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Abstract

University students, often living away from home for the first time, must adapt to
unfamiliar food environments that shape their eating behaviours and purchasing decisions.
This study investigated food preferences, purchasing practices, and determinants among
Malaysian university students to inform healthier eating strategies. A cross-sectional study
was conducted with 409 students from two public universities in Terengganu, using online
questionnaires to gather data on sociodemographic, purchasing behaviour, food choice
factors, and determinants. Data were analysed using descriptive statistics and logistic

University food regression. Significant gender differences emerged: female students generally favoured

healthier options but were less likely to purchase salads and fresh fruits, potentially due to
cost. In contrast, male students preferred energy-dense foods and beverages like fritters
and energy drinks. “Good value for money” and “taste” were key factors influencing food
choices. These findings highlight a need to improve the university food environment by
offering more affordable, nutritious options, enhancing access to healthy beverages, and
providing convenient, nutritious snacks. Addressing these needs can support healthier
dietary behaviours and improve student well-being, suggesting targeted interventions to
promote balanced food choices on campus.
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1. Introduction drinks), which were rarely provided on the university

Food environments, including the places where ¢ampus.

people access food, the types of meals available, and the education

Upon into a higher
environment, students often need to adapt to the new
environment in which they have to decide how they will
get their food (Choi, 2020). At this stage, student would
often change their eating patterns (Peng and Kaza, 2018).
Students' food preferences in tertiary education may vary
based on various factors, including flavour, price,
convenience, knowledge, and availability, particularly
for those whose meals were previously provided by their
parents, who may have distinct eating patterns and food
choices. Therefore, it is important for the universities to
provide a conducive food environment to ensure that
students from diverse backgrounds have access to
affordable and nourishing food choices (Ghaffar et al.,
2019). It should be acknowledged that an optimal food
environment does not always guarantee an illness-free
situation. Therefore, through a proper understanding of
food preferences, it could potentially identify the
consumption patterns among the community of interest

) o transitionin,
methods by which foods are marketed, have a significant £

impact on population diets (Turner et al., 2018).
Globally, there is growing interest in monitoring actions
to assemble food environments that are healthy,
equitable and environmentally sustainable (Swinburn et
al., 2015; Roy et al., 2019). The ecosystem assessed the
extent to which the food environment on or near the
campus of a major university promoted healthful eating.
As one of the social responsibilities of a university, the
food ecosystem must continue to be accessible,
especially for the less fortunate. Most of the ecosystems
provided in the university, such as restaurants, cafes,
kiosks, bakery shops, convenience stores and vending
machines, monitor the food environment in tertiary
education settings (Amevinya, 2019). Assessment of
healthy food choice indicators included availability of
low-fat foods, vegetarian, salad entrees, healthy
accompaniments (whole-grain bread, baked chips), and
healthy beverages (fruit juice, reduced-fat milk, diet
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among university students. Purchase patterns are useful
in understanding how frequently one is willing to spend
on certain food purchases. This information will indicate
how far the food ecosystem inside the university has
been performing in terms of providing the students with
affordable and nourishing food options. In turn, this
would enable relevant authorities to identify appropriate
steps to rectify any possible shortcomings in the
university food environment.

Many tertiary students live away from home for the
first time, making managing their food needs a new and
perhaps challenging task. Evidence suggests that young
adulthood appears to be a vital era for establishing long-
lasting dietary behaviours and a high-risk period for
weight increase (Jacob et al.,, 2021). Young adults
enrolling in tertiary education spend substantial time on
campus. As such, their food environment is thought to
influence their dietary behaviours significantly. Due to
an overload in classes and curricular activities, some
students face the challenges of practising a proper eating
routine in their schedule. This would often reflect in
significant changes in their eating patterns (Tapsell ef al.,
2016).

A decline in diet quality found among university
students can be related to consumption of less than the
recommended amount of primary food groups (dairy,
fruit, vegetables, grains) and higher intakes of sweetened
beverages. Youth tend to show a tendency toward
limited fruit and vegetable consumption and excessive
fatty food consumption (Dhandevi and Jeewon, 2015).
According to Wertheim-Heck and Raneri (2019), a
limited selection of food and vegetables supplied in food
service outlets may lead to vitamin and mineral
deficiency in vitamin intake amongst youth. In addition,
the accessibility to fast food restaurants sold near the
institution's compound encourages unhealthy food
practices such as snacking between meals and skipping
main meals (Trapp ef al., 2015). Students who could not
afford food due to some causes, including economic
status, may select this option to meet their dietary needs,
leading to poor eating habits.

While studies in Oceania (Tam et al., 2017; Roy et
al., 2019) and Europe (Martinez-Perez, Telleria-
Aramburu, Insua et al., 2022; Martinez-Perez, Torheim,
Castro-Diaz et al, 2022) have explored food
environments and on-campus purchasing practices, there
remains a significant gap in understanding these factors
within the Malaysian university context. To address this
knowledge gap, this study aims to investigate the
determinants of food and beverage preferences and
purchasing practices among students in two public
universities in Kuala Terengganu, Malaysia.
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2. Materials and methods
2.1 Questionnaire structure

Data were collected using structured questionnaires
divided into four main sections: sociodemographic
background, purchasing behaviour, food choice factors,
and food choice determinants. Items were adapted from
previous studies examining similar parameters within a
university setting (Tam ef al., 2017; Roy et al., 2019;
Martinez-Perez, Telleria-Aramburu, Insta et al., 2022;
Martinez-Perez, Torheim, Castro-Diaz et al., 2022).
Several food and beverage items from the original
questionnaire were removed and replaced with those
available within Malaysian universities. Items in section
B were rated using a numerical scale, while sections C
and D were rated using a five-point Likert scale ranging
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).
Questionnaires were pilot tested for validity prior to the
actual survey.

2.2 Data collection process and analysis

A cross-sectional study was conducted to collect data
from 409 students enrolled at two public universities in
Kuala Terengganu. Ethical clearance was obtained prior
to the survey. Online structured questionnaires were
distributed via Google Forms through social media
platforms (Facebook, Instagram) and messaging apps
(WhatsApp, Telegram) to student association groups.
Participation was voluntary, and clear instructions were
provided on the Google Form. IBM SPSS Statistics
version 25 was used to calculate descriptive statistics and
conduct simple linear, ordinal, and binary logistic
regression to examine the association between gender
and purchase patterns of food items. Model fit for ordinal
logistic regression was assessed using the chi-square
statistic, where good model fit was indicated by a chi-
square value exceeding 8.000 with a p-value greater than
0.06. For binary logistic regression, model fit was
determined using the Omnibus Test of Model
Coefficients, with good fit indicated by chi-square values
exceeding 20.000 and p-values less than 0.0001. The
Hosmer-Lemeshow test results were excluded from
consideration as they were invalid due to a chi-square
value of 0.000, degrees of freedom = 0, and a missing p-
value.

3. Results and discussion
3.1 Demographic profile

Table 1 presents the demographic characteristics of
the 409 respondents. The data encompasses nine
variables: university affiliation, age group, gender,
ethnicity, educational level, year of study, enrolment
status, marital status, residence, and monthly household
income. The majority of participants were female
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Table 1. Socio-demographic characteristics of respondents.

> Number of Percentage

Characteristics resp Sndents (%)
(n=409)

Name of University
Universiti Malaysia Terengganu 208 50.9
Universiti Sultan Zainal Abidin
(UniSZA) 201 49.1
Age Group
18 — 20 years old 174 42.5
21 — 23 years old 202 494
24 -26 years old 32 7.8
27 — 30 years old 1 0.2
Gender
Male 147 359
Female 262 64.1
Race
Malay 370 90.5
Chinese 19 5.2
Indian 13 3.2
Kadazan 1 0.2
Bajau 1 0.2
Sungai 1 0.2
Iban 1 0.2
Level of education
Foundation 15 3.7
Diploma 71 17.4
Undergraduate student 303 74.4
Postgraduate student 7 1.7
Current year of study
First 133 31.9
Second 98 23.5
Third 115 27.6
Fourth 63 15.1
Enrolment
Full time student 406 99.3
Part time student 3 0.7
Marital status
Single 405 99
Married 3 0.7
Engaged 1 0.2
Region of residence
Home 64 15.6
Hostel 185 45.2
Rented house 160 39.1
Monthly household income
Less than RM 1,000 182 44.5
RM 1,001 — RM 3,000 98 24
RM 3,001 — RM 5,000 62 15.2
RM 5,001 — RM 10,000 42 10.3
More than RM 10,00 25 6.1
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(64.1%), aged 21 to 23 years old (49.4%). Most
identified as Malay (90.5%), undergraduates (74.4%) in
their first year of full-time study (99.3%). The most
common residential arrangement was a hostel (45.2%),
and the majority reported a monthly household income
below RM5,000 (83.7%).

3.2 Purchasing behaviour of food

Analysis of hot food, cold food and snack purchases
among male and female respondents, as presented in
Table 2, revealed significant gender differences.

For hot foods, female students were significantly less
likely to consume skewed beef (OR = 0.360, 95% CI:
0.274 to 0.570), p < 0.001), hot sandwiches frequently
(OR = 0.449, 95% CI: 0.311 to 0.647, p < 0.001), fried
dishes (OR = 0.542, 95% CI: 0.376 to 0.781), p = 0.001),
pan-fried bread frequently (OR = 0.322, 95% CI: 0.221
to 0.467, p < 0.001) and hot chips (OR = 0.608, 95% CI:
0.434 to 0.872), p = 0.007). Similar patterns were seen
for cold foods and snack selections. Female students
were approximately 59.9% as likely as males to purchase
sandwiches, rolls, or wraps (OR = 0.599, 95% CI: 0.418
to 0.858, p = 0.005) and were only half as likely as males
to purchase salads (OR = 0.500, 95% CI: 0.347 to 0.719,
p < 0.001). Similarly, female students were about 64.5%
as likely as males to purchase yoghurt (OR = 0.645, 95%
CL: 0.449 to 0.926, p = 0.017). For snacks. female
students had significantly lower odds of consuming nuts
and raisins (OR = 0.569, 95% CI: 0.397 to 0.818, p =
0.002), fresh fruits (OR = 0.642, 95% CI: 0.448 to 0.918,
p = 0.015), and fritters such as nuggets, fishcakes, fish
balls, and keropok lekor (OR = 0.643, 95% CI: 0.449 to
0.921, p = 0.016) compared to male students, with
reductions of 43.1%, 35.8%, and 35.7%, respectively.
These findings highlight significant gender-based
differences in hot, cold foods and snack preferences
among university students, with males being
significantly more likely to consume most hot, cold
foods and snacks than female students.

One possible explanation for this trend is that
females generally exhibit greater health consciousness,
dietary restraint, and weight-related concerns (Olvera et
al., 2023) compared to males. These factors often lead to
behaviours such as reducing portion sizes and avoiding
calorie-dense foods, particularly those high in saturated
fats, such as fried dishes, hot chips, skewered beef, and
fritters, which are commonly associated with weight gain
and negative health effects. This preference for healthier
eating extends beyond specific food choices to overall
meal structure, as female students may favour well-
balanced, planned meals over quick, portable options
like sandwiches, rolls, or wraps. Their heightened
awareness of health and body image can sometimes lead
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Table 2. Association result between different gender and foods purchased.

Estimate Odds ratio 95%CI P-value
Hot foods
Hot ethnic cuisine (e.g., Malaysian, Chinese, Indian) -0.356 0.700 0.486(1.00) 0.56
Skewed beef/chicken (e.g., Satay) -0.926 0.360 0.274(0.570) <0.001
Hot sandwiches (e.g., Burger/Kebab/’Roti John”) -0.801 0.449 0.311(0.647) <0.001
Nasi campur (e.g., Nasi lemak, Nasi berlauk) -0.321 0.726 0.501(1.050) 0.089
Fried dishes (e.g., Fried noodles, Fried kway teow) -0.612 0.542 0.376(0.781) 0.001
Pan-fried bread (Roti canai, Murtabak) -1.133 0.322 0.221(0.467) <0.001
Hot Chips (French fries, Nachos) -0.497 0.608 0.434(0.872) 0.007
Cold foods
Sandwich/rolls or wraps -0.513 0.599 0.418(0.858) 0.005
Salads -0.693 0.5 0.347(0.719) <0.001
Sushi -0.296 0.744 0.513(1.077) 0.117
Ice cream -0.124 0.883 0.617(1.26) 0.490
Yoghurt -0.439 0.645 0.449(0.926) 0.017
Snacks
Crisps, Crackers, Twisties, Mamee, Super Rings -0.287 0.75 0.524(1.07) 0.116
Nuts or Raisins -0.563 0.569 0.397(0.818) 0.002
Cereal grains or cereal bars -0.200 0.819 0.572(1.172) 0.275
Confectionery (chocolate, candies, lollipops) -0.094 0.910 0.636(1.301) 0.605
Fresh Fruits -0.443 0.642 0.448(0.918) 0.015
Cakes/slices/muffins, cookies -0.240 0.786 0.549(1.127) 0.190
Fritters (nugget, fishcake, fishball, keropok lekor, cucur) -0.441 0.643 0.449(0.921) 0.016

to restrictive eating patterns in pursuit of an ideal
physique, resulting in the avoidance of certain foods
perceived as contributing to weight gain (Munt et al.,
2017; Sogari et al., 2018).

Surprisingly, female students were only half as likely
as males to purchase healthier options such as salads,
nuts and raisins, yoghurt, and fresh fruits. One possible
reason for this is that female students may be more
budget-conscious when making food purchases.
Research by Deliens et al. (2014) on student food
choices found that females often prioritise cost-
effectiveness and meal planning over impulse purchases.
If sandwiches and salads were relatively expensive,
female students might have opted for home-prepared
meals or more affordable alternatives. Additionally,
many studies identify cost as a significant barrier to
accessing healthier foods. For instance, young women
have expressed frustration over the high prices of
nutritious foods compared to calorie-dense fast-food
options (Hebden et al., 2015; Howse et al., 2018).
Economic pressures often force young adults to opt for
cheaper, less nutritious foods, making it harder for them
to maintain healthy eating habits despite their desire for
better dietary practices (Howse et al., 2018; Burton et
al., 2024).

https://doi.org/10.26656/r.2017.10(3).085

3.3 Purchasing behaviour of beverages

An analysis of gender differences in beverage
purchasing patterns, as compiled in Table 3, revealed
significant associations across several drink categories.
Female students were significantly less likely than males
to purchase all types of beverages except free water.
These beverages included hot caffeinated drinks such as
coffee, tea, and hot chocolate (OR = 0.531, 95% CI:
0.369 to 0.766, p = 0.001); sweetened drinks such as
cordial, canned, or flavored beverages (OR = 0.537, 95%
CI: 0.375 to 0.770, p = 0.001); unflavored mineral water
(OR =0.598, 95% CI: 0.412 to 0866, p = 0.007); energy
or sports drinks (OR = 0.251, 95% CI: 0.172 to 0.366, p
< 0.001); fresh juices (OR = 0.354, 95% CI: 0.245 to
0.513, p < 0.001); milk-based drinks including plain
milk, flavored milk, milkshakes, and smoothies (OR =
0.446, 95% CI: 0.324 to 0.669, p < 0.001).

Previous research supports the existence of gender
differences in consumption preferences and purchasing
behaviours, often influenced by health perceptions.
Hutchesson et al. (2022) discussed how on-campus food
purchasing behaviours reflect these gender differences,
noting that males are more likely to purchase unhealthy
options, whereas females tend to select healthier choices.
A review highlighted that women often face different
socio-cultural pressures compared to men, leading them
to prioritise healthful choices (Munt et al., 2017). For
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Table 3. Association result between gender and beverages purchased.

Estimate Odds ratio 95%CI P-value
Coffee, tea, hot chocolate -0.632 0.531 0.369(0.766) 0.001
Fresh juices -1.038 0.354 0.245(0.513) <0.001
Energy drinks/sport drinks -1.382 0.251 0.172(0.366) <0.001
Milk drinks (plain, flavoured, milkshakes or smoothies) -0.764 0.466 0.324(0.669) <0.001
Sweetened drinks (cordial, canned, flavoured drinks) -0.621 0.537 0.375(0.770) 0.001
Water/unflavoured mineral water (purchased) -0.515 0.598 0.412(0.866) 0.007
Free water (water from refill station on campus) -0.266 0.766 0.519(1.131) 0.180
example, studies have shown that women are more evident in Malaysian university settings, where

inclined to purchase beverages perceived as healthier,
including low-calorie or nutrient-rich drinks, while men
demonstrate a higher preference for regular sodas and
energy drinks (Lent ef al., 2014; Berger et al., 2020).
However, the findings from this study did not align with
this pattern. Female students were significantly less
likely than males to purchase any type of beverage,
regardless of whether they were healthier options, sugary
drinks, or caffeinated beverages. Social factors,
including peer influence and the availability of various
beverage types within campus settings, may have
contributed to this trend. A qualitative study
investigating factors influencing eating behaviour and
dietary intake among university students in Bangladesh
revealed that students often dined in groups at local
restaurants to share expenses and sample a variety of
appealing cuisines. This finding highlights the influence
of social and personal interactions on their eating
patterns (Kabir et al., 2018).

3.4 Purchasing practices at universities

An analysis of the association between gender and
on-campus purchase practices compiled in Table 4
revealed significant findings for certain time periods and
items. Female students were significantly more likely
than males to purchase food during breakfast (OR =
2.701, 95% CI: 1.781 to 4.094, p < 0.001), teatime (OR
=2.231, 95% CI: 1.257 to 3.959, p = 0.006), dinner (OR
=1.615, 95% CI: 1.003 to 2.600, p = 0.048), and supper
(OR =2.543,95% CI: 1.423 to 4.544, p = 0.002).

These findings align with recent research indicating
gender-specific dietary tendencies, where women tend to
have higher eating frequencies and more regular meal
patterns throughout the day (Arganini et al., 2012;
Feraco et al., 2024). Similar patterns have been observed
in Malaysian university settings, where female students
demonstrate more frequent food purchasing behaviour,
particularly during breakfast and tea times (Azhar et al.,
2023). Studies have also demonstrated that higher eating
frequency is significantly associated with female gender
(Leech et al., 2018), and women generally maintain
more frequent eating episodes throughout the day
(Bakaloudi et al., 2021). These patterns are particularly
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significant gender differences in food consumption
patterns have been observed (Azhar et al., 2023; Cheah
etal., 2023).

For beverage purchases on campus, female students
were significantly more likely than males to purchase
beverages during breakfast (OR =2.179, 95% CI: 1.403—
3.385, p = 0.001) and teatime (OR = 1.731, 95% CI:
1.145-2.619, p = 0.009). These findings align with
previous studies demonstrating that females tend to
consume beverages more frequently during structured
meal periods, such as breakfast and teatime, due to their
preference for health-conscious and hydration-focused
choices (Teng et al., 2019; Abu Bakar et al., 2024).
Conversely, females were significantly less likely than
males to purchase beverages during supper (OR = 0.469,
95% CI: 0.302-0.728, p = 0.001), which is consistent
with research indicating that males are more inclined
toward late-night beverage consumption, often linked to
preferences for energy drinks or sweetened beverages
(Scander et al., 2018; Berger et al., 2020). These gender-
specific beverage purchasing patterns reflect broader
behavioural differences in meal timing and beverage
preferences across various contexts (Vieux et al., 2019).

3.5 Mean and standard deviation for food choice factor
and preferences

The mean scores and standard deviation for food
choice factor attributes, food preferences determinants,
preferences of university food outlets, preferences of
campus food retailers, and preferences of vending
machines availability on campus were compiled in Table
5.

3.4.1 Food choice factor attributes

The mean scores for food choice attributes ranged
from 2.88 to 4.55. "Good value for money" (M = 4.55)
was the most important factor, followed by "taste" (M =
4.33). Conversely, "popularity and advertising" (M =
2.88) was the least influential factor. Other attributes
with moderate importance included "makes feel
good" (M = 4.14), "easily available" (M = 4.11), "smells
nice" (M = 4.08), "keeps healthy" (M = 4.00),

© 2026 The Authors. Published by Rynnye Lyan Resources
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Table 4 Association result between gender and on-campus purchase practices.

Estimate Odds ratio 95%CI P-value
Purchase period of food on campus
Breakfast 0.993 2.701 1.781(4.094) <0.001
Lunch -0.372 0.690 0.359(1.325) 0.265
Teatime 0.802 2.231 1.257(3.959) 0.006
Dinner 0.480 1.615 1.003(2.600) 0.048
Supper 0.933 2.543 1.423(4.544) 0.002
Purchase period of beverages on campus
Breakfast 0.779 2.179 1.403(3.385) 0.001
Lunch -0.312 0.732 0.488(1.098) 0.132
Teatime 0.549 1.731 1.145(2.619) 0.009
Dinner 0.209 1.233 0.814(1.866) 0.323
Supper -0.757 0.469 0.302(0.728) 0.001
Purchase food from campus to eat at home 0.316 1.37 1(1.975) 0.089

Table 5. Results of the mean score and standard deviation for food choice factor attributes, food preferences determinants,
preferences of university food outlets, preferences of campus food retailers, and preferences of vending machines availability on
campus.

Item Mean+SD
Food choice factor attributes
Good value for money is important when choosing food to eat 4.55+0.943
Taste is important when choosing food to eat 4.33+0.929
Makes feel good is important when choosing food to eat 4.14+0.953
Easily available food is important when choosing what to eat 4.11+0.944
Smells nice is important when choosing food to eat 4.08+0.977
Keeps healthy is important when choosing food to eat 4.00+0.983
Nutritious is important when choosing food to eat 3.99+0.986
Usually eat is important when choosing food to eat 3.97+0.966
Helps cope with stress is important when choosing food to eat 3.89+1.045
Looks nice is important when choosing food to eat 3.89+0.962
Familiarity is important when choosing food to eat 3.81£1.022
Keeps awake and alert is important when choosing food to eat 3.72+1.055
Helps control weight is important when choosing food to eat 3.67+1.112
Popular and advertised the most is important when choosing food to eat 2.88+1.136
Food preferences determinants
At university outlet, student would like to see freshly cooked/prepared food 4.25+0.977
At university outlet, student would like to see fresh fruit 4.20+1.040
At university outlet, student would like to see variety of food/beverages 4.14+0.978
At university outlet, student would like to see detailed nutritional information on menu items 4.00+1.040
At university outlet, student would like to see allergen labelling 3.99+1.091
At university outlet, student would like to see ethnic cuisine choices 3.96+0.940
At university outlet, student would like to see special diet choices 3.95+1.040
At university outlet, student would like to see fast food choices (general take away) 3.72+0.969
At university outlet, student would like to see food trucks on campus 3.71£1.057
At university outlet, student would like to see sweet and confectionery 3.54+1.017
Preferences of university food outlets
At university outlet, student would like to see better cleaned and service food areas 4.40+0.929
At university outlet, student would like to see more food outlet choices and variety 4.35+£0.915
At university outlet, student would like to see more sustainable or recycle packaging for food 4.35+0.915
At university outlet, student would like to see better customer service 4.29+0.904
At university outlet, student would like to see more seating available 4.28+0.914
At university outlet, student would like to see quicker service from food outlets 4.20£1.000
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Table 5 (Cont.). Results of the Mean Score and Standard Deviation for food choice factor attributes, food preferences
determinants, preferences of university food outlets, preferences of campus food retailers, and preferences of vending machines

availability on campus.

Item Mean+SD
Preferences of campus food retailers
From campus food retailers, student would like to see greater capacity to access free filtered drinking water 4.45+0.899
From campus food retailers, student would like to see greater variety of menu selection 4.40+0.913
From campus food retailers, student would like to see hot food options available open for longer hours 4.37+0.904
From campus food retailers, student would like to see cheaper foods 4.37+0.936
From campus food retailers, student would like to see healthier food 4.35+0.938
From campus food retailers, student would like to see more outlets open during out of semester break 4.22+0.957
From campus food retailers, student would like to see extended opening hours 4.21+0.953
From campus food retailers, student would like to see earlier opening hours 4.13+0.979
Preferences of vending machines availability on campus
More healthy options available for vending machines 4.23+0.941
More special diet food available for vending machines 4.09+0.942
More vending machines on campus 3.88+0.985
More variety of snacks and beverages available for vending machines 3.87+0.970
Only healthy options available for vending machines 3.62+1.071
The removal of vending machines on campus 2.73£1.339

"nutritious" (M = 3.99), "usually eat" (M = 3.97), "helps
cope with stress" (M = 3.89), "looks nice" (M = 3.89),
"familiar" (M = 3.81), "keeps awake and alert" (M =
3.72), and "helps control weight" (M = 3.67). The
emphasis on "good value for money" suggests that
financial constraints influence food choices, particularly
among students from low- and moderate-income
backgrounds, as highlighted in studies addressing food
environment inequalities in Malaysia (Khazanah
Research Institute (KRI), 2022). Similarly, affordability
has been identified as a critical determinant of food
choice in university settings, where students often
prioritise cost-effective options over other factors such as
healthiness or sustainability (Mollaei et al., 2023;
Almoraie et al., 2025). Findings were in line with past
studies in Oceania (Tam et al., 2017; Roy et al., 2019)
and Europe (Martinez-Perez, Telleria-Aramburu, Insta
et al., 2022; Martinez-Perez, Torheim, Castro-Diaz et al.,
2022), which also highlight affordability and taste as key
drivers of food selection among students. The
importance of "taste" highlights the role of sensory
appeal in food selection, which is consistent with
findings that taste is a primary driver of dietary
preferences among university students globally and
within Malaysia (Abdul Ghaffar ef al., 2019). Overall, a
combination of biological, economic, and psychological
factors influences food choices in university
environments, as supported by recent reviews on eating
behaviours and nutritional challenges faced by students
(Abdul Ghaffar et al., 2019; Puddephatt et al., 2020;
Almoraie et al., 2025).
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3.4.2 Food preferences determinants

Students strongly preferred freshly cooked food (M
= 4.25) and fresh fruit (M = 4.20) at university outlets.
Conversely, the least desired option was sweet and
confectionery (M = 3.54). Other factors influencing food
choices included variety (M = 4.14), detailed nutritional
information (M = 4.00), allergen labelling (M = 3.99),
ethnic cuisine (M = 3.96), special diet options (M =
3.95), fast food (M = 3.72), and food trucks (M = 3.71).
The desire for freshly cooked food aligns with the
growing emphasis on healthy eating, which often implies
higher quality and nutritional value (Kabir et al., 2018).
Similarly, the preference for fresh fruit reflects a focus
on healthy dietary choices and the availability of fresh
produce in university food environments (Glabska et al.,
2021). The lower rating for sweet and confectionery
indicates a general awareness of the potential health
implications of excessive sugar consumption, as well as
shifting preferences toward healthier options in campus
settings (Bailey et al., 2018; Li et al., 2022). To enhance
student satisfaction and well-being, university outlets
should prioritise offering a variety of fresh, healthy food
options. This includes providing detailed nutritional
information and catering to diverse dietary needs, which
are increasingly recognised as critical factors in
promoting healthier dietary habits among students (Kabir
et al., 2018; Glabska et al., 2021).

3.4.3 Preferences of university food outlet

The mean scores for preferences of university food
outlets ranged from 4.20 to 4.40. The highest rating was
for "better cleaned and serviced food areas" (M = 4.40),
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followed by "more food outlet choices and variety" and
"more sustainable packaging" (both M = 4.35). The
lowest rating was for "quicker service" (M = 4.20), with
"better customer service" (M = 4.29) and "more
seating" (M = 4.28) receiving intermediate scores. The
emphasis on cleanliness aligns with public health
concerns about food safety and is consistent with
findings from other studies highlighting the importance
of cleanliness in university food outlets (Smith et al.,
2020; Akbara et al., 2021). A diverse range of food
outlets is crucial to prevent boredom and encourage on-
campus dining (Chang et al., 2014), which is supported
by recent research emphasising the significance of food
variety in student satisfaction (Li et al., 2022). While
quicker service is valued, the relatively low rating
suggests that students prioritise other factors such as
food quality and value for money (Smith et a/, 2020; Li
et al., 2022). To enhance the overall dining experience,
university food outlets should focus on maintaining high
hygiene standards, offering diverse food options, and
adopting sustainable practices, as these factors have been
consistently identified as key determinants of student
satisfaction with campus food services (Akbara et al.,
2021; Li et al., 2022).

3.4.4 Preferences of campus food retailers

The mean scores for preferences of campus food
retailers ranged from 4.13 to 4.45. The highest rating was
for "greater access to free filtered drinking water" (M =
4.45), followed by "greater variety" (M = 4.40). The
lowest rating was for "earlier opening hours" (M = 4.13).
Other factors included "cheaper foods" and "hot options
available for longer hours" (both M = 4.37), "healthier
food" (M = 4.35), "more outlets open during semester
break" (M = 4.22), and "extended opening hours" (M =
4.21). Students strongly endorsed increased access to
free filtered water, aligning with efforts to reduce plastic
waste and lower student expenses (Tam et al., 2017;
Yoon et al., 2023). A diverse range of food options is
crucial to cater to students' varying tastes and dietary
needs, and to accommodate diverse tastes and cultural
backgrounds (Eu and Sameeha, 2021; Ramli et al.,
2023). The lower preference for earlier opening hours
might reflect students' meal preparation habits and
lifestyle preferences, and may relate to convenience
factors (Saleh et al., 2024). To enhance student
satisfaction, campus food retailers should prioritise
offering free filtered water, expanding food variety with
healthier options, and considering price points, while
further research into consumer perceptions is needed
(Racine et al., 2022; Rai et al., 2023).
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3.4.5 Preferences for vending machine availability
on campus

The mean scores for preferences regarding vending
machine availability on campus ranged from 2.73 to
4.23. Students expressed the strongest support for "more
healthy options" (M = 4.23) and "more special diet
food" (M = 4.09) in vending machines. Conversely, "the
removal of vending machines" received the lowest rating
(M = 2.73). Other preferences included "more vending
machines" (M = 3.88), "more variety" (M = 3.87), and
"only healthy options" (M = 3.62). The demand for
healthier options reflects the growing emphasis on well-
being and the desire for convenient access to nutritious
snacks, as highlighted by studies that emphasise
dissatisfaction with the current nutritional quality of
vending machine products and the need for healthier
alternatives (Faris et al., 2021; Rahi et al., 2022).
Similarly, the preference for special diet options
underscores the importance of inclusivity in campus food
services to cater to diverse dietary needs (Mann et al.,
2020; Oliveira et al., 2024). The strong opposition to
removing vending machines highlights their role in
providing quick and convenient food options, which are
essential for students with busy schedules or limited
access to other food sources on campus (Md Mansor et
al., 2018; Oliveira et al., 2024).

4. Conclusion

In summary, this study reveals the food preferences
and consumption patterns of university students,
highlighting significant differences between male and
female students. Female students generally exhibit a
preference for healthier food options, although they are
less likely to purchase certain healthier snacks like salads
and fresh fruits, possibly due to cost considerations. In
contrast, male students tend to favour energy-dense
foods and beverages, such as fritters and energy drinks.
The findings underscore the importance of "good value
for money" and "taste" as key factors influencing food
choices among students. To promote healthier eating
habits on campus, universities should consider tailoring
their menu offerings to include more affordable and
nutritious options. Enhancing the availability of fresh
fruits, vegetables, and whole grains could support
students' health goals. Additionally, improving access to
free or low-cost healthy beverages, such as filtered
water, and providing convenient access to nutritious
snacks through vending machines could enhance student
satisfaction and well-being. By addressing these needs,
universities can create a more supportive food
environment that fosters healthier dietary behaviours
among students.
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