be working and juggling a variety of responsibilities and may be
enrolled in college for only a semester or two. Helping individuals with public benefits applications can be a
long process that requires an interview and verification of documents, and it may be months before a student
receives support. More-direct financial and food supports (e.g., emergency aid, free and reduced-price lunch)
may be easier to deliver and more effective for meeting urgent needs. But many colleges continue to view
public application support and community resource referrals as a valuable component of their broader vari-
ety of services. Most college staff and students viewed Single Stop’s portal as accessible, but some case man-
agers reported that the 20-minute screener may not be feasible for busy students. Experienced case managers
might have quicker ways to assess likely Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program and Medicaid eligibility
and could then immediately jump directly into helping students fill out applications. And although colleges
were interested in providing case management to students, many already had technology to support case
management, and were frustrated that their existing systems could not integrate with Single Stop. Assessing
the accessibility of interventions to students and staff should be an important part of identifying barriers to
take-up and implementation.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Many U.S. college students are unable to meet their basic needs and struggle to secure regular food and hous-
ing. A 2023 national survey found that nearly one-quarter of college students are food insecure, and 8 per-
cent are experiencing homelessness (Goldrick-Rab, 2023). Basic needs insecurity has negative implications
for the physical and mental health of college students (Broton, Mohebali, and Lingo, 2022; Bruening et al.,
2018; Eisenberg et al., 2016; El Zein et al., 2017; Knol et al., 2017; Martinez et al., 2020). Food and housing
insecurity can also pose a threat to such academic outcomes as grades (Maroto, Snelling, and Linck, 2015;
Martinez et al., 2020), persistence, and completion (Broton, 2017; Leung et al., 2021). Individuals with college
credentials earn more wages than those who do not have college credentials (e.g., Belfield and Bailey, 2017;
Carnevale, Rose, and Cheah, 2013; Oreopoulos and Petronijevic, 2013), and dropout rates from college are
higher for low-income students (e.g., Engle and Tinto, 2008; Hardy and Marcotte, 2020). Without sufficient
financial and wraparound supports to ensure that low-income college students can meet their basic needs,
these students may be likely to end up in a persistent state of poverty.

Colleges across the United States have recognized the importance of helping to meet the basic needs of
their students and are increasingly providing support to students in the form of emergency aid, food pan-
tries, and assistance with public benefits (e.g., Hickey, Brown, and Fiagbor, 2023; Kentucky Council on Post-
secondary Education, 2023; Nix et al., 2021; Tennessee Higher Education Commission, 2023). Such states as
California and Oregon have passed legislation to establish basic needs support centers and fund staff who can
help college students navigate public benefit programs and other resources that may be available in the com-
munity (Bouabibsa, 2022; Powell, 2021). During the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic, large
federal investments that were directed to colleges and students through the Higher Education Emergency
Relief Funding program helped colleges to build internal staff capacity and expanded the emergency aid and
tuition support that colleges could offer students (Klempin et al., 2024; Sarica, Monahan, and Anderson,
2023).

Single Stop is a U.S. nonprofit organization that offers U.S. colleges a program to help students achieve
economic security. More than 70 postsecondary institutions across the country have used the Single Stop
program since it was first developed in 2009. Colleges offering the program pay for a Single Stop license,
which provides access to an online platform that offers students direct support with basic needs and case
management capabilities for college staff. Single Stop’s national office provides the college staff with Single
Stop platform training, technical assistance, and integration with other supports (e.g., emergency aid, hous-
ing support), as well as additional outreach approaches, to create a one-stop shop for students who seek sup-
ports. Single Stop’s online platform offers a screener that assesses eligibility for the Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program (SNAP), sometimes referred to as food stamps, and Medicaid through a series of ques-
tions and information on state and federal requirements. College staff help populate a search tool within
the Single Stop platform with community resources and external partners to whom students can reach out
for various types of support (e.g., food pantries, legal services). College staff then leverage case management
capabilities within the Single Stop platform to follow up with students, ensure that they are connected to
resources, and track the resources they receive.
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Two studies found that when some colleges rolled out Single Stop and made it accessible to their entire
campus, students who interacted with Single Stop were more academically successful than similar students
who did not interact with Single Stop (Daugherty, Johnston, and Berglund, 2020; Zhu, Harnett, and Scuello,
2018). However, a different study did not find evidence of more positive outcomes for Single Stop users
(Daugherty and Berglund, 2018). In these studies, it is hard to account for unobservable differences between
the students who seek out the Single Stop office and engage with the case managers and tool and those who
do not. Many students do not have the time, information, and motivation to seek out Single Stop, and these
“unobserved” characteristics (i.e., characteristics that we cannot measure) are likely to be related to academic
outcomes. In addition, differences in take-up and outcomes varied widely across colleges, suggesting that the
context and how the tool is implemented may play a role in whether colleges see better outcomes for students
who interact with Single Stop.

To build more-rigorous evidence on the Single Stop program and assess its efficacy and implementation
across different contexts, we designed a randomized controlled trial. In the spring and fall semesters of 2021,
we recruited students from ten colleges across Colorado and North Carolina into the study, collected rich
baseline survey data from students, and randomized half of the students into a treatment group. Students
in the treatment group received immediate access to the Single Stop tool, personalized outreach from a case
manager through emails and sometimes text messages, and monthly emails from a case manager to encour-
age the use of Single Stop and the case management support. We examined take-up of the program and out-
comes through Single Stop system data, administrative data, and a follow-up survey of students.

We found that take-up of the program was low—only 12.7 percent of students assigned to the Single
Stop group opting to complete the screener and only 0.9 percent following up with case managers to receive
additional support. While screening rates were comparable with those of other colleges that are newly imple-
menting Single Stop, students at other colleges typically engage more deeply with the case management sup-
ports. The ongoing support and connection to resources that case managers offer are essential to Single
Stop’s model; being screened for public benefits eligibility (i.e., an informational strategy) alone is unlikely
to be sufficient to connect students to the resources they need and support their academic success. We see
low take-up as evidence that Single Stop did not reach students as intended and did not deliver a meaningful
intervention, and we do not see our outcome findings as evidence of the effects of a successful implementa-
tion of the Single Stop program.

In this report, we unpack several factors that may have contributed to low take-up. We may have delivered
services too broadly and could have focused more narrowly on the set of students who are most likely to need
supports. The colleges were new to implementing the program and had varied success with implementation
(e.g., one of the colleges dropped out of the study midway, and many struggled to implement the key services).
We limited outreach approaches for the purpose of the study. Finally, the COVID-19 pandemic changed the
context in ways that likely hindered college implementation and student take-up.

We start by providing additional background on the evidence around basic needs support, Single Stop
services, and the context for the study (Chapter 2). We then provide a brief overview of the design of the study
(Chapter 3). Our findings are broken into three chapters: Single Stop implementation (Chapter 4), student
take-up of Single Stop and student outcomes (Chapter 5), and factors that may have shaped the take-up of
college basic needs services (Chapter 6). We conclude with a discussion of the results and the major lessons
for the field regarding the delivery of basic needs support in college settings (Chapter 7).



CHAPTER 2

Background

Evidence on Basic Needs Support for College Students

Studies demonstrate that financial aid often falls short and does not cover all of the costs that college stu-
dents face (Walizer, 2018). There are a wide variety of federal, state, and local resources that college students
can access to support financial and basic needs, such as SNAP, public housing, food pantries, and nonprofit
providers of legal and tax services. However, many college students who are eligible for these resources are
not accessing them (Henry, 2017; Ringer, 2015; U.S. Government Accountability Office, 2024). Studies indi-
cate that institutional and community support services are often hard to navigate, and college students can
face challenges navigating the supports available and working through the administrative processes (Karp,
Hughes, and O’Gara, 2010; Nodine et al., 2012). In addition, the process of applying for public benefits is
time-consuming, and federal benefit programs, such as SNAP and Medicaid, have complex eligibility rules
for college students, leading to an inconsistent understanding of the rules among students and the college
and county staff supporting them (U.S. Government Accountability Office, 2024).

Colleges have taken various approaches to addressing basic needs and reducing the barriers students face
to accessing resources. Many colleges have scaled access to supports that rapidly deliver resources to college
students, such as food pantries and emergency aid (Bruening and Laska, 2023). According to the College and
University Food Bank Alliance, the number of colleges offering associated food pantries increased from 12 in
2012 to more than 800 in 2021 (Metti, 2021). Emergency aid expanded as a popular way of distributing basic
needs support to students through federal pandemic funding (Klempin et al., 2024). These support options
allow students to address temporary and occasional needs but may not be sufficient for students who are
facing persistent food and housing insecurity, medical needs, or other challenges.

To ensure a broader range of supports for student basic needs, some colleges offer assistance with SNAP
and Medicaid applications and are engaged in partnerships with local community providers to offer supple-
mental services and resources not available on campus (e.g., legal services, housing). Colleges are increasingly
using benefits hubs (i.e., “one-stop offices”) and case managers to coordinate case management and the deliv-
ery of basic needs supports, and states are providing funding to support these hubs (Bouabibsa, 2022; Cali-
fornia Community College Chancellor’s Office, 2024; Kentucky Council on Postsecondary Education, 2023;
Nix et al., 2021; Tennessee Higher Education Commission, 2023). Evidence suggests that basic needs centers
vary in how they are implemented across colleges, and some centers face issues with service underutiliza-
tion (e.g., Crutchfield and Maguire, 2019; Crutchfield et al., 2020) and compartmentalization (e.g., Tennessee
Higher Education Commission, 2023). A growing number of rubrics, guides, and research studies identify
promising approaches for college implementation of basic needs supports (e.g., Brey and Hodara, 2023; Cali-
fornia Community College Chancellor’s Office, 2024).

There is limited evidence so far on the effectiveness of basic needs hubs, and the few studies conducted so
far show mixed results. Amarillo College has served as a model, with a case study demonstrating that strong
leadership support, in-depth training and culture-building among staff, and easy-to-access resources and
services through the benefits hub and emergency aid program contributed to high-quality services for stu-
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dents (Goldrick-Rab and Cady, 2018). In a study of the efficacy of its care center, the college partnered with
researchers to nudge students to the services through emails (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2021). Individuals receiv-
ing the nudges were twice as likely as those who did not receive the nudges to visit the center at least once. In
addition, students who received the nudges were slightly more likely to complete developmental education,
though they did not see differences in grade point average or credit accumulation. A similar study with text
messages to students at Dallas College led to small increases in the use of emergency aid and outreach to
navigators (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2022) but no statistically significant findings on educational impacts. The
timing of the text nudges (during the COVID-19 pandemic) and the college setting may have contributed to
the smaller impacts in the Dallas College study.

College basic needs centers can leverage a wide range of technology tools to support their work by screen-
ing students for benefits, providing information on resources, and facilitating case management support.
Amarillo College and Dallas College used existing case management systems and supports and did not
adopt new technology to deliver services (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2021; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2022). Single Stop’s
tool and the broader program are discussed in detail in the next chapter; the program is unique in the col-
lege market in its abilities to screen students for public benefits based on tailored state-level eligibility infor-
mation and offer a search capability for broader resources. FindHelp is another tool that some colleges have
adopted, consisting of a search toolbar for community resources. Research indicates that students who used
FindHelp in North Carolina community colleges outperformed similar students in the same colleges who
did not use the tool (Mulhern et al., 2023). However, relatively few students across the colleges used Find-
Help, and colleges that offered the tool did not see improved academic outcomes relative to those that did
not offer the tool (Mulhern et al., 2023). Some states (including Colorado) are now allowing college staff to
leverage the state’s SNAP application systems to more directly support student applications and case man-
agement (Daugherty et al., forthcoming).

Single Stop as a Basic Needs Program

Single Stop was initially created in 2001 to provide low-income individuals with public benefits application
support through community-based organizations in New York City (Daugherty, Johnston, and Berglund,
2020; Goldrick-Rab, Broton, and Frank, 2014). In 2009, Single Stop and the City University of New York
(CUNY) partnered to open the first college-based Single Stop program (Daugherty, Johnston, and Berglund,
2020; Goldrick-Rab, Broton, and Frank, 2014). Since then, Single Stop leadership reports that more than 70
two-year and four-year colleges across the United States have used Single Stop to support their basic needs ser-
vices. In its earlier years, the Single Stop program often included heavy consulting services around the design
and centralization of a suite of basic needs services within the college (e.g., legal, financial) into a “one-stop
shop,” though colleges varied in how they implemented the program (Daugherty, Johnston, and Berglund,
2020; Goldrick-Rab, Broton, and Frank, 2014; Zhu, Harnett, and Scuello, 2018). Our interviews with Single
Stop national office staff suggest that, by the time this study began, the organization had slimmed down its
training and support around capacity-building and case management practices and primarily focused on
supporting Single Stop as a technology product.

To provide the Single Stop program to students, colleges purchase a license from Single Stop; study col-
leges and state and system partners reported to us that these licenses averaged $23,000 per year per college. In
addition to providing college staff with access to the online platform, the licensing fee provides colleges with
eight hours of training for two core staff members, ongoing technical assistance, and periodic consulting ses-
sions to discuss data on outcomes and implementation. The training offers some guidance on suggested out-
reach approaches and case management, but it primarily focuses on staff use of the tool. The Single Stop tool
has three main features: (1) a screener that assesses student eligibility for SNAP and Medicaid, (2) a search
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tool for community resources, and (3) a case management system that allows college staff using the tool to
track data on the students they interact with and follow up with these students to ensure that they receive
supports. Single Stop does not provide specific guidance on staffing; some colleges hire dedicated staff to
manage Single Stop as a new program, while others adopt the tool for existing staff to use along with other
resources. Single Stop also recommends that colleges offer tax services as a low-stigma way to bring students
in the door, and provides access to a separate online training provider for tax assistance.

There are mixed findings on the outcomes for Single Stop users and similar non-users from prior stud-
ies. A study examining Single Stop offices at CUNY, Delgado College, Miami Dade College, and Bunker Hill
Community College found that average rates of one-year persistence for Single Stop users were 3 percentage
points higher than for students who did not use Single Stop at those colleges (Daugherty, Johnston, and Ber-
glund, 2020). Estimates for CUNY—Single Stop’s inaugural college site—were particularly large. Subgroup
analysis suggests that adult learners, independent students, and students of color who used Single Stop had
bigger improvements in academic outcomes than younger students, dependent students, and White students
(Daugherty, Johnston, and Berglund, 2020). A second study conducted at the Community College of Phila-
delphia also found that Single Stop users were more likely to persist in college than similar students who did
not use Single Stop (Zhu, Harnett, and Scuello, 2018). However, a study that examined four colleges in North
Carolina found null impacts (Daugherty and Berglund, 2018). These studies are limited in that they cannot
account for the unobservable differences between those who do and do not choose to access supports within
a college (e.g., motivation, overall level of financial need).

Implementation research on Single Stop suggests that colleges deliver the program in varying ways. For
example, some Single Stop sites offered legal services and financial education, while others did not (Daugh-
erty, Johnston, and Berglund, 2020; Goldrick-Rab, Broton, and Frank, 2014). Sites varied in terms of their
practices for broadly or narrowly screening students and in terms of their attentiveness to tracking data
(Goldrick-Rab, Broton, and Frank, 2014). Many colleges started small, with marketing and outreach (e.g.,
tabling and handing out fliers, sharing at faculty meetings), and relied on students to self-identify and actively
seek out Single Stop’s services.

Take-up of Single Stop varied across colleges in these prior studies. One study examined Single Stop
across nine college campuses that had been implementing the program and found that Single Stop programs
across most of the colleges were serving approximately 8 to 14 percent of the colleges’ student populations
in a single academic year, though there were a few outlier colleges that reached many more students, such
as Bunker Hill Community College (25 percent of students served) and CUNY Hostos Community College
(42 percent of students served) (Daugherty, Johnston, and Berglund, 2020). Another study, which looked at
newly implemented programs in four North Carolina community colleges, found overall take-up rates of
2 percent; campus take-up rates ranged from 1 percent to 14 percent (Daugherty and Berglund, 2018). The
majority of the students who interacted with Single Stop in these prior studies had received case manage-
ment support (e.g., application assistance, referrals) or tax services in addition to completing the screener for
public benefits (Daugherty, Johnston, and Berglund, 2020; Daugherty and Berglund, 2018; Zhu, Harnett, and
Scuello, 2018). Single Stop’s national office views the screener as an entry point to services but encourages
colleges to track and ensure that students are receiving additional support beyond the screener.

Drawing on discussions with Single Stop leadership and a preexisting rubric for Single Stop site evalua-
tion, we identified five core components that were viewed as critical to high-quality implementation (Single
Stop, participant case management data files, 2023). To effectively implement the tool, colleges must conduct
(1) broad marketing and outreach to ensure that students access the services, (2) assess student needs through
screening and case management, (3) offer a robust portfolio of services, (4) connect students to benefits and
services, and (5) integrate the program deeply into the institution (e.g., by having an on-site location, leader-
ship support). We discuss these core components in greater detail later in the report.
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Colleges Participating in the Study

In 2019, RAND and Single Stop partnered to design the study. Single Stop was planning an expansion into
additional colleges in Colorado and North Carolina, and the Colorado Department of Higher Education,
the Colorado Community College System (CCCS), and the North Carolina Community College System
(NCCCS) were willing to support RAND in recruiting colleges for the study. The participating Colorado
colleges volunteered for the study and were among the first colleges in the state to adopt the program. North
Carolina colleges have been implementing Single Stop since October 2015 (Daugherty and Berglund, 2018),
and NCCCS picked a cohort of colleges from among those that had not yet implemented the program to par-
ticipate in the study.

In Colorado, four of the participating colleges were community colleges, and one was a university
(Figure 2.1). In North Carolina, all of the participating colleges were community colleges. The sites varied
widely in their characteristics. The sample included large and small colleges and colleges in urban, suburban,
and rural areas. The student populations across the institutions varied in terms of age, race and ethnicity, and
Pell Grant receipt. We provide detailed institution-level information on our study institutions in Table B.1 of
the online Technical Annex that accompanies this report.

The context for basic needs services also varied widely across institutions. Some institutions had never
provided any type of basic needs support and were adopting Single Stop to get started with this work. Other
institutions had a single staff member and a limited set of services and were hoping to use Single Stop to
provide more structure to these services. And some institutions had relatively robust existing case manage-
ment services and were adopting Single Stop as an additional tool to increase the capacity of the team to serve
students. We discuss variation in college implementation further in Chapter 4, and we provide a detailed
college-by-college description of context and implementation in Appendix C of the online Technical Annex.

FIGURE 2.1
Settings of Participating Colleges

Colorado North Carolina Student Characteristics
(Ranges Across All Colleges)

Student 1,500 to 18,000+
enrollment undergraduate students

Financial aid 25% to 58% of students
receipt received Pell Grants

Student 33% to 63% were
demographics students of color

Adult 14% to 48% were age
learners 25 and older
College Locations College Types
3 towns 2 large suburbs 9 community colleges (4 in Colorado and 5 in North Carolina)
3 midsize cities 2 midsize suburbs 1 university (in Colorado)

SOURCE: Institute of Education Sciences, database, undated.
NOTE: See Table B.1 in the online Technical Annex for detailed statistics on our ten study colleges.
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Study Timing and the COVID-19 Pandemic

The study took place during the COVID-19 pandemic. This timing led to some changes in context that may
have affected the rollout of Single Stop in our study colleges and the findings of the study. Systems and col-
leges first signed letters of support in summer 2019, and the study was funded in July 2020. Study planning
took place between June and December 2020, at the height of the pandemic, and we launched randomiza-
tion in January and February 2021, when all colleges across both states were delivering most instructional
and support services virtually. Most of the campuses had returned to some in-person services by fall 2021,
but colleges were also still delivering a substantial portion of their instruction and support services virtually.

Supported by federal Higher Education Emergency Relief Funding, colleges greatly increased their capac-
ity to provide basic needs support, mental health support, and technology access during the pandemic (Klem-
pin et al., 2024; Sarica, Monahan, and Anderson, 2023). Colleges had large amounts of funding to distribute
to students quickly, and evidence suggests that colleges distributed funds in ways that could broadly reach
students who may have been facing financial need with minimal administrative burden, such as emergency
aid and tuition and fee balance payments (Klempin et al., 2024; Sarica, Monahan, and Anderson, 2023). Tech-
nology access and housing support were areas in which colleges saw particular increases in support from fed-
eral pandemic funding (Klempin et al., 2024). Federal pandemic funding resources may have helped to sup-
port institutional capacity to roll out basic needs centers and support methods, such as Single Stop. But the
funding also increased the direct financial support that students were receiving, which may have decreased
student need for and interest in pursuing longer-term, administratively burdensome efforts, such as seeking
out support with SNAP and Medicaid applications.

In addition to the infusion of federal aid, at least two other factors may have affected the rollout of Single
Stop during the pandemic. First, given the many concerns facing leadership and staff (e.g., health and safety,
online instruction), colleges may have had competing priorities and more-limited capacity to launch and
staff new programs. Second, the delivery of instruction and support was primarily electronic during this
period, which shifted the way students communicated with school staff and accessed resources. Students may
have been overwhelmed with the flow of information and resources coming to them from schools, limiting
the salience of communication about any particular initiative or support.



CHAPTER 3

Study Approach

The aim of the study was to rigorously assess the implementation and efficacy of the Single Stop interven-
tion through an experimental design. We describe this study design and the wide range of data sources we
collected during the five-year study. Ultimately, the take-up of the program was too low to assess the efficacy
of the intervention. We leverage our study data to explore some of the reasons for low take-up and identify
lessons learned for improved delivery of basic needs supports like Single Stop. In this chapter, we give a brief
overview of the study design and the key data sources and measures used in this report, while a more detailed
description of our study approach can be found in Appendix A of the online Technical Annex.

Research Design and Samples

Recruitment for the study took place in the spring and fall of 2021 (Figure 3.1). At each of our ten study col-
leges, we primarily recruited students through common first-year college courses (English composition and
student success courses). In the first few weeks of each term, classroom instructors distributed information
on the study opportunity and the link to the online survey as a voluntary class assignment through Canvas,
emails, and other common methods of distributing information to students about classroom documents and
activities. Our recruitment numbers were somewhat lower than expected during the spring 2021 semester,
and feedback from college staff about the recruitment approach raised concerns that we were missing older,
independent learners. In fall 2021, we worked with colleges to broaden access to the study and to Single Stop.
Colleges in Colorado distributed the study and baseline survey opportunity by email and text message to all
undergraduate enrollees, and colleges in North Carolina distributed the opportunity by email and text mes-
sage to Pell Grant-receiving undergraduate enrollees.

Students who clicked on the link completed a consent form and then a 15-minute online survey. Each stu-
dent who completed the survey received a $20 Amazon gift card. Overall, a total of 9,983 students completed
the survey across the two semesters and ten colleges. Students who did not signal any indication of financial or
basic needs on survey questions were screened out of the target group for the study (14 percent of respondents),
leaving 8,628 students in our sample for randomization. We randomized approximately half of the students to
the treatment group (4,371) and randomized the other half to the control group (4,257).

Students randomized to the control group received a message in the survey portal thanking them for their
study participation. Students in the control group had access to any existing supports previously offered by
the colleges and community but were not informed about Single Stop. Students randomized to the treatment
group received a message in the survey portal that said, “Congratulations, you are eligible to access Single
Stop,” and were provided a brief description of the services offered and a link to enter the Single Stop portal.
Students who chose to click on the link could immediately begin using the resources offered in the tool (i.e.,
complete the benefits screener, search local community resources). Case managers then provided immedi-
ate and ongoing follow-up support by email, text message, or phone call to offer support to the students and
provide information about the different resources available. The guidance to colleges specified that case



Study Approach

FIGURE 3.1
The Study Recruitment and Randomization Process

Recruitment ‘
Spring, fall 2021: Fall 2021:

Survey link sent to students
in first-year courses
(English, student success)

Survey link sent to all
undergraduate enrollees (CO)
or Pell Grant-eligible
enrollees (NC)

Surve\_(, sample 9,983 students consented and were
selection surveyed

14% screened out, had no
indicators of financial or basic needs

8,628 students were randomized

Randomization 4,371 students (50.7%)

assigned to treatment group
and received immediate
screener access, personalized
follow-up from case manager,
monthly emails

4,257 students (49.3%)
assigned to control group and
received usual supports

NOTE: CO = Colorado; NC = North Carolina.

managers should provide personalized outreach at least one time to each student in the treatment group (or
their caseload of students). We then instructed case managers to provide email outreach to the entire treat-
ment group at least monthly to remind the students of Single Stop’s resources and other basic needs support
available at the college; we provided specific examples of messages that college staff could send. Case man-
agers were asked not to deny any students services, meaning that control students should be served if they
somehow learned about Single Stop. But, given that Single Stop outreach was limited to a systematic, tightly
controlled process for the purposes of the study, few control students learned about or accessed Single Stop
services.

In Table 3.1, we show the characteristics for our full set of survey respondents, and we compare treatment
with control group averages to examine differences. Overall, our survey population was more heavily female
(66 percent), and approximately half were students of color (52 percent). Most survey respondents held a high
school diploma (90 percent), and a large majority planned to earn a degree (77 percent). A sizable portion of
students were parents (26 percent), and many students were working 20 hours or more per week (40 percent).

We found that treatment and control students were similar across most of our measures, although we
did find a statistically significant difference in whether students held a degree at baseline (6 percent of con-
trol students versus 5 percent of treatment students). Compared with the overall set of survey respondents,
those assigned to treatment and control groups were more likely to have indicators of need (e.g., low-income,
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TABLE 3.1
Characteristics of the Study Sample

p-Value for
Baseline Variable All Respondents (%) Treatment (%) Control (%) Difference
Female 66.4 68.4 67.3 0.327
White 48.0 45.8 46.7 0.399
Black 21.2 22.6 22.3 0.808
Asian 4.5 4.5 4.2 0.554
Hispanic 18.9 19.4 19.5 0.926
Other race 7.4 7.8 7.3 0.372
High school diploma 90.1 90.2 89.9 0.710
Expected degree: certification 7.6 7.4 75 0.864
Expected degree: associate’s 62.1 63.8 63.0 0.417
Expected degree: bachelor’s 14.8 14.6 15.0 0.643
Parent 25.8 27.6 26.3 0.209
Married 15.3 15.5 15.4 0.919
Works 20+ hours per week 40.2 41.3 41.3 0.946
Household income less than $20,000 27.0 29.2 28.9 0.707
Pell Grant recipient 36.4 39.9 41.5 0.128
Has a degree at baseline 4.8 5.0 6.0 0.037*
Difference in Mean
All Respondents Treatment Control p-Value
Age 25.9 26.1 26.0 0.391
Credit hours earned: most recent 7.8 7.8 7.8 0.987
baseline semester
Cumulative credit hours earned at 13.5 131 13.8 0.095

baseline

SOURCES: Based on RAND baseline student survey, 2021.

NOTE: The “All Respondents” column includes 1,355 individuals who were screened out prior to randomization because they indicated no financial
or basic needs on the baseline survey.

* Statistically significant at 0.05.

Pell Grant recipient, parent), given that we screened 14 percent of students out of our study sample based on
financial and basic needs indicators.

We can compare the characteristics of our survey respondents with data collected by the National Center
for Education Statistics on college student populations to assess the representativeness of the sample of base-
line survey respondents (see Table B.1 in the online Technical Annex for data on all undergraduate enrollees
at our study colleges). Our respondents looked somewhat similar to the overall population of enrollees at
the study colleges but were slightly more likely to be female (66 percent of respondents versus 59 percent of
all enrollees in fall 2021), slightly less likely to be White (48 percent of respondents versus 53 percent of all
enrollees), and somewhat less likely to report being a Pell Grant recipient (36 percent versus 41 percent of all
enrollees) (Institute of Education Sciences, undated).
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Data and Measures

We collected data from a wide range of sources to evaluate the implementation and impacts of the program
(Table 3.2). As noted above, students completed a 15-minute online survey prior to randomization. We used
the survey to capture background characteristics, use of services, public benefit program participation, and
nonacademic outcomes. Given that baseline survey completion was required prior to randomization, all stu-
dents in the randomized sample had baseline survey data.

We also conducted a follow-up survey one year after randomization. The follow-up survey was similar
to the baseline survey but included more content on Single Stop experiences and left off some background
questions that did not vary over time. We sent the follow-up survey by email and text message to all students
who completed the baseline survey and again provided $20 gift cards to respondents. Response rates for the

TABLE 3.2
Data Sources and Key Measures for the Study

Data Source

Key Measures

College administrative data
We used longitudinal semester-level data files for all enrollees at
the nine community colleges in the study.

Single Stop case management data

We used case management data from Single Stop’s data
system, which tracks student interactions via codes and notes
fields.

Student baseline and follow-up surveys

We conducted baseline surveys of students who agreed to
participate in the study across the ten participating colleges
prior to randomization. We conducted follow-up surveys with all
of the students in our randomized sample 12 months after the
baseline survey.

Interviews with students

We recruited interviewees through the survey, and we
oversampled students in our data who were identified as Single
Stop users.

Interviews with staff and leadership
We conducted separate interviews with site staff and leadership
at each of the colleges in spring 2021 and fall 2021.2

Site surveys and documents
We collected site surveys from each of the participating
colleges in spring 2021 and fall 2021.

Single Stop interviews and documents

We conducted interviews with Single Stop staff and collected
all training documentation and guidance that Single Stop staff
provide to participating colleges in summer 2021.

Student demographics: race/ethnicity, gender, age
Educational outcomes: enrollment, persistence,
credit accumulation, completion of a degree or
certificate

Interaction with Single Stop: any interaction,
completed screener, received case management
support

Basic needs insecurity: food, housing, financial
insecurity (see Appendix A of the online Technical
Annex for a full description)

Use of public services: SNAP, Medicaid

Use of college resources: support with public
benefits applications, food pantry, advising
Perceptions related to college: sense of belonging,
college supportive environment

Student characteristics: income, parental education
Randomization status: treatment or control

Knowledge of Single Stop: awareness, how
students learned about it, services provided
Experiences with Single Stop: services used
Perceived value of Single Stop: whether needed,
why beneficial

Inputs: staffing, training, organization

Fidelity measures: services offered, confirmation of
benefits

Facilitators and barriers: leadership support,
staffing capacity, external partners

Inputs: staffing, training, organization

Fidelity measures: outreach efforts, services
offered, integration

Facilitators and barriers: leadership support,
staffing capacity, external partners

Inputs: training, recommendations on staffing,
support provided to colleges around set-up
Core components: guidelines for program delivery

2 We did not collect fall 2021 interviews with the college that dropped out of the study midway through because it was no longer participating in

the study activities.

1
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follow-up survey were 45 percent on average and ranged from 38 percent to 55 percent across nine of the col-
leges. A single low outlier of a 19-percent response rate was from the tenth campus, which dropped out of the
study early and failed to implement the program with fidelity. In Table B.5 of the online Technical Annex, we
present attrition information for the various analyses presented below that use these data sources.

We drew on student-level records from the community college systems and Single Stop case management
data for information on student characteristics and educational outcomes. The match rate of our survey data
to community college system administrative data was 98 percent for North Carolina community colleges
and 94 percent for Colorado community colleges. We did not receive administrative data from the one four-
year college, so our community colleges are the only ones included in our analysis of education outcomes,
resulting in an overall attrition rate of 14 percent. The systems both had access to national college enrollment
data through the National Student Clearinghouse (which includes 99 percent of all U.S. postsecondary insti-
tutions), so we were able to examine enrollment and completion across institutions. We examined one-year
outcomes across three measures: persistence (at any institution), completion (at any institution), and accu-
mulated college credits (at study institutions).

To assess take-up of Single Stop, we drew on case management data that included information on the ser-
vices students received from Single Stop. These data came from the Single Stop portal and fed into a database
maintained by the national Single Stop office. These data were available for all individuals who interacted
with case managers or the Single Stop program and provided identifying information, including treatment
and control students. Using our student baseline and follow-up survey data, we were also able to examine
self-reported use of Single Stop, other college-provided basic needs support services, and public benefits pro-
grams, such as SNAP and Medicaid.

To assess implementation, we first reviewed Single Stop trainings and informational documents and con-
ducted one interview with Single Stop staff at their national office. We also fielded site surveys with each col-
lege in each semester and conducted 38 interviews with case managers and leadership across the two semes-
ters. And finally, we conducted 87 interviews across the two semesters with a sample of treatment and control
students to learn about their experiences and use of basic needs services. Additional details on the types of
interviewees can be found in the online Technical Annex. We identified a set of codes to assess our interview
data prior to analysis but also allowed for the identification of new codes that emerged from our data. We lev-
eraged this coding process to assess themes in the data regarding how the program was implemented, barri-
ers to and facilitators of implementation, and student needs and perspectives on college basic needs supports.

We established a set of 14 fidelity measures that aligned with Single Stop’s key implementation compo-
nents and measured fidelity in each semester. These measures are described in greater detail in the next
chapter and in the online Technical Annex. We leveraged site surveys, interviews, and documents that were
systematically collected from each of the ten colleges in the spring and fall 2021 semesters to assess fidelity.
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CHAPTER 4

Implementation of Single Stop Across Study
Colleges

The way in which programs are implemented can play a critical role in driving student take-up of services and
the likelihood that the supports are effective. We start by discussing how Single Stop was implemented for the
study, including how components of our study’s implementation differed from the traditional approach to
implementation. We then describe the fidelity of implementation of Single Stop across our ten study colleges
and conclude with a discussion of barriers to and facilitators of implementation.

Core Components of Single Stop for the Study

For the most part, the preparation for Single Stop and the core components of implementation in the study
colleges were similar to the traditional Single Stop model when implemented across colleges outside the study
setting. Colleges sign contracts with the national Single Stop office, staff the program with a case manager
or two (often part-time, with varying professional backgrounds and positions), complete training, receive
a license for the online Single Stop portal, and establish a plan for providing outreach to students to begin
encouraging screening, case management services, and tax services. Colleges establish external and internal
relationships for case management support options and expand the list of resources that could be included in
the Single Stop search tool. Single Stop staff provide outreach to students to inform them about the services,
encourage students to complete the screener, offer support with public benefit applications and tax services,
provide case management, and confirm benefits.

We made a few important changes to the recommended outreach and screening approaches for the pur-
poses of the study (Table 4.1). Typically, Single Stop recommends that its college partners use a variety of

TABLE 4.1
Differences Between the Traditional Single Stop Model and the Study Model

Core Component Traditional Single Stop Model Differences for the Study

Broad outreach  Range of approaches (e.g., emails, classroom Outreach limited to homework assignment and
visits, tabling, peer word-of-mouth, staff trainings, periodic email, text message, and phone call
within-college referrals) follow-up from case manager

Needs Students who seek out support complete screener, More students screened (because of the

assessment discuss needs with case managers proactive approach rather than only responding

to those seeking supports)

Robust portfolio  Sites offer application support, provide tax services, and No differences

of services make referrals to five or more partners

Connection to Case managers provide information, referrals, No differences

resources application support for public benefits, and tax refunds

Integration On-site location, leadership support, institutional Colleges may have been less willing or able to

integration (e.g., budget, strategic goals), combined with integrate because of randomization
other basic needs supports
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outreach approaches, including tabling and posting fliers in highly trafficked areas, sending out campuswide
electronic communications, training staff and faculty and building up a referral network, spreading the word
through peer referrals, and putting information in syllabi. Even with this broad set of outreach approaches,
colleges implementing Single Stop services often took time to build up awareness of services, and many
sites reached a relatively small portion of the overall population in the early years of implementation (e.g.,
Daugherty and Berglund, 2018; Zhu, Harnett, and Scuello, 2018). Outside the study setting, students fre-
quently completed screeners in person at the Single Stop offices after self-identifying or being referred to the
program. In other words, Single Stop sites and the national office focused more on a model of intensive case
management and delivery of resources to a smaller group of students who sought out services rather than
systematically screening students for public benefit eligibility across the campus.

Because of the experimental design, colleges participating in the study were asked not to adopt the broader
set of outreach strategies targeting all students during the study period, such as tabling in the food pantry,
getting faculty and adviser referrals, and attending campuswide events. This approach is common across
many experimental studies in which contamination (i.e., the control group receiving the intervention) is a
concern. Instead, we used a more systematic—but narrower—approach to outreach, in which students first
learned about Single Stop after completing the baseline survey as a voluntary homework assignment in first-
year courses (and later through electronic outreach to a broader set of students). Case managers then followed
up with proactive outreach to each student in the treatment group by email, text message, or phone call and
sent monthly emails to all treatment students to remind them of the services. Single Stop’s national office
had begun encouraging its college partners to consider promoting and administering screenings in orienta-
tions and early college courses as one possible outreach approach. Our randomized controlled trial offered an
opportunity for RAND and Single Stop to test this approach to outreach and screening.

Finally, Single Stop suggests that sites integrate the tool with other types of supports, such as the food
pantry, emergency aid, and housing supports. For the purposes of our study, we suggested that case manag-
ers actively promote food pantries and emergency aid in monthly newsletters and make connections with
other support offices to enhance their options for case management supports. However, there were some study
restrictions around integration. For example, setting up a table and resources on SNAP screenings at the food
pantry is one way colleges embed these supports, but it was not something that our ten study colleges were
permitted to do because broad advertising of supports in this way would reach both the control and treatment
students and therefore limit the contrast in access to basic needs supports for these two groups. We also heard
from several colleges that they were waiting to fully integrate supports, such as emergency aid, until after the
study was completed to limit which resources were being made available randomly to students. These core
components led to the development of 14 measures of implementation fidelity (Table 4.2).

Fidelity of Implementation

We assessed fidelity according to 14 measures across the five core components of Single Stop (Table 4.2).
Some of the measures were drawn directly from a Single Stop rubric that was being drafted by the national
office’s evaluation lead at the time of the study (e.g., Robust Portfolio of Services, Integration). But, as noted
earlier, we modified the delivery of some aspects of outreach and screening for the study schools, and the
fidelity measures related to these components were therefore unique to the study. For example, personalized
calls and monthly emails might be one approach to broad outreach, but referral, staff trainings, websites,
and other forms of outreach may also be important to capture as measures of fidelity to broad outreach. We
screened students broadly through an optional homework assignment in a first-year course, which is one way
of integrating Single Stop and conducting needs assessment, but not the only way.
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TABLE 4.2
Core Components and Fidelity Measures for Single Stop Implementation

Core Component Fidelity Measures

Broad outreach . An initial personalized call, email, and/or text from a case manager
. Monthly emails

. Email about tax services

wnN =

Needs assessment . Screener is provided as optional homework assignment

. Staff engage with students in person or virtually to assess needs

[N

Robust portfolio of 6. Site offers application support
services 7. Site offers tax services
8. Site has five or more referral partners
Connection to 9. Info is provided on available resources
resources 10. Case managers can move students through the application process to confirm benefits
Integration 11. Screening is integrated into core college course

12. Physical location
13. Perceived leadership support
14. Perceived integration (budget, strategic goals, staff, network, culture)

SOURCE: Features information from Single Stop, 2023.

NOTE: Measures in italics are those tied to study-specific aspects of implementation; these measures may differ from those used by colleges that
are implementing Single Stop with traditional outreach screening approaches.

The program was implemented with varying degrees of fidelity by the ten colleges across the study semes-
ters (Figure 4.1). Some colleges demonstrated improved fidelity in the second semester, but one college had to
drop out of the study because of insufficient capacity to support the work.

There were a few key areas in which colleges tended to struggle the most with fidelity. Most colleges strug-
gled to move students through the process of submitting a public benefits application and confirming bene-
fits because there were so few students who agreed to engage with case managers and use application support
services (one of our two Connection to Resources measures of fidelity). Several colleges chose not to offer tax
services (a Robust Portfolio of Services measure), and case managers reported that this was because these col-
leges already offered the services or because the case managers perceived the additional training required to
provide tax services as a barrier. Some colleges reported challenges establishing an on-site location, and some
colleges reported limited leadership support (both are Integration measures). Tables B.4 and Table B.5 in the
online Technical Annex provide fidelity scores by component, and we provide a detailed college-by-college
description of implementation in Appendix C of the online Technical Annex.

Factors That Helped and Hindered Implementation

Our site surveys and interviews with college staff and leadership suggest a range of different factors that
helped and hindered their ability to implement the program. In Table 4.3, we organize these facilitators and
barriers into four categories: (1) institutional support, (2) staffing, (3) program features, and (4) context. We
provide a description of each of these facilitators and barriers in this section.
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FIGURE 4.1
Fidelity of Implementation Scores by College and Semester

Bl Spring Semester 2021 Fall Semester 2021

14

12

0 | | | | I | | | |

College  College College College College College  College  College  College  College
A B C D E F G H | J

1

o

(o]

0]

Implementation Score

IN

N

SOURCE: Data for measuring fidelity were drawn from site surveys, site interviews, and site documentation across the 10 participating
colleges.
NOTE: Fidelity measures are described in Table 4.2 and in Section A of the online Annex.

Institutional Support

Colleges perceived strong leadership support as critical to helping implementation, but competing pri-
orities diminished leadership support and hindered implementation at some colleges. All of the colleges
in the study had some degree of leadership support, given that the colleges needed to opt into the study and
self-select into the opportunity, and many reported that this remained a key facilitator. However, the study
took place during the pandemic, when institutional leaders were required to deal with a variety of unforeseen
issues. And although many institutions did prioritize basic needs support during this time, their focus may
have been on strategies that could push resources out more quickly, such as emergency aid and food pantries.
Staff at several institutions reported that leadership support was limited because of the pandemic and com-
peting priorities, and they cited the lack of leadership as a barrier to successful implementation.

The funding that colleges received to support the program was useful in supporting colleges as they
launched the program. All of the colleges received the program at a discounted rate for participating in the
study. In addition, NCCCS identified funding to cover the costs of the program for all of the North Carolina
colleges participating in the study. College leadership and staff at several institutions reported that this fund-
ing was helpful in supporting the launch of their programs because they would not otherwise have been able
to cover Single Stop licensing costs. We did not specifically ask about the use of pandemic relief funding, and
none of the college leadership or staff members whom we interviewed mentioned pandemic relief funding as
being a source of support for the implementation of Single Stop.

Colleges viewed a robust set of internal basic needs supports as helpful to implementation, but broad
access to other sources of basic needs support during the pandemic may have diminished need for and
interest in Single Stop supports. Case managers across the colleges worked hard to build and maintain rela-
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TABLE 4.3

Facilitators and Barriers to Implementation

Category Factors That Helped Implementation Factors That Hindered Implementation
Institutional Leadership support for basic needs as a key Competing leadership priorities
support institutional priority Diminished need due to broad distribution of
Funding from various sources pandemic resources
Integration with other internal basic needs Hesitancy to fully integrate during randomized
resources study
Staffing Prior case management experience Insufficient staff capacity
Dedicated staff Slow hiring processes
Program Accessibility of the online platform for staff and Inability to integrate case management system
features students with other reporting systems
Training and help desk support provided by Administrative burden for students to screen
Single Stop (e.g., time, tracking down financial information)
Context External partnerships that provided case Limited external community partners in some

managers with additional support options

colleges’ regions

e Students receiving a lot of electronic
communication

tionships with other departments within the colleges (e.g., financial aid, mental health services) to ensure
that the colleges were aware of the other supports to which they could refer students and were building an
awareness among staff of the Single Stop program. Case managers reported that a broader set of supports
alongside Single Stop should facilitate implementation. We recommended that case managers promote food
pantries and emergency aid in outreach emails, and the case managers reported that these supports offered
valuable immediate support opportunities for the students with whom they interacted. However, these other
supports, such as food pantries and emergency aid, could be accessed outside Single Stop and usually were.
Colleges were looking to distribute pandemic relief funding quickly and broadly and to minimize adminis-
trative burden for staff and students, and distribution through a randomized study was not the most efficient
way to distribute those resources. Some students we interviewed reported that they did not need access to
Single Stop because they had received other types of financial support from the colleges recently (e.g., aid
from pandemic relief funding).

Staffing

College leadership and staff reported that having dedicated case managers with prior experience was
essential to the successful implementation of Single Stop. Colleges reported having more success launching
their programs when the intervention was supported by a dedicated full-time staff member (or two to three
part-time staff members) who had sufficient time to oversee the work. At colleges where case managers had
prior experience with case management and public benefits applications, these case managers reported that
prior experience working with students and their existing networks of internal and external partners was
valuable in supporting the successful launch of the tool and in providing case management support.

Some colleges were slow to hire staff or allocated staff to Single Stop who had other responsibilities
and did not have time for the work. Several colleges struggled to hire case managers in fall 2020 and spring
2021 as the COVID-19 pandemic slowed down already lengthy hiring processes. In addition, some colleges
allocated Single Stop responsibilities to staff on top of existing responsibilities, limiting their time for case
management and outreach. These colleges reported staffing to be a barrier.
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Program Features

Some colleges highlighted aspects of the Single Stop portal as useful and accessible, but other colleges
highlighted administrative burden for students and lack of case management system integration as bar-
riers. Staff across study colleges reported that the student interface was user-friendly and accessible for stu-
dents. However, a few case managers reported that the length of time required to complete the screener and
the amount of information required from students may have been barriers to completion for some students.
Staff across some colleges reported that the case management system was accessible and user-friendly, but
staff at several colleges were frustrated by the inability to integrate the platform with other student-tracking
systems at the college. Staff mentioned the need to track resources and services in particular ways (e.g., dis-
tribution of gas cards), and Single Stop did not have the capacity to conduct some of these reports. To address
these gaps, staff reported a need to record information in both the Single Stop system and a secondary system
during the study period, and two colleges reported plans to abandon use of the case management system
because of this interoperability burden and the need to track data in other systems.

College staff perceived Single Stop’s training, help desk, and other technology support as useful. Staff
across all of the colleges identified Single Stop’s initial training as being useful and important to supporting
successful implementation. Staff across several colleges also reported that the support offered by Single Stop
staff around the technology or other aspects of implementation was useful.

Context

Some colleges had strong external relationships with partners in the community and reported this net-
work as being essential to supporting case management resources, while others reported limited commu-
nity networks as being a barrier. Some of the variation in external partner networks was driven by the loca-
tion of the institution and the accessibility of supports in the region. For example, a suburban college whose
students mostly come from a single middle-income community will have more supports available than a
rural college and will have an easier time coordinating with partners than an urban college, whose students
are coming from several counties and the local community partners are coordinating with many colleges at
once. Case managers also played a major role in shaping their networks; those who had been working in the
community in related areas longer and had devoted more time to establishing external networks had more
options for student supports.

Staff and students reported that they were being flooded with online information about college
requirements and resources, particularly because of the shift to online learning during the pandemic.
Single Stop emphasizes an on-site office in an accessible location as essential to the effective delivery of the
program. But this was not possible during the pandemic, and case managers communicated with students
primarily by email and phone. Students were largely nonresponsive to the outreach offered, and most did not
engage with case managers. Evidence suggests that the outreach was not salient for students; few of our inter-
viewees and survey respondents remembered receiving outreach about Single Stop.

Summary

While our study retained many of Single Stop’s key components, it leveraged a different approach to outreach
from the typical approaches that Single Stop’s national office recommends. Our study outreach approach was
more systematic, as all students received information and offers to use Single Stop services through first-year
courses, personalized emails and texts, and monthly emails from case managers promoting services. But the
set of outreach approaches was narrower because we asked study colleges to limit other types of approaches
that Single Stop sites commonly use to promote the program (e.g., tabling, referrals from faculty).
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We measured fidelity to Single Stop’s key components and found that colleges implemented the pro-
gram with varying levels of fidelity. Fidelity improved for many colleges in the second semester, but one
college stopped implementing the program because of limited capacity. Several colleges chose not to offer
tax services, and colleges reported challenges moving students through benefits application processes and
confirming that students received programs. A few of the colleges struggled to get leadership support and
were slow to get programs staffed and launched, and the COVID-19 pandemic likely contributed to capacity
issues. College staff and leadership highlighted a variety of barriers to and facilitators of implementation that
included leadership support and funding, staffing, program design, and the external context (e.g., resources
available, the shift to online learning during the pandemic).
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CHAPTER 5

Student Take-Up and OQutcomes

In this chapter, we describe the take-up of Single Stop services and the outcomes we measured across Single
Stop users and non-users. Given low take-up rates and the inability of case managers to actively engage stu-
dents in accessing such core services as application support and tax services, we do not assert that the study
findings represent estimates of the impact of the Single Stop intervention.

Take-Up of Single Stop Services

Across our ten colleges, the percentage of our treatment group students who meaningfully interacted with
the Single Stop tool or case managers ranged from 0 percent to 17.8 percent (Figure 5.1). Most students who
interacted with Single Stop completed the screener but did not receive follow-up support from case manag-
ers with applications for public benefits, referrals, tax services, or other types of case management support.
Fewer than 1 percent of treatment students received more-extensive case management support, and these
students came primarily from Colleges A, G, and F. According to case managers, this case management was
typically a single conversation and possibly a referral to services, and relatively few students engaged with
case managers in multiple sessions or completed public benefits applications.

Our interviews with case managers suggest that the limited student engagement with Single Stop services
was not for lack of effort on the part of staff. Case managers reported repeated, personalized efforts to reach
out to students that were left unanswered. When case managers did reach students, they turned down ser-
vices for a wide range of stated reasons, including lack of time and limited need. Our discussions with stu-
dents suggest that they believed that basic needs services were valuable and important to offer, but students
had limited awareness of college resources and often could not recall offers of support that had been provided
to them by Single Stop case managers. In addition, most students we interviewed described reasons they per-
sonally did not need assistance from Single Stop. In some cases, students reported that they were accessing
benefits without college support and did not need assistance with public benefits application. Students also
reported receiving emergency aid and other supports that addressed their needs in the short term. Several
students reported that they did not need the services as much as others did, so they had held off on following
up, and other students reported that they had not followed up because of lack of time.

It is worth noting that screening rates in our colleges were comparable to rates seen in colleges with estab-
lished Single Stop programs, and somewhat higher than colleges that were newly implementing Single Stop.
For example, Daugherty, Johnston, and Berglund (2020) found take-up rates across colleges that had been
implementing Single Stop for several years that range from 8 percent to 14 percent, and Daugherty and Ber-
glund (2018) found take-up rates of 2 percent for newly implementing colleges. But under the traditional model,
many of the students served by Single Stop receive some sort of support beyond completing the screener, while
few study students received additional case management services. In other words, the Single Stop service that
students received was less robust than the typical engagement students have with Single Stop in colleges that
have scaled campus-wide. Completing the Single Stop screener may have provided a very minimal informa-
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tional service to students, but, without case management follow-up, it is likely that few of these students who
completed the screener and leveraged the search tool received any material resources that helped to alleviate
basic needs insecurity.

Basic needs supports often aim to address inequities for certain groups of students who might be particu-
larly likely to need and benefit from these supports. These include learners of color, adult learners (ages 25
and older), individuals with children, and the lowest-income individuals. In addition, the target population
of such support programs as Single Stop is those facing basic needs insecurity. In Figure 5.2, we show differ-
ences in Single Stop take-up rates (i.e., completing the Single Stop screener or receiving Single Stop case man-
agement services) among treatment group students for key subgroups. We found significantly higher rates
of Single Stop take-up among adult learners, parents, and students from low-income households. There were
few students receiving case management services across all subgroups, so differences in Single Stop take-up
are driven by differences in which students completed the screener. We did not find meaningful differences
in uptake of Single Stop services for students of color.

FIGURE 5.1
Rates of Single Stop Take-Up by Study College

All colleges 12.7 0.9
College H 17.5 0.3
All
College A 12.0 2.4 Completed screener
Received case management
College | 14.2 0.1
8 College E 13.6 Colorado
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8 College B 13.3 Received case management
>
o
?/2) College D 13.3 North Carolina
Completed screener
College J 12.9 0.2 )
Received case management
College G 10.4 1.9
College F | 341 8.2
CollegeC 0
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Percentage of treatment students

SOURCE: Based on data provided by Single Stop, 2023.

NOTE: The darker portion of the bars represents students who completed the screener and potentially used the Single Stop resources to
search for community resources but did not interact with a case manager to receive additional services. The lighter portion of the bars
and numbers to the right represent students who received some type of case management support, including a referral or, in a few cases,
application support. Very few students received tax services, so these students are also included in the case management portion of the
bars.
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FIGURE 5.2
Single Stop Take-Up Rates Among Subgroups
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SOURCES: Based on data provided by Single Stop, 2023; RAND baseline student survey, 2021.

NOTE: “Take-up” of Single Stop means that a treatment group student engaged with Single Stop by at least completing a screener.
Percentages are calculated as the fraction of the subgroup/comparison assigned to the treatment group who at least completed a Single
Stop screener. Baseline survey subgroup identifiers are missing for a small number of students. Adult learners are defined as students

25 years of age or older. Chi-square tests of independence of Single Stop take-up and subgroup membership were statistically significant
(p < 0.0001) for adult learner status, parental status, and household income.

Outcomes for Single Stop Users and Non-Users

We present the average outcomes for individuals who were and were not assigned to receive access to Single
Stop and follow-up from case managers in Table 5.1. We also provide estimates of whether there are statisti-
cally significant differences in outcomes for those who did and did not receive proactive outreach and access
to Single Stop. We used a cluster-adjusted generalized linear model, controlling for baseline survey and aca-
demic measures (see Table B.6 in the online Technical Annex for full logistic regression results). However,
given low levels of take-up across all campuses, we are cautious in asserting this as evidence informing effi-
cacy. Our interpretation is that Single Stop did not penetrate as a meaningful intervention for students.

We did not find any statistically significant differences between Single Stop users and non-users in self-
reported use of college services (e.g., public benefit support, tax services) or in self-reported participation in
public benefit programs (e.g., SNAP, Medicaid). We did not find any statistically significant impacts on food
and housing insecurity. We had hypothesized that, even if students were not taking up services, the offer of
services might increase student sense of belonging, but we did not see differences on this outcome measure.
We did not find any statistically significant differences in academic outcomes.
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TABLE 5.1
Outcomes by Treatment Status

Outcome Mean Treatment Mean Control p-Value
Cumulative credits, 1 year 11.3 10.7 0.114

Percentage

Treatment Percentage Control p-Value
Persistence, 1 year 52.3 50.9 0.539
Any degree, 1 year 11.5 10.4 0.166
Received referrals to other types of resources in the 4.4 3.6 0.749
community
Received public assistance program application support 5.0 51 0.763
Received emergency aid 17.8 17.5 0.619
Visited the on-campus food pantry 11.2 9.4 0.392
Applied for and received tax refunds 37.7 37.4 0.232
Applied for and received Medicaid 29.8 29.2 0.612
Applied for and received unemployment insurance 2.8 2.6 0.832
Applied for and received SNAP 19.5 20.3 0.741
Housing insecurity 49.3 43.4 0.402
Food insecurity 3541 33.5 0.911
Supportive environment 89.4 90.7 0.412
Sense of belonging 59.2 60.8 0.536

SOURCES: Based on CCCS, 2023; NCCCS, 2023; RAND baseline student survey, 2021; RAND follow-up student survey data, 2022.

NOTE: p-values are from a test of a difference in means or percentages from a cluster-adjusted, generalized linear model, controlling for baseline
survey and academic measures. Displayed means are unadjusted for baseline measures. 7 year means over the first study year. Persistence,

1 year means that the student was enrolled throughout the first study year. Any degree, 1 year means that the student completed a degree,
certificate, or diploma program within the first study year. Administrative data for educational outcomes was received for only nine of the ten
participating colleges. More than 7,400 observations were available for persistence and credit outcomes. Degree outcomes are based on 8,628
observations. Survey outcomes are based on between 3,527 and 3,922 observations, depending on the degree of missing item responses.

The p-values presented inform an intent-to-treat estimate of the intervention on each outcome. The lack of significance confirms that, with the
low take-up, most participants in both randomized groups did not experience the intervention. In studies in which noncompliance is present, an
instrumental variables estimator is often employed to estimate a local average treatment effect among those who complied (Angrist, Imbens, and
Rubin, 1996). However, in cases in which non-ignorable asymmetric noncompliance is present, these estimators have been demonstrated to be
biased and not recommended (Bang and Davis, 2006). For this study, noncompliance is asymmetric, occurring only through lack of take-up in the
treatment arm, and we cannot establish that lack of take-up was random. Thus, the instrumental variables estimator is not a reliable measure for
this study.

Summary

While some students accessed and completed the public benefits screener in the Single Stop portal (13.6 per-
cent), relatively few used the Single Stop supports in a meaningful way after follow-up from a case manager
(0.9 percent). Adult students, parents, and low-income students were more likely to use Single Stop. We found
no changes in public benefit participation, basic needs insecurity, sense of belonging, or academic outcomes
for students assigned to the treatment group, and we interpret these outcome findings and the low take-up
rates as evidence that Single Stop did not provide a meaningful intervention to students as implemented in
our ten study colleges. Next, we explore some of the factors that may have contributed to low take-up.

23



CHAPTER 6

Factors That Might Have Shaped Take-Up of Single
Stop

Low take-up of basic needs supports is a common challenge that colleges face with Single Stop and other
similar supports (e.g., Daugherty and Berglund, 2018; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2022; Mulhern et al., 2023). We
leverage our study data to explore different factors that may have contributed to low take-up in our study and
build evidence that may help to inform improved take-up of Single Stop and other basic needs supports by
colleges. First, we examine how targeting of services might influence take-up, and we explore the character-
istics of students most likely to benefit from and use Single Stop to inform this discussion of program target-
ing. Second, we revisit our findings from Chapter 4 and describe how the design and delivery of the service
may have contributed to low take-up. Finally, we discuss the various ways COVID-19 may have contributed
to low take-up.

Identifying Students for Basic Needs Services

We broadly recruited all students from first-year courses and eventually most students in the colleges to par-
ticipate in the study and our survey. We leveraged indicators of financial and basic needs from the baseline
survey to remove some students from our sample, but ended up randomizing most students who responded
to the survey (86 percent). As a result, case managers were reaching out to a large portion of the student popu-
lation to offer case management services and encourage screening. It is likely that some of the students in the
sample did not need Single Stop services and were unlikely to use them. In the future, focusing the program’s
proactive outreach efforts on students who are most likely to benefit from and use the services (e.g., on stu-
dents who are flagged as food insecure) may be one way to increase take-up but may result in missing other
students who can benefit from Single Stop’s services.

In this section, we leverage our baseline survey data to build evidence that may be helpful in identifying
opportunities to better target services and increase the take-up of basic needs supports. We first examine
which students are most likely to benefit from basic needs supports like Single Stop, demonstrating that there
are large populations of students facing basic needs insecurity and not receiving services. We then examine
which students are most likely to take up public benefit support and referrals to community resources. Col-
leges could consider identifying the students most likely to use supports.

Students Who Might Benefit Most from Supports

Students who face basic needs insecurity are probably more likely to benefit from interventions like Single
Stop than students who do not face such insecurity. We leverage common measures that are used in national
and college surveys and find that a large portion of our full sample of survey respondents face basic needs
insecurity (see Appendix A of the online Technical Annex for the specific items). Across the ten colleges,
65.7 percent of students reported some type of basic needs insecurity (Figure 6.1). Overall, housing insecurity
was most common (45.8 percent), followed by food insecurity (25 percent) and financial anxiety (21.1 per-
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FIGURE 6.1
Types of Basic Needs Insecurity Students Indicated
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SOURCES: Based on RAND baseline student survey, 2021.

NOTE: 188 of 9,983 baseline survey respondents were missing responses to the financial anxiety items and are excluded in the basic
needs insecurity analyses in this section.

cent). A small number of baseline survey respondents (188 of 9,983) were missing responses to the financial
anxiety items and are excluded in the basic needs insecurity analyses in this section. It was not unusual
for an individual to display multiple indicators of basic needs insecurity; nearly one-quarter of all students
and nearly 40 percent of students with basic needs insecurity reported more than one type of basic needs
insecurity.

Our study targeted Single Stop somewhat more broadly through a wider range of indicators (e.g., Pell
Grant receipt), including some students who did not report basic needs insecurity. To improve take-up, it may
have been useful to target the supports to those reporting one or more indicators of basic needs insecurity.

As shown in Figure 6.2, basic needs insecurity was prevalent across all of our study colleges, suggesting
that all colleges had large populations of students who could benefit from basic needs supports. We did not
observe state-specific patterns in basic needs insecurity; as described in Chapter 2, each state had a range
of colleges participating in the study that had varying settings and student populations.

Many colleges collect basic needs surveys without identifying data to ensure student privacy and
improve response rates, so colleges may not be able to target individuals based on self-reported basic needs
insecurity. We explored other observable characteristics and their associations with basic needs insecurity
to determine how these data could be used to identify students who might be more likely to benefit from
supports (Table 6.1). Students with basic needs insecurity were more likely to be Pell Grant recipients at
baseline and were also more likely to come from households with less than $20,000 in annual income.
They tended to work at least 20 hours per week in addition to their studies. Those facing basic needs inse-
curity were also more likely to be female, more likely to be parents, and more likely to be Black.

One of Single Stop’s primary aims is to identify eligible students for SNAP and Medicaid and assist with
applications. If students are already participating in these public benefit programs, they may be familiar with
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FIGURE 6.2
Rates of Basic Needs Insecurity Across Study Colleges
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SOURCES: Based on RAND baseline student survey, 2021.

benefit application and recertification processes and may be less likely to require assistance from a program
like Single Stop. On the other hand, these students are more likely to remain eligible for programs and may
want assistance reapplying for benefits. Single Stop also recommends that colleges offer tax services. Students
already receiving tax benefits may be less likely to take up on-site services, though the convenience of cheap,
on-campus services could be attractive to students already receiving tax support.

Some students across our colleges were receiving tax refunds and public benefits prior to the introduction
of Single Stop (Figure 6.3). SNAP participation rates were twice as high for North Carolina students as for
Colorado students (19.6 percent of North Carolina students and 9.3 percent of Colorado students reported
SNAP participation). Differences in participation rates could have been driven by a range of factors, includ-
ing differences in the student populations and eligibility (e.g., the North Carolina sample had more Pell
Grant recipients and adult learners), differences in application processes (e.g., administrative burden, appli-
cation processing time), and differences in state and college efforts to inform students about eligibility. Larger
proportions of students were participating in Medicaid (23 percent in Colorado and 26 percent in North
Carolina), and approximately one-third of students across both states had received a tax refund. These num-
bers are comparable to those of other surveys that have been conducted in colleges across the country, which
indicate that 24 percent of community college students report participation in SNAP (Hope Center for Col-
lege, Community, and Justice, 2021). However, evidence from national and state studies indicates that a large
portion of students who are eligible for SNAP are not participating (Hogg et al., 2024; U.S. Government
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TABLE 6.1
Characteristics of Students Who Are and Are Not Facing Basic Needs Insecurity

Percentage of Basic Percentage of Non-
Needs-Insecure Basic Needs-Insecure Percentage Difference
Baseline Variable Students Students p-Value
Female 68.1 63.3 <0.001
White 471 50.2 0.003
Black 24.0 15.8 <0.001
Asian 3.8 5.6 <0.001
Hispanic 17.5 21.4 <0.001
Other race 7.6 7.0 0.274
High school diploma 89.5 91.6 <0.001
Expected degree: certification 7.6 7.3 0.512
Expected degree: associate’s 62.8 61.2 0.138
Expected degree: bachelor’s 15.5 13.3 0.223
Parent 29.6 18.9 <0.001
Married 15.9 14.6 0.071
Works 20+ hours per week 41.8 38.5 0.002
Household income less than $20,000 30.8 20.2 <0.001
Pell Grant recipient 39.7 30.4 <0.001
Has a degree at baseline 4.9 4.6 0.477
Average for Basic Average for Non-Basic
Needs-Insecure Needs-Insecure Difference in Means
Students Students p-Value
Age 26.9 241 <0.001
Credit hours earned: most recent baseline 75 8.3 <0.001
semester
Cumulative credit hours earned at baseline 13.4 13.6 0.667

SOURCES: Based on CCCS, 2023; NCCCS, 2023; RAND baseline student survey, 2021.

NOTE: Basic needs—insecure students are students who indicated food insecurity, housing insecurity, or financial anxiety on the baseline survey.
* Statistically significant at 0.05.

Accountability Office, 2024), so we assume that there was a sizable portion of students in our study colleges
who were eligible but not participating.

Self-reported SNAP participation rates varied widely by college, from fewer than 7 percent of survey
respondents from College A reporting SNAP participation to more than 27 percent of students partici-
pating in SNAP at College H (Figure 6.4). This variation was likely driven by differences in the eligibil-
ity of the student populations and differences in SNAP participation rates among eligible students.
Data shown in Figure 6.4 indicate that a sizable portion of those who reported participating in SNAP in the
past year also reported food insecurity (37 percent overall). This suggests that SNAP participation may be
insufficient to fully address food insecurity, and students may require a combination of supports to meet
their nutritional needs (e.g., SNAP, food pantries, emergency aid).
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FIGURE 6.3
Self-Reported Public Benefit Program Participation Rates by State
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FIGURE 6.4
Self-Reported SNAP Participation Rates by College and Food Insecurity
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28



Factors That Might Have Shaped Take-Up of Single Stop

Some of the colleges in the study offered other basic needs supports prior to the introduction of Single
Stop, but relatively few students reported having used these supports (Figure 6.5). Across both states, approx-
imately 5 percent of survey respondents reported having received public benefit application support from
their college, and approximately 3 percent reported having received referrals to community resources. With
nearly two-thirds of respondents facing basic needs insecurity, these low rates of prior service use suggest
that students in need of these services were not receiving them and could have benefited from the expansion
of these supports through Single Stop.

Emergency aid and food pantries were other common ways that students received support with basic
needs on college campuses, and these supports grew during the pandemic in many colleges through federal
relief funding. Our survey respondents in Colorado colleges were particularly likely to report receiving emer-
gency aid or food pantry support. Student interviewees sometimes mentioned these supports as a reason for
not needing Single Stop supports. Broader access to emergency aid and food pantries may have diminished
student interest in and take-up of other supports like Single Stop.

Collectively, these data suggest that the colleges had large populations of students with basic needs inse-
curity, and many of these students were not already receiving services. Even when students did receive some
benefits, they continued to face basic needs insecurity. This suggests that there may be some value in broadly
offering basic needs supports to students. However, given the need for high levels of take-up for impact
analysis, the study may have benefited from more-narrowly focusing on students facing basic needs insecurity.

FIGURE 6.5
Self-Reported Use of College Basic Needs Support Services at Baseline
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Students Most Likely to Use Services Like Single Stop

In addition to understanding which students might benefit most from basic needs supports, our data can
shed some light on which students are most likely to use the types of services offered by Single Stop. Col-
leges may want to identify the students most likely to use basic needs supports. Alternatively, colleges may
want to investigate groups with lower rates of take-up and identify ways to reach out and encourage use of
the supports. Rather than focusing exclusively on Single Stop use data, we broadened our measure of take-up
to include anyone who reported on the follow-up survey that they had received support from their college
with public benefit assistance and referrals to community resources (i.e., Single Stop-like services). Overall,
8.8 percent of all students in our follow-up survey sample reported receiving these supports in the past 12
months (during our Single Stop study implementation period).

We examined relationships between take-up and a broad range of baseline student variables, including
basic needs insecurity, demographic characteristics, family make-up, employment status, and other financial
resource indicators. We also examined prior receipt of public benefits, prior use of college support services,
and sense of belonging. In Table 6.2, we display the percentage of follow-up survey respondents who reported
a particular characteristic in the first column and the percentage of students with that characteristic who
received support services during the implementation period in the second column. To examine which fac-
tors were associated with take-up of public benefit screening and referrals to community resources, we fit an
exploratory multiple logistic regression model. The final column of Table 6.2 indicates which of the baseline
characteristics are significant predictors of take-up of Single Stop-like services. The full logistic regression
results may be found in Table B.6 of the online Technical Annex, and we provide more detail on our logistic
regression approach in Appendix A of the annex. All of the factors that demonstrated statistically significant
relationships were positively associated, meaning that college students with those characteristics were more
likely to have received support.

Our evidence suggests that college students reporting food and housing insecurity were more likely to
take up college supports. Interestingly, our measure of financial insecurity was not independently related to
take-up of supports. However, two other financial measures—having a household income below $20,000 and
being a Pell Grant recipient—were significantly associated with take-up of services. This suggests that readily
available indicators of financial resources from financial aid data (e.g., Pell Grant receipt) may be valuable in
identifying students more likely to use services, but the particular financial insecurity measure we used on
our baseline survey may be less valuable in predicting take-up of support services.

There are several ways in which use of college supports and public benefits at baseline might be associ-
ated with future use. Students who are already participating in SNAP and Medicaid may already know how
to access these programs and may be less likely to need college-provided application support. But, as the data
in Figure 6.4 indicate, many college students participating in SNAP continue to face food insecurity, so these
students may require additional college support through food pantries, referrals to community supports, and
emergency aid. In addition, students might appreciate support from college staff with the ongoing require-
ments around recertification for programs to continue participating. Table 6.2 demonstrates that, in fact,
students participating in SNAP and Medicaid at baseline were more likely to take up college support with
benefit applications or referrals to community services. We found similarly high rates of take-up for those
who had received Single Stop-like services from the college at baseline, suggesting that college students who
access basic needs supports in one year are more likely to access those services in the future.

Evidence suggests that stigma may be a barrier to use of basic needs supports (Peterson, Freidus, and
Tereshenko, 2022; Hope Center for College, Community, and Justice, 2021), and we hypothesized that sense
of belonging and perceptions of the college as a supportive environment may increase the likelihood that col-
lege students use supports. However, we found that sense of belonging and perceptions of a supportive college
environment were relatively high, with 67.9 percent of students reporting a sense of belonging in their col-
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TABLE 6.2
Baseline Factors Associated with Use of Single Stop-Like Support Services

Percentage of All Follow-  Percentage of Students

Up Survey Respondents with Characteristic Significant Predictor of

Baseline Student Characteristic with Characteristic Receiving Services Use of Support Services
Financial insecurity 14.9 9.0 No
Housing insecurity 50.6 12.6 Yes (+)
Food insecurity 291 141 Yes (+)
Participated in SNAP 19.0 21.8 Yes (+)
Participated in Medicaid 28.7 16.2 Yes (+)
Received support services at baseline 8.4 23.0 Yes (+)
Sense of belonging 67.9 9.4 No
Household income less than $20,000 28.9 13.9 Yes (+)
Pell Grant recipient 44.5 12.3 Yes (+)
Works 20+ hours per week 40.5 7.3 No
Adult learner 441 12.0 No
Parent 28.4 121 No
Married 1741 8.5 No
Black 201 11.5 No
Asian 4.9 4.9 No
Hispanic 19.0 8.6 No
Other race 7.5 11.8 No
Female 71.8 9.6 No
High school diploma 89.9 8.4 No

SOURCES: Based on RAND baseline student survey, 2021; RAND follow-up student survey data, 2022; Single Stop, 2023.

NOTE: Percentages of all follow-up survey respondents may differ from analogous baseline percentages because of attrition. See Appendix B in
the online Technical Annex for additional information on attrition. Receiving services includes Single Stop case management services, as well as
public benefit assistance and referrals to community resources received either at baseline or within the first year of the study.

leges and more than 95 percent perceiving their colleges as supportive environments (see Figures B.1 and B.2
in the online Technical Annex). We did not find statistically significant relationships between these measures
and use of Single Stop-like support services, suggesting that the third of students who did not feel a sense of
belonging were no less likely to use services.

We found that certain subgroups of individuals, such as adult learners and parents, were more likely
to take up Single Stop services among our treatment group (Figure 5.2), and a prior study suggests that
age and family make-up matter in determining students’ academic outcome improvements when students
have accessed Single Stop (Daugherty, Johnston, and Berglund, 2020). However, Table 6.2 suggests that these
demographic characteristics and family make-up were not associated with take-up of supports once we
accounted for financial and basic need and prior use of services. This suggests that the higher proportions of
adult learners and parents using Single Stop may be driven in part by the greater likelihood of these individu-
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als facing basic needs insecurity (Table 6.1), as well as their greater likelihood of having previously accessed
programs and services.

Design and Delivery of the Program

The implementation findings highlighted several major issues with the design and delivery of Single Stop
that may have contributed to low take-up. A lack of implementation fidelity, changes to the program’s out-
reach approaches for the study, and aspects of Single Stop’s design as an intervention may have all contrib-
uted to low rates of take-up. We briefly describe how each of these aspects of design and delivery may have
contributed to low take-up.

First, colleges struggled to implement the program with fidelity. One college failed to implement most
aspects of the program and dropped out of the study because of capacity issues. College leadership and staff
reported competing priorities due to COVID-19, and some colleges were slow to identify staff and did not
fully launch the program until the fall 2021 semester. Staff across all of the study colleges reported ongoing
challenges connecting with students and engaging them around some of the core case management services,
including SNAP and Medicaid applications and referrals to community supports. Case managers reported
that their interactions with students tended to be one-time conversations and possibly referrals to some on-
campus services. The students with whom case managers interacted accounted for fewer than 1 percent of
students assigned to the Single Stop group. But when case managers offered to help students with SNAP and
Medicaid applications or encouraged students to complete screeners, those students cited lack of need or lim-
ited time and did not follow up with case managers to access these services. In addition, several colleges chose
not to offer tax services, citing other existing on-campus tax services and the requirement to complete addi-
tional training as barriers to adoption. Single Stop views tax services as a valuable, low-stigma way to encour-
age student take-up of support, so not offering this support at some colleges may have diminished take-up.

Second, the experimental study design required colleges to limit outreach in ways that may have reduced
take-up of Single Stop. The literature on basic needs implementation suggests that students often lack aware-
ness of the supports available at their colleges (Hope Center for College, Community, and Justice, 2021), and
even when colleges make extensive efforts to inform students about the supports, students can feel over-
whelmed by the information and struggle with navigating between different departments and support ser-
vices (Karp, Hughes, and O’Gara, 2010; Nodine et al., 2012). The basic needs literature suggests that using a
broad range of outreach approaches, including personalized referrals from peers and trusted staff members,
can be valuable in supporting take-up (e.g., Hodara et al., 2023), and case managers at our study colleges
expressed frustration about not being able to use these approaches to outreach. Our student interviews pro-
vided additional evidence that the outreach on Single Stop was insufficient and did not break through to
most students. In interviews approximately six weeks after students had received access to the Single Stop
portal and proactive follow-up from a case manager, we struggled to find treatment students who could
remember having received information about Single Stop.

In addition to the broader range of outreach strategies discussed above, leveraging first-year courses to
screen students for benefits and provide information about Single Stop may be a valuable means of outreach
and could potentially drive higher rates of screening and case management. But the optimal way to introduce
students to Single Stop through first-year classes may be for case managers to visit the classroom, introduce
themselves, and give the students time to complete the screener and preview other aspects of the Single Stop
portal during class time. For the purposes of the study, we had to ensure that participation was voluntary and
randomize access to Single Stop at the individual level, which pushed the information about Single Stop to a
voluntary out-of-class activity. Students received access to the Single Stop portal after completing the consent
form and baseline survey and may not have had much incentive to explore the tool after receiving a gift card.
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In addition, when students received personalized and ongoing periodic outreach from the Single Stop case
managers, the lack of familiarity with the people sending the communications may have hindered take-up.

Finally, there may be some issues with the design of Single Stop as an intervention. First, case managers
at several colleges were unhappy with the lack of interoperability between the Single Stop case management
data and other college data systems, and they reported plans to stop using the case management features
after the study ended for this reason. Second, Single Stop requires a fair amount of time and administrative
work before students receive resources. Students were often balancing a range of work and life responsibili-
ties and may not have had 20 to 30 minutes to complete the Single Stop screener, and students may have been
deterred by the need to track down detailed financial and eligibility information requested in the screener.
After screening, students must then follow up to submit the full application and participate in an interview
to qualify for public benefit programs, such as SNAP and Medicaid, or they must follow up on referrals to
community resources (ideally with the support of a Single Stop case manager). There is a broad literature
demonstrating that the administrative burden associated with accessing public benefits programs can act as
a barrier to participation (e.g., Fox, Feng, and Reynolds, 2023; Giannella et al., 2024). In addition, there are
no guarantees that students will ultimately qualify for and receive support from these programs, and denial
rates for SNAP and Medicaid applications are high (Suttles, Babb, and Knudsen, 2024). The Single Stop
model requires significantly more time and effort than other types of basic needs supports, such as emer-
gency aid and food pantries. Single Stop encourages sites to embed the program with other, more-immediate
supports, such as tax services, emergency aid, and food pantries, so that students can receive short-term and
long-term support. But many students drop out of college within the first semester or two and may not be able
to devote the time and effort necessary to effectively leverage Single Stop’s case management services and get
access to public benefit programs.

Changes in the Context Due to COVID-19

The COVID-19 pandemic shifted conditions on the ground in several ways that might have shaped the take-
up of services by students. Colleges received a substantial amount of funding from federal and state govern-
ments to address pandemic-related challenges, and basic needs supports were a common way that colleges
used this funding. But the funding typically went to emergency aid or tuition and fees (Klempin et al., 2024;
Sarica, Monahan, and Anderson, 2023), and these supports were not necessarily integrated with Single Stop
because colleges were under pressure to distribute resources to students broadly and quickly. In several inter-
views with Colorado students, we heard about use of emergency aid resources and cancellation of standing
balances, and students specifically cited these resources as helping to address their needs and limiting their
interest in seeking out additional supports.

In addition, college leadership and staff were preparing to launch these programs alongside major efforts
to stand up campus-wide distance education and address mental and physical health emergencies among stu-
dents. These efforts may have pulled attention and resources away from Single Stop and hindered the ability
of colleges to launch new programs. We heard from some of the colleges that lack of leadership support was
a barrier, though other colleges reported continuing to receive strong support from leadership to launch the
programs.

Finally, the shift to electronic communication and limited on-site services during the pandemic may have
created an atmosphere in which navigation of and access to college resources was more challenging. Some
students may have perceived a greater stigma around public benefit use or may have had personal discomfort
with using the resources for other reasons (Peterson, Freidus, and Tereshenko, 2022). The 2020 #RealCol-
lege survey found that as many as one-quarter of basic needs-insecure respondents who did not use ser-
vices reported embarrassment (Hope Center for College, Community, and Justice, 2021). Single Stop views
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a centralized on-site office as critical to making personal connections with students, building trust, and
overcoming stigma. But the COVID-19 pandemic limited on-campus delivery of student supports for most
of our study. Students may be less likely to take up basic needs supports when they are offered only virtually.
In addition, students were receiving large amounts of electronic communication from the college through
online courses and other college support offices, and this may have decreased the likelihood that communi-
cations about Single Stop broke through and were noticed by students.

Summary

We explored several possible contributors to low take-up of support in our study colleges. One possibility was
that there were few students in our colleges who might have benefited from the supports, and we should have
focused our intervention efforts more narrowly. We found that nearly two-thirds of students in our study
colleges reported basic needs insecurity, and take-up of Single Stop-like services was low among all groups
of students, suggesting that there were many who could have benefited from the services but did not access
them. We found that some students had access to public benefits and had used similar college services at
baseline, but these students were more likely to use Single Stop-like services during our study period. This
suggests that colleges should not exclude students who already receive supports, as these students may ben-
efit from and take up additional services. However, our experimental study required high levels of take-up
to measure the efficacy of the intervention, and we could have considered focusing on the group of students
with the strongest indicators of need (e.g., basic needs insecurity) to increase take-up.

The implementation and design of the program also likely contributed to low take-up. Colleges struggled
to implement key aspects of the program with fidelity, with several choosing not to offer tax services and
most struggling to engage students around public benefits application support and referrals. We limited the
outreach that our study colleges were able to provide, preventing them from using such promising approaches
as referrals and recruitment from food pantry visitors. We leveraged a more systematic approach to screen-
ing students by doing so via classroom homework assignments and asking case managers to provide ongoing
follow-up, but this means of outreach led to fewer than 1 percent of students accessing case management. In
addition, some college staff reported the lack of interoperability of the case management system with other
college data systems and the significant administrative burden associated with accessing resources through
Single Stop as potential barriers to implementation and student take-up.

Finally, COVID-19 changed the context in a range of ways that may have hindered take-up. Students were
receiving more-direct supports for basic needs that may have lessened their efforts to pursue other supports.
Leadership and staff were balancing multiple priorities and were slow to get the program off the ground. And
students may have been less responsive to electronic outreach during a period in which they were flooded
with electronic communication from the college.
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CHAPTER 7

Discussion

Many college students across the country face financial insecurity and food and housing insecurity and can
benefit from support with food, housing, child care, and other basic needs. A large and increasing number of
community colleges and universities across the United States now offer basic needs support to college enroll-
ees. Many of the colleges’ leadership and staff personnel that we interviewed said that supporting student
basic needs is the right thing to do, and they aim to support improved academic outcomes through these
supports.

The aim of our study was to examine one approach to delivering basic needs support and provide action-
able evidence to college leaders. Single Stop is a commonly adopted program at colleges to provide basic needs
support, and prior evidence on the program’s efficacy was mixed. Two prior studies found positive outcomes
for Single Stop users at certain institutions, while one other study found no differences in outcomes (Daugh-
erty and Berglund, 2018; Daugherty, Johnston, and Berglund, 2020; Zhu, Harnett, and Scuello, 2018).

The experimental study that we developed in collaboration with Single Stop leadership and Colorado and
North Carolina state and system partners was intended to build more-rigorous evidence on the implementa-
tion and impact of the Single Stop tool. Ultimately, however, take-up was too low across the ten institutions
to measure the efficacy of Single Stop.

Students’ low take-up of basic needs services has been a key finding of recent efficacy studies of other
basic needs approaches (e.g., Goldrick-Rab et al., 2022; Mulhern et al., 2023). In fact, low take-up of student
supports has long been an issue that colleges have faced and is not specific to basic needs supports; students
face barriers to accessing many college supports because of limited awareness, challenges navigating offices
and required processes, and a lack of time due to competing college and life priorities (e.g., Karp, Hughes, and
O’Gara, 2010; Nodine et al., 2012).

We leveraged our data to unpack the challenges study colleges faced with implementation and take-up.
We identified four lessons learned about the implementation of basic needs support that emerged from our
study findings and the accompanying literature.

Lesson 1: Implementing new basic needs support programs with fidelity can be a challenge, particu-
larly during such crises as the COVID-19 pandemic, which consumed leadership and staff capacity. Our
study colleges implemented the Single Stop program with mixed levels of fidelity. Most of the case managers
across colleges reported that they were not moving students through the benefit application process, nearly
half of the sites decided not to offer tax services, and some colleges reported limited leadership support. The
launch of Single Stop during the pandemic likely hindered the ability of colleges to quickly roll out and staff
programs and to implement the tool with fidelity. In fall 2020, our study colleges had to identify staff, engage
them in the training, and work with Single Stop support staff to tailor the technology platform to the local
region. During this semester, college leadership and staff were also launching whole-institution distance
learning programs, ensuring the safety and health of their student populations, and dealing with mental
health crises. Leadership and staff across many of the institutions continued to make efforts to prioritize
Single Stop, but this unique time and the stress it placed on college leadership and staff almost certainly
affected the ability of colleges to successfully implement the program.
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However, our interviews with college staff and leadership did not suggest that Single Stop was uniquely
difficult to implement. Community colleges and universities often face administrative, staffing, and budget
constraints that hinder the launch of new programs, and institutions that have previously implemented Single
Stop with success have taken time to build capacity to support the outreach and case management work that
is required to successfully implement the tool. If it takes time for colleges to successfully launch new pro-
grams, the early implementation and impact findings for new programs may not be representative of how
they will look a year or two into implementation. However, there are tensions with the timing of experimental
research studies, because it may be more feasible and ethical to conduct these studies in new programs.

There are many factors that can support the successful implementation of basic needs support programs
on college campuses, and the findings of this study on the facilitators of basic needs support align with a
broad literature on basic needs implementation. Our findings and the literature suggest that leadership sup-
port, funding, staff capacity, strong internal and external networks, on-site services, and integration into the
campus are essential facilitators of strong basic needs services (e.g., Goldrick-Rab and Cady, 2018; Goldrick-
Rab, Broton, and Frank, 2014; Hodara et al., 2023).

Lesson 2: Building up awareness of and trust in basic needs supports requires sustained outreach
through a broad range of approaches. Our study focused on a limited, controlled outreach approach
whereby case managers would send initial personalized emails and, occasionally, text and call students. Out-
reach and nudging approaches through email and text message have demonstrated advantages in driving
more students to use public benefits and college support services (e.g., Castellanos et al., 2022; Goldrick-Rab
et al., 2021; Lasky-Fink, Li, and Doherty, 2022). We hoped that this direct, proactive outreach would be a
valuable way to promote services, and we provided clear examples of promising approaches for messaging to
case managers through training and an outreach guide. But case managers at our institutions struggled to get
students to respond to the email, phone, and text outreach. In addition, when we interviewed students who
had interacted with Single Stop case managers or completed services within the prior two months, many did
not remember those interactions. This suggests that Single Stop and the case managers were not breaking
through as a memorable source of support for student basic needs.

In the interest of preserving compliance with the experimental design, the study limited outreach in sev-
eral ways that were inconsistent with Single Stop’s recommended practices. Case managers could not provide
other forms of broad outreach that might reach all students (including our control students), such as tabling
on campus; engaging in broad faculty, adviser, and staff trainings; establishing an institution-wide referral
process; or promoting services through course syllabi. We continue to believe that introducing Single Stop
through classroom-based screenings could be a valuable way to scale outreach around the program. Outside
the study setting, it would be optimal for case managers to visit during class time to develop personal rela-
tionships with students, reinforce the value of the tool and services, and require completion of the screener
during class time (as opposed to making it a voluntary homework assignment and introducing Single Stop
after a study survey).

The pandemic also affected the types of communication case managers could engage in and the envi-
ronment in which outreach was taking place. Single Stop emphasizes an on-campus office and suggests that
face-to-face communication is essential to the success of the program. But the pandemic shifted most of the
communication between staff and students to virtual communication. Many institutions were proactive in
offering a range of academic and nonacademic supports during the pandemic, and students were receiving
daily or weekly emails from different departments promoting these supports. Students may have been over-
whelmed with virtual communication during this time. Most of the Single Stop sites were able to open an
office on campus by the second semester of the study, but few campuses had fully returned to on-campus
operations during the entire study period.
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The Amarillo College nudging study demonstrated that a simple email can increase use of basic needs
supports (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2021). But Amarillo College had a long history as a leader in basic needs sup-
port, and the college took time to build up broad, campus-wide awareness of the supports being offered;
required campus-wide poverty training; and integrated its services throughout the campus (Goldrick-Rab
and Cady, 2018; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2021). Prior studies indicate that many students who can benefit from
basic needs services may not feel comfortable accessing them (e.g., Ahmed et al., 2022; Hope Center for Col-
lege, Community, and Justice, 2021). Informational nudges through email may therefore be more effective in
settings in which basic care centers are well established and have built up trust and familiarity. Our survey
and interview data suggest that students in the study generally perceived their colleges to be welcoming and
supportive environments that were attentive to student needs. But, given that Single Stop was new to the
campus and had built no brand awareness, students receiving outreach may have been less likely to respond
to Single Stop and may have sought out supports from other trusted resources. For example, at least two of
the campuses already had well-established centers or staff helping to address basic needs, and students may
have been more likely to access those known supports regardless of the proactive outreach from Single Stop
case managers.

Lesson 3: While proactive outreach informing a broad population of students about basic needs sup-
port may be valuable, colleges may want to focus on delivering more time-intensive supports—such as
public benefit screening support and case management—to a smaller subset of students. Despite lim-
ited outreach approaches, we are certain that many students were made aware of the opportunity to use
Single Stop’s services. Case managers across most of the institutions provided repeated, proactive outreach
to thousands of students and tracked those outreach efforts in spreadsheets for the purposes of the study.
And some colleges implemented with fidelity and did actively promote application support, tax services,
and case management opportunities, so implementation challenges and limited outreach cannot entirely
explain low levels of take-up. Another potential contributor to low take-up is our broad delivery of Single
Stop to most students responding to the survey; a better approach may have been to focus on a smaller
sample of students most likely to benefit (e.g., students with higher levels of basic needs insecurity, students
likely eligible for SNAP).

Single Stop’s traditional approach had been for case managers to use various types of broad outreach
approaches across the college campus (e.g., tabling, classroom visits, emails) and assume that students who
could benefit from the services would seek out the web portal or visit the Single Stop office to engage in
screening or case management support. Most students who received screenings had self-identified as need-
ing and wanting support and, therefore, typically engaged with some additional case management services
beyond screening.

We had a unique opportunity in this study to test two different aspects of delivering basic needs ser-
vices: (1) We took a more systematic approach to screening, in the hope that this could increase awareness
and use of Single Stop’s application support and referral services, and (2) case managers were able to focus
outreach and case management support efforts on students with some indicator of financial need through
our baseline survey data. We found similar rates of students completing the online screener relative to what
early-implementing colleges typically see, but fewer students took up Single Stop’s more intensive case man-
agement supports. Application support, tax services, and other types of case management support are those
that are most likely to drive impacts, and completing a screener for public benefit programs alone may be
insufficient.

The study approach to delivering services offered some advantages and disadvantages relative to the
traditional approach. By providing the opportunity for students to systematically learn about Single Stop
early in classrooms and use class time to complete screenings, and by proactively following up with students
through personalized and monthly communications, colleges might have been able to capture students who
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otherwise might not have heard about the services. However, conducting systematic screenings through
first-year classrooms means that many students who did not need the supports were screened, and case
managers were more likely to be spending time following up with students who did not need the supports
or were not interested in them.

We conducted a detailed baseline survey to screen out students who were unlikely to benefit. But we used
a broad set of indicators that resulted in us including the majority of survey completers in our randomized
sample. In retrospect, adopting a narrower definition of need and focusing follow-up to the students who
reported the highest levels of basic needs insecurity would likely have increased take-up rates.

Many colleges do not have access to basic needs insecurity data because they do not administer surveys
or because they ask students to report anonymously, but colleges could consider leveraging data they have on
student characteristics to focus their most intensive support efforts on those most likely to face basic needs
insecurity. Our findings suggest that colleges should continue to target those already receiving SNAP and
Medicaid and accessing college supports because these students may still have unmet needs and are more
likely to take up the supports than students who are not already receiving public or college supports.

It also may be that the population of college students needing public benefit application support and refer-
rals to community resources was smaller because of changes in the context. We heard from case managers
and student interviewees that their colleges had vastly expanded emergency aid during the pandemic, and
this aid provided students with direct financial assistance and may have limited the need for students to
access Single Stop supports. Many of the most vulnerable students may have dropped out of college by spring
2021, and students enrolled in spring 2021 and fall 2021 had eight months to more than a year post-pandemic
to access resources outside and inside their colleges. Surveys of colleges across the country during that period
suggest that nearly one-quarter of community college students were accessing SNAP (Hope Center for Col-
lege, Community, and Justice, 2021). In other words, it may have been that 2021 was a relatively stable time
during which resources were flowing to a comparatively less economically vulnerable population of students.

Lesson 4: Postsecondary institutions may want to focus on offering basic needs services that are quick
and accessible for students and staff to use and directly connect students to resources. Basic needs support
hubs have expanded in colleges across the country, and there is a question of what tools these hubs should
utilize and which services they should be focused on. One factor shaping the accessibility and effectiveness
of supports delivered by these hubs is administrative burden. For example, accessing SNAP is a multistep
process that requires an interview and verification of documents, and it may be months before a student
receives support (e.g., Giannella et al., 2024). In addition, many individuals who apply for SNAP are denied
(e.g., Suttles, Babb, and Knudsen, 2024).

College staff and students reported the Single Stop tool to be relatively accessible and user-friendly for stu-
dents in terms of navigation. But the screener requires 20 to 30 minutes of additional student time and asks
students to gather personal financial information. Successful screenings often require some facilitation from
a case manager. In some colleges in which staff received more-extensive training on SNAP and Medicaid eli-
gibility and application processes, case managers viewed the screener as a less efficient way to serve students
and preferred to screen students through a quick conversation and then jump directly into working on the
public benefit applications with them.

Case managers raised two other concerns about the tool. One was the lack of interoperability of the case
management system. Staff from colleges sometimes had alternative systems for tracking case management
or basic needs resource use, and reported a need to capture records in multiple places since Single Stop data
couldn’t be easily integrated with data in other systems. Several colleges reported plans to stop using the
Single Stop case management tracking system after the study was completed. A few case managers also com-
plained about the time required to populate the tool’s referral map and reported that this aspect of the tool
would be useful only if case managers devoted substantial time to building out a network of external partners
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and inputting them into the portal. Single Stop emphasizes carefully tracking student data in the system and
building out the external network as key facilitators to successful implementation, so not attending to these
items would limit the effectiveness of the program.

Students may be more likely to take up more-direct approaches to financial aid and basic needs support.
Colleges are investing heavily in such strategies as emergency aid and food pantries that more immediately
address student needs and can be used to address a broader range of needs. The evidence on these differ-
ent approaches is too limited to understand their relative cost-effectiveness, though research has shown that
emergency aid alone may be insufficient to improve student outcomes, and broader case management and
sustainable sources of aid may be essential to supporting students (Evans et al., 2019).

In addition, the context around basic needs support is changing as states and colleges expand their capac-
ity to provide these supports. Some states are broadly expanding access to public benefits for college stu-
dents and simplifying eligibility requirements (Hickey, Brown, and Fiagbor, 2023), and this may make benefit
screening tools less relevant. Colleges across the country are also building up internal staff and technical
capabilities to screen students for public benefits and facilitate case management, which may reduce the need
for technological solutions to facilitate basic needs support to students.
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CCCS Colorado Community College System
COVID-19 coronavirus disease 2019

CUNY City University of New York

NCCCS North Carolina Community College System
SNAP Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program
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