Promoting Healthy Eating Among Canadian College Students: Examining Barriers, Attention, and
Food Choices in College Cafeterias

The prevalence of unhealthy diets among college students (Lorenzoni et al., 2020) poses significant
concerns about long-term poor eating habits (Nelson et al., 2008) and an increased risk of obesity and
noncommunicable diseases (WHO, 2020). Among the various food settings in college, cafeterias
represent an important and ideal environment for guiding students toward healthier eating. For instance,
in college cafeterias, many students make food choices independently for the first time; cost is not a factor
in food selection, and various aspects of the environment can potentially be modified to nudge students
toward healthier foods and help them build lifelong healthy eating habits (Cesareo et al., 2022). Research
examining college cafeterias as an environment to promote healthy eating has been limited. To address
this knowledge gap, the main aim of my research project is to investigate the following question: What
aspects of a Canadian college cafeteria direct students' attention and guide their food choices?

An extensive literature review was conducted with a focus on peer-reviewed articles across four research
areas related to food choice and eating behaviors: barriers to healthy eating, motivation for food selection,
nudging interventions, and food choice research using eye-tracking devices. In summary, various
obstacles to healthy eating, such as cost, stress, and college eating norms, have been identified. However,
little research has focused on college cafeterias, which feature the unique “all you care to eat” model.
Research on food motives suggests taste preference, habits, nutrition knowledge, well-being, and health
goals are important individual factors (Zorbas et al. 2018). Research on nudging interventions has
produced mixed results when manipulating several aspects of cafeterias to nudge students toward
healthier food choices (Cesareo et al., 2022), highlighting the need for considering individual differences
(Mertens et al., 2021). Additionally, food choice research using eye-tracking glasses (Zhang et al., 2024)
suggests that these glasses are promising for capturing people’s attention in a food environment more
accurately than self-report measures, and that visual attention is linked to actual food choices.

Based on these findings, two studies were proposed: one to integrate individual differences into the
investigation of students’ perceived barriers to healthy eating in cafeterias, and another to objectively
examine students’ attention during food selection. The first study was designed as a survey study to
address the research questions: What do students perceive as barriers to healthy eating in a college
cafeteria, and how do these perceived barriers vary among students with different levels of health
motivation, stress, time constraints, eating habits, well-being, and social status? Participants are expected
to complete a survey that includes a questionnaire on barriers and measures of individual differences. The
second study was designed as a real-life eye-tracking study to address the research questions: To what
extent does visual attention to food and food labels relate to students' food choices in a cafeteria setting?
What individual and situational factors predict visual attention to healthy and unhealthy foods, as well as
to food labels? This study will use mobile eye trackers to examine cafeteria users' visual attention while
they select their meals and navigate their natural environment. The collected data will be linked to self-
reported individual and situational factors, as well as the healthiness of their meals.

The findings from these two studies will provide insights into the various barriers faced by different
student subgroups and identify which aspects of the cafeteria environment attract these groups’ attention.
This information could guide future research on choice architecture strategies, potentially using eye-
tracking glasses to objectively measure the impact of interventions on attention and actual food choices.
This approach presents a promising avenue for addressing unhealthy eating among college students.
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