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• This study investigated barriers and enablers to 
healthy eating among students at TUS.

• Universities increasingly recognised as important 
settings for health promotion through Healthy 
Campus Framework.

• Healthy eating supports physical health, mental 
wellbeing, and academic performance.

• Research highlights growing concerns re food 
insecurity & barriers to healthy eating nationally, but 
little research on student population in higher 
education, particularly TUs.

INTRODUCTION



METHODOLOGY
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• Mixed methods study conducted across eight TUS campuses.

• Online student survey (n = 208) explored food purchasing behaviours, perceptions 
on barriers & enablers to healthy eating, and food insecurity.

• Semi-structured interviews with 3 staff members involved in food related roles.

• Quantitative data analysed using descriptive statistics.

• Qualitative data analysed with Reflexive Thematic Analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
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RESULTS Food Insecurity

• 54% of students experienced Food Insecurity 
(FI) during their time in TUS.

• Higher rates among females (59%), non-
binary students (71%), and urban campuses. 
75% of Moylish respondents experienced FI.

• Responses to survey’s open-ended question 
included direct and indirect references to FI:

“Many of my peers go long periods without eating. 
Many skip breakfast and do not eat until they go 

home, myself included.”
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RESULTSBarriers

• Cost: most frequently reported barrier. 87% wanted 
cheaper food, 95% called for value for money.

• Variety: 81% supported more variety of food.

• Lack of Provision for Dietary Requirements: 49% 
wanted more choices for religious diets. 56% 
wanted more vegan & vegetarian. 72% wanted 
greater provision for food intolerances.

• Inadequate Facilities: 86% sought greater capacity 
to heat meals brought from home, particularly on 
smaller campuses without serviced canteens.
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RESULTS Enablers

• Availability of Healthy Food: 74% supported.

• Incentivising Healthy Choices: 92% wanted 
healthier food for lower cost and 90% 
supported discounts for healthy options.

• Food Quality & Sourcing: 61% wanted higher 
quality food (even at higher price). 63% 
wanted sustainable, ethically sourced food.

• Food Literacy: 72% called for more 
nutritional detail on menus. 73% favoured 
visual guides for healthier choices.
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OPEN-ENDED 
RESPONSES

Availability, quality and 
affordability were the 
dominant student priorities.
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STAFF 
PERSPECTIVES

Staff perspectives reinforced 
student concerns while 
highlighting structural 
challenges (& opportunities) 
behind them.
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DISCUSSION

• Food insecurity emerged as a significant student wellbeing issue (54% prevalence)

• Healthy eating influenced by structural & environmental factors.

• Cost, availability, and infrastructure were the most important barriers.

• Findings support Healthy Campus approach, where universities shape 
environments that enable healthier choices.

• Students and staff identified broadly similar priorities for improvement.

What do these findings mean?
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DISCUSSION
Implications for Irish Higher Education

• Expand supports addressing food insecurity and financial hardship.

• Improve food preparation facilities and healthy food availability.

• Increase dietary inclusivity and nutrition/allergen information.

• Deliver food literacy initiatives alongside environmental changes.

• Adopt campus-specific interventions within the Healthy Campus Framework.
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LIMITATIONS
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• Survey sample: 50% of responses came from Athlone campus.

• Gender imbalance: 76% of respondents were female.

• Food insecurity (FI) emerged as significant but wasn’t a primary focus in the 
research design. Future research needed on FI and its specific drivers within TU 
student populations.

• Staff interviews used purposive sampling, potentially limiting the generalisability 
of the qualitative findings.



TAKE HOME MESSAGES
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• Food Insecurity is a significant issue among students in Irish HE.

• Despite barriers, there is strong student demand among students for healthy food. 
There is not an obvious lack of will / interest in healthy food.

• University needs to take responsibility in ensuring its food environments are 
health promoting.

• In addition to food provision in canteens, improving access to food related 
facilities is a key need on smaller campuses without serviced canteens.

• Need to tailor interventions to each campus and align with Healthy Campus goals.



Contact: alan.tobin@tus.ie
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THANK YOU
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