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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS
Campus cafés significantly impact well-being and dietary beha- Food; preferences; cafes;
vior. This study examines food choices among university stu- university; health; global

dents, revealing that affordability, convenience, and proximity south
predominantly influence café selection. Although health aware-
ness exists, nutritious options are often perceived as costlier and
thus inaccessible within constrained student budgets. Limited
appealing healthy choices contribute to poor dietary patterns,
including low fruit and vegetable intake. Survey findings indi-
cate minimal awareness of institutional nutrition initiatives,
underscoring a communication gap. To address these issues,
universities should improve affordability, diversify healthier
menu offerings, and implement targeted nutrition campaigns
to cultivate a food environment conducive to health and aca-
demic performance.

Introduction

In contemporary higher education institutions, the relationship between stu-
dent well-being, academic performance, and dietary habits has emerged as
a critical area of scholarly inquiry."* Universities, as key sites of knowledge
production and socialization, significantly shape students’ daily routines and
food consumption habits.>* Given their role in preparing future generations,
they must foster environments that support academic success and holistic
well-being, with nutrition as a central component.”® Among the various
factors influencing student health, the role of campus food outlets, particularly
cafés, has become increasingly significant’ with studies such as” showing how
these spaces often mirror broader food system inequalities and significantly
shape students’ dietary behaviors, especially among those from economically
marginalized backgrounds.
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Campus cafés serve as primary dining spaces, offering convenient and
accessible food options for students. Yet, despite their central role in student
life, the nutritional quality of these offerings has been understudied, despite its
significant implications for health and academic performance. The food envir-
onments on university campuses often mirror broader societal challenges,
particularly in the global South, where food insecurity, inadequate nutrition,
and limited access to healthy choices persist.® For instance, a study conducted
at the University of the Free State in South Africa revealed that approximately
65% of students experienced food insecurity, with 60% suffering from food
insecurity accompanied by hunger.” These findings highlight the acute pre-
valence of food security challenges within higher education institutions and
reinforce the importance of addressing student food environments as part of
broader efforts to reduce inequality and promote well-being in university
settings.

In many global South countries, socio-economic disparities and rapid
urbanization further exacerbate food insecurity, making it particularly difficult
for university students from lower-income backgrounds to access nutritious
meals.'® This challenge is further compounded by factors such as affordability,
cultural food preferences, and the availability of healthy alternatives, all of
which influence students’ dietary choices and, ultimately, their physical and
cognitive development.'" Despite the potential benefits of improved nutri-
tion, university students often engage in unhealthy eating habits, characterized
by diets low in fruits and vegetables.'” A study in Brunei found that 28.8% of
students were overweight or obese, with common unhealthy behaviors includ-
ing frequent snacking, fried food consumption, low fruit and vegetable intake,
and skipping breakfast.'> Despite awareness of balanced nutrition, poor eating
habits were prevalent, highlighting the need for university health promotion
programmes focused on nutrition and physical activity. These poor dietary
patterns are not only linked to negative health outcomes but are also asso-
ciated with diminished academic performance.'*

Addressing campus food environment challenges requires higher education
institutions to actively promote student well-being and academic success."
Aligning with global agendas such as the UN Sustainable Development Goals
particularly SDG 2 (food security and nutrition) and SDG 3 (health and well-
being) universities have a critical role in fostering healthier, more sustainable
food systems. Integrating these goals into institutional food policies can drive
transformative change in campus dining, advancing both student health and
broader sustainability objectives.'®

Universities are not only sites of knowledge production but also shape
lifelong habits, including diet, with students recognized by the UN Global
Action Plan as key agents of change,'” suggesting that their preferences for
healthier diets could catalyze broader societal shifts in consumption patterns.
Studies indicate that students are generally more inclined toward healthier
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lifestyles and exhibit greater environmental awareness than older
generations.'®'® However, altering eating behaviors is a multifaceted process
influenced by the interplay of diet, lifestyle, sociocultural norms, and the
surrounding food environment.*

The food environment encompasses multiple elements, including food
availability, marketing practices, and the locations where food is accessed, all
of which shape dietary choices.”’** University campuses, with their distinct
food landscapes, provide a unique setting to examine the impact of these
factors on students’ dietary habits.”> Research indicates that on-campus food
outlets are frequently associated with higher consumption of energy-dense,
nutrient-poor foods, contributing to suboptimal dietary patterns among
students.”* Addressing these concerns through improvements in the campus
food environment could play a critical role in enhancing student health and
academic performance while also advancing sustainability goals within higher
education institutions.*’

In light of these considerations, a deeper understanding of student dining
preferences and behaviors within campus cafés is vital for cultivating a health-
conscious and supportive university environment that promotes both aca-
demic achievement and long-term well-being. This inquiry further contributes
to the broader discourse on health equity, urban food systems, and the
responsibilities of higher education institutions in addressing global food
security and public health challenges, especially within the context of the
global South.

This study seeks to bridge this gap by investigating the dietary preferences,
behaviors, and perceptions of university students who frequent campus cafés.
It focuses specifically on campus cafés, as they represent the most frequented
and socially embedded food environments at the research site. Furthermore,
cafés typically offer a diverse range of foods, including hot meals, snacks, and
beverages, making them a microcosm of the broader campus food environ-
ment. This research seeks to answer the question: What are the dietary choices,
behaviours, and perceptions of students dining at university campus cafés, and
how do these factors influence their attitudes towards healthy eating and overall
well-being? In doing so, it offers insights to guide university administrators,
policymakers, and food service providers in promoting healthier eating habits,
enhancing student well-being, and supporting academic success through
improved nutrition policies.

Materials and methods
Study area

Cape Town, located along South Africa’s Atlantic coastline, stretches over 294
kilometers of scenic coastline.*® It is one of the country’s four major coastal
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metropolitan areas, alongside eThekwini, Nelson Mandela Bay, and Buffalo
City. As the legislative capital of South Africa and home to the national
parliament, Cape Town stands as the country’s second-largest economic hub
behind Johannesburg.

With a population of around 4.4 million, Cape Town is the second most
populous metropolitan area in South Africa.”” The city is a prominent global
tourist destination, known for its picturesque landscapes and cultural land-
marks. Although Cape Town’s population growth rate has gradually decreased
from 2.7% in 2011 to 2% in 2019, reflecting broader trends observed in
metropolitan areas across the country, the city continues to attract inward
migration, particularly among working-age individuals. Notably, 90% of the
newcomers fall within the 20-64 age range, making them part of the active
workforce.

Cape Town is home to several institutions of higher learning, including
the University of Cape Town (UCT), Cape Peninsula University of
Technology (CPUT), and the University of the Western Cape (UWC).
While these universities serve diverse student populations, many students
face significant challenges related to food and nutrition security, which
have far-reaching implications for their academic performance, physical
health, and overall well-being.” A study at the University of the Free State
in South Africa found that around 65% of students experienced food
insecurity, with 60% also facing hunger.” These findings underscore the
widespread nutritional challenges within higher education institutions,
emphasizing the need to improve student food environments as part of
broader efforts to reduce inequality and promote well-being. Food insecur-
ity among university students in South Africa is a growing concern, often
linked to broader socio-economic inequalities, rising tuition costs, and
limited financial support. Many students struggle to afford nutritious
meals, leading to compromised diets that affect their concentration, energy
levels, and mental health. Institutions of higher learning must therefore
play a proactive role in creating supportive food environments that pro-
mote access to affordable and nutritious food options on campus.

Against this backdrop, this study was conducted at the University of the
Western Cape (UWC), located in Bellville in the Western Cape. As
a historically disadvantaged institution, the University of the Western Cape
has a significant proportion of students from low-income backgrounds, mak-
ing food security an especially pertinent issue. Understanding the food envir-
onment at the University of the Western Cape provides valuable insights into
the broader challenges and opportunities for addressing student food insecur-
ity within South African universities. Founded in 1959 during the apartheid
era as a “Coloureds Only” institution, the UWC was central to the anti-
apartheid movement and now stands as a champion of social justice and
equality. The university, which serves over 23,000 students boasts around
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ten cafés that serve food and beverages to students and staff. In addition to the
ten cafés, the university also has other food and beverage outlets on campus,
including tuckshops and various fast food joints located outside but in close
proximity to the university. These establishments further contribute to the
diverse dining options available to students and staff.

Research methods

This study employed a largely quantitative research design through
a questionnaire survey to explore the role of cafés on student dietary prefer-
ences at the university. The research was conducted in 2024, and focused on
understanding student café usage patterns and the nutritional quality of the
food options available on campus.

In the first phase, a face-to-face pilot tested questionnaire survey was
administered to users of five randomly selected cafés on the university campus.
Due to the lack of a precise population size for daily café visitors, a non-
probability convenience sampling was employed, targeting 20 participants per
café across five cafés (n>100). On site, every tenth entrant was invited to
complete the survey, with an online Google Form provided for those unable to
respond immediately. Of the 112 attempted questionnaires, all had complete
data, resulting in 112 complete responses. This sampling technique was chosen
based on its practicality and feasibility, as it allowed for efficient data collection
within the study’s time constraints. This sampling approach, while practical
within the study’s time constraints, carries inherent limitations. Notably, it
may introduce selection bias, as it potentially overrepresents individuals who
visit cafés at specific times or who appear more approachable, thereby limiting
the generalizability of the findings to the broader student population. To
mitigate the potential bias of non-immediate participation, a Google Form
version of the survey was sent to those who could not participate in person
(n-10), allowing them to complete the survey at their convenience. This
ensured that responses continued to be collected beyond the in-person survey
period, although it introduced the potential for a non-response bias among
those who did not engage with the online version.

The questionnaire consisted of both closed and open-ended questions. The
closed-ended questions collected demographic data (e.g., age, gender, aca-
demic discipline, and residence) and café usage patterns (e.g., frequency of
visits, purpose of visits, spatial preferences, and the typical companions with
whom students visit cafés). The open-ended questions allowed participants to
provide additional insights into their motivations for visiting cafés, their
perceptions of the available food options, and their attitudes toward healthy
eating and campus dining.

Responses were collected through Google Forms, which automatically
entered the data into an online database for ease of management. Once all
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data were collected, they were exported to Microsoft Excel for preliminary
processing and then imported into SPSS for quantitative analysis.
Quantitative data collected through the survey were analyzed using SPSS
version 30. Descriptive statistics were used to summarize demographic
characteristics and café usage patterns. Descriptive statistics, including
frequencies and, percentages were used to profile the student population
and explore their café usage patterns. Cross-tabulations were conducted to
examine relationships between demographic factors and dining preferences,
while visual outputs were created to facilitate the interpretation of the data.
The open-ended questionnaire responses were analyzed through coding
and thematic analysis,”® revealing that food quality, affordability, and
proximity to classes were the key factors influencing café choice, with
many students expressing concerns about the cost of healthy food. The
findings aligned with the survey data, particularly in relation to coffee being
the most commonly ordered item, and highlighted the financial barriers to
making health-conscious decisions. The data was largely presented in
quotes to support the close-ended responses.

In parallel with the survey, the study also involved the observartion and
analysis of one menus from the five selected cafés. This analysis aimed to assess
the types of food and beverages available to students and to evaluate the
nutritional quality of these offerings. The menus were examined to identify
the range of food options, with particular attention paid to the availability of
healthy choices (e.g., fruits, vegetables, whole grains, and plant-based options)
versus energy-dense, nutrient-poor foods (e.g., fried foods, sugary snacks, and
processed items). The quantitative breakdown of a randomly selected coffee
shop menu was obtained through a systematic, multi-step process: first, each
distinct food offering was transcribed from the menu image into a spreadsheet
and categorized (Confectionary; Sandwiches/Croissants; Panini; Salads;
Other), with identical items in different formats (e.g. “Steak & Cheese” crois-
sant versus panini) treated as separate entries, yielding 46 unique food items.
Next, using predefined nutritional criteria (emphasizing low saturated fat,
minimal processing, and the inclusion of vegetables, lean protein or whole
grains), two independent coders classified each item as “healthy” or “less
healthy,” resolving the two initial coding discrepancies through consensus
discussion. Fifteen items met the “healthy” criteria, and the proportion of
healthy options was calculated as (15 +46) x 100 = 32.6 %. I acknowledge,
however, that this dichotomous approach does not account for portion size
or finer nutrient-density distinctions, which constitutes a limitation of the
present analysis. These results were integrated with the survey findings to
provide a comprehensive understanding of the food environment at the
university and its potential impact on student health and well-being

This study adhered to all ethical guidelines and protocols, with ethical
clearance obtained from the university’s ethics committee (ethical clearance
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number HS24/2/4). Written consent was obtained before data collection, and
all responses were anonymized to protect participants’ identities.

Findings

A total of 112 students participated in the survey. The majority (84.0%) were
aged 18-24 years, 15.2% were 25-34 years, and 0.9% were 35-44 years. Female
respondents comprised 64.3%, males 32.1%, non-binary and transgender
women each 0.9%, and 1.8% preferred not to disclose their gender.
Undergraduates accounted for 59.8% of the sample, with Honours students
at 22.3%, Master’s candidates at 13.4%, postgraduate certificate candidates at
2.7%, and PhD candidates at 0.9%. By faculty, 38.4% were in Arts and
Humanities, 26.8% in Economics and Management Sciences, 9.8% in
Education, 8.9% in Natural Sciences, and 8.0% each in Community and
Health Sciences and Law. Regarding residence, 34.8% lived off-campus outside
the university vicinity, 33.0% on-campus, 28.6% off-campus within a five-
kilometer radius, and 3.6% in other accommodations.

The findings indicate that the majority of students at the university visit
cafés on campus several times a week (49.1%), highlighting their significance
as social and recreational spaces. A smaller proportion of students visit cafés
once a week (14.3%) or daily (13.4%), suggesting that for some, these spaces
are part of their routine. However, 23.2% of students rarely visit cafés, which
may indicate financial constraints, personal preferences, or a lack of necessity.

This preference is reflected in the open-ended responses, where one student
remarked: I choose cafés based on food quality. If the food is fresh and tasty, Ill
pay more, but it needs to be worth it. This aligns with the quantitative survey
findings, which identified food quality as the most influential factor in stu-
dents’ café choices. Proximity to classes and pricing also featured prominently,
with 8% of respondents indicating these as priorities alongside food quality.
While ambiance or atmosphere was less frequently cited as a primary concern,
it gained importance when combined with other factors such as food quality
and seating availability. This highlights the multidimensional nature of deci-
sion-making, where students weigh convenience, affordability, and overall
experience. One respondent exemplified this: The vibe of the café is important,
but I won’t compromise on food quality. If the café has great food and a nice
atmosphere, then I'll definitely choose it. Such sentiments illustrate that while
ambiance alone may not drive decisions, it enhances the appeal when coupled
with high-quality offerings.

The survey results indicate that coffee is the most frequently ordered item at
campus cafés, followed by complementary options such as soft drinks, pastries,
sandwiches, and hot meals (Figure 1). This pattern is corroborated by quali-
tative responses, with one student noting: I always get coffee, and sometimes
I grab a pastry or sandwich if I'm in a hurry. Coffee emerges as the cornerstone
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Figure 1. Word cloud showing the major foods ordered by student at the various food outlets.

of students’ café purchases, serving not only as a primary item but also as
a consistent component of broader consumption habits.

The survey data reveals a clear preference for the availability of healthy food
options among university campus visitors when selecting cafés or food outlets.
A combined majority of 75.9% of respondents indicated that healthy food is
either “very important” (42%) or “somewhat important” (33%) in their deci-
sion-making. In contrast, a smaller segment of participants expressed lower
concern for health-conscious offerings, with 11.6% reporting that healthy food
options are “not very important” and 3.6% stating they are “not important at
all.” These findings underscore the growing salience of nutritional considera-
tions among the student population, while also illustrating a degree of diver-
gence in priorities. Although healthfulness influences food outlet choice for
the majority, a non-negligible minority does not consider it a determining
factor, suggesting that dietary motivations on campus are heterogeneous and
shaped by varied values, preferences, or constraints.

The survey findings reveal that healthy food choices are not a consistent
priority for the majority of students when ordering from university campus
cafés and food outlets. Only 6.3% of respondents reported always selecting
healthy options, and a further 21.4% indicated that they do so most of the time.
The largest proportion (35.7%) stated that they opt for healthy foods only
occasionally, implying that such decisions are often contingent on situational
factors such as availability or convenience. Conversely, 28.6% of students
reported rarely choosing healthy options, while 7.1% stated that they never
do. These results suggest that although a subset of the student population
actively pursues nutritious options, the majority demonstrate inconsistent
dietary behaviors, and a significant proportion rarely or never prioritizes
health-conscious choices. This pattern may be shaped by factors such as
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taste preferences, financial constraints, convenience, or the perceived inade-
quacy of appealing healthy alternatives within the campus food environment.

Relatedly, the data on fruit and vegetable consumption further underscores
the presence of nutritional shortfalls. The most common intake level reported
was one serving per day (40.2%), followed by two servings (32.1%). Only 8.9%
of respondents reported consuming three servings daily, while smaller propor-
tions consume four (3.6%) or five or more servings (1.8%). Alarmingly, 9.8%
of participants indicated that they do not consume any fruits or vegetables on
a daily basis.

The menus at the five cafés within the university campus offer an
extensive array of beverages (coffee, tea, soft drinks) and food items,
notably including pastries, sandwiches, wraps and hot meals (e.g. burgers).
To quantify the balance between indulgent and health-conscious choices,
a detailed menu analysis of one café, transcribing 46 unique food items and
classifying each against predefined nutritional criteria (low in saturated fat
and added sugars, minimally processed, containing vegetables, lean protein
or whole grains). Of these, only 15 items (32.6 %) qualified as “healthy”
(salads, fruit, health bars, lean-protein sandwiches), whereas the remaining
31 offerings comprised predominantly energy-dense, nutrient-poor options
such as pastries and processed-meat sandwiches. This explicit breakdown
underscores the predominance of convenience-oriented, indulgent foods on
campus and provides a precise percentage comparison that deepens our
understanding of how menu composition may shape student dietary
behaviors.

Survey responses (Table 1) reveal mixed perceptions of healthy offerings at
campus cafés: 15.2 % of students consider them plentiful, 35.7 % acknowledge
their presence but deem them insufficient, and 34.8 % regard healthy options
as inadequate. A further 11.6 % do not prioritize healthy choices, while 0.9 %
remain uncertain.

The survey reveals that affordability constitutes a major barrier to healthy
eating on campus: 38.4 % of students rate nutritious options as “expensive”
and a further 8.0 % as “very expensive,” whereas only 15.2 % consider them
“affordable” or “very affordable.” Nearly half of respondents (43.8 %) remain
neutral, suggesting ambivalence or uncertainty about pricing. These findings
underscore the need for financial interventions such as targeted subsidies or
student discounts to enhance the accessibility of healthier meals.

In terms of variety, only 16.1 % of students report being satisfied with the
range of healthy offerings, with an additional 26.8 % indicating they are
“somewhat satisfied.” Conversely, 24.1 % express dissatisfaction and 29.5 %
remain neutral, implying that existing nutritious choices, while present, do not
sufficiently meet students’ expectations. This distribution highlights the neces-
sity for cafés to broaden their healthier menus to accommodate diverse dietary
preferences.
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Table 1. Survey results on students’ consumption of healthy food, satisfaction with food options,
and perceived impact on well-being and academic performance.

Question Response Option Frequency Percent
How many servings of fruits and vegetables do you consume None 1 9.8
per day?
1 serving 45 40.2
2 servings 36 32.1
3 servings 10 8.9
4 servings 4 3.6
5 or more servings 2 1.8
Total 112 100.0
Do you feel that cafes within the university campus offer Yes, there are plenty of 17 15.2
enough healthy food options? healthy options available
Yes, but there could be more 40 35.7
healthy options
No, there are not enough 39 34.8
healthy options available
Not applicable/I don't pay 13 11.6
attention to healthy
options
Not sure 1 0.9
Total 112 100.0
How would you rate the affordability of healthy food options Very affordable 4 3.6
within cafes on campus?
Affordable 13 11.6
Neutral 49 43.8
Expensive 34 30.4
Very expensive 9 8.0
Total 112 100.0
Are you satisfied with the variety of healthy food options Yes, | am satisfied 18 16.1
available within cafes on campus?
Somewhat satisfied 30 26.8
Neutral 33 29.5
Somewhat dissatisfied 18 16.1
No, | am not satisfied 9 8.0
Total 112 100.0
Do you believe that consuming healthy food options Yes, it positively impacts 64 57.1
positively impacts your academic performance and overall both
well-being?
Yes, it positively impacts 14 125
academic performance
only
Yes, it positively impacts 21 18.8
overall well-being only
No, it does not have any 5 45
impact
Not sure 6 5.4
Total 112 100.0
Fieldwork.

Regarding the perceived benefits of healthy eating, a clear majority
(57.1 %) agree that consuming nutritious foods improves both academic
performance and overall well-being. One respondent noted, I feel much
more focused and energetic when I eat well, which helps me do better in
my studies and feel healthier overall. A further 12.5 % attribute benefits
exclusively to their studies and 18.8 % solely to their personal health,
while only 4.5 % perceive no impact and 5.4 % are undecided. These
results confirm that most students recognize the dual cognitive and
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health advantages of a balanced diet, even as a small minority remains
skeptical.

The survey reveals variable engagement with nutrition when selecting
campus meals: only 10.7 % of students always consider information such as
calorie counts and ingredients, and a further 21.4 % do so most of the time, yet
28.6 % only sometimes attend to such details, 23.2 % rarely, and 13.4 % never,
indicating that a sizable proportion do not consistently factor nutritional
content into their choices.

Awareness of healthy-eating initiatives is similarly limited: 55.4 % of
respondents have not noticed any promotions or campaigns in on-campus
cafés and food outlets, 26.8 % are unsure whether such efforts exist, and just
14.3 % recall encountering them, suggesting that either these initiatives are
sparse or insufficiently publicized. Despite this, there is moderate interest in
nutrition education: 23.2 % of students are definitely interested in workshops
or programmes on healthy eating, and 47.3 % would consider participating
depending on the subject matter, whereas 21.4 % are not interested and 7.1 %
are undecided. Collectively, these findings point to inconsistent use of nutri-
tional information, low visibility of health-promotion activities, and
a potentially receptive but under-engaged student audience for targeted edu-
cational interventions.

Discussion

The study results offer valuable insights into students’ food choices, consump-
tion patterns, and perceptions surrounding healthy eating within the univer-
sity campus setting. While the findings indicate some areas of alignment with
broader trends in university food consumption, they also reveal unique cam-
pus-specific nuances that warrant a deeper exploration of the relationship
between food accessibility, affordability, and student well-being.

The findings suggest that nearly half of the students visit campus cafés
several times a week, with smaller proportions visiting daily or weekly. These
results reflect the increasing role of cafés as central hubs for socializing and
relaxation within university spaces. This trend aligns with other studies on
university campus culture, which highlight the importance of food outlets as
spaces for eating.” However, the 23.2% of students who rarely visit cafés
indicates that not all students engage with these spaces at the same level,
suggesting potential barriers such as financial constraints, personal prefer-
ences, or limited time availability. Moreover, the absence of regular café visits
for some students may be indicative of underlying issues such as financial
constraints or limited awareness of the food options available on campus.

The survey reveals that food quality, proximity to classes, and pricing are
the most critical factors influencing students’ choices when selecting a café.
The prominence of food quality as a deciding factor is consistent with existing
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literature that highlights the importance of meal satisfaction and nutritional
value in student food choices.”® Proximity and pricing, as secondary consid-
erations, further emphasize the practical and convenience-based decisions
students make regarding their food purchases. Interestingly, the findings
also reveal that while atmosphere is less influential when considered alone, it
becomes more significant when combined with other factors such as food
quality and seating availability. This complexity in decision-making supports
earlier research suggesting that campus food outlets are often evaluated on
a composite of variables, reflecting students” diverse needs for convenience,
social interaction, and nutritional value.*

The data reveal a strong desire for healthier food options among students,
with 75.9% of respondents indicating that healthy food is at least somewhat
important when choosing a food outlet. This preference aligns with growing
concerns around the health and dietary habits of university students.'®!
However, despite this demand for healthy options, only a small proportion
of students (6.3%) consistently choose healthy food, and a significant percen-
tage (28.6%) rarely or never do. This discrepancy between preference and
actual behavior is reflective of the broader gap in healthy eating behaviors
observed in similar studies.’® Several factors likely contribute to this phenom-
enon. First, taste preferences often override health considerations, with many
students preferring the convenience and enjoyment of fast food and snacks
over more nutritionally balanced options. Additionally, the higher cost of
healthy foods and limited availability of appealing healthy options on campus
may further deter students from making health-conscious choices. This aligns
with findings by Burrows et al.”> who observed that while students express
concern about healthy eating, the affordability and accessibility of such
options remain key challenges. Similarly, a study conducted at a major
Australian university found that 84.3% of campus food outlets sold sugary
drinks, and occasional products dominated checkout areas, countertops, and
meal deals highlighting how the campus food environment itself may promote
unhealthy consumption patterns despite students’ stated preferences for heal-
thier choices.’® These environmental factors suggest that beyond individual
willpower, the structural and spatial arrangement of food offerings plays
a significant role in shaping consumption behavior.

The survey findings also highlight the limited daily consumption of fruits
and vegetables among students. The low intake levels, with 40.2% of students
consuming only one serving of fruits or vegetables per day, reflect the broader
issue of inadequate dietary habits among university populations. A significant
proportion (9.8%) of respondents report not consuming any fruits or vegeta-
bles daily, which signals potential gaps in students’ nutritional intake. Similar
trends have been observed in other studies, where university students often fail
to meet the recommended daily intake of fruits and vegetables.”” This may
point to a need for targeted interventions aimed at increasing students’
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awareness of the importance of balanced diets and enhancing the availability
of affordable, nutritious food options on campus.

A key challenge identified in the survey is the affordability of healthy food.
When asked about the cost of healthy food options on campus, 30.4% of
respondents described them as “expensive.” This aligns with broader concerns
about the rising costs of healthy eating, especially in educational institutions
where students typically have limited financial resources.”> While students
express a preference for healthier options, affordability remains a significant
barrier to making consistent, health-conscious choices. Similar studies on
campus food environments have consistently highlighted affordability, acces-
sibility, and convenience as primary obstacles to healthy eating.’* These
findings suggest that, despite student desire for healthier options, financial
and logistical constraints limit their choices. To improve the campus food
environment, efforts must focus not only on offering a variety of healthy
options but also on ensuring these options are affordable and accessible. The
perception of healthy food as expensive is consistent with prior research,
which identifies cost as a major deterrent, particularly among financially
constrained student populations. Studies show that students often prioritize
affordability over nutrition, opting for cheaper, energy-dense foods with lower
nutritional value.® Addressing this issue requires institutional interventions,
such as subsidized meal plans, targeted discounts, or partnerships with local
food suppliers to reduce costs while preserving nutritional integrity.
Additionally, universities in other contexts such as the USA have suggested
strategies like campus farmers’ markets, cooking classes, online nutrition
education, and financial literacy programs to address student resource man-
agement limitations.>* These initiatives aim to make healthy food more acces-
sible while also empowering students with the skills and knowledge to make
informed dietary choices.

The divided perceptions regarding the availability of healthy food on
campus suggest that while some students acknowledge the presence of nutri-
tious choices, a substantial proportion believes there is a gap in meeting
dietary needs. These findings are consistent with previous research indicating
that many university food environments do not adequately prioritize health-
conscious options.”* The limited variety of healthier alternatives may contri-
bute to food monotony, which has been identified as a barrier to sustained
healthy eating among students. Given the strong association between diet
quality and cognitive function ensuring a more diverse and appealing selection
of nutritious foods is imperative.

The strong belief among students that healthy food positively influences
both academic performance and overall well-being is noteworthy. A growing
body of literature supports the link between nutrition and cognitive function,
with studies demonstrating that nutrient-dense diets enhance memory, con-
centration, and mental health outcomes.’”> However, the presence of
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a minority of students who are either skeptical or indifferent to these benefits
suggests the need for targeted awareness campaigns to bridge knowledge gaps.
Students are more likely to adopt healthier diets when they understand the
direct benefits to their academic success and daily functioning.

The mixed levels of attention given to nutritional information when making
food choices suggest that while some students actively engage with health-
related decisions, many do not consistently prioritize nutrition. This aligns
with findings from Deliens et al.,”* who observed that convenience, taste, and
habit often outweigh health considerations in student food selection. The
limited use of nutritional information may be attributed to a lack of accessible
and clear labeling, as well as varying levels of health literacy among students.
Enhancing transparency through improved food labeling, digital menu
boards, or mobile applications could encourage more informed choices.

The low levels of awareness regarding healthy eating initiatives on campus
indicate either a lack of such initiatives or insufficient promotion of existing
efforts. Previous studies suggest that effective visibility and strategic commu-
nication are key to successful health interventions in university settings.*®
Campaigns leveraging social media, student-led advocacy groups, and beha-
vioral nudges have been shown to increase engagement with nutritious
choices. In other contexts such as Italy multidisciplinary, technology-
enhanced food education initiatives that integrate digital tools and self-
regulation strategies have been shown to promote healthy eating and improve
food literacy among adolescents.”” Strengthening collaborations between uni-
versity administration, food vendors, and student organizations could
enhance both the reach and impact of these initiatives. The moderate interest
in educational workshops and programmes on healthy eating suggests an
opportunity for universities to enhance students’ nutritional knowledge.
However, the varied levels of enthusiasm indicate that such programmes
must be tailored to address specific concerns and interests. Universities
could integrate nutrition education into broader well-being initiatives, making
it more accessible and relevant to students’ daily lives.

Conclusion

This study contributes to the growing body of literature on student food
choices by illuminating the complex interplay between affordability, accessi-
bility, and dietary behaviors within the university campus environment. While
previous research has examined broader food consumption trends among
university students, this study highlights specific contextual nuances that
influence dietary decision-making within a South African university setting
most notably the roles of financial constraints, spatial proximity, and percep-
tions of food quality. The findings reveal a persistent disjunction between
students’ expressed preferences for healthier food options and their actual
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consumption patterns, a gap largely shaped by the cost of nutritious foods,
limited availability, and entrenched dietary habits. By interrogating these
challenges, the study offers valuable insights for enhancing campus food
environments in ways that promote more health-conscious behaviors among
students.

A key limitation of this research lies in its reliance on self-reported
survey data, which may be subject to social desirability bias and recall
inaccuracies. Although the survey instrument was pilot tested, the absence
of a fully validated and psychometrically tested tool remains
a methodological constraint, potentially compromising the reliability and
generalizability of the findings. Future research should consider employing
validated instruments such as the tempest self-regulation questionnaire for
eating (TESQ-E)’® and triangulating self-reported data with more objective
measures such as dietary tracking or actual food purchase records in order
to generate a more comprehensive and accurate representation of con-
sumption behaviors. Furthermore, there is scope for investigating the
impact of targeted interventions including subsidized healthy meal plans,
student-led nutrition campaigns, and behavioral nudges on encouraging
healthier food choices. Longitudinal research could also provide critical
insights into the durability of such interventions over time. Additionally,
qualitative methods, such as in-depth interviews or focus group discussions,
could uncover the sociocultural dynamics underlying food choices, thus
offering a more holistic understanding of student nutrition. The study’s
focus on a single university and one type of food outlet (campus cafés)
further limits its applicability across diverse institutional settings.
Moreover, the exclusion of off-campus food sources and limited attention
to socio-cultural influences on eating behavior constrain the comprehen-
siveness of the analysis. To address these limitations, future research should
consider expanding the scope to include other food outlets such as vending
machines, canteens, and informal food vendors would offer a more com-
plete mapping of the campus food ecosystem and help determine how these
outlets compare or interact with cafés in shaping student food choices

To address the barriers identified in this study, universities should adopt
a multi-pronged approach aimed at improving both the availability and
affordability of healthy food options. First, the introduction of subsidized
meal plans would assist students from economically disadvantaged back-
grounds in accessing nutritious meals. Second, campus food outlets should
be encouraged or mandated to expand their menus to include a wider range of
affordable, healthy alternatives to processed and fast foods. Third, universities
should invest in nutrition awareness initiatives, such as digital campaigns, on-
campus workshops, and enhanced food labeling systems, to raise awareness of
the links between diet, academic performance, and overall well-being.
Furthermore, strategic partnerships with local farmers, cooperatives, and
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fresh produce suppliers could facilitate the provision of affordable, high-
quality food items through mechanisms such as farmers’ markets or direct
campus deliveries. Improved labeling and food transparency would also
empower students to make more informed dietary decisions. Collectively,
these measures would help cultivate a supportive food environment aligned
with students’ health needs and financial realities, ultimately fostering long-
term improvements in well-being and academic outcomes.
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