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 Exploring the factors that influence eating behaviour among postgraduate students in University of Wales Trinity Saint David: a focus group discussion.
 
[bookmark: _Toc143848353] Abstract 
Background
Students are a unique population and are the most likely to adopt eating habits that can promote positive health outcomes. The transition from post-primary to tertiary education is a vulnerable period in terms of development unhealthy eating behaviours of students who leave home and move to university (Hafiz et al.,2016). Most students try to adopt a healthy lifestyle from the moment they start to become independent, but they can face different barriers that can lead to unhealthy eating habits that in turn can have long-term health implications.
The purpose of this study was to explore eating behaviours and experiences of students at Trinity of Wales Saint David's University, using qualitative research design.
Methods: Using a question guide, 1 focus group discussion was conducted consisting of 5 female students from a Master of Science in Public Health with an average age of 20-40 years, a thematic approach was used for data analysis.
Results: the barriers identified in this focus group discussion are represented by 4 themes: eating behaviours and perceptions about food, food environment, time, intervention suggestion. These key themes, together with the recommendations and opinions of the students, can be used to facilitate the development of an intervention program with the aim of influencing the eating behaviours of students at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David. 
Conclusion: all the students showed a good knowledge about healthy eating behaviours, however, even if they have quite a lot of information, most of them changed their eating habits due to the lack of healthy meals at the university, the vending machine having a negative impact on them, forcing them to consume foods that are not healthy. The university management must implement new policies and offer the students the healthiest meals possible.

[bookmark: _Toc143848354]Chapter 1 .Introduction
 
According to World Health Organization (2021), obesity is defined as abnormal or excessive accumulation of fat that can affect health, worldwide obesity has increased 3 times more since 1975 until 2016, where more than 1.9 billion adults were over weigh and 650 million were obese (WHO,2021). The biggest cause of obesity is an imbalance of calories consumed, an increased intake of foods rich in fats and sugars, as well as physical inactivity. Changes in diet and physical activity are often the result of environmental and societal changes associated with development and lack of supportive policies in health, transport, environment, food processing and education. One of the biggest challenges worldwide is the prevention of overweight and obesity and associated diseases (WHO,2021).
In the UK, in 2017 more than 1 in 4 adults were obese, the rates rose from 13% to 24% in men and from 16% to 26% in women (NICE,2023). The prevalence of obesity and the associated health risk is higher in ethnic groups compared to the general population, obesity is most prevalent among black African women (NICE,2023).  University is a critical period in which weight develops. In UK, students are consuming amounts of high-fat foods, instead of consuming the recommended amount of fruit and vegetables (Deliens et al.,2014). The causes of obesity are diverse and include biological, psychological, behavioural and social aspects, however depends also on physical, economic, political and socio-cultural factors. Food and drinks that are consumed outside the home have a higher energy intake than food prepared at home. Food behaviours and food environments are seen to be important drivers of obesity. Behavioural dietetics are a factor that contributes to socioeconomic inequalities in terms of obesity (Hafiz et al.,2016). In this study, ideas and recommendations were collected from students, in order to facilitate the development of effective intervention programs aimed at improving healthy eating behaviours among university students. 
Several articles from the UK literature were reviewed to analyse eating behaviours and experiences of students from the UK. The following databases were used: Google Scholar and University of Wales Trinity Sain David Library, the key words used by Boolean operator: students OR young people, eating behaviour AND health AND prevalence. The evaluation of the sources was done with the help of the CRAAP test, to check the objective reliability. The PRISMA flow diagram below, explains the screening process. Additional records identified through University of Wales Trinity Saint David Library 
                             n=290


Records after duplicates removed.
 n=4,500

Records identified through Google scholar.  
n=260,000



Records excluded n=2600
Records screened n=4500


Full text articles assessed for eligibility n=900


Articles included in qualitative synthetises n= 150



Articles included in review n=4


According to Deliens et al., 2014, students had different perceptions of sustainable food attributes and aspects of sustainable eating behaviours. this study identified determinants of sustainable eating behaviours which were, "campus food”, "pandemic" and "food guidelines and expert recommendation”. Of all the factors affecting eating behaviour, the meal plan and university outlet have been the main barriers of the students.
According to Belogiani et al., 2021 students showed good knowledge regarding healthy food choices, but their knowledge about the nutritional sources of food was not demonstrated to be adequate.  A lack of knowledge about the intake of fats, salt, and how to manage weight was found. this study also found that white students and students from a health field of study had higher levels of nutrition knowledge. Health students suggested that nutritional education interventions would be essential for all students, regardless of the course they were taking (Belogiani et al.,2021). Another study by Tanton et al., 2015, the group of students with the riskiest eating behaviour was found in students of the Christian faith, living on campus, most of whom were overweight or obese. Suggested explanations for this factor include financial restrictions, the unavailability of healthy meals in the university. 
The findings of the study conducted by Tanton et al., 2015, identified patterns of eating behaviours in university students in the UK. risky eating behaviours, mixed eating behaviours, moderate eating behaviours, and favourable eating behaviours. Only 18.6% of the sample was grouped into the favourable food group. This high prevalence of unhealthy food behaviour patterns shows that intervention that promotes healthy food behaviour patterns is necessary.
In another study conducted by Mollaei.et al.,2023, students have different perceptions about aspects of eating behaviours. Determining factors of eating behaviours were "environmental and social values and beliefs" and "campus food", these factors were identified as a barrier to healthy behaviours of university students.
[bookmark: _Toc143848355]1.1 Rationale & Research Questions/Aims

To address this gap, we conducted a focus group discussion to gain insight into the eating behaviours of University of Wales Trinity Saint David students, to find out attitudes towards adopting eating behaviours. The students who study at this institute come from diverse cultural backgrounds, so this information that was obtained from these students could contribute to future studies. Interventions that promote health require more knowledge about the motivations of the target population (Bauer and Reisch, 2019).
Therefore, the research question for this study is: What are the factors that influence eating behaviour among students of University of Wales Trinity Saint David.The objective of this study is to identify current perceptions of eating behaviours among students of the University of Wales Trinity Saint David, and to examine the drivers of eating behaviours.
[bookmark: _Toc143848356]Chapter 2. Research Methodology 

The research methodology for this study is qualitative which is a method to collect experiential information (Moorse,1994), the research design is ethnography because   it is based on a focus group discussion for data collection with the topic : exploring the factors that influence eating behaviour among postgraduate students in University of Wales Trinity Saint David. 
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The target population for the study are 5 Master of Public Health Students at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David, London, UK, age between 20-40 years, only female, graduate degree, with different ethnic background: Indian, Pakistani and white European, all residents in London. 
Convenience sampling was chosen because this method is a purposive non-probability approach that is often used in qualitative research, with participants being students recruited only from the MSC Public Health class.
[bookmark: _Toc143848358]2.2 Materials 

The focus group discussion took place in an appropriate quiet University classroom. A short questionnaire was used to collect socio-demographic information of the participants (Appendix 1). At the beginning of the discussion, the purpose of the study was explained, the ethical consideration was respected, each participant gave their consent before the start of the focus group activity for recording the discussion, to make sure to not lose any information, also was explained that data collected will be confidential. The focus group discussion lasted approximately 48 minutes, one researcher asked the questions, while another research colleague took notes, the data was collected using a phone to record. 
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A semi-structured interview guide (Appendix 1) was developed to answer the proposed research questions for this study. The questions were related to: participants' eating habits, their understanding of food and eating behaviours, differences between their eating habits at home and at university, their food choices when they have a meal plan; and the impact that social influencers. The moderator followed the question guide while asking additional questions when necessary and this allowed the students to elaborate on their answers.

[bookmark: _Toc143848360]2.4 Data Analysis 
A thematic analysis was used to analyse the data obtained from the audio recordings which was transcribed verbatim after listening very carefully and several times to ensure that no information was omitted (Kiger M. et al.,2020). When the themes related to each question were identified, 3 steps were followed: coding was used for each student; deductive coding based on questions and literature; and inductive coding for emergent themes. In deductive coding, codes are adapted, and in inductive coding, codes are built based on information from focus group discussions (McBey et al., 2019). All codes from the selected focus group were compared, after they were completed and are presented in the results section.

[bookmark: _Toc143848361]Chapter 3 Result 

The results are reported according to the research questions of the study, below, in the first section, the demographic characteristics of the students are represented and key themes that emerged from the analysis of the data.
In this study, 1 focus group was conducted, consisting of 5 participants. The sample (n = 5) consisted of 5 women between the ages of 20 and 40, 2 girls, one European and the other Pakistani, live with their family, the other 3 are international students from India, who came to the UK to study. Regarding their work status, each of them has a part time or full-time job.

[bookmark: _Toc143848362]3.1 Theme 1 Eating behaviours and perceptions of food 

All 5 participants mentioned that they were very familiar with this term due to the topics covered in the studies and the information from the teachers. 3 of the participants declared they have health problems and try to eat as healthy as possible. Below are the students' answers. 

"I have a healthy issue, I have a low haemoglobin, so I try to eat as healthy as possible, I always choose healthy food, and I cook homemade food.
"
"Before starting this University, I did not have too much knowledge about the importance of healthy food, but during my studies, I learned how important it is to eat healthy". 

"I always try to make healthy food choices, but sometimes, for example, I want to eat pizza, and then I calculate my calories, if I exceed the recommended calories per day, then I skip a meal, just to satisfy my craving.”

[bookmark: _Toc143848363]3.2 Theme2 Food environment 

All 5 participants declared that healthy food option is not available at university. Most of the students stated that they use the University vending machine, where only unhealthy food can be found, even if they would like to eat healthy. Due to the lack of options to choose healthy food, 3 of the students use the vending machine 2-3 times a day. Only 2 students stated that they bring home cooked food. All 5 participants declared they wish that University provide at least fresh salad and fruits, also majority from them want to participate at university meal program. 

"My eating habits have changed, because even if I want to eat healthy, on Wednesdays I stay at school all day and when I get hungry, I go to the vending machine and buy chocolate or cheeps."

“If in my University will be available healthy food, I will have every day”. 


[bookmark: _Toc143848364]3.3 Theme 3 Time 

All the participants declared the lunch break is a barrier to eat healthy, 30 minutes is not enough for them, and they would like the break to start at 12 and end at 13.
 “Sometimes I do not have enough time to have my lunch or I m running late back to class because usually I go to have my lunch at cafeteria that is near to University, which is 6-7 minutes far from University”.
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Majority of the students suggested that the University should have its own restaurant or cafeteria in which to serve the students with healthy and fresh food, and to make available food for vegetarians. 1 participant suggested that the University should organize more campaigns to promote healthy food.

[bookmark: _Toc143848366]Chapter 4 Discussion

The aim of this study was to identify the determinants of eating behaviour among students on the Master of Science in Public Health, University of Wales Trinity Saint David. In this study there were some limitations because only women between the ages of 20 and 40, with different ethnicities, European, Indian and Pakistani participated, if men had also participated, probably the results would have been different. This knowledge is important because it could inform interventions aimed at promoting eating behaviours to facilitate healthy eating habits among students. In this study, 4 themes were identified:

Theme 1 Eating behaviours and perceptions of food - all students showed their knowledge about healthy eating habits, thanks to the information received during their studies at the University. Perceptions about healthy food were reported by 3 students due to health problems, they are being forced to have a diet based on vegetables. When the students were asked about what healthy food means to them, they all answered correctly, they detailed why it is important to have a diet based on vegetables and fruits and always try to eat as healthy as possible. When they were asked what the least healthy food in the university is, they all answered that there is no healthy food in the university, it's just a vending machine that only contains chocolates and cheeps. The results of the study led by Belogiani et al., (2021), are similar to the current study because also showed good knowledge of students, regarding healthy food choices, but their knowledge about the nutritional sources of food was not demonstrated to be adequate.

Theme 2 Food environment: All the participants declared that there is no healthy food in the university, and that they would like to have at least  salads and fresh fruits .The university vending machine seems to influence the eating behaviour even of students who already have knowledge about healthy food choices, the students have moved like a vending machine, being very close to their class, they influence them to buy unhealthy food such as chocolates or cheeps. Two students did not agree with the other colleagues, they said that the vending machine does not influence them because they bring home cooked food. A similar result was found by Mollaei et al., 2023, in which he showed that determining factors of eating behaviours were ""campus food", this factor was identified as a barrier to healthy behaviours of university students.

Theme 3 Time: It seems that all the participants need a longer lunch break, declaring that they do not have enough time to eat and often skip lunch because some of them, have the lunch at the cafeteria near the university and usually end up being late returns to classes. One of student stated that she waits in line at the vending machine for too long and does not have time to eat. Delliens et.al, (2014), found the same barrier among university students in Brussels, Belgium, in which the students declare that they do not have time to cook at home, they do not have enough time to eat at school either, because the break is to shorten.

Theme 4 Suggestion for intervention- Most of the students proposed that the University offer healthy food to students, by implementing a cafeteria or a restaurant within the university premises, to offer more healthy food options, especially for vegetarians. Students also recommended  that university should organize more campaigns regarding the importance of healthy food choices, most of the students declared that the university so far had only had one campaign regarding healthy foods, and the students declared that they should have at least two campaigns per term, also if they had the opportunity, they would participate in the meal program of university in order to gain more knowledge about healthy foods and to determine their own food options.

Implications and limitations
The results of this study may not be generalizable to other higher education institutions in London because only one focus group discussion was conducted and only women participated. In future research, these focus groups could be carried out for a larger sample in which men also participate, in addition, surveys could be carried out based on current research to reach a wider audience and the current results design interventions to promote behaviours healthy food.
[bookmark: _Toc143848367]Chapter 5 Conclusion and recommendations 

In conclusion this study is similar to the precedent studies, it seems that the factors that influence the eating behaviour of students from University of Wales Trinity Saint David are very common, and most students face the lack of healthy food at the university and the influence of the vending machine inside the university that only contains unhealthy food choices food. Although all students demonstrated a very good knowledge of healthy eating behaviours due to the information they received during their studies, however, most of them continue to make unhealthy food choices due to the lack of food in the university and the vending machine that only contains sweets and cheap products has been shown to influence them to make bad choices 2-3 times a day when they are at university. 
[bookmark: _Toc143848368]5.1 Recommendations

University administrators and researchers should provide information and advice that improves healthy food choices and preparation, more campaigns should be conducted on the importance of healthy eating, also school policy should implement a new lunch break program, this should be for one hour, starting at 12 and ending at 1 pm, so that the students have time to eat relaxed and not on the run as they do at the moment. The university management should consider making available to the students a cafe or a restaurant within the university premises, provide a variety food options especially for vegetarians. The results of this study should be considered a first step in developing personalized and effective intervention programs aimed at improving the eating behaviour of university students. In terms of practical implications, the University of Wales Trinity Saint David can change the eating habits of students towards a more sustainable food trajectory. 
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 • What influences your food choices? 
• Would you participate in a university meal program? Why or why not?
 • When you think about eating healthy, what kind of foods do you think about? Which are available in your university? What is missing that you wish were available? 
• How often do you make these healthy choices when they are/or would be available in your university?
 • What foods do you consider less healthy in your university’s vending machines/cafeteria? Why do you think they are less healthy? 
• How often do you make less healthy choices when they are available in your university vending machines/cafeteria? 
• What university food changes in the past year do you like? What changes don’t you like?
 • Have your eating habits changed at university since last fall? In what ways have they changed? 
• What time do you go to lunch? What time would you prefer to take your lunch?
 • Do you feel like you have enough time to finish your food during lunch? Do you feel like you spend too much time standing in lines to prepare your food? 
• How many times in a day do you use the vending machines? Where is the vending machine located? Does the location influence how often you use it?
 • Where do you get your nutrition information from? 
• What kinds of information do you need to make healthy food choices? 
• Would the availability of information in the kitchen area/ cafeteria influence your food choices? 
• What can your university do to promote healthy eating?
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