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1. [bookmark: _gjdgxs]introduction/literature-based background to the study 
[bookmark: _30j0zll]Introduction
Students studying in post graduate courses in public universities are influenced by different factors which shape their eating behaviours. As such the unhealthy eating behaviours caused by different factors poses non-communicable diseases to students thereby risking their overall well-being and lifestyles. The present focus group discussion identifies the different factors which compel students of public universities to adopt unhealthy eating habits and especially consumption of junk foods. 

[bookmark: _1fob9te]Background 
As per Hafiz et al. (2023), students experience a significant transformation in their eating behaviours and lifestyle choices as they shift from their homes to universities. There are various influencing factors on the food choices and preferences among university students, which include autonomous decisions to avoid foods, lack of affordability for students to purchase food items, and lack of facilities and expertise for daily cooking. Moreover, international students also face significant challenges in finding appropriate and culturally accurate food items in international institutions, which also lead to changes in the food habits of those students. Also, university students are more likely to opt for unhealthy food choices instead of healthy food options like vegetables, fruits, and dairy items. Therefore, the unhealthy food choices made by the students can also lead to the significant health risk of developing obesity and noncommunicable disease issues among the students. 

[image: ]
(Source: Sogari et al., 2018)
The above figure extracted from the research of Sogari et al., (2018) depicted the significant barriers and enablers of healthy food habits among university students. It can be observed that knowledge and perception of eating habits, healthy activities, and knowledge and comprehension of food preparation are significant enablers for the students to opt for healthy food habits, whereas the habit of parental feeding and friends and pressure from media can abrupt the students to facilitate healthy habits of eating. 

2. [bookmark: _3znysh7] Rationale & Research Question/Aims/Objectives 
[bookmark: _2et92p0]Rationale
The  research has addressed the issue of poor eating behaviours among university students and the different factors which influence this practice and outline the gap in previous studies. The research of Kabir, Miah, and Islam (2018) has identified contemporary factors including lack of culinary skills and lack of knowledge and awareness among students. However, it is unclear whether eating behaviours of university students are solely influenced by these factors only because of the lack of literature and academic articles on the particular topic. Previous studies have identified the factors from a general perspective and not from the experiences of the students themselves. Therefore, the present research has the rational merit of considering the perceptions of university students themselves in answering the research questions. Furthermore, to identify the key issue, the current research ventured into qualitative measurements to showcase how the individuals at the university can impact their eating habits by being influenced by the peer culture in the university. Therefore, the current research will help nutrition experts, university students, scholars and university administrators to understand the factors influencing poor eating behaviours of students and its consequences.

[bookmark: _tyjcwt]Aim
The aim of the research is to evaluate the factors influencing the eating habits of public university students by using a focus group method. 
[bookmark: _3dy6vkm]Objectives
· To evaluate the health of public university students 
· To analyse the factors impacting the healthy eating behaviour of students in the university
· The challenges and enablers of healthy eating behaviours among public university students 
· To recommend effective suggestions to promote healthy eating behaviour among public university students.
[bookmark: _1t3h5sf]Research question
· What are the factors impacting the healthy eating behaviour of students in the university?
· What are the challenges and enablers of healthy eating behaviours among public university students?
· What are the recommendations for promoting healthy eating behaviour among public university students?

3. [bookmark: _4d34og8]Research Methodology 
[bookmark: _2s8eyo1]3.1 Research Method
The researcher in the present study has utilised the qualitative method to collect and analyse information on the eating habits of students in public universities. The qualitative method includes the collection and analysis of non-numerical information to examine experiences and opinions (Hamilton and Finley, 2019). As such, the qualitative method helped the researcher to develop in-depth insights into the eating habits of public university students. The qualitative method was used to capture the changing attitudes of the focus group of the participants as given in the transcription. Additionally, the qualitative method is not bound by the limitations of the quantitative method and thus provides greater flexibility to the researcher in evaluating the descriptive information from the transcription (Flemming and Noyes, 2021). However, the qualitative method has the disadvantage of poor accuracy and lack of comparisons with other focus groups. 
[bookmark: _1pxezwc]3.2 Research Design
Following the qualitative method, the researcher has chosen the focus group discussion method as the ideal research design. The focus group method is the assembly of a limited number of human participants in a moderated environment to answer questions (Sim and Waterfield, 2019). The focus group method is cost-effective and swift in the collection of rich information in the language of participants. The supervisor in the focus group actively interacted with the participants in the university hall, thereby allowing for cross-verification with follow-up questions. Therefore, reliable information was collected by the researcher with focus group discussion in the qualitative method.


[bookmark: _17dp8vu]3.3 Sampling & Recruitment 
Sampling
Sampling implies the selection of a smaller group compared to a population which represents all the properties of the concerned population (Gabriel et al., 2019). The techniques of sampling are divided into random, cluster, convenient and stratified sampling, among which the convenient sampling was used by the researcher. Convenient sampling is a sample strategy in the qualitative method, which includes the selection of participants depending on their availability and accessibility (Stratton, 2021). Although convenient sampling lacks generalisability, the researcher benefitted from its cost-effectiveness, high efficiency and ease of implementation. 
Participants 
There are two focus group sample numbering 13 participants was recruited from among postgraduate MSc students. In each focus group discussion 6 ,7 participants were recruited (Deliens, and Tom, et al.,2014) However, the size was reduced to 11 because 2 students were unable to participate due to unforeseen circumstances. 
Recruitment
The participants were recruited from within the batchmates in the MBA program having same module. Additionally, the participants were international students who migrated from India to the UK for their post-graduate Msc course in universities. The demographics of the participants were one boy and ten girls. A focus group discussion was arranged between 2 groups comprising 5 members and 6 members from the participants and a transcript was generated for each to be used further in the analysis process. 

Table 1: Characteristics of focus group participants
	Gender
	1 boy 10 girls

	Age
	25-30

	Marital Status
	4 unmarried 7 married

	Body Mass Index (BMI)
	18.5-24.9

	Educational background 
	Degree holders 

	Residency
	45.7

	Ethnicity
	Indian: 11

	Self-reported health
	15.3

	Physical Activity Level
	18.1





[bookmark: _3rdcrjn]3.4 Materials/Data Collection Method
Method
The data collection procedure involves the different methods of gathering and evaluating information from various sources to answer core issues (Nayak and Narayan, 2019). The methods of data collection are broadly subdivided into primary and secondary data depending on the accessibility. 

Procedure
The researcher in the present study has gathered primary data from the focus group method, whereas secondary data was collected from various academic journals and infographics.
Table 2: Focus group question guide
	Opening
	1. Where are you from and what’s your name?

	Introduction
	2. Describe a healthy person

	Transition
	3. What comes to your mind when you think of the ‘health of a university student’?
4. Since you became a university student has your body weight and body composition changed? 

	Key 
	5. Since you entered university has your eating behaviour changed?
6. What factors do you think are influencing your healthy eating habits at the university? What barriers and enablers of healthy eating behaviour can you identify?
7. Which of the previously mentioned factors has had the greatest influence on your healthy eating behaviour?

	Ending
	8. Do you have any suggestions or additions?
9. Can you give us some advice on how to promote healthy eating behaviours in students?
10. What can the university do to promote healthy eating habits among students?




[bookmark: _26in1rg]3.5 What resources were used to collect the data? 
Data in academic studies are collected using various instruments like tape recording during interviews (Sharma, 2022). The researcher has used several methods, like typing out the recording verbatim and taking notes while listening to the discussion of the focus group. The researcher has also used extensive use of academic journals and online infographic resources for theoretical factual developments in the study.

[bookmark: _lnxbz9]3.6 Where was the data collected? How was the data collected? 
Data can be subdivided into primary and secondary depending on their mode of collection and accessibility by researchers (Sileyew, 2019). The primary data was collected by the researcher with the aid of a brief questionnaire, which was used by the supervisor to obtain the information from the participants. The questionnaire was devised effectively to ensure the cross-verification of the respondents.

[bookmark: _35nkun2]3.7 Data analysis technique 
The analysis of information in academic studies is the systematic application of statistical and logical techniques for describing, recapitulating and evaluating data (Xu and Zammit, 2020). The techniques of data analysis are categorised into statistical, exploratory, thematic and descriptive analysis, among others, but the researcher has used thematic analysis in the present study. Thematic analysis is primarily utilised in a qualitative method where the collected information is thoroughly studied for identifying patterns and constructing central themes (Braun and Clarke, 2023). As such, thematic analysis benefited the researcher with a deeper understanding of the eating habits of public university students and cost-effectiveness without the development of complex algorithms. Although thematic analysis has the limitation of being phrase-based, the descriptive data from the transcripts were effectively evaluated by the researcher with thematic analysis. 
The present study has analysed the expensive costs of foods and high travel costs for students in public universities in the UK due to the contemporary cost of living crisis in the UK. The transcripts have mentioned that the international students in the focus group have low pocket money and spend the majority of their expenses on travelling. The main theme is factors influencing eating habits of public university students and the sub-themes are health conditions of university students, challenges and recommendations for healthy eating behaviours as given in the theme map below.
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Source: Self-made

[bookmark: _1ksv4uv]3.8 Ethical considerations
The ethical practices in academic studies are definite principles like anonymity and confidentiality, which shape research designs and outcomes (Suri, 2020). The discussions made the conversations among the members of the focus group and the moderating supervisor were treated confidentially by the participants themselves. This was possible by not leaking the issues shared in the discussion to external entities. Again, while recording and writing down the transcripts, the real names of the focus group participants were not noted, so the personal details of the students were left anonymous. Additionally, the descriptive information from the transcripts was stored using relevant IT-based hardware in a supervision computer with the enviro software. The ethical issue was the non-consideration of all perceptions of participants in the focus group discussion, which was overcome by strict moderating by the supervisor. Another ethical issue which arose was the non-disclosure of true information on the eating habits of public university students due to the shyness and introverted nature of focus group participants, which was overcome by friendly interaction by the supervisor.

4. [bookmark: _44sinio]Results 
[bookmark: _2jxsxqh]4.1 Health conditions of public university students
The moderator asked the participants to shed light on the health of university students. To this, participant 1 stated that university students should be healthy as otherwise it affects their studies by preventing them from focusing. Next, participant 2 opined that university students are required to be physically and mentally active to benefit their studies. She also added that a stress-free environment and reduction of anxiety are necessary to remain healthy and fit for university students. However, participant 3 opined that the health of university students depends on their surroundings and should, therefore, become a priority as otherwise, it would adversely affect active participation in group tasks. Furthermore, the moderator asked whether the participants' body composition and weight changed after becoming university students. To this, participant 1 stated in the affirmative, citing improper eating habits. Participant 2 opined that she could not follow a complete diet and skipped breakfasts, which affected her body weight and composition thoroughly. By contrast, Participant 3 considered the intake of junk food to affect body weight. Additionally, all the participants accepted that they eat excessive junk foods within the busy university timetable. 

[bookmark: _z337ya]4.2 Factors influencing healthy eating behaviours of university students. 
The moderator also enquired about the factors affecting the healthy eating behaviours of university students from the focus group participants. To this, participant 1 stated that the demonstration effect of other people eating fruits and healthy foods influences their habits of consuming healthy foods. Participants 2 and 3 also agreed with Participant 1, stating that seeing people consuming healthy foods like vegetables and fruits influences them to adopt healthy eating habits like consuming organic and fresh fruit juices. The moderator emphasised Participant 4 to give his opinions. To this, participant 4 opined that effective time management and the consumption of healthy organic food are essential to developing healthy food habits. Quantity and taste of healthy foods are also found to be important factors for the healthy eating behaviours of university students. Additionally, the moderator asked whether there are any social factors influencing healthy eating habits. To this, participant 1 considered interactions with people and learning about healthy foods, whereas Participant 2 supports sharing food with others to be important social factors for healthy eating habits. Furthermore, participant 3 raised the issue of expensive healthy foods, which was supported by all other participants. The moderator also asked whether time affects healthy eating habits. To this, participant 1 opined that university students fail to consume food in time, thereby triggering health disease and gastroenteritis symptoms.

[bookmark: _3j2qqm3]4.3 Challenges and enablers of healthy eating behaviours of public university students 

The moderators ventured into what are the probable barriers that negatively impacted the healthy eating behaviours of the university students.Ma et al., (2020) commented in the research study that skipping breakfast is conducive to triggering overweight and obesity among the younger people in communities. As a result, the second participant answered that skipping breakfast is one of the potential barriers that negatively impacted their eating habits while studying at the university. Moreover, the second participant also responded that the adoption of an unhealthy practice of consuming meals irregularly is one of the major health barriers that contributed to hindering the students' eating habits. To answer the moderator's question, the third participant said that " lethargy and laziness facilitate us to prepare healthy food. As a consequence, we choose junk food that affects our health." Therefore, analysing the quotation of respondent 3, it can be analysed in the result section that lethargy and laziness act as major barriers to enabling the students of the public university to adapt to healthy eating behaviour. In consequence, university students tend to purchase junk food and fast food, therefore deteriorating their overall health promotion while generating a barrier to developing healthy eating behaviour during their studies at the universities.
[bookmark: _1y810tw]4.4 Recommendations for promoting healthy eating behaviour of public university students 

After discussing the key constraints that influence the healthy eating behaviours of the students, the moderator was eager to know whether any of the factors from the group discussion could influence positively or negatively the eating behaviour of the students. As a result, the first participant replied that sharing food with others could contribute positively to developing a healthy eating style. Hasan et al., (2021) recommended that sharing tiffin with other students plays a pivotal role to develop healthy food culture while enabling other students to adhere to healthy eating behaviours. However, by supporting the first participant, the other respondents of the group answered collaboratively that sharing food and tiffin with other fellow students had a positive influence on developing healthy eating behaviour. Later on,  the moderator asked the participants to recommend their suggestions for promoting healthy eating behaviours for university students. In this context, the students provided their feedback collaboratively that the university must inspire the students to purchase healthy food and construct a canteen to sell healthy food at affordable prices. As a result, the students of the public university would be motivated to buy healthy food from the University canteen at affordable prices of $10-20 and skip purchasing junk food, which deteriorates their health and hygiene. In addition, participant 2 shared a relevant suggestion to promote a health awareness campaign to enhance the consciousness among university students to develop a healthy eating style and behaviour consecutively. 

5. [bookmark: _4i7ojhp]Discussion 

[bookmark: _2xcytpi]5.1 Health situations of university students
Hafiz et al., (2023) have previously opined that the lifestyle choices and eating behaviours of students undergo a profound transformation when shifting from homes to universities and are especially relevant for international students. The strict schedule of students and little pocket money also result in the consumption of unhealthy junk foods instead of vegetables, dairy items and fruits. Now, in the collected transcription information, participants 1 and 2 stated that university students need to be physically and mentally fit to carry out their studies successfully. Participant 3 has highlighted that the surrounding environment of university students influences their health conditions. Therefore, the health situations of university students are shaped by their eating behaviours and lifestyle choices originating from their surrounding environment after shifting from homes to universities. Again, Sogari et al. (2018) have previously stated that the health of students is subdivided based on individual and social levels as well as the university environment and student life. Now, participant 2 has stated that skipping breakfasts and the inability to follow a complete diet influenced their body weights and composition. Additionally, all participants supported the excessive consumption of junk foods to be affecting their health. Therefore, health situations in the individual capacities of students are adversely affected by skipping meals and consuming junk foods.

[bookmark: _1ci93xb]5.2 Factors influencing health situations of university students
The various influential factors affecting food preferences and choices, according to Hafiz et al. (2023), include avoiding meals, poor affordability of purchasing good quality foods and shortage of expertise and facilities for daily cooking. Now, in the focus group discussion, participants 1, 2 and 3 have demonstrated that the effects of seeing other people eating healthy foods influence them to adopt healthy eating practices. Additionally, participant 4 cited effective time management to be vital for developing healthy eating habits, whereas high prices of healthy foods were supported by all participants to prevent them from consuming healthy organic foods. According to the discussion of the participants in 4.2 of the results section, the price of food plays a crucial role in hindering university students from buying healthy food and developing healthy eating behaviours. The students can afford to pay $10-20 per day to avail healthy ready-to-eat meals at the university.  Furthermore, when the moderator inquired into whether time affects their healthy food habits while studying at the university, the first participant responded positively that consumption of food is good for promoting good health. The research of Ingram, Maciejewski, and Hand (2020) also suggests that consuming food frequently and on time is key to boosting a healthy biological system, thereby promoting good health for human beings. Therefore, considering the suggestion of the authors as well as analysing the responses of the first participant in a focused group discussion, it can be evaluated in the research project that the students often fail to eat timely, which triggers the clinical health complications of gastroenteritis disease. 

[bookmark: _3whwml4]5.3 Barriers to healthy eating behaviours 
The research of Almoraie et al., (2021) advocated that irregular consumption of meals is one of the major barriers to developing healthy eating behaviours. In this context, participant 2 in 4.3 of the Result section of the research project highlighted that the adoption of the unhealthy practice of consuming meals irregularly is a potential health barrier for the students at the university. Moreover, participant 3 in 4.3 of the result section also pointed out that the lethargy of the students facilitated them to purchase junk food, thereby hindering the good habit of practising healthy eating orders. Therefore, as a consequence, it can be discussed in the research work that the students at the university find it difficult to cook healthy dishes due to their lack of energy and tend to consume fast or ready-to-eat meals, which are unhealthy for the promotion of their health. 
[bookmark: _2bn6wsx]5.4 Recommendations for promoting healthy eating behaviours of University students 
As suggested by Capitão et al., (2022), promoting mass campaigns is effective in spreading health awareness among people in adhering to the healthy practice of eating style. Therefore, following the suggestion, the second participant in 4.4 of the result section advised promoting health awareness campaigns on the university campus to build awareness among students in adapting to healthy eating behaviours positively. Apart from this, as per the recommendation of the first participant in 4.4 of the research project, sharing meals and tiffin with fellow students is beneficial for the students to practice healthy eating behaviours while studying at the universities. Furthermore, respondent 1 also suggested that sharing food and healthy meals with fellow students plays a pivotal role in positively impacting the eating behaviours of the students. As a consequence, the students of the universities can encourage each other to promote their health and prevent severe health complications of gastroenteritis diseases by practising healthy and hygienic eating behaviour. Finally, the collective feedback of participants suggested that building a canteen at the university campus selling healthy and hygienic food at affordable prices is beneficial for students to avoid the consumption of junk foods and purchase healthy meals at affordable prices. Therefore,the price of the food must be between $8-10 in order to enable the students to afford healthy food while studying in the universities.   
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Source: (Self-designed)

6. [bookmark: _qsh70q]Conclusion 
The research project has demonstrated a brief research background on why the students have experienced a change in their eating behaviours while studying at the university. Moreover, the research project has presented several barriers, such as environmental challenges, social barriers, and individual practices of the students, which impact their adaptation to unhealthy eating behaviour negatively. Furthermore, the research work has provided a rationale apart from sketching the aim and objectives of the project to evaluate and promote the health of the university students positively. In addition, the research questions are specified in particular. Moreover, the researcher has also implemented a qualitative research design to collect data and analyse the data qualitatively in order to answer the specific research questions meticulously. Subsequently, the results section of the research has also highlighted the major findings of the research to point out the relevance of the research topic. This has been followed by summarising the key discussions to point out the significance of adopting healthy eating behaviour by the students. 
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