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The transition from post-primary school to tertiary education has been recognised as a vulnerable period regarding the development
of unhealthy eating behaviours of students who leave home and move to university(1). Many students struggle to adapt a healthy life-
style as they, become more independent, are influenced by new peers, have limited finances(2,3). Thus, dietary behaviours of university
students may have long-term health implications lasting well into adulthood(4). The aim of this qualitative study was to explore the
eating behaviours and experiences of university students in Northern Ireland who regularly live away from home.

Full-time students living away from home for a minimum of 4 nights each week were recruited following a university wide e-mail.
European and non-European students, including undergraduate and postgraduate students in all study disciplines/subjects who
responded, were invited to participate in a facilitated group discussion using a semi-structured interview schedule. All group discourse
was audio-taped, transcribed verbatim and analysed using thematic analysis for common themes. Data were analysed using NVivo 10.

Forty two students (n 27 male; 15 female), both undergraduate (n 17) and postgraduate (n 25) students, participated in 8 facilitated
discussions; mean age 23 (SD 5·3) years mean BMI 24·5 (SD 4·6) kg/m2. Three key themes were identified to influence eating beha-
viours. Firstly, nutritional awareness and knowledge: lack of cooking and menu preparation skills. Secondly, personal factors: time and
convenience, finance, past habits strength, peer influence and perceived enjoyment. Finally, physical factors: food availability, acces-
sibility, cooking facilities, exam stress/pressures. These key themes together with student recommendations and ideas arising from this
focus group work are being used to facilitate the development of an effective and tailored intervention programme aimed at influen-
cing eating behaviours in university students living away from home in Northern Ireland.

This study was carried out with financial support from the Royal Embassy of Saudi Arabia.
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