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Executive Summary 
This policy is about helping university students get better access to healthy, affordable food so they can eat well and stay healthy. Many students today struggle with rising living costs, limited cooking facilities, or not enough time, which makes it hard to eat balanced meals (NUS, 2022). On top of that, campus food options are often expensive or unhealthy (Food Foundation, 2022). These problems can affect both physical and mental health, as well as academic performance.  Aligned with the Healthy Universities framework (Universities UK, 2019), this policy provides a set of recommendations for how the university can improve student nutrition and wellbeing through sustainable actions.
This policy aims to improve student access to affordable, healthy food through expanding nutritious food options on campus, providing education on healthy eating and cooking, and offering targeted financial support for students in need. Putting these steps in place will help build a stronger sense of community and show that the university truly supports student wellbeing. By acting early, universities can reduce long-term health problems, ease financial stress, and give students the tools they need to stay healthy and succeed during university.
The objectives 
· Improve access to affordable, nutritious meals on campus 
· Promote food knowledge and teach healthy cooking skills
· Make nutrition a key part of the university’s wellbeing strategy
Recommendations
· Healthy Food Options on Campus
· Provide Learning About Healthy Eating
· Student Support and Money Help 
Intended outcomes 
This policy hopes to make a difference in students’ everyday lives. It aims to:
· Improve students’ physical and mental health by making healthy food easier to get

· Reduce how many students worrying about where their next meal is coming from

· Support better academic performance by helping students stay energised and focused

· Make students feel more supported by the university during hard times

· Help students build useful life skills like budgeting for food and cooking simple, healthy meals

· Encourage the whole university community to care more about student wellbeing

· Connect the university’s efforts with wider public health goals in the UK (Public Health England, 2021)

Introduction 
Limited access to nutritious food and poor nutrition are growing issues for university students in the UK. While students are often seen as young, healthy, and independent, many face serious challenges when it comes to eating well. Rising living costs, tuition fees, and limited financial support mean students often have to make tough choices between essentials like rent, transport, and food (NUS, 2022). Furthermore, the limited availability of affordable, nutritious food options on university campuses adds to this issue, leading to poor dietary choices and the increasing prevalence of diet-related health conditions (Food Foundation, 2022).
Groups and Organisations
There are a few key organisations that play a big role when it comes to student nutrition, both within universities and in wider public health. The National Union of Students (NUS), for example, has spoken up a lot about the cost-of-living crisis and how food insecurity is affecting students across the UK (NUS, 2022). On a policy level, Universities UK (UUK) supports the idea of creating healthy campus environments through things like the Healthy Universities Framework, which encourages unis to look after both the physical and mental wellbeing of students—including around food and nutrition (Universities UK, 2024). Bigger public health bodies like Public Health England and the World Health Organization have also highlighted how poor diets can lead to long-term health problems like obesity, heart disease, diabetes, and some cancers (Public Health England, 2021; WHO, 2024).
This issue is a part of a wider push for better public health in the UK. Improving diet and tackling health inequalities are major goals in the Government’s Obesity Plan and the NHS Long Term Plan. So, improving student nutrition is contributing to the broader health agenda (GOV.UK, 2020; NHS, 2019). Universities themselves are also playing a growing role in student wellbeing. Today, students face increasing pressures not only academically but financially and emotionally. As a result, higher education institutions are expected to create supportive environments that go beyond learning—this includes food, physical activity, mental health, and overall lifestyle support (Lewis and Stiebahl, 2024). Although some universities have introduced initiatives such as food banks or cooking classes, there is currently no consistent or long-term strategy to address food access and education across campuses (Savoie-Roskos et al., 2023). This policy aims to fill that gap by providing clear, sustainable actions that improve student nutrition and wellbeing in a way that’s realistic and fair.
Epidemiology 
Poor nutrition among university students is a growing public health concern. As students deal with the pressures of academic demands, limited budgets, and often inadequate food options on campus, the prevalence of poor dietary habits has become more apparent. This section will explore key epidemiological evidence surrounding student nutrition, highlighting the serious impacts it has on physical health, mental wellbeing, and academic performance. It will also demonstrate why interventions are crucial to addressing these issues.
Prevalence of Poor Nutrition in University Students
University students are increasingly at risk to poor nutrition, which can present as both undernutrition and overnutrition. A report by National Union of Students (NUS) (2024) indicates that food insecurity is a significant issue for many students, with rising living costs forcing them to choose between essentials like rent and food. Research also shows that students are more likely to consume high-calorie, low-nutrient foods due to limited access to healthier options, time constraints, and financial limitations ((Almoraie et al., 2024). In the 2024 National Student Money Survey, students from across the UK shared the difficulties they face in managing living costs, with 67% admitting to skipping meals occasionally to save money. Of these, 26% said they frequently skip meals, while 41% do so sometimes (Brown, 2024).
Impact of Poor Nutrition on Physical Health
Poor nutrition can lead to a range of problems affecting physical health which includes both undernutrition where a person doesn’t get enough essential nutrients and overnutrition, where someone consumes more calories or nutrients than their body needs. This can result in constant tiredness, weakness, frequent illness, and slower recovery times (NHS, 2023). Poor nutrition is also a major contributor to diet-related diseases, including cardiovascular conditions such as heart attacks and strokes, certain types of cancer, and type 2 diabetes. Unhealthy diets are now recognised as one of the leading global risk factors for these long-term health conditions (World Health Organization, 2024).
Impact of Poor Nutrition on Mental Wellbeing
Nutrition also plays a crucial role in mental health, a significant area of concern for university students. A poor diet can negatively impact mental health by disrupting brain function and changing neurotransmitter levels, which can increase the likelihood of depression and anxiety. The brain needs a steady source of fuel, which comes from the foods you consume. The quality of that fuel plays a crucial role. In summary, what you eat directly influences the structure and function of your brain, and, as a result, your mood (Selhub, 2022). When regular meals are not consumed, it can lead to drops in blood sugar, when blood sugar drops, it leads to tiredness and irritability, and inconsistent blood-sugar levels have even been linked to mood disorders including depression and anxiety (BBC, 2024).
Impact on Academic Performance
Poor nutrition not only affects physical and mental health but also has a direct impact on academic performance, A study in the International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health demonstrates that poor nutrition characterised by diets low in essential nutrients and high in processed and unhealthy foods can significantly impair cognitive function, leading to poor academic performance (Naveed, Lakka and Haapala, 2020). By making healthier food choices, students provide their brains with the necessary nutrients to enhance concentration, memory, and overall cognitive abilities, thereby positively impacting academic performance (Rethink Food, 2024). 
The evidence clearly shows that poor nutrition isn’t just a short-term problem for university students; it can have lasting effects on both their physical and mental health, as well as their academic performance. With the rising cost of living and increasing food insecurity, it’s crucial for universities and policymakers to take action. By improving access to healthy food, raising awareness about nutrition, and offering support to financially struggling students, we can make a real difference in students’ wellbeing. These interventions won’t just help students in the short term but will also benefit their long-term health and academic success. 

Recommendation 
To address the issues of food uncertainty and poor nutrition among university students, this policy proposes a set of interventions. These themes are prioritised based on immediate student needs, long-term sustainability, and potential for positive health and educational outcomes. Each recommendation includes a timeframe, considerations for sustainability, and how success will be evaluated. 
Healthy Food Options on Campus
Aim: Improve access to nutritious, affordable meals for all students on campus.
Outcomes:
· Reduced rates of meal skipping due to cost.
· Higher intake of fruits, vegetables, and whole foods.
· Positive feedback on available food options.
Actions: Set up an anonymous donation-based system where students, staff, or alumni can contribute funds toward meal vouchers. These vouchers can then be discreetly claimed by students in need, providing them with free or reduced-cost access to healthy meals in university canteens.
Time Frame: 6–9 months. 
Sustainability: Sustain through small recurring donations, alumni giving campaigns, and support from campus fundraising events. Promote during awareness weeks and graduation giving initiatives.
Evaluation: Track number of vouchers redeemed and monitor demand over time and include optional anonymous feedback to assess impact.
Provide Learning About Healthy Eating
Aim:
Increase students’ knowledge and confidence in making healthy food choices and preparing nutritious meals on a budget.
Outcomes:
· Improved understanding of nutritional information and food labels.
·  Increased confidence in meal planning and food prep.
· Greater uptake of healthier food options due to informed choices.

Actions: Run free monthly cooking workshops covering basic, budget-friendly recipes, shopping tips, and nutrition advice.
Time Frame: 3–6 months.
Sustainability: Use existing university resources such as teaching kitchens, common rooms, or student union spaces to avoid extra costs. And partner with departments like nutrition students that can volunteer or take part for experience, creating a peer-led model that regenerates each year.       
Evaluation: Pre/post workshop surveys to track knowledge and behaviour changes and student feedback. 


Student Support and Money Help
Aim: Ensure students facing financial hardship have access to timely, support for food and essentials.
Outcomes: Reduced number of students experiencing food uncertainty, an increased awareness and use of support services and improved student wellbeing and reduced stress related to financial pressures.
Actions: Expand fund criteria to include food-specific emergencies. Fast-track small grants or store vouchers for urgent needs.
Launch Food First awareness campaigns linking students to financial advice, free meals, and budgeting tools.
Offer pop-up support hubs with financial advisors, wellbeing staff, and community partners to help students access local support schemes.
Time Frame: Launch within 3 months.
Sustainability: Partner with SU and student finance teams and train existing support staff in food insecurity awareness.
Evaluation: Track number of students receiving aid or attending pop-ups, use of food-related hardship funds, and referrals to long-term support. Include a follow-up survey to measure changes in food security and stress levels.
This policy provides a plan for addressing the complex issue of student food insecurity. By improving access to affordable food, educating students on nutrition, and enhancing financial support, universities can significantly improve student health, wellbeing, and academic outcomes. These actions align with national health strategies and contribute to a more equitable, supportive higher education environment. Implementing these recommendations will foster a stronger sense of community, showing students that their university genuinely cares about their wellbeing. By taking a proactive, approach, institutions can help reduce long-term health inequalities, alleviate financial stress, and empower students with the knowledge and resources they need to thrive both during their studies and beyond. Putting these recommendations into action will help build a stronger sense of community and show students that their university truly cares about their wellbeing. By taking early steps to support healthy eating, universities can reduce health problems in the long run, ease financial pressure, and give students the skills and support they need to succeed both at university and in the future. 
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