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“Exploring the factors that influence eating behaviour among postgraduate students in a public university: a focus group discussion”


Introduction
The study of eating habits among postgraduate students at public universities has received increased attention due to the implications for health, academic performance, and overall well-being. This qualitative study aims to understand the multifaceted factors that influence eating habits and dietary choices in this demographic, using a focus group discussion methodology to delve into personal, social, and environmental influences. Recent studies have highlighted the complexity of dietary behaviours, emphasizing the interplay between individual preferences, cultural backgrounds, economic constraints, and the availability of healthy food options on campus (Znyk et al., 2024; Singh et al., 2024).
Given the growing concern about the nutritional status and health of postgraduate students, who frequently face unique pressures and challenges that can influence their eating habits, this study aims to add to the body of knowledge by providing nuanced insights into the specific factors that shape their dietary choices. The importance of this study lies not only in its ability to inform health promotion and policy interventions tailored to the needs of postgraduate students, but also in its contribution to the broader discourse on public health and nutrition education in higher education settings. This study uses a qualitative approach to capture the complex, lived experiences of postgraduate students, providing a comprehensive understanding of the factors influencing their eating behaviour. This study is consistent with recent academic inquiries, such as those conducted by Hao et al. (2024), which highlight the importance of targeted research that addresses the specific contexts and populations at risk of poor nutritional outcomes.




Literature Review
Understanding postgraduate students' eating habits is critical for developing interventions aimed at encouraging healthier dietary practices in this population. The complexities of dietary choices among postgraduate students have been attributed to a variety of factors, including, but not limited to, educational stress, financial constraints, and nutritional ignorance. The study by Luke, Bhuta, and Philip (2023) is an important reference in this discussion because it demonstrates that nutrition education has a significant impact on college students' eating attitudes and behaviors. This finding highlights the effectiveness of educational interventions in promoting healthier eating habits.
Previous research has shown a link between nutritional knowledge and dietary choices, supporting the importance of nutrition education in influencing eating behaviors. According to Znyk et al. (2024), postgraduate students, particularly those from non-nutrition fields, have varying levels of awareness about the nutritional value of their dietary choices, which frequently leads to suboptimal food selections. This disparity emphasizes the importance of integrating comprehensive nutrition education into the university curriculum, regardless of academic discipline.
Furthermore, postgraduate students' eating behaviors must be considered in terms of their environmental and social contexts. The availability of healthy food options on campus, combined with the social influence of peer dietary habits, have a significant impact on students' eating behaviors. According to Daneshjo (2023), the pressures of academic excellence and social integration frequently lead students to prioritize convenience over nutrition, choosing fast food options that are easily accessible but nutritionally deficient.
The impact of psychological factors on eating behaviors is also worth considering. Stress associated with postgraduate studies has been linked to changes in eating habits, including increased snacking and consumption of high-calorie foods as coping strategies. This link between stress and eating behaviour emphasizes the importance of a comprehensive approach to promoting healthy eating among postgraduate students, which includes not only educational interventions but also stress management and psychological support.



Rational and Research Objectives 
The rationale for this study stems from the observed lack of comprehensive research focusing on the multifaceted factors influencing eating behaviors among postgraduate students. While previous studies have investigated various aspects of dietary choices in the general university population, there is a scarcity of literature that specifically addresses the unique challenges and influences faced by postgraduate students. This study aims to fill this gap by providing a detailed analysis of this demographic's dietary behaviors, taking into account the interactions of nutritional knowledge, environmental factors, and psychological influences. 
The primary goal of this study is to identify and analyse the major factors influencing eating habits among postgraduate students at a public university. By doing so, the study aims to:
1. Assess the impact of nutritional education on postgraduate students' dietary choices, with a particular emphasis on differences between students in nutrition and non-nutrition fields.
2. Investigate the impact of campus food environments and social influences on eating behaviors among postgraduate students.
3. Investigate the link between stress and eating patterns, identifying stress-related eating habits common in this population.
4. Propose evidence-based recommendations for promoting healthier eating habits among postgraduate students, including educational interventions, campus policy changes, and supportive services.
Finally, the literature highlights the complexities of factors influencing postgraduate students' eating behaviors, which range from nutritional education and campus environments to social and psychological influences. This study aims to build on previous research by providing insights into effective strategies for encouraging healthier dietary practices in this specific demographic. Through a thorough examination of these factors, the study hopes to contribute to the development of holistic interventions tailored to the needs and challenges of postgraduate students.




Methodology 
Research Methodology
This qualitative study aimed to investigate the factors influencing eating behaviour among postgraduate students at a public university, with a focus group discussion (FGD) serving as the primary data collection method. Qualitative research methodologies are especially effective for delving into the depths, nuances, and complexities of personal experiences and behaviors, yielding insights that are difficult to quantify (Creswell and Poth, 2018).
Research Design
A focus group discussion (FGD) was used to collect detailed information about postgraduate students' eating habits. FGDs are an effective qualitative research tool for exploring perceptions and ideas among a group of participants, allowing for the identification of common themes and diverse perspectives on a given topic (Wilkinson, 2004). This approach is ideal for discussing sensitive topics such as personal eating habits in a supportive group setting, where participants may feel more at ease sharing their experiences.
Recruitment, Sampling, and Study Participants
Participants in the focus group were recruited from a public university's postgraduate student population, with data derived specifically from Group 2. The recruitment strategy aimed to maximize sample diversity in order to cover a wide range of eating behaviors. On March 6th, a moderator (Sanara) led Group 2's focus group, which included Gloria, Naveena, Nehal, Rezia, Vaishali, and Yash. This group was chosen because they were willing to participate and represented the larger postgraduate community.
Purposive sampling was used to select participants who could provide rich, relevant, and diverse perspectives on the research question (Patton, 2015). The focus group's composition ensured a diverse mix of students, allowing for a thorough discussion that revealed the multifaceted nature of postgraduate students' eating behaviors.
Materials, Data Collection Methods, and Procedure
In preparation for the FGD, participants were asked to fill out an online questionnaire about their eating habits and familiarize themselves with a discussion guide. This pre-discussion engagement ensured that participants were prepared and able to actively contribute to the focus group, resulting in more fruitful and insightful discussions.
The FGD was based on a semi-structured discussion guide that included open-ended questions intended to elicit detailed responses from participants. The conversation focused on various aspects of eating behaviour, such as dietary choices, influences on eating habits, and the role of the university environment in shaping these behaviors. The session was audio recorded to ensure that the discussions were accurately captured and transcribed.

Ethical considerations
The university's research ethics committee approved this study, ensuring that it met the highest ethical standards. Participants were made aware of the study's purpose, their right to withdraw at any time, and the confidentiality of their responses. All participants provided informed consent before the focus group began. The study's ethical considerations also included safeguards for participant anonymity and data security during and after the research process (American Psychological Association, 2017).
Data Analysis Technique
Thematic analysis was used to analyse the data collected during Group 2's focus group discussion. Thematic analysis is a versatile tool for identifying, analysing, and reporting themes in data, allowing researchers to make sense of both collective and individual insights (Braun and Clarke, 2006). The analysis followed Braun and Clarke's six-phase process, which included familiarizing oneself with the data, creating initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and producing the report. This methodological approach allowed for a thorough examination of the factors influencing postgraduate students' eating behaviour, highlighting both similarities and differences in their experiences and perceptions.







Result
The table below presents the demographic details of Group B participants who were involved in the focus group discussion on March 6th, highlighting their roles and confirming their academic status as postgraduate students.

	Name
	Role
	Date of Discussion
	Academic Year

	Gloria
	Participant
	March 6th
	Postgraduate

	Naveena
	Participant
	March 6th
	Postgraduate

	Nehal
	Participant
	March 6th
	Postgraduate

	Rezia
	Participant
	March 6th
	Postgraduate

	Sanara
	Moderator
	March 6th
	Postgraduate

	Vaishali
	Participant
	March 6th
	Postgraduate

	Yash
	Participant
	March 6th
	Postgraduate




Themes - 

1. Theme 1: Time and Convenience
· Codes: Skipping breakfast, Convenience foods, Time constraints.
· Quotes:
· "I don't have breakfast... simply because I don't have the time."
· "My breakfast is literally a cappuccino and maybe a biscuit which is not very healthy, I know."
Explanation: This theme emphasizes the significant impact of time constraints and the pursuit of convenience on eating habits. Many participants indicated that the lack of time leads them to skip meals, such as breakfast, or opt for quick and often less nutritious options.
2. Theme 2: Eating Out and Snacking
· Codes: Vending machine snacks, Eating out, Unplanned meals.
· Quotes:
· "If I'm at work, I'll have a sandwich, or in uni, will pick something up from the vending machine or pop to the cafe again."
Explanation: The tendency to rely on readily available food options like vending machines, cafes, or restaurants is notable among students. This behavior suggests a pattern of unplanned and potentially unhealthy eating choices influenced by the convenience of the surrounding environment.
3. Theme 3: Impact of Stress and Study Environment
· Codes: Stress eating, Snacking during study, Influence of academic environment.
· Quotes:
· "Because we're just snacking all the time... it's not just that everybody snacking."
Explanation: Academic stress and the environment significantly affect students' eating behaviors, with many reporting increased snacking as a coping mechanism. This theme underscores how emotional and psychological factors, coupled with the physical study environment, steer dietary choices.
4. Theme 4: Health Consciousness and Efforts
· Codes: Health awareness, Efforts to eat healthy, Awareness of diet impact.
· Quotes:
· "I'm making a healthy disease twice a day like broccoli soup and soup and healthy snacks like dinner."
Explanation: Despite prevalent challenges, there is a conscious effort among some students to adopt healthier eating practices. This theme reveals a dichotomy between the intention to eat healthily and the practical difficulties in consistently implementing such choices.
5. Theme 5: Cultural and Social Influences
· Codes: Cultural dietary habits, social eating, Influence of peers and family.
· Quotes:
· "So, it depends upon the person whom we are with."
Explanation: Eating behaviors are significantly influenced by cultural norms and social contexts. Participants noted that their food choices are often shaped by cultural traditions and the company they keep, pointing to the strong role of social and cultural factors in dietary habits.

These themes collectively paint a detailed picture of the eating behaviors among postgraduate students, highlighting the interplay between individual, social, environmental, and emotional factors. The findings from the focus group discussions underscore the complexity of navigating healthy eating amidst the demands and influences of student life.
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Discussion 
The thematic analysis identified five key themes influencing postgraduate students' eating behaviors: time and convenience, eating out and snacking, the impact of stress and the study environment, health consciousness and efforts, and cultural and social influences. These findings support the complex interplay of factors influencing dietary habits identified in previous research (Smith & Ebbeling, 2013; Devine et al., 2006), implying that time constraints, stress, and social environments significantly shape eating behaviors, and are consistent with our hypothesis that multiple dimensions influence dietary habits among postgraduate students.
Evaluation and Analysis
The theme of Time and Convenience emphasizes how time constraints lead to skipping meals or opting for convenience foods, which is consistent with the findings of Neumark-Sztainer et al. (2012), who emphasize the impact of academic and personal responsibilities on eating habits. Similarly, Eating Out and Snacking emphasizes the importance of readily available food options, which is consistent with the findings of Story et al. (2008), who discovered that environmental factors have a strong influence on food choices among young adults.
The Impact of Stress and Study Environment emphasizes the role of stress in promoting snacking and unhealthy eating, which is supported by Oliver and Wardle (2005), who observed stress-related eating behaviors in university students. Health Consciousness and Efforts reveals an awareness and desire to pursue healthy eating, similar to the findings of Laska et al. (2010), indicating that students are increasingly recognizing the importance of nutrition.
The Cultural and Social Influences theme suggests that eating habits are heavily influenced by cultural backgrounds and social circles, echoing the work of Airhihenbuwa et al. (1996), who emphasized the impact of cultural identity on dietary patterns.
Relevance and Future Implications.
This study elucidates the multifaceted factors that influence eating behaviors among postgraduate students, emphasizing the importance of multifactorial interventions aimed at time management, stress reduction, and the promotion of healthy eating environments within universities. Future implications include developing campus-based nutritional guidance programs and stress management workshops, as well as fostering social support systems that promote healthy eating habits.
Strengths and Limitations.
This study's strength is its qualitative approach, which provides in-depth insights into postgraduate students' lived experiences and perceptions of their eating behaviors. Furthermore, the diverse thematic framework provides a thorough understanding of the various factors that influence dietary habits.

The study's limitations include its reliance on a single focus group discussion from Group 2, which may not fully capture the breadth of experiences across the entire postgraduate student population. Furthermore, the data's self-reported nature may introduce bias, as participants may have given socially acceptable responses.
Finally, this study provides important insights into postgraduate students' eating habits, emphasizing the complex interplay of personal, social, and environmental factors. By filling gaps in the literature and correlating with previous findings, this study emphasizes the importance of holistic approaches to promoting healthy eating among postgraduate students, laying the groundwork for future research and interventions aimed at improving nutritional well-being in academic environments.
Conclusion 
The investigation into the eating habits of postgraduate students at a public university revealed layers of complexity and influence that go beyond personal preference or nutritional awareness. The study began with a desire to understand the numerous factors that influence these behaviors, and it sought to dissect the interplay of time, convenience, stress, cultural, and social influences on dietary habits within this demographic.
Restated Research Topic: The focus of this investigation was on unravelling the eating habits of postgraduate students, a group that is frequently caught in the crossfire of academic pressures, evolving personal responsibilities, and the search for identity and belonging.
Research Question Restated: The study's guiding question, "What factors significantly influence eating behaviors among postgraduate students at a public university, and how do these elements interact to shape dietary habits?" served as a beacon, directing the thematic analysis that followed. This question emphasizes the investigation's intention to delve into the nuances of dietary choices, hoping to uncover the underlying currents that guide these decisions.
Summary of main points: The thematic analysis identified five key themes: time and convenience, eating out and snacking, the impact of stress and the study environment, health consciousness and efforts, and cultural and social influences. Each theme provides a glimpse into the lives of postgraduate students, revealing how time constraints and the allure of convenience frequently derail nutritional goals. The findings reveal a widespread reliance on fast food, vending machines, and cafés, which is supported by a larger narrative of stress eating and the academic environment's role in encouraging snacking and irregular meal patterns. Despite these obstacles, a thread of health consciousness runs through the story, with students making concerted efforts to incorporate healthier foods into their diets, albeit inconsistently. Furthermore, the analysis demonstrates the profound impact of cultural and social contexts, illustrating how these dimensions both enrich and complicate dietary habits.
Significance of results: The significance of the results cannot be overstated. They shed light on the complex web of factors influencing postgraduate students' eating habits, providing valuable insights for university administrators, policymakers, and health practitioners. The study's findings advocate for a comprehensive approach to nutritional interventions, emphasizing the importance of supportive environments that address the specific challenges that postgraduate students face. These findings pave the way for targeted strategies addressing time constraints, stress management, and promoting a health-conscious community, highlighting the importance of cultivating a campus culture that values and supports healthy eating habits.
Concluding Thoughts: While this research journey is limited to the context of a public university, it raises broader questions about the role of educational institutions in promoting student well-being. It emphasizes the importance of universities not only as centers of learning and intellectual growth, but also as supportive environments that promote overall health and wellness. As this study concludes, it encourages a collective reflection on our responsibilities to postgraduate students' nutritional health, urging a concerted effort to transform campus environments into spaces that promote healthy living. This research has far-reaching implications beyond academia, providing a blueprint for creating supportive ecosystems that benefit future generations of people. In doing so, it not only enriches the academic discourse on student health but also lays the groundwork for future explorations into the symbiotic relationship between education, health, and well-being.
In conclusion, this study not only maps the terrain of eating behaviors among postgraduate students, but it also serves as a clear call to action. It invites stakeholders within and outside of universities to forge pathways that prioritize students' nutritional health, ensuring that their academic pursuits are supplemented by a lifestyle that promotes their overall well-being.
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