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Eating behavior encompasses the typical actions associated with one's eating habits, including the choices of food, culinary techniques, and the amounts consumed (Kong et.al., 2016). Embarking upon the journey of higher education marks a pivotal juncture in an individual's life. Amidst the various significances of this phase, there arises a heightened need for conscientious attention towards dietary decisions and the adoption of health-conscious lifestyle habits (Javeed et.al., 2021). Eating behavior holds a significant role in one's life, given its potential to exert a lasting impact on overall health outcomes. Unfavorable dietary patterns, including the consumption of nutritionally lacking foods, meal skipping, and irregular eating schedules, are recognized as contributors to a range of health issues and deficiencies in essential nutrients over the long term (Kabir et.al., 2018). Maintaining a nutritious diet is broadly acknowledged as a primary element in averting obesity and non-communicable diseases (Hilger et.al., 2017).

A Canadian study investigated modern perspectives on sustainable eating habits among students. With 21 participants, the research included data from five focus groups, analysed thematically. The results showcased factors-individual, environmental (general and specific), and related to university- that shape sustainable dietary decisions. Particularly, "food literacy" and "campus food" stood out as primary influences among these factors (Mollaei et.al., 2023). Tom et al. explored factors influencing eating habits among Belgian university students. They used a semi-structured questionnaire for five focus groups with 35 students. The students cited personal, social, environmental, and external factors affecting their eating behaviour (Deliens et al., 2014). Ashraful et al. researched factors impacting eating behaviour and dietary intake. Through 25 in-depth interviews and 13 focus groups with diverse students, they employed thematic analysis and methodological triangulation for validation. The study identified individual, societal, university-related, and environmental factors as crucial determinants of students' eating habits and dietary intake (Kabir et.al., 2018). A qualitative research endeavour investigating the factors guiding the dietary preferences of university students found that social media played a significant role in shaping food choices, primarily driven by its influence on body image ideals (BAVA et.al., 2018). A US study examined barriers and supports to healthy eating among college students at the University of Hawaii at Manoa. This involved eleven focus groups with 44 participants, analysed using NVivo11. Key barriers included limited nutrition knowledge, peer pressure, institutional barriers, and cost. Primary supports were enhanced nutrition knowledge, parental influence, consistent healthy options on campus, and the impact of social media (Amore et.al., 2019). Lara et al. investigated factors influencing healthy and unhealthy eating, physical activity levels, and weight changes among college students. The study indicated that eating and physical activity behaviours are shaped by an intricate interaction of motivations, self-regulatory skills, and the distinctive social and physical college environment (LaCaille et.al., 2011). A study examined how dietary beliefs and social cognitive factors impact eating habits in college students at a rural Midwestern university. The findings highlighted four major influences:  food and health beliefs, social influence, university influence, and body image beliefs (Birmachu et.al., 2021). A US study investigated factors influencing healthy eating behaviours among college students. The findings identified common barriers including time constraints, unhealthy snacking, convenient high-calorie food, stress, expensive healthy food, and easy access to junk food (Sogari et.al., 2018). A US study investigated the factors influencing dietary habits among international students at Northeastern and Midwestern universities. The findings identified key influences, including the food and campus environment, religion, and individual preferences (Alakaam et.al., 2015).

A UK study investigated the impact of dietary acculturation and enculturation on student food choices using a phenomenological approach. With 60 participants (41 domestic students and 19 international students) selected via purposive sampling, data collection included questionnaires and interviews. Thematic analysis revealed that dietary enculturation affects the eating behaviour of both international students and Black, Asian, and Minority Ethnic (BAME) home students (Mensah et.al., 2022). Jina et al. conducted a study to analyse eating behaviour patterns among British university students. Using a two-step cluster analysis on data from a "Student Eating Behaviours" questionnaire completed by 345 undergraduates, the results revealed that 19% of students exhibited "favourable eating behaviours," while just under a third fell into the two riskier clusters (Tanton et.al., 2015). 

[bookmark: _Toc143789647]Rationale 

A substantial amount of research had been undertaken worldwide to investigate the factors that impact the eating habits of university students, in contrast to the relatively limited research conducted specifically in the United Kingdom. To address this gap in research is of utmost importance, as it plays a vital role in enhancing the overall well-being, academic achievements, and contentment of these students with the services offered on campus (Rojon and Sunders, 2012).
[bookmark: _Toc143789648]Research question, aim and objectives

Research question: What factors influence the eating behaviors of the postgraduate students of UWTSD?

Aim: To identify the factors impacting the eating habits of postgraduate students at UWTSD.
Objectives:
1. To understand factors influencing change in eating behaviors at University of PG students.
2.To explore influence of healthy and less healthy choices available for PG students at university.
[bookmark: _Toc143789649]Research method

A qualitative study was used as it enabled the identification of factors influencing eating behavior from the perspective of university students, as well as a deeper comprehension of the meanings and interpretations they attributed to their eating habits (Hennink et.al., 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc143789650]Research design

The research design employed in this study involves ethnography, which constitutes a qualitative research approach wherein researchers engage in direct observation and interaction with participants within their natural settings. This methodology is utilized to gain insights into the underlying motivations behind specific behaviors or practices (Baral et.al.,2010).
[bookmark: _Toc143789651]Recruitment, Sampling & Study Participants

The study’s participants were recruited from the group of students currently registered in the master’s program in Public Health and Social Care in Practice at the London campus of the University of Wales Trinity Saint David. Inclusion criteria encompassed postgraduate students aged 20 and older, including both domestic and international students, as well as those who were enrolled full-time. The exclusion criteria encompass all part-time and full-time undergraduate and postgraduate courses apart from the one under consideration (Manohar et.al., 2018). A group of six (6) female students was chosen as the sample (n) for research, utilizing convenience sampling. This approach was selected because it falls under the category of nonprobability or non-random sampling, wherein individuals from the target population who satisfy specific practical criteria, such as being readily accessible, geographically close, available at a particular time, or willing to participate, are included for the study’s objectives (Etikan et.al., 2015). Study was held in an unoccupied classroom in August 2023.
[bookmark: _Toc143789652]Materials/Data Collection Method(s)/ procedure

The chosen method for data collection was a focus group discussion, primarily selected for its capacity to centralize factors that impact eating behavior. This approach entailed the active participation of a pre-selected group of individuals in an interactive discussion (Hennink, 2014). Prior to the focus group discussion, all participants were requested to fill out a brief questionnaire provided by university which included inquiries about their age, gender, educational history, height, weight, ethical background, place of residence, and their program of study (Appendix 2). The university supplied a comprehensive focus group topic guide, which includes instructions for conducting focus group discussions and a questionnaire. Participants were first provided with a clear understanding of the study's objectives. Before commencing the interviews and the subsequent recording process, the participants were engaged in obtaining informed verbal consent, during which they were assured of the protection of their anonymity and the strict confidentiality of their responses. Each participant had the choice to exit the focus group at any moment during the session. The focus group discussion lasted approximately 60 minutes. The focus group topic guide included a questionnaire comprising open-ended questions (Appendix 1). This question guide encompassed initial and introductory inquiries, fostering participant familiarity and connection, thus facilitating the commencement of the topic discussion. Most of the group discussions primarily centered around the key questions related to the study's purpose, which is to identify the factors influencing students' eating behavior. Lastly, students were encouraged to provide suggestions on how the university could promote healthy eating habits. 
[bookmark: _Toc143789653]Data analysis technique

Thematic analysis was the chosen method for data analysis, and this analysis was carried out manually, without the use of any text analysis software. To become more acquainted with the data, it was transcribed into written form, utilizing both audio recordings and notes from the data collection process. Initial open codes were created, followed by the coding of the text from all transcripts through multiple readings. Following the completion of the initial coding of the interviews, efforts were directed towards identifying clusters of codes, referred to as "themes." The themes were examined in conjunction with the coded data, and descriptive names were assigned to each theme (Braun and Clarke, 2012).
[bookmark: _Toc143789654]Ethical considerations

The research proposal was not submitted to the Research Ethics Committees of the University of Wales Trinity Saint David for formal approval. Instead, a robust ethical approach was upheld by obtaining verbal informed consent from each participant before the commencement of interviews. This consent process emphasized the participants' autonomy and their voluntary decision to engage in the study. Furthermore, a paramount commitment to safeguarding the privacy and confidentiality of participant data was meticulously adhered to throughout the entire research process. Participants were assured that their information would be handled with the utmost discretion, reinforcing the ethical integrity of this study (Cacciattolo, 2015).

[bookmark: _Toc143789655]Results

Regarding the sociodemographic profile of the sample, the data revealed that the participants' ages ranged from 20 to 40 years. All the individuals involved were women who were actively pursuing a master's degree in public health and social care in practice. Among the six participants, three were Indian students, two came from different white ethnic backgrounds, and one participant identified as black British. The participants' height and weight fell within the range of 153 cm to 167 cm and 58 kg to 75 kg, respectively. Each participant resided off campus.

Regarding the thematic analysis, data uncovered four primary determinants influencing the eating patterns and dietary intake of university students. These determinants encompass individual aspects, societal influences, environmental conditions, and factors associated with the university. Each of the factors were further divided into sub-factors.
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1.Individual aspects

a) Health condition
Certainly, among the six participants in study, a notable finding emerged when it was revealed that three of them acknowledged the significant influence of their health conditions on their dietary preferences. These participants indicated that their specific health conditions played a pivotal role in shaping their food choices.

"I have type 1 diabetes, so I always check how many carbs are in the food I buy or make at home. This helps me take the right amount of insulin."  (Participant 3, F). 

"Since I'm underweight, I like to eat eggs because they're good for my health."

"Because I have low blood pressure, I choose foods with more salt and sugar, and I eat often throughout the day because I have a condition called bulimia, which affects my eating habits." (Participant 5, F).

b) State of mind
Two participants mentioned that their food choices depend on their state of mind. They indicated that their decision-making regarding what they ate was influenced by their emotional or psychological condition at a given moment.

"My food choices are influenced by my mood; sometimes, I make unhealthy choices when I'm feeling down, and conversely, when I'm in a better mood, I tend to make healthier choices."(Participant 6, F).

c) Age 
One of the participants opts for healthier food choices as she was advancing in age.
“As I grow older, the way I pick my food is changing. I'm choosing healthier things because I want to have a good future.” (Participant 1, F).

d) Dietary knowledge
Every participant is eager to enroll in the university meal program to discover the variety of foods offered at the university, learn about maintaining a healthy diet, and share their newfound knowledge with others. Out of the participants, four believed maintaining a healthy diet primarily involves increasing the consumption of vegetables and fruits, while two others believe that achieving a balanced diet equates to eating healthily.

“In my view, eating healthily means having a well-balanced diet that includes the right proportions of carbohydrates, proteins, and fats.” (Participant 6, F).

Three participants utilize NHS websites and mobile apps to acquire nutrition information, while two participants seek guidance from nutritionists. One participant, hailing from a farming family, obtains nutritional information from their own family sources.

"I believe that in the UK, most people adhere to NHS standards, and I trust the accuracy of information provided on the NHS website, so that's my preference."(Participant 2, F).

e) Choices
Half of the participants assert that they will opt for healthy choices even when they become available in the future, while the other half does not prefer them. Four participants reported that their eating choices have changed since last year, while the other two have experienced no alterations.

“Yes, things have improved in better ways. I don't buy snacks from machines anymore. Instead, I bring my own homemade food.” (Participant 1, F).

 Four participants mentioned that they utilize the vending machine once daily, whereas the other two have never made use of it.

“I use the university vending machine once a day.” (Participant 3, F).

 The majority of them indicated that having knowledge of the sugar content in food would enable them to make healthier choices.

f) Time 
Most participants confirmed that the university's lunch break, which falls around 1 pm, is both their preferred time to eat and provides them with ample time to finish their meals.

2.Societal influences

a) Friends or peers
One participant mentions that she struggles to finish her lunch at university because she eats with her friends, leading to her being unable to consume all her food.

"Eating with others can often take up more time, which is why I frequently find it challenging to finish all of my food." (Participant 5, F).

3.Environmental conditions

a) Availability
The majority of students expressed that sandwich stood out as the sole nutritious choice accessible at the university, compelling them to opt for unhealthy alternatives. Every participant desires a cafeteria on campus where they can obtain freshly prepared fruits, salads, and juices right on the spot. 

“The only healthy options at the university are vegetable and egg sandwiches.”
(Participant 2, F).

All participants also concurred that the availability of food choices remained consistent compared to the previous year.

“I hope there had been a proper cafeteria where meals are offered in addition to snacks.” (Participant 1, F).



4.Factors associated with the university

a) Academic pressure
One of the participants asserts that academic pressure impacts her food choices and the timing of her meals. 
“My food selection and meal timings are dependent upon the academic pressures I face.” (Participant 5, F).

b) Health promotion 
Four participants mentioned that the university providing information in the kitchen area or cafeteria would affect their decisions regarding healthier food choices.
[bookmark: _Toc143789656]Discussion

The data uncovered that a significant majority of students regularly opted for on-campus vending machine snacks that offered limited nutritional value. These findings generated the hypothesis that,
1. Various factors significantly impact the transformation of eating behaviors among UWTSD PG students.
2. The presence and availability of healthy and less healthy choices at the university significantly influence the dietary decisions of PG students.

The results of this study align closely with findings from previous research (Kabir et.al., 2018; Deliens et.al.,2014; Mollaei et.al.,2023; Birmachu et.al.,2022; Mensha et.al.,2022) indicating a high degree of consistency. Similarities with prior research encompass factors like understanding of dietary choices, mental well-being, time management regarding personal aspects, the influence of friends within societal factors, the availability of resources in environmental conditions, and the impact of academic pressures within the university context. In my study, I observed different factors compared to other studies. These included health conditions and age among individuals, and the promotion of health within university-related factors. This convergence of evidence provides robust support for an existing theory within the field. These results hold significance as they serve as a foundation for the implementation of new policies within the university and provide valuable insights for future research endeavors. In terms of real-world applications, this study underscores the significance of campus food environments and how they can serve as a pivotal point for higher education institutions, like universities, to influence students' dietary choices toward a more sustainable and healthful path. Achieving this objective can be realized through on-campus initiatives that bolster food literacy, impart knowledge about sustainable food practices, and implement interventions geared toward enhancing the quality, variety, and affordability of food options available within the campus vicinity.

Regarding limitations, while the study aimed for a balanced gender representation, it ultimately included solely female students, with an absence of participants from other gender categories. As a consequence of this biased sample, the results could potentially be influenced and exhibit a tendency towards reflecting a viewpoint that is more focused on females. The study exclusively enrolled participants from the MSc program in public health and social care at UWTSD's London campus. Consequently, the findings may not be applicable to universities located in different regions. Constraints of utilizing focus groups, such as the phenomenon of groupthink, might have exerted an influence on the outcomes as well (Mollaei et.al., 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc143789657]Conclusion 

This study aimed to delve into the influences on eating behaviors and food consumption among UWTSD students. It underscores the significance of a wide array of factors, encompassing individual attributes, societal influences, environmental conditions, and university-related elements, in shaping these behaviors. The study proved effective in addressing its research question. It also indicated that a majority of participants possessed some level of knowledge regarding healthy diets, yet most of them tended to consume unhealthy food while on campus. Additionally, the study prompted new inquiries, particularly concerning the health conditions of certain participants.

The study's recommendations advocate for the establishment of a university team dedicated to addressing students' needs for healthier dietary options. Furthermore, the research revealed a noteworthy correlation between the available food choices within the university and students' eating behaviors.
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FOCUS GROUP TOPIC GUIDE 
Greet the study participants and introduce the study that it is aimed to explore and understand the factors that influence eating behaviour among postgraduate students in a public university. Please ensure you obtain informed consent from the study participants to interview them and to record the interview before starting the interview. Make sure there is a chair selected to guide the focus group. 
(a) Introduction and Welcome: Chair (in real life often the researcher) Outline the meeting will be recorded (individually) anonymity will be followed with the analysis and publication of the data. Ask for consent of participants. Inform participants about the time scheduled for the focus group (between 45-60 minutes). 
(b) Instructions regarding the focus group: At the beginning you will introduce yourself. You will each tell your name and describe which programme you are studying, the amount of time you have been studying. You can also tell what you enjoy the most of your studies. 
(c) Questioning: Chair reads each question separately out loud and clearly, if needed repeat it. Allow participants the time to respond to each question. Also allow participants to respond to each other and/or ask each other questions. Make sure all participants take part in the focus group discussion. Ensure to manage time and balanced contributions. Guide participants back to the listed question.
(d) Open the focus group by asking the first questions. 
• 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?
e) Chair: Close the focus group by thanking the participants for their contributions and inform them what time the research findings will be ready and published. Answer all other queries participants might have.
Available at: https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=11642

[bookmark: _Toc143789660]Appendix 2

A Brief Questionnaire

Age (years)c

15-20

20-25

25-30

30-35

35-40                                               



Sex

Male 

Female


Educational background

Primary School

Secondary School

University Degree

Graduate Degree
Other
Please specify:
…………………………………………


Body Mass Index (BMI) (kg/m2)
Height      ………………………...
Weight     ………………………...
BMI          ………………………...


Ethnic background

White British

[bookmark: _Hlk505006058]Black British

[bookmark: _Hlk505504899][bookmark: _Hlk508718024]Black African

Black Caribbean 

Indian

Pakistani
Bangladeshi


Chinese
[bookmark: _Hlk508696831]Asian Other

[bookmark: _Hlk513108606]Please specify:
…………………………………………….

Any other Ethnic group

[bookmark: _Hlk129506557]Please specify:
………………………………………….....


Residency
On-campus                                        


Off/campus                                             

Programme of Study
Please specify:

………………………………………………………………………….

Available at: https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=11642










image1.png
Prifysgol Cymru
Ny Y Drindod Dewi Sant

" University of Wales
Trinity Saint David





image2.png
Individual factors
Health condition
State of mind
Age
Dietary knowledge
Choices
Time

Societal factors
Friends or peers

Eating Behaviour

Environmental factors
Availability

Factors associated

with the university

Academic pressure
Health promotion





