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Food systems face increasing unsustainable consumption and production practices contributing to rising climate change and chronic diseases globally. However, promoting behavioral change depends on the awareness and knowledge required to influence food choice. Therefore, this study assessed awareness, knowledge and attitudes toward food and nutrition sustainability, and food choice drivers among students at the Durban University of Technology, South Africa. In this cross-sectional study, awareness, knowledge and attitudes toward food and nutrition sustainability, as well as food choice drivers, were assessed among 405 registered university students using a validated questionnaire. Respondents were conveniently selected at key hub areas at the university and recruited through informed consent. Data was analysed using descriptive statistics, chi-square goodness-of-fit-test and one-sample t-test. Out of 405 respondents, 62.0% were females, 54.8% were not familiar with Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), while 45.2% had heard of them but lacked knowledge of what they meant. Significant proportions of students never heard of product environmental footprint (65.2%), life cycle assessment (66.2%), greenwashing (64.9%), and food miles (58.5%), p < 0.001. A significant 77.0% (n = 313, p < 0.001) of students relied on the internet as the primary source of information about foods that do not harm the environment. There was significant agreement that students knew what a healthy diet consisted of; they understood the impact of a diet on health, and they knew what a sustainable diet consisted of (p < 0.05). One of the food choice drivers that contributed to students being unable to have a healthy diet was difficulty in avoiding unhealthy food options, and the high cost of healthy food. Poor awareness of the SDGS among university students contributes to the prevalence of unsustainable and unhealthy food choices. This underscores the need for targeted educational interventions to bridge the knowledge gap and empower young adults to make informed and sustainable food choices. Food systems must also prioritise the production of healthy, cost-effective, and sustainable foods to facilitate better dietary practices.

Keywords
 sustainability; food choice drivers; knowledge; awareness; attitudes; university students


1 Introduction

The prevalence of unsustainable food production practices and consumption patterns characterised by ultra-processed foods and high meat intake significantly threatens global food systems, planetary and human health. Approximately, one-third of the total anthropogenic greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions globally are attributed to food systems (Crippa et al., 2021). The existing food supply chain produces 13.7 billion metric tonnes of carbon dioxide equivalents (CO2eq), which accounts for 26% of all human-induced GHG emissions (Poore and Nemecek, 2018). These emissions are further influenced by factors such as food miles, which refer to the distance food travels from production or preparation sites to the point of consumption (Sirieix et al., 2008), and the often-overlooked environmental burden associated with each stage of food production. Tools like Life Cycle Assessment (LCA) are critical in evaluating the total environmental impact of a product from raw material extraction, through production and use, to waste management, offering a comprehensive view of sustainability (Curran, 2013). Not only does the production of ultra-processed foods affect the environment, but their consumption also increases the prevalence of overweight and obesity (Nwosu et al., 2022).

Moreover, the growing awareness of environmental issues has led to increased scrutiny of greenwashing, a term that merges ‘greenwash’ and ‘whitewash’ used by environmentalists to describe attempts by corporations to create a deceptively positive environmental image of practices that may, in fact, be harmful (Ruiz-Blanco et al., 2022). Consequently, anthropogenic emissions intensify climate change and its detrimental effects on human health and the physical environment, which escalate food insecurity (Ranganathan et al., 2018; Horn et al., 2022). Furthermore, the current practice of land utilisation is no longer a feasible strategy to adequately nourish the increasing human population, which is projected to be 9.6 billion individuals by the year 2050. Therefore, exploring more sustainable agricultural practices is imperative (Ranganathan et al., 2018). Recently, food sustainability has emerged as a prominent topic in modern food system discourse and a sustainable diet is considered a diet which contributes to food and nutrition security as well as a healthy life and is environment-friendly with low negative impacts for present and future generations (British Dietetic Association, 2022). To achieve this, the involvement of the consumers is required as an important driver of a sustainable food system.

The attainment of the SDGs by 2030 necessitates a concerted effort to diminish GHG emissions, contributing to a reduction in the global carbon footprint. In realising this goal [SDG 1 (No Poverty), SDG 2 (Zero Hunger), SDG 3 (Good Health and Well-being), SDG 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production) and SDG 13 (Climate Action)], consumer education targeted at the environmental implications of dietary selections and the consequent depletion of the earth’s natural resources are important (Dell’Anna et al., 2023).

The current unsustainable and unhealthy consumption and production practices challenge food systems. The food production and processing industry consumes considerable raw materials, energy, and water, concurrently generating a notable volume of environmental waste (Ahmad et al., 2019). Plant-based diets have recently been promoted as environment-friendly substitutes for animal-source foods. Plant-based diets have a reduced environmental impact than animal-sourced foods, which production contributes to land degradation, increased water consumption, elevated methane emissions, and a heightened risk of non-communicable diseases (Morganti et al., 2022). However, transition to this dietary pattern presents numerous challenges to age-long meat dietary patterns, especially within a young population and among the affluent.

While substantial research has explored consumer opinions and purchasing behaviors regarding sustainable foods (Petrescu et al., 2020), there remains limited focus on the experiences of university students. An Australian study examining the perceived importance and intended purchasing patterns of sustainable foods among university students found that students not only view sustainable foods as important but also demonstrated a clear link between their perceptions and purchasing behaviors. The study recommended implementing university-based strategies aligned with the SDGs, such as enhancing access to locally grown and sustainable foods on campus, primarily to support food-insecure students (Kent et al., 2021). However, research on South African university students’ perceptions of sustainability remains scarce.

This study aimed to address the following research questions:

What was the level of awareness, knowledge, and attitudes regarding food and nutrition sustainability among university students in South Africa?

What were the key determinants influencing food choices among this population?

In this study, it was hypothesised that higher levels of knowledge about food and nutrition sustainability would be positively associated with more favourable attitudes toward sustainable eating practices.



2 Methodology


2.1 Study design

A cross-sectional study was carried out among students of Durban University of Technology (DUT) in South Africa. The objective of this study was to determine awareness, knowledge, and attitudes toward food and nutrition sustainability, as well as food choice drivers among students at the Durban University of Technology, South Africa.



2.2 Study population and location

The inclusion criteria for this study required that all respondents be between 18 and 34 years old and registered as either undergraduate or postgraduate students. Respondents were selected from key hub areas, namely the Steve Biko Campus, Ritson Campus, and ML Sultan Campus. The study included both male and female students, and it included respondents from all ethnic backgrounds. Additionally, individuals of all abilities, including both abled and disabled persons, were included to ensure a diverse and representative sample. The exclusion criteria for this study comprised individuals younger than 18 or older than 34 years of age, all DUT staff, outsourced general workers, maintenance workers, and security guards.

Durban University of Technology is a multi-campus university in the province of KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa, focusing on higher education, technological training, research, and innovation. The DUT has six faculties (Accounting & Informatics, Applied Sciences, Arts and Design, Engineering and Built Environment, Health Sciences and Management Sciences) with a population of approximately 33,000 students (Mthembu, 2023). The three campuses where the study was conducted are located within 1 km of each other.



2.3 Sampling technique and sample size determination

According to Taherdoost (2017), a minimum sample size of 385 was calculated (with a 5% precision and 95% confidence interval) based on 17, 840, 000 youth population (18–34 years) in South Africa (Statistics South Africa, 2019). However, the number of students who eventually participated in the study was 405 students (251 females, 154 males) after meeting the eligibility criteria for the study.



2.4 Data collection instrument and procedure

A questionnaire was specifically designed for this study based on previous research regarding food and nutrition sustainability knowledge among university students (García-González et al., 2020; Stratton, 2021; Verain et al., 2021). The questionnaire was administered face-to-face to the respondents. The questionnaire included different main themes, including socio-demographic information, knowledge and awareness of food and nutrition sustainability terms (environmental impact, SDGs, carbon footprint, seasonal and local products, etc.), barriers and drivers of food choices (scored by average importance 1 = very unimportant to 6 = very important), and attitudes and practices towards sustainable nutrition and the environment. Data for the questionnaire was collected during the week for three consecutive months (August 2023, September 2023, and November 2023).

The principal researcher (S.S) recruited respondents at pivotal hub locations across all three campuses of DUT used for the study. The researcher played an important role in briefly explaining key concepts regarding food and nutrition sustainability from the questionnaire to create awareness and knowledge among the students. A stand was set up with a portable table and chair for the survey administration. The questions were mainly Likert-type or multiple-choice response options. Additionally, there were two open-ended questions: “What does sustainability mean to you?” and “What do you consider a healthy diet?”.



2.5 Data quality management

Before the survey, the reliability of the questionnaire was assessed through a pilot study involving a cohort of ten students randomly selected from the same study location; however, they were subsequently excluded from the main study. The questionnaire was prepared and distributed in English, the official language of communication at DUT, which all respondents understood. The findings of the pilot study informed the adjustment in the sections of the questionnaire used to collect data for the main study.



2.6 Data analysis

Data for the study were analysed using the IBM SPSS Statistics software version 29. Descriptive statistics such as frequency and percentage were used to summarise the data. Likert scale on attitude and practice towards sustainable nutrition and environment was dichotomised for further analysis. “No” represented the proportion of respondents who never had the attitude and practice, while “Yes” represented the proportion of respondents who had the attitude and performed the practice. A binomial test was performed for univariate, and chi-square goodness-of-fit was used to determine whether specific response options were selected significantly more or less frequently than others. Relationship among variables was determined by logistic regression at the 5% level of significance (p < 0.05).



2.7 Ethical considerations

Written informed consent was sought from individual respondents before participating in the study and after being provided with relevant information about what the study entailed. Respondents were informed about the nature and purpose of this research and were assured that their involvement was optional. They were also made aware of their right to withdraw from this study at any point without facing any negative consequences or penalties. This ethical consideration ensured that respondents maintained autonomy throughout the research process and contributed only if they were willing and comfortable to do so. Each respondent’s data was treated with a high level of confidentiality and stored for five years in sealed boxes in a secure room at the Department of Consumer Sciences: Food and Nutrition, and will be disposed of by shredding. All electronic datasets are password protected and will be disposed of permanently in any storage devices or applications after five years. Ethical approval for the study was obtained from the Institutional Research Ethics Committee (IREC) of the DUT with reference number 102/23.




3 Results


3.1 Socio-demographic characteristics of respondents

Information on the socio-demographic characteristics of respondents is presented in Table 1. Out of 405 respondents who participated in the survey, 62% were females, and 38% were males. The proportion of Black people (84.7%), Indian people (12.3%), coloured people (2.5%) and white people (0.5%) varied. Most respondents were young adults between 18 and 26 years old (98.3%), while 1.7% were between 27 and 34 years old. Most respondents who participated in this study were from the Ritson campus (39%), while 38 and 23% were from the Steve Biko and ML Sultan campuses, respectively.



TABLE 1 Socio-demographic characteristics of respondents.
[image: Table1]

Based on the faculty representation, Accounting and Informatics had the highest proportion (42%), followed by Applied Sciences (23.7%), Engineering and the Built Environment (15.1%), Management Sciences (14.6%), Health Sciences (3.0%) and Arts and Design (1.7%). Regarding academic year, 42% were first-year students, while 31.1, 20.7, 4.0 and 2.2% were second-year, third-year, fourth-year and postgraduate students, respectively.



3.2 Respondent’s awareness and knowledge of sustainable food and nutrition terms

The findings on awareness and knowledge of terms related to sustainable food and nutrition are presented in Tables 2, 3. It was observed that more than half of the respondents (especially 20.0% males, 34.8% females) had never heard of the SDGs before (54.8%, n = 222), while 45.2% (n = 183) had heard of them but were not familiar with the terms. Those who had heard of sustainable nutrition (14.6% males, 23.2% females), sustainable or green products (10.4% males, 17.5% females) and product lifecycle (11.9% males, 15.8% females) knew a lot about what such terms were 37.8% (n = 153), 27.9% (n = 113) and 27.7% (n = 112), respectively.



TABLE 2 Respondents’ awareness and knowledge of sustainable food and nutrition terms.
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TABLE 3 Awareness and knowledge of sustainable food and nutrition terms among male and female respondents.
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A significant proportion showed that they did not know product environmental footprint (65.2%, n = 264), LCA (66.2%, n = 268), green-washing (64.9%, n = 263), food miles (58.5%, n = 237) and eco-label (54.1%, n = 219) (p < 0.001). The proportion of respondents who have heard of the terms “recycled,” “energy-efficient,” “eco-friendly,” and “carbon footprint” were 56.0% (n = 227), 29.1% (n = 118), 39.5% (n = 160) and 19.5% (n = 79), respectively. A significant proportion of respondents, 62% (n = 251) knew what the term ‘sustainability’ meant, and the remaining 38% (n = 154) did not (p < 0.001) (Figure 1). The respondents understanding of “sustainability” was assessed using various research articles.

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 Level of knowledge on sustainability among respondents.


In comparing females to males on awareness and knowledge of terms related to sustainable food and nutrition, significant differences were found between females and males in awareness and knowledge of “product lifecycle,” “recycle” and “eco-friendly.” The proportion of females (25.9%) who had never heard of “product lifecycle” before was significantly higher than that of male respondents (11.1%), p = 0.029. Females were 0.59 times likely not to have heard about “product lifecycle” before (OR = 0.59, CI: 0.36, 0.95). Likewise, the proportion of females (36.5%) who heard but knew little about “recycle” was significantly higher than that of males (19.5%), p = 0.013. Females were 3.58 times less likely to know about recycling as much as males (OR = 3.58, CI: 1.31, 9.79). Furthermore, the proportion of females (20.0%) who knew nothing about “eco-friendly” was significantly higher than males (11.9%), p = 0.053.



3.3 Respondents’ sources of information about environmentally friendly foods

Figure 2 shows the sources of information about environment-friendly foods among respondents. A significant number (77.3%) of the respondents relied on the Internet as the primary source of information about foods (p < 0.001). In comparison, 50.6, 32.6 and 31.4% obtained information from their social community (university peers), other sources (such as relatives) and university curriculum, respectively.

[image: Figure 2]

FIGURE 2
 Respondents’ sources of information about food.




3.4 Attitudes and practices towards sustainable nutrition and environment

Tables 4–6 presents results on respondents’ attitude and practices towards sustainable nutrition and environment. Findings showed that only 18.0% of respondents frequently checked if the packaging of the product they purchase is recyclable or reusable. Less than one-third (23.6%) used their own shopping bag when shopping. Respondents who had the habit of reading the information on the product label regularly were 35.1%. The proportion of those who usually bought local products was 37.1%, while those who paid attention to where their foods are produced or grown were 23.0%. Just over a quarter of respondents purchased foods in season (28.2%). Approximately, 36.8% of the respondents noted that they never substitute meat with more sustainable vegetarian options. In comparison, 32.6% rarely looked for any eco-label on the packaging to evaluate a product, 30.9% seldom cared if the products they bought were environmentally friendly, and 29.4% seldom paid attention to where the food was produced or grown.



TABLE 4 Attitudes and practices of food and nutrition sustainability among respondents.
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TABLE 5 Attitudes and practices of food and nutrition sustainability among male and female respondents.
[image: Table5]



TABLE 6 Attitudes and practices of food and nutrition sustainability among male and female respondents.
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More than one-third (48.4%) of the respondents never sought information about the manufacturing process of products from additional sources, 48.1% of respondents never searched for more information about the manufacturing process of products, and 38.8% never carefully examined all the information about the manufacturing process of products provided on the packaging. Those who sought information about the manufacturing process of products from additional sources (such as websites, discussion groups, and friends) were 10.6%. In comparison, 26.2% usually separated their waste or garbage into plastic, paper, and glass. The proportion of those who regularly “used leftover food to make new dishes” was 39.5%.

In comparing male to female respondents, proportions of females who never had any of the attitudes nor performed any practice towards any of the sustainable nutrition and environment were more than those of males. The significant differences were found in attitudes and practices towards substitute meat with more sustainable vegetarian products (15.1% males, 21.7% females, p = 0.041), seeking information about the manufacturing process of products from additional sources (14.8% males, 33.6% females, p = 0.045), separating waste or garbage into plastic, paper, glass, food waste (8.9% males, 24.9% females, p = 0.011) and looking for any eco-logo or eco-label on the packaging to evaluate product (9.4% males, 23.5% females, p = 0.059). Females were 1.66, 0.56, 0.51 and 0.57 times less likely to substitute meat with more sustainable vegetarian products (OR = 1.66, CI: 1.02, 2.71), to seek information about the manufacturing process of products from additional sources, to separate my waste or garbage into plastic, paper, glass, food waste and to look for any eco-logo or eco-label on the packaging to evaluate product than males, respectively.



3.5 Drivers of food choices among respondents

Table 7 presents factors that respondents consider barriers and drivers of food choices. Regarding these factors, affordability ranked the highest (5.04 ± 1.64). This was followed by biodegradable or compostable packaging (4.38 ± 1.50) and low food waste production during processing (4.27 ± 1.57). Other influential factors included products made by companies that respect employees’ social rights (4.18 ± 1.67) and those that support biodiversity with low environmental impact (4.14 ± 1.61).



TABLE 7 Ranking of drivers of food choice (n = 405).
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Cultural acceptability (3.92 ± 1.64), plant-based characteristics (3.72 ± 1.63), and organic attributes (3.93 ± 1.49) also played a role in food choices. Additionally, locally produced foods (3.90 ± 1.53), seasonality (3.80 ± 1.46), and simplicity in food additives and processing (3.93 ± 1.62) were considered important. Most drivers of the food choices were of similar importance, with affordability ranked the highest. The rest of the drivers also played key roles in shaping food choices.



3.6 Barriers to healthy food choice

A notable 29.6% of respondents indicated that they found it challenging to avoid unhealthy options, and 25.4% noted that the cost of healthier foods makes it unaffordable for them to maintain a healthy diet (Table 8). The proportion of respondents who indicated they faced obstacles when adhering to a healthy diet was 45%. These include the following: “I do not need to eat healthy/my diet is already healthy,” “I find it difficult to avoid unhealthy options,” “my mood makes it difficult to eat a healthier diet,” or “I find it difficult to eat healthy because I have no say on what type of foods are bought at home”.



TABLE 8 Barriers faced by respondents in consuming healthy foods.
[image: Table8]




4 Discussion

In fulfilling the 2030 SDGs among young adults, there is a need to create transformative ideas for sustainability, climate change goals, and enhanced health at the student level. The demographic profile of the study respondents was representative of the university population, and the racial diversity of the respondents presented the multi-ethnic nature of South Africa.

This study found a low level of knowledge and a lack of awareness about SDGs among the study respondents, and the level of knowledge of sustainable food and nutrition. Other researchers have also reported earlier that there is a lack of awareness and adequate knowledge of sustainable nutrition issues among young adults (Rieckmann et al., 2017; García-González et al., 2020). However, knowledge of food and nutrition sustainability is important for university students as they navigate a transitional stage of life. In this critical phase, dietary habits are formed, and health outcomes are established (Li et al., 2023). During this period, youth frequently face unique challenges such as financial constraints, demanding schedules, and dependence on convenience foods, which could result in poor nutritional outcomes (Contini et al., 2020). South Africa has been found to have a high rate of overweight and obesity among young adults, and predisposing factors to these menaces include a sedentary lifestyle and socioeconomic factors (Nwosu et al., 2022). However, the current study shows that a lack of knowledge of healthy foods among young adults contributes to unhealthy food choices and increases the rate of obesity reported among South African youths.

The findings of this study show that the attitudes and practices towards healthy foods among university students in the study location were poor. Many university students consume diets that lack essential nutrients such as vitamins and minerals (Almoraie et al., 2021). Many students choose to consume calorie-dense foods characterised by sugar, fat and salt. Examples include fast food, processed snacks and sugary beverages (Almoraie et al., 2021). The limited availability of nutritious food options within the campus environment further intensifies these issues. Furthermore, time constraints or resources contribute to many university students frequently skipping meals and resorting to eating fast food during free periods. However, energy imbalances and nutritional shortages that adversely affect students ‘academic performance have been reported because of this lifestyle (Merhy et al., 2023; Viljoen et al., 2018).

In addition, embracing sustainable food practices will allow students to prioritise their health while also being mindful of the environmental impact of their dietary choices. Against the option of many study respondents, opting for local and seasonal produce will enhance their diet to be fresh, and more nutrient-dense foods. This action will also support local farmers in cultivating indigenous foods. Thereby, carbon emissions associated with long-distance food transportation will be reduced in South Africa (Nakajima, 2022).

Furthermore, university campuses are suitable for promoting sustainability programmes through dining services and making healthy and sustainable food options accessible to students (Doherty, 2022). Many institutions are now adopting practices such as sourcing food from local farms, offering plant-based meal choices, and reducing food waste through composting and donation initiatives (Leal Filho et al., 2023). These efforts promote a culture of sustainability on campus and educate students about the significance of making informed food choices (Meijer et al., 2023). By participating in such programmes, students can build habits that lead to long-term health while advocating for environmental concerns within their communities (Ramzan et al., 2023).

Parts of the predisposing factors that have been identified to influence students’ food choices in tertiary institutions include taste, convenience, daily living activities, price, sensory appeal and mood (Petre and Mirea, 2023; Malambe et al., 2021). However, this study found affordability, biodegradable compostable packaging, food waste production, biodiversity support, cultural acceptability, plant-based characteristics and organic attributes as key factors that motivate food choices, while the cost of food and parental influence on meal preparation serve as barriers to food choice of the study respondents.

Moreover, awareness of the SDGs can tremendously impact food choice and the environment. This would lead to reduced hunger, responsible consumption, environment-friendly food preparation and biodiversity conservation (Verain et al., 2021). This study has shown that awareness of food and nutrition sustainability is low among young educated adults in South Africa. This is reflected in their attitudes and practices towards sustainable nutrition and the environment, as many of the university students made food choices based on convenience, were not concerned about where food is produced, nor did they recycle the packaging materials they used.

Therefore, there is a need to increase awareness of food and nutrition sustainability to enable university students to act as advocates for change within and beyond campus (Fretes et al., 2021). Participating in sustainability efforts, such as campus gardens dedicated to food security, could encourage students to develop leadership skills and build a community spirit to promote a healthy dietary lifestyle (Mittal and Bansal, 2024). If Food and Nutrition students understand the links between food systems, public health, and environmental concerns, they are better prepared to support policies and actions that encourage sustainability (Wood et al., 2023). This comprehensive awareness may motivate future leaders across different sectors to emphasise sustainability in both their personal and professional lives, ultimately aiding in a more sustainable future for all.

Universities are uniquely positioned to take a lead in implementing policies that increase access to affordable and nutritious foods. For example, the University of Lethbridge’s food initiative effectively combined food literacy with practical support measures, such as subsidised meals and on-campus food pantries to address student food insecurity (Sept, 2024). Similarly, the Food Boost Challenge exemplifies the impact of participatory action research, where youth-led strategies successfully promoted healthier dietary behaviors among adolescents (Van Lieshout et al., 2023). Food hubs in Leeds further demonstrate the benefits of cross-sector collaboration in strengthening local food systems and promoting sustainable consumption (Papargyropoulou et al., 2024).

These examples underscore the potential of partnerships, incentives, and student-led initiatives to promote sustainable habits within campus environments. Educational institutions must empower students as proactive agents of sustainable transitions. Initiatives such as community gardens, food cooperatives, and climate-smart markets enable students to engage directly with sustainability practices while simultaneously reinforcing theoretical knowledge acquired within academic settings (Egan Sjölander, 2021; Department of Education (DBE), 2025). Embedding these programs within the framework of campus branding and institutional culture can position universities as pioneers in climate accountability and food justice, aligning with contemporary trends in place branding that prioritise sustainability. Future research should focus on long-term assessments of these interventions.

Furthermore, interdisciplinary research connecting local journalism, student participation, and climate communication, as examined in “Local Journalism and Climate Change in Sweden,” could enhance the visibility and influence of sustainable food narratives on campus and beyond (Egan Sjölander, 2021). Through such approaches, higher education institutions can play a pivotal role in shaping a more sustainable and equitable food environment for future generations.



5 Conclusion

This study highlights a lack of awareness and understanding of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) among South African young adults, a gap that exacerbates the prevalence of unsustainable and unhealthy food choices. Addressing this concern through enhanced consumer education is imperative to promote greater awareness of the environmental, social, and economic consequences associated with food choice. Empowering university students with this knowledge will enable them to make informed food decisions with sustainability objectives. A resilient and responsive food system is crucial in addressing climate change challenges, and sustainable and healthy food production and consumption must be prioritised to reduce environmental impact while ensuring nutritional adequacy. To support healthier and more sustainable food choices, universities should implement policies that improve access to affordable and nutritious foods.



6 Limitations of the study

While this study provides valuable insights into food and nutrition sustainability, knowledge, and dietary habits among university students, limitations are noted. Data was collected from a single geographical location in Durban, KwaZulu-Natal. This may constrain the generalisability of the findings to other regions or institutions with different socio-economic and cultural contexts. Additionally, the study’s cross-sectional design captures only a point in time, limiting the ability to assess long-term students’ behavioral changes. Future research would benefit from encompassing longitudinal methods and expanding the sample to include a more diverse range of universities and student populations across South Africa and beyond.



7 Strengths of the study

The study findings underscore the urgent need for targeted educational interventions to bridge the knowledge gap and empower young adults to make informed, sustainable food choices. This study also contributes to a deeper understanding of the context of food and nutrition sustainability among university students. Beyond its relevance to sustainability, it offers critical insights into the dietary status of students, which is an area of growing concern within the context of higher education in South Africa. Notably, this is the first known study conducted in the South African higher education sector, addressing an overlooked yet significant gap in the existing literature.
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