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[bookmark: _Toc151691731][bookmark: _Toc151692486]Introduction:
Healthy eating habits are essential for overall well-being, particularly among the student population facing unique challenges. The transition to postgraduate studies introduces a complex interplay of factors that influence eating behavior. This study aims to investigate these factors through a focused exploration of postgraduate students in a public university setting. By understanding the dynamics of dietary choices, interventions can be tailored to address specific needs and promote healthier lifestyles among this demographic (neumark-sztainer et al., 1999).
The literature underscores the importance of investigating the factors shaping eating behaviour among postgraduate students. By delving into the existing body of knowledge, this study seeks to contribute new insights that can inform targeted interventions and ultimately enhance the overall health and well-being of postgraduate students in public universities.
[bookmark: _Toc151691732][bookmark: _Toc151692487]Literature-Based Background:
The eating behaviour of postgraduate students is a subject of increasing interest within public health research. Past studies have highlighted the multifaceted nature of dietary choices in academic settings. Stress, irregular schedules, and limited time have been identified as key determinants impacting the nutritional habits of postgraduate students (Musolino et al., 2018). The university environment itself, with its diverse social and cultural influences, further shapes dietary patterns (Wardle et al., 2017).
Stress, a prevalent aspect of postgraduate studies, has been associated with both overeating and undereating behaviours (Papier et al., 2015). The demands of rigorous academic schedules may lead students to opt for convenient but often less nutritious food choices (El Ansari et al., 2014). Additionally, the influence of peers and the availability of various food options on campus contribute to the complexity of dietary decision-making (Levitsky et al., 2019).
Research indicates that dietary patterns formed during this time tend to persist into adulthood (Vadeboncoeur et al., 2018). Therefore, understanding the factors influencing eating behavior among postgraduate students is crucial for developing targeted interventions that promote long-term health.



[bookmark: _Toc151691733][bookmark: _Toc151692488]Rationale:
The rationale for conducting a study on the factors influencing eating behaviour among postgraduate students in a public university is rooted in the recognition of the critical role of nutrition in overall health and academic success. As the transition to postgraduate studies represents a pivotal period in individuals' lives, understanding the factors influencing their dietary choices is essential for developing targeted interventions that promote healthier lifestyles (story, neumark-sztainer and french, 2002).
Postgraduate students often face unique challenges, including elevated stress levels, irregular schedules, and increased academic pressure. These challenges can impact their eating behaviour, leading to suboptimal nutritional choices. Additionally, the university environment, characterized by diverse social and cultural influences, further contributes to the complexity of dietary decision-making (Ottrey, Jong and Porter, 2018).
[bookmark: _Toc151691734][bookmark: _Toc151692489]Research Questions:
· What are the main pressures affecting postgraduate students' eating habits in a public university setting?
· What role do interactions and influences from peers have in postgraduate students' eating decisions?
· How do food options available on campus, together with other aspects of the university environment, affect postgraduate students' eating habits?
· How does the transition to postgraduate studies shape the establishment of long-term dietary habits, and are these habits likely to persist into adulthood?
[bookmark: _Toc151692490]Aims and Objectives:
The primary aim of this study is to explore and understand the factors that influence the eating behavior of postgraduate students within the context of a public university. The specific objectives include:
· Examine the academic and non-academic pressures that influence postgraduate students' eating decisions.
· Examine how postgraduate students' eating habits are influenced by their friends and the dynamics of shared meals at universities.
· Examine how the university environment, including the availability of food options on campus, shapes the dietary patterns of postgraduate students.
· Investigate how the transition to postgraduate studies influences the establishment of long-term dietary habits and their potential persistence into adulthood.
By achieving these objectives, the study aims to provide a nuanced understanding of the factors influencing postgraduate students' eating behavior, contributing to the development of targeted interventions that support their nutritional well-being (Alakaam, 2016).

[bookmark: _Toc151692491]Research Methodology: Qualitative Research Method
The selection of qualitative research stems from its capacity to delve into the subjective meanings, experiences, and viewpoints of persons, thereby offering a more profound comprehension of intricate phenomena (Deliens et al., 2015). The goal of qualitative research is to investigate and comprehend people's attitudes, behaviors, experiences, and beliefs. To fully comprehend the research issue, this kind of subjective research is employed. When the research topic is intricate and necessitates a thorough comprehension of the subject, qualitative research is frequently employed.
[bookmark: _Toc151692492]Rationale for Qualitative Research:
Qualitative method allow for in-depth exploration of participants' experiences, shedding light on the multifaceted factors that influence eating behavior among postgraduate students. Qualitative methods are well-suited for investigating complex phenomena like eating behavior, which is influenced by a multitude of factors, including individual characteristics, social influences, and environmental cues (Sadia et al., 2021). This is crucial in unraveling the intricacies of dietary choices shaped by the university environment, peer interactions, and stressors. This research provide a platform for participants to express their perspectives, enabling the researcher to capture the richness of their experiences. This approach aligns with the aim of understanding the lived realities of postgraduate students (Harris et al., 2009). 
Qualitative research is well-suited for exploratory research, where the goal is to uncover new knowledge or insights into a topic. In the case of postgraduate students' eating behavior, qualitative methods can help to identify the specific factors that are most influential in shaping their eating habits.
Qualitative research is flexible, allowing for emergent themes to be explored during data collection (Kamar, Evans and Hugh-Jones, 2016). This flexibility is vital in accommodating the diverse and dynamic nature of factors influencing eating behavior.
Strengths of Qualitative Research:
· Qualitative methods generate rich, detailed data that provide a comprehensive understanding of the research question.
· The approach allows for a holistic exploration of the factors influencing eating behavior, acknowledging the interconnectedness of various elements.
· Qualitative method promote participant engagement, encouraging open discussions and the exchange of diverse viewpoints (Gullifer and Tyson, 2010).
Limitations of Qualitative Research:
· The subjective nature of qualitative research stems from its reliance on the interpretation of researchers. One may introduce bias through this subjectivity.
· Results from qualitative research are context-specific and could be difficult to extrapolate to larger groups of people. (Kennedy et al., 2004).
· When it comes to staff, time, and data processing, qualitative research can be resource-intensive.

[bookmark: _Toc151692493]Research Design: 
Focus groups provide a platform for participants to share their perspectives, experiences, and opinions in a group setting, which can lead to rich and diverse data (Morgan, 1996). It also allows for interaction and discussion among participants, which can generate new insights and ideas. Focus group discussions (FGDs) have proven effective in exploring the nuances of dietary choices. FGDs provide a platform for participants to express their experiences, perceptions, and challenges related to eating behavior within the university context (Krueger & Casey, 2015).
[bookmark: _Toc151692494]Rationale for Focus Group Discussion Research Design:
The qualitative research design of focus group discussions was chosen for the study on exploring the factors that influence eating behavior among postgraduate students in a public university because it allowed for in-depth exploration, interaction among participants, and the generation of diverse perspectives (Liamputtong, 2011).
FGDs facilitate interactive discussions, allowing participants to express and build upon each other's ideas (Breen, 2006). This dynamic interaction is particularly valuable for exploring the complex and multifaceted nature of eating behaviors. By bringing together participants from various backgrounds, FGDs enable the exploration of diverse perspectives and experiences related to eating behaviors. This diversity enhances the richness of the data. FGDs leverage group dynamics, encouraging participants to articulate thoughts they might not express individually. This group synergy can lead to the emergence of shared norms and beliefs.
Strengths:
· Focus group discussions allow for in-depth exploration of participants' experiences and perspectives, providing rich and detailed data.
· The group setting encourages participants to build on each other's ideas and engage in discussions, leading to a deeper understanding of the topic (Smithson, 2000).
· Focus groups involve a diverse group of participants, allowing for the exploration of different viewpoints and experiences related to eating behavior.
Limitations:
· The findings from focus group discussions may not be representative of the entire population of postgraduate students in a public university.
· Group dynamics, such as dominant voices or conformity, may influence participants' responses and limit the expression of diverse opinions (Smithson, 2000).
· Responses given by participants may not accurately reflect their actual views or actions, but rather what they believe to be socially acceptable.
[bookmark: _Toc151692495]Recruitment:
Recruitment strategies play a crucial role in ensuring the study's relevance and representativeness (Namageyo-Funa et al., 2014). The researcher collaborates with university departments to identify potential participants who represent diverse postgraduate programs. Participation is entirely voluntary.
[bookmark: _Toc151692496]Sampling:
In qualitative research, the sampling technique is a crucial aspect that influences the depth and richness of the data collected (Kabir, Miah and Islam, 2018).
Purposive sampling involves the intentional selection of participants based on specific criteria that align with the research objectives (Guetterman, 2015). For this study, the criteria include program diversity, demographic variation, and different eating habits among postgraduate students.
Purposive sampling is a suitable technique for qualitative research in this study, given its flexibility in selecting participants who can offer valuable insights into the research question. By considering program diversity, demographic variation, and eating habits, the sampling strategy aims to provide a nuanced exploration of the factors influencing eating behavior among postgraduate students (Noy, 2008).
The criteria for Purposive sampling inclusion are:
· Participants are selected from various academic programs to capture a wide range of perspectives.
· Efforts are made to include participants with diverse demographic characteristics such as age, gender, and cultural background.
· Participants with varying eating habits, including dietary preferences and restrictions, are included to explore a spectrum of influences.
[bookmark: _Toc151692497]Study Participants:
The characteristics of the study participants are as follows:
· Participants range from 22 to 40 years, representing the typical age range of postgraduate students.
· Both male and female participants are included to ensure gender diversity.
· The sample includes Master's and doctoral students to capture differences in academic demands and stressors (Velardo and Elliott, 2021).
· Efforts are made to include participants from diverse cultural backgrounds to account for cultural influences on eating behavior.
[bookmark: _Toc151692498]Materials/Data Collection Method(s)/procedure:
Materials: A set of semi-structured interview questions, Focus group discussion guide, recording device (e.g. audio recorder)
Resources Used for Data Collection:
· High-quality digital audio recording devices were used to capture verbal interactions during focus group discussions (FGDs) (Twinn, 1997). This ensures accurate and reliable data capture for subsequent transcription and thematic analysis.
· Researchers utilized notebooks, pens, and laptops for note-taking during FGDs to document key themes, participant responses, and contextual details. Complements audio recordings by providing additional context and aiding in the identification of non-verbal cues.
· Printed participant information sheets WERE prepared to inform participants about the study's purpose, procedures, and obtain informed consent (Xu and Storr, 2012).
Data collected from University Meeting Rooms. FGDs were conducted in private and comfortable meeting rooms within the public university, chosen to provide a neutral and conducive environment for open discussions. University facilities offer a familiar setting for participants, minimizing external influences and promoting candid discussions (Kitzinger, 1994).
FGDs were organized with groups of 6-8 postgraduate students per session. A structured moderator's guide facilitated discussions, and probing questions encouraged in-depth responses. FGDs allow for interactive discussions, capturing diverse perspectives, and enabling the exploration of factors influencing eating behavior (Kidd and Parshall, 2000).
Debriefing sessions were conducted after each FGD to reflect on the dynamics, challenges, and insights gained, informing adjustments for subsequent sessions. Enhances the study's rigor by incorporating continuous improvement based on the evolving data collection process (Cochrane et al., 2017).
[bookmark: _Toc151692499]Data Analysis Technique: Thematic Analysis
Thematic analysis will be employed to analyze and interpret qualitative data gathered from focus group discussions (FGDs). This approach identifies, analyzes, and reports patterns (themes) within the data, providing a rich and nuanced understanding of participants' perspectives. Thematic data analysis is a systematic process used to interpret and make sense of non-numerical data, such as textual or visual information (Nowell et al., 2017).
Through thematic analysis of FGD data, researchers can uncover common themes and patterns, providing a comprehensive understanding of the factors influencing postgraduate students' eating behavior.

[bookmark: _Toc151692500]Steps in Thematic Analysis:
· Familiarization with Data: Researchers immerse themselves in the data by reviewing transcripts, notes, and recordings to gain a comprehensive understanding of the content.
· Generating Initial Codes: Initial codes were systematically generated to capture key concepts, ideas, or patterns present in the data (Krueger, 2014).
· Searching for Themes: Codes were grouped into potential themes, emphasizing recurring patterns and variations across participants.
· Reviewing Themes: To make sure the themes appropriately depict the data, they were examined and improved iteratively.
· Defining and Naming Themes: Clear definitions and names were assigned to each theme, encapsulating the essence of the identified factors (Tavoulari, 2023).
· Writing the Report: Findings were synthesized into a coherent narrative, supported by relevant quotes and examples, providing a nuanced understanding of the factors influencing eating behavior.
Strengths:
· Thematic analysis allows for flexibility in adapting to the unique characteristics of the data.
· The approach is accessible to researchers with varying levels of qualitative research experience.
· It provides a holistic understanding of the data, allowing for rich and nuanced interpretations.
Limitations:
· Interpretations may be influenced by the researchers' subjectivity.
· The approach may simplify complex interactions within the data.
· Thematic analysis can be time-consuming, particularly with large datasets.
[bookmark: _Toc151692501]Ethical Considerations:
· Prior to consenting to participate, participants will get complete information about the goals, methods, possible hazards, and rewards of the study. (Fugard and Potts, 2015). Voluntary participation will be emphasized, and participants can withdraw at any stage without consequences.
· Participant confidentiality will be strictly maintained. All data collected, including transcripts and recordings, will be anonymized and stored securely (Onwuegbuzie et al., 2009). Pseudonyms or participant codes will be used to protect individual identities during data analysis and reporting.
· FGDs will be conducted in private and comfortable settings to ensure participants feel secure and can freely express their opinions without fear of judgment. Audio recordings and transcripts will be accessible only to the research team (Phillippi and Lauderdale, 2018).
· Participants' autonomy will be respected, and their opinions will be valued irrespective of whether they align with the researcher's expectations or preconceptions (Hollander, 2004). Any concerns raised by participants during or after the FGDs will be addressed promptly.
· The study aims to contribute knowledge to public health, promoting a better understanding of factors influencing eating behavior among postgraduate students. Efforts will be made to minimize any potential distress or discomfort for participants during FGDs.
· Communication with participants will be transparent, providing them with accurate and understandable information about the study (Tao et al., 2014). Any changes in the study design or procedures will be communicated promptly.
· [bookmark: _GoBack]The research protocol will be submitted to the appropriate institutional review board for ethical evaluation and approval, together with informed consent forms and data management procedures. (Fugard and Potts, 2015).






[bookmark: _Toc151692502]Results: 
This results section presents the main findings derived from the focus group discussions (FGDs) conducted to investigate the factors influencing eating behavior among postgraduate students in a public university.
Demographic characteristics of focus group Participants
(Mean ± SD, %, n = 13)
	                                                                  Characteristics                      total 


Gender                                                       Female                                 11 (85%)
                                                                   Male                                      2 (15%)
 Age (yrs)                                                   (mean ± SD)                         19.4 ± 1.9                                     
BMI Category                                             BMI (kg/m2) (mean ± SD)    22.7 ± 3.5
                                                                   Underweight (BMI < 18.5)    3 (23.07%)
                                                                   Normal (BMI 18.5–25)          6 (46.15%)
                                                                   Overweight (BMI 25–30)      3 (23.07%)
                                                                   Obese (BMI 30+)                  1 (7.69%)
Study career                                              (yrs)                                        3.0 ± 1.0

The following table shows the attributes of the students who took part in focus group discussion. The remaining students were either overweight (23%), underweight (23%) or at a normal weight (above 50%). The sample (n = 13) was made up of 2 male and 11 female students, with a mean age of 20.6 ± 1.7 years (range = 18-28 years) and a mean study career of 3.0 ± 1.0 years.
The thematic maps provide a concise visual representation of the key themes derived from the FGDs. These visual tools aid in understanding the interconnected nature of factors influencing eating behavior among postgraduate students, facilitating the development of effective health promotion strategies (Wongprawmas et al., 2022).

[bookmark: _Toc151692503]Theme 1:- Healthy eating foods
This theme reflects the participants’ health eating habits. This theme includes factors that are influencing healthy eating habits.
These include two subthemes - 
· Organic fruits, Fresh juices
· Junk food and Certain other healthy foods 
Participant Quotes:
“As we see the surrounding, people eating fruits and fruit juices, it influences us that
We can bring fruit for us tomorrow as well.” P3FG1
“Organic fruits, healthy foods apart from the junk food, taste of healthy food, quantity of food.’’ P4FG1


Above thematic map provides a visual representation of the key theme-1 and sub-themes identified in the focus group discussions

[bookmark: _Toc151692504]Theme 2:- barriers and enablers of healthy eating foods
This theme involves barriers factors of healthy healthy eating foods.
These include two subthemes - 
· Time constriction or Late
· Laziness / unwilling
Participant Quotes:
“Time, Yeah Sometimes we are late to get ready, so we skip breakfast.” P1FG1
“Also, lazy to carries a food. Sometimes we are unwilling to cook food.” P6FG1


Above mentioned thematic map represent a visual picture of the key theme-2 and sub-themes identified during the FGDs.

[bookmark: _Toc151692505]Theme 3:- Influencers of healthy eating
This theme includes factors which have had the greatest influence on healthy eating behavior of university students.
These include two subthemes - 
· socializing  
· sharing / exchanging foods with other
Participant Quotes:
“Mostly positive impact when socializing with others.” P9FG1
“We share and exchange a foods with other friends.” P7FG1

This thematic map give a visual picture of the key theme-3 and sub-themes identified during the FGDs.
[bookmark: _Toc151692506]Recommendations:
Based on the findings of this study, the following recommendations are made:
· Provide stress management workshops and counseling services to help students cope with stress in healthier ways.
· Offer workshops and seminars on healthy eating habits, emphasizing the importance of nutrition and providing practical tips for making healthy choices.
· Increase the availability of affordable and healthy food options on campus, such as fresh fruits, vegetables, and whole grains (Balhareth et al., 2021).
· Establish peer support groups to encourage healthy eating habits and provide a supportive environment for students to share their experiences and challenges.
· Tailor interventions to be culturally sensitive and respectful of diverse dietary beliefs and practices.
By addressing the factors identified in this study, we can create a more supportive environment for healthy eating among postgraduate students and promote their overall well-being (Hargreaves, Schlundt and Buchowski, 2002).
[bookmark: _Toc151692507]Discussion:
The focus group discussions revealed a complex interplay of factors that influence eating behaviour among postgraduate students. Individual factors such as taste preferences, time constraints, and stress play a significant role in shaping food choices. Social influences, including peer pressure, cultural expectations, and marketing, further contribute to unhealthy eating patterns (Green et al., 2003). Additionally, the environment of the university, with its limited availability of healthy food options and convenience-driven food choices, can make it challenging for students to maintain healthy eating habits.
Interventions should address individual factors by providing stress management and time management skills training, as well as promoting nutrition education and cooking workshops (Deliens et al., 2014). Addressing social factors could involve fostering peer support groups that encourage healthy eating practices and promoting positive food norms within the university community (Ashton et al., 2015). Environmental factors could be addressed by increasing the availability of healthy and affordable food options on campus, implementing promotional campaigns and educational initiatives, and reducing the marketing of unhealthy food options.
[bookmark: _Toc151692508]Future Implications:
· The findings can guide the development of evidence-based health promotion initiatives within educational institutions (Rahimi et al., 2019). Future interventions may focus on creating supportive campus environments that encourage healthy eating habits.
· Policymakers can utilize this research to advocate for policies promoting nutritious food options on university campuses. Integrating nutrition education into academic curricula could be a long-term strategy (Chambers et al., 2008).
· Recognizing the influence of cultural factors on eating behaviors emphasizes the importance of culturally sensitive health programs.
Strengths:
· The holistic approach contributes to a comprehensive understanding of eating behaviors.
· The research outcomes are directly applicable to public health practice, offering practical insights for intervention design (Chambers et al., 2008).
· Findings contribute to the evidence base for implementing health promotion programs in academic settings.
Limitations:
· The study's focus on a single public university may limit the generalizability of findings to other academic institutions or diverse populations.
· The interpretative nature of qualitative research introduces subjectivity (Amore, Buchthal and Banna, 2019). Findings may be influenced by the researcher's perspective, potentially impacting the study's objectivity.

[bookmark: _Toc151692509]Conclusion:
This study delved into the intricacies of eating behavior among postgraduate students in a public university, seeking a comprehensive understanding of the factors influencing their dietary choices. Through the lens of focus group discussions, a myriad of factors influencing eating behavior emerged, encompassing social, environmental, and cultural dimensions (Tiedje et al., 2014). Adopting a qualitative research approach allowed for a holistic understanding of participants' perspectives, capturing the nuanced interplay of influences. The study's findings hold practical implications for public health practitioners, offering insights for tailored interventions within academic settings (Kubik, Lytle and Fulkerson, 2005).
The findings of this study provide valuable insights into the challenges faced by postgraduate students in maintaining healthy eating habits (Steele et al., 2011). These insights can inform the development of targeted interventions and health promotion strategies to address the specific factors that influence postgraduate students' eating behavior.
[bookmark: _Toc151692510]This research contributes valuable insights to the ongoing dialogue on creating supportive environments that promote health and well-being among students (Hennink, Kaiser and Weber, 2019). Moving forward, the study encourages a continued focus on holistic health promotion strategies and underscores the importance of cultivating habits that positively impact dietary choices, ultimately enhancing the overall health of postgraduate students in public universities.
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