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






[bookmark: _Toc143707581]Abstract 

[bookmark: _Toc143707582]Background 

University students represent the main cause of concern when it comes to increased rates of obesity (Telleria-Aramburu and Arroyo-Izaga, 2021). Academic pressure and food choice independence are factors that contribute to students' high intake of unhealthy foods and beverages (Alolab, et al., 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc143707583]Research aim 

The aim of this research is to find out if there is an association between emotional state, stress, and unhealthy eating behaviours among postgraduate students
[bookmark: _Toc143707584]Methods 

Qualitative data was collected through a focus group discussion with a set of questions provided by the university. The data extracted was analysed by a thematic analysis. 
[bookmark: _Toc143707585]Results 

The focus group discussion generated that academic stress is one of the factors that influence students' eating behaviour. However, the choice was encouraged by both the location of the vending machines/cafeteria and the display of the food and beverages in the vending machines. Also, the availability of unhealthy food was another factor that contributed to students' choice of food. 
[bookmark: _Toc143707586]Conclusion

The findings highlighted the importance of raising awareness about the consequences of unhealthy diets as well as tips for healthy choices within the university.








[bookmark: _Toc143707587]Chapter 1. 

1.1. [bookmark: _Toc143707588]Introduction

University or college enrolment is one of the most important aspects of an individual life, because students enter a new scholarly period and become independent in choosing food and beverage preferences compared to earlier stages of their life (Javeed, et al., 2021). Food choice independence among university students often follows unhealthy lifestyles such as skipping breakfast, eating lunch and breakfast at the same time, increased snaking, low physical activity, and inadequate sleeping duration resulting in weight gain (Telleria-Aramburu and Arroyo-Izaga, 2021). Unhealthy eating is one of the main factors that contribute to obesity in young people, and consequently, their health in adulthood (Sogari, et al., 2018).
Nowadays the preponderance of obesity has risen dramatically reaching 33.3% of the adult global population (GHDx, 2023). Whereas in England 63.8% of the adult population is considered either obese or overweight of which 37% are 16 to 24-year-olds (Baker, 2023). Yet, in Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland a further 31% of adults are evaluated to be obese and 36% are overweight (Baker, 2023). Furthermore, in London (UK) a proportion of 56% of the adult population is evaluated to be obese (Barrett, Brown and Belcher, 2019). 
Besides physical activity, socioeconomic, environmental, and hereditary aspects unhealthy food consumption is the biggest contributor to obesity (Telleria-Aramburu and Arroyo-Izaga, 2021). The main cause of concern is university students because generally, this is the time when young people start following unhealthy lifestyles (Telleria-Aramburu and Arroyo-Izaga, 2021). And that is mainly because of academic pressure (Alolab, et al., 2022)
Hence, the purpose of this report was to investigate which factors impact eating behaviours among postgraduate students at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (London campus), using a qualitative research method. A summary of existing literature on dietary patterns among university students was conducted in the background section, from where the aim of this report was established. Furthermore, the research aimed to collect data from students and make sustainable recommendations for policymakers, future research, and the university, aiming to improve healthier eating behaviour among students. 
1.2. [bookmark: _Toc143707589]Background (literature review)

The following is a review of nine academic journals which have already studied students' eating habits in different countries such as the United States of America, Korea, Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirates, Bangladesh, Brazil, Poland, United Kingdom, and Pakistan. The database used to select the journals was Google Scholar and the journals have been selected based on an inclusion and exclusion criteria that comprised “eating behaviour among university students”. 
Using the PRISMA flow diagram only 9 were considered relevant for the chosen topic and thoroughly reading. 
First study done by Alakaam and Willyard (2020), suggest that international students have reported that buying their country's foods is more expensive than the local food, so they choose to eat whatever was available whereas those that have substantial religious beliefs such as vegetarians or those who only eat halal food have found it difficult to consume their food due to foods availability at the university. Also, Alakaam and Willyard (2020), indicate that due to lack of time, students do not plan a meal schedule and they just eat when they can and not necessarily healthy food. Healthy food choices were also influenced by the display of different types of food within the university, making students crave unhealthy food options (Alakaam and Willyard, 2020). Whereas the study done by Choi (2020) found that food choices among students were influenced by demographics such as sex, academic year, and residence type which are consistent with the findings of Faris, et al. (2021). Although Choi (2020) has found that men eat more meat than female students. Overall, the food choices among students were influenced by stress levels, especially among females (Choi, 2020). Likewise, those in the third year were making more unhealthy food choices compared with those in the first year, and that has been reported to be due to the increased academic pressure (Choi, 2020). 
Similarly, Alzahrani, et al. (2022) found that academic stress increases the likelihood of student’s choice of unhealthy food intake. However, Alzahrani, et al. (2022) suggested that students who were living away from home were consistently more likely to consume unhealthy foods than those who lived with their families, because they were lacking experience in cooking. 
Studies five, six and seven suggested that due to the high volume of studying and busy stressful schedules with exams and homework, students have irregular mealtimes resulting in binge eating (Banna, et al., 2021; De Matos, et al., 2020; Kowalkowska and Poinhos, 2021). 
Whereas studies eight and nine suggested that students chose unhealthy foods because they wanted to explore new dietary experiences as well as cultural beliefs about body image (Vijayaragavan, 2023; Sadia, et al., 2021). For example, Sadia et al. (2021) suggest that Pakistani students believed that their bodies should not be either too fat or too slim and that good foods represented their socioeconomic status. 
Furthermore, the gaps identified in three of the studies suggest further research on the possible association between emotional, stress and binge eating. 
1.3. [bookmark: _Toc143707590]Rationale of the study 

Obesity is one of the most significant health matters nowadays and it comprises a priority area of investigation in the development of health guidelines in the UK and different nations in the world with continually rising incidence (Public Health England, 2019). Obesity is the main contributor to the development of Metabolic syndrome which affects one in three adults 50 years or over in the UK (NHS, 2022) and is reported to be fully preventable, remediable, and rectifiable (Genc and Yigitbas, 2021).  
Metabolic syndrome is a medical term used for a combination of chronic diseases such as diabetes type 2, hypertension, and obesity (NHS, 2022). An individual who is living with metabolic syndrome has a higher chance to develop other disorders that impact blood vessels such as stroke and coronary heart disease (NHS, 2022). 
In most cases, obesity is caused by a repetitive imbalance between an unhealthy diet and sedentary behaviour over a long period. Whereas an unhealthy diet is distinguished by inadequate consumption of high-energy-dense nutrition and increased consumption of low-energy-dense nutrition and is the main modifiable factor in obesity and consequently delays or prevents the development of non-communicable diseases such as metabolic syndrome (Fu, et al., 2022). 
The significance of establishing a healthy diet among university students is essential because the university characterises the fundamental shift into adultness for numerous young people (Sprake, et al., 2018). Furthermore, investigation shows that many university students may consume poor-quality diets that might have an impact on their health leather in life (Sprake, et al., 2018). 
1.4. [bookmark: _Toc143707591]Research question 
What are the factors that influence eating behaviour among postgraduate students?
1.5. [bookmark: _Toc143707592]Research aim 
The aim of this research is to find out if there is an association between emotional state, stress, and unhealthy eating behaviours among postgraduate students. 
1.6. [bookmark: _Toc143707593]Research hypothesis 
The main hypothesis of this research was that the relationship between the student's emotional state and stress will anticipate rising unhealthy eating inclinations besides their autonomous consequences, as applied by an interchange phrase (Lim, et al., 2021).

[bookmark: _Toc143707594]Chapter 2. 

[bookmark: _Toc143707595]2.1. Research methodology 

Qualitative data was collected through a focus group discussion with a given set of questionnaires from the university please see Appendix 1. The interview took place at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD), in London. The group was formed by six students from which one student was the chair who asked the given questions, and another transcribed all the answers, and they participated in the questionnaires as well. Furthermore, all six students recorded the group discussion on their phones for later transcribing in their research. The participants were full-time postgraduate students at MSc Public Health and Social Care in Practice at UWTSD University. 
Participants were selected through convenience sampling because it was cost-effective, did not involve a long time to collect data and was a straightforward procedure according to Golzar, et al. (2022). The research design was ethnographical because the researcher had immediate access to the culture and procedures of the group. Also, it was useful to learn immediately about students' eating behaviour. 
The data collected from the focus group discussion was analysed through thematic analysis which is a procedure of investigation of qualitative data. The data was analysed to determine commune themes, arguments and patterns that come up continually through the discussion in the group.
[bookmark: _Toc143707596]2.2. Ethical approval  

All the participants were verbally asked by the participant chair for their consent to be audio recorded and they were told that their participation was under no obligation. All participants have given their verbal consent to both participate in the research and to be audio recorded. 

[bookmark: _Toc143707597]Chapter 3. 

[bookmark: _Toc143707598]3.1. Results

A total of six students took part in a group discussion as part of the research. Their age was between 20 and 40 years old, only females, three of Indian background, two white other than British, and one African black (please see Appendix 2.). 
All participants expressed that the factors influencing their healthy foods choice, in general, was their concern about living a healthy lifestyle. However, students have expressed that when are on the university campus factors such as academic stress, lack of time and mood disposition often make them choose unhealthy foods please see Table 1.
[bookmark: _Toc143707599]Table 1. Participants answers to the factors that influence their food choice at university. 
	Question 
	Participant 1
	Participant 2
	Participant 3
	Participant 4
	Participant 5
	Participant 6

	What influences your food choices?
	Health consciousness, academic stress, lack of time
	Health consciousness, academic stress, lack of time
	Health consciousness, academic stress, emotional state, mood disposition 
	Health consciousness, academic stress, being underweight, lack of time

	Health consciousness, academic stress, diabetes, lack of time
	Academic stress, bulimia nervosa, lack of time



Some students claimed that their food choice was made regarding their health conditions, namely diabetes, being underweight and bulimia nervosa. Two of the participants claimed that their food habits have declined since they began university. The first participant was living with bulimia nervosa, and they claimed that “When I'm hungry I would eat anything available” and oftentimes they will choose to eat any snack or sugary foods available at the university vending machine whereas the other participant claimed that “when I come to the university, I often eat a bar of chocolate because I see them displayed on the vending machine”. Both participants mentioned that in their lives outside the university would not make such food choices (please see Table 2.).
[bookmark: _Toc143707600]Table 2. Participants answers of what foods choices at the university. 

	Question 
	Participant 1
	Participant 2
	Participant 3
	Participant 4
	Participant 5 
	Participant 6

	What foods do you consider less healthy at the university vending machine/cafeteria?
	Chocolate, crisps, and fizzy beverages 
	Never used the vending machine or cafeteria 
	All foods at the vending machine and cafeteria are not healthy
	Never used the vending machine or cafeteria
	Chocolate, crisps, and fizzy beverages 
	All foods at the vending machine and cafeteria are not healthy



Moreover, four participants expressed that generally at the University they will make unhealthy choices because of the availability of the foods within the university and food display. Also, they expressed that “if there will be healthier choices available, we would choose fruit or vegetables instead” (please see Table 3.).
[bookmark: _Toc143707601]Table 3. Participants answers to the frequency of choosing unhealthy foods and why.

	Question 
	Participant 1
	Participant 2
	Participant 3
	Participant 4
	Participant 5
	Participant 6

	How often do you make unhealthy food choices when available at the university and why?
	At least ones per week while I’m at the university because that is available 
	Never used the vending machine or cafeteria
	Ones or two times a day while at the university because that is available 
	Never used the vending machine or cafeteria
	Ones a day while at the university because that is available
	Every time I am hungry/2-3 per day while at the university because that is available



In addition, when asked what type of foods they would like to have available at the university, all participants have said that fruits and vegetables because they would make them choose healthier options. 

[bookmark: _Toc143707602]Chapter 4.

[bookmark: _Toc143707603]4.1. Discussion 

The question of this research was to find out what factors are influencing students' eating behaviour which is entirely supported by the findings. The eating behaviours that emerged among postgraduate students engaged in the focus group discussion were mainly driven by the, food availability and food display. However, other contributors have emerged that they can be divided into two categories as follows: 
Psychological, namely: academic stress, emotional state, and mood disposition.
Health conditions: diabetes, being underweight and bulimia nervosa. 
Also, the findings support the research aim which was to find out if there is an association between unhealthy eating behaviours and students' emotional state and stress. Most participants have expressed that the choice of unhealthy foods while at the university was driven by academic pressure as well as their emotional state. Moreover, the research supports the initial hypothesis as well. The relationship between a student's emotional state and stress will anticipate riding unhealthy eating inclinations besides their autonomous consequences. 
In addition to the research question, the aim and hypothesis three common themes have emerged, namely, unhealthy food choices were also driven by students' moods, health (bulimia nervous) and the unhealthy food displayed on the university vending machines and cafeteria. 

Student’s moods 

The findings suggest that students might choose unhealthy food options depending on their moods, especially female students. Other studies have found similar effects on students from the south-eastern US. (Morshead, et al., 2022). The findings of Morshead, et al. (2022) suggest that students either omitted meals or chose snaking and unhealthy options when at the university whereas dining with their families and friends has shown a positive impact on their mental well-being. 
Alammar, Albeesh and Khattab (2020) suggest that individuals who experience anxiety and bad feelings tend to have a higher intake of unhealthy foods. The higher intake of unhealthy foods is explained by individuals' tendency to alleviate emotional eating as a reaction to anxiety. Nonetheless, people might assume that unhealthy food choices can provide more enjoyment and psychological benefits compared with healthier foods, but such food choices are not beneficial at all (Alammar, Albeesh and Khattab, 2020). Contrarily, most of the studies on mental well-being and food consumption have shown that unhealthy foods have negative consequences (Alammar, Albeesh and Khattab, 2020). Thereafter, consumers might have to exchange the expected satisfaction of consuming with health difficulties and supplementary expenses (Alammar, Albeesh and Khattab, 2020). 

Health (bulimia nervosa) 

The findings of the present research have found that students eating behaviours can be influenced by health conditions such as bulimia nervosa. Participants reported that their health conditions alongside academic stress might drive them to eat anything in large amounts at once. Bulimia nervosa defined in uncomplicated terms is an eating condition where an individual has periodic episodes of consuming considerable quantities of nutrition (Jain and Yilanli, 2023, p. 5). 
Similar reports have been found in research carried out at a university in Catalunya (Spain) which sustained that living away from home, students are more susceptible to making unhealthy food choices because they experience anger, frustration, and tension (Vila-Marti, Elio and Sumalla-Cano, 2021).
The mechanism by which individuals tend to consume unhealthy foods while diagnosed with bulimia nervosa is unknown (Gianini, et al., 2019). However, it is known that bulimia nervosa leads to binge eating habits and it is characterised by a high intake of fatty foods and high calories. Also, Gianini, et al. (2019) suggest that individuals with bulimia nervosa have problems controlling their emotional state and they behave impulsively when undergoing negative emotions. Therefore, when individuals experience negative emotions, they tend to binge eat to regulate their emotional state (Gianini, et al., 2019).

The unhealthy food displayed on the university vending machines and cafeteria.

The findings of the research suggest that most of the participant's food behaviour was influenced by the university vending machines and cafeteria display of unhealthy food choices, especially chocolates, crisps, and fizzy beverages. Participants who will spend time in the recreational area will most certainly purchase one of the above-mentioned foods because the vending machines and cafeteria were in the recreational area. Grech, et al. (2016) reported similar findings in research carried out at different universities in Australia. For nine months, 95% of the food sold at 61 vending machines was consistent with chocolates, crisps, and fizzy beverages (Grech, et al., 2016). 
Vending machines are omnipresent in all most all universities and colleges and they deliver a rapid and timely source of pre-packed convenience nutrition (Samuel, et al., 2023). The availability of food in the vending machines is predominantly high in sugar, sodium, and fats; for example, chocolates, crisps, and fizzy beverages (Samuel, et al., 2023). Samuel, et al. (2023), suggest that the critical parameters which affect students' food intentions are perceived acceptability, accessibility, affordability, and satisfactoriness. 
Affordability is one of the important factors that can influence students' food choice behaviour because healthier food options are more expensive and university students do not have a consistent income (Hasan, et al., 2021). On the other hand, accessibility constitutes an important factor as well because students, naturally are pressed with time (Hasan, et al., 2021). These are the reasons invoked by the participants of the present research as well when using the UWTSD vending machines. 

[bookmark: _Toc143707604]4.2. Research limitations 

The findings of this study might not represent all students because the study sample size was a relatively small group and there was only female participants.  

[bookmark: _Toc143707605]4.3. Recommendations 

Further study on a larger sample and perhaps with participants from diverse universities is needed to find out if eating behaviour among university students is influenced by the vending machines within the universities in the UK. 

The university should emphasise the importance of having a healthy diet for the mental well-being of students. Also, the university should promote healthy diet tips in the cafeteria and recreational areas. For example, putting up a TV screen that will play both healthy diet tips taking into consideration the food availability within the university vending machines and cafeteria as well as the importance of eating healthy and mental wellbeing. Likewise, attractive posters can be used as well, however, the findings of the study showed that students tend to frequent the recreational area when are tired of reading. Therefore, the audio play might have a bigger impact.

Healthy food policies should find a way to reduce the costs of organic foods and maybe increase the costs of unhealthy foods and beverages. That will choose between healthy eating not just attractive but, more affordable for university students who might not have a consistent income. 

[bookmark: _Toc143707606]Conclusion 

Regardless of the sample size and the fact that more research is needed to explore the relationship between vending machines' food availability and university students' eating behaviour, this study corroborates and extends existing research on the topic. Vending machines can increase the likelihood of university students choosing unhealthy foods and beverages while displaying the products as well as their location within the university. When vending machines are in an area most frequented by students, the likelihood of getting some type of food is raised. 
This study indicated that students undergoing academic pressure can choose to eat unhealthy foods because it is convenient as a location. Also, the display of the food and seeing other students eating it were factors that this research has found to contribute to students' eating habits. Especially, students with bulimia nervosa who through the nature of their mental health condition have eating disorders, more so when unhealthy food is next to them, and they can access it whenever the academic pressure is high. 
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Appendix two is a copy of the de specific demographic data collected from the study participants. The abbreviation “P” represents the participant due to confidentiality and anonymity which participants have agreed to. 
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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. 










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? 


image5.png
$CBrle’f‘%uu ?nalr"g\‘b P4 Vﬁ

Age (years) () 4
15-20 0 N
20-25 /0

25-30 B

30-35

35-40 ] v

{ o

Sex

Male
v

Female

Primary School

Secondary School

University Degree

Graduate Degree (4
Other

Please specify:

0
i
Educational background |Q/
o’
g/
2

o

Body Mass Index (BMI) (kg/m2) Zem T
S /OC Cne el oF o e "?5 K 517 <
Weight 53{’(8“ LD 5‘&1\2 i'o"g & =

H2

D% 0 00000000
=




image6.jpeg
D >
Please specify:
Residency
On-campus g K
Off/campus G v

Programme of Study

Please specify:

i Rothoe

ft




image1.png
Trinity Saint David
LONDON

\‘ University of Wales




