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Abstract 
The emerging market of fast food industry around the world is expected to 
change the eating habits of the current generation, especially among 
students. In particular, fast food consumption is often associated with its 
negative impacts on one’s nutrition and health compared to the traditional 
foods that have been consumed across different populations of varying 
regions over an extended period of time. Indeed, it is very important to 
determine food consumption behaviour among students to prevent any 
implications on their health and behavioural intentions. Therefore, the 
purpose of this paper was to identify university student knowledge of healthy 
food and the contributing factors towards food selection. A total of 400 
students were selected using simple random sampling method, whereby the 
data obtained were then analysed descriptively via Statistical Package for 
Social Sciences (SPSS). The analysis indicated that the respondents had a 
high level of knowledge about healthy food, with a mean score value of 4.32. 
Using descriptive statistics, almost 92 per cent of the sampled students 
preferred choosing traditional food as their everyday meal as opposed to fast 
food. Meanwhile, price was the main factor that contributed to their choice of 
traditional food, followed by family influence and peer. Based on Multiple 
Regression Analysis, the overall findings indicated that 23 per cent of student 
health was influenced by the contributing factors towards the selection of 
foods and knowledge of food. In particular, the contributing factor towards 
food selection was identified as the dominant factor affecting student health. 
In conclusion, the knowledge about healthy food plays an important role to 
determinat the level of student and individual health as well. Awareness and 
knowledge of healthy eating should be disseminated to all groups, since 
Malaysia is the highest country in Asia with adult obesity. 
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 Introduction  

Changes in the world economy have made eating out a trend in 

the society today, especially among teenagers pursuing higher 

education at respective institutions. In addition to factors such as living 

in dormitories that renders difficulty for students to cook, eating out is 

seen as easier and time-saving in nature. Changes in the nutritional 

behaviour and supply of food variety worldwide have resulted in 

adolescents more likely to enjoy eating out without considering the 

long-term effects that they may have to face. 

 Nutrition and Health Habits 

Good eating habits allow individuals to benefit from the food 

consumed by them. Furthermore, good nutrition contributes to the 

health and fitness of the body as well-balanced nutrition can provide 

enough energy for proper functioning of the body organs. This, in turn, 

can prevent one from being afflicted by dangerous illnesses and/or 

Non-Communicable Diseases (NCDs) like diabetes, hypertension, and 

heart failure. In contrast, unbalanced nutrition can cause the body's 

immune system to become weak and vulnerable to diseases. 

Lancet Journal Report (2016) highlighted that the number of 

adults with diabetes in the world increased from 108 million in 1980 to 

422 million in 2014 which was 28.5% due to the rise in prevalence, 

39.7% due to population growth and ageing and 31.8% due to 

interaction of these two factors. According to World Health 

Organization (WHO) 2019, the number of diabetes among adults aged 

18 years and above had increased from 11.6% to 17.5% over a period 

of 9 years from 2006 to 2015. In addition, 2019 statistics from World 

Population Review stated that Malaysia had the highest rate of obesity 

among Asian countries at 15.6 percent. 

Accordingly, many factors influence food selection trends 

among the student population, such as environment, habits, traditions, 

food properties, and individual social status (Sahoo et al., 2015). 

According to Verma (2010), students’ habits for choosing and buying 

food are based on several determinants, namely service quality, price, 

and purchase incentive. Furthermore, Bryant et al. (2020) stated that 

the selection of food is more psychologically-influenced, thus, 

encouraging individuals to make their choices. This aligns the 

individual psychological influences on food choices that scholars have 

assessed accordingly (Bryant et al., 2020). Meanwhile, Abdullah and 
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Ali (2011) have identified the six aspects that influence students in 

terms of nutritional selection, which include food menus, dining hours, 

dining venues, food expenses, perceptions of food purposes, and 

things related to eating. 

Moreover, Björk and Kauppinen-Räisänen (2016) have detailed 

two factors that influence the selection of food, which encompass 

internal factors (including individual physiological needs and health 

level) and external factors. The findings of Li (2011) have further 

underlined food prices and suggestions from parents as strong factors 

affecting student food selection. In particular, parental attitudes that are 

more likely to buy food outside than opting for self-cooking at home 

have exposed their children to obesity. Consequently, this justifies the 

findings by Malaysian Children's Fund Review by United Nations 

Children’s Fund (UNICEF) that have revealed obesity problems among 

children in Malaysia as the second-highest in Southeast Asia after 

Brunei (UNICEF Malaysia, 2018). 

Besides, Oti (2018) has identified the three main factors that 

influence the selection of food among students, which are: 

demographics, food character, and frequency of food menus offered. 

The scholar has further indicated that the total revenue under the 

demographics factor is deemed non-influential for food selection 

purposes, whereas food characters such as food size, food 

presentation, cooking preparation, and value for money affects the 

process (Oti, 2018). In line with the above, Blažková and Dvouletý 

(2018) have also detailed factors like food quality, served food 

appearances, menu options, food hygiene, service provided, and 

distance and close proximity to food are factors that influence individual 

food choices. 

Alternatively, Yang et al. (2020) have stated that one’s 

knowledge of nutrition is closely related to their attitudes towards it, 

suggesting that a person who practices good eating habits will have 

good health. In the context of students, balanced nutrition choices need 

to be emphasised as they can affect their quality of life in the long run. 

Similarly, poor eating habits can cause them to be weaker and less 

energetic while attending college (Al-Shehri et al., 2017). Food 

selection habits, in particular, are influenced by a number of factors, 

such as media exposure, family role, and breakfast habit 

(Manggabarani et al., 2020). According to Sogari et al. (2018), eating 

habits among adolescents are influenced by home and school 

tendencies, such as cultural, religious, economic, tradition, and social 
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status. For example, Individuals who choose modern food at high 

prices and fast food options are said to have high social status. 

A study conducted by Fitzgerald et al. (2010) has found that 

factors influencing food choices among children include food type, time 

spent with parents, food benefits, mood, finances, convenience, and 

media. In support of this finding, Suswanti (2013) has reiterated that 

most students are more likely to choose fast food due to the 

convenience provided. Despite the correlation between health level 

and colour of the food selected, the findings still show a higher selection 

of fast food than the nutrients obtained from fast food. These indirectly 

indicate that although the students know the lack of nutrition in fast food 

meal, many of them are still interested in getting the fast food meal than 

nutritious meal. 

Furthermore, Azeman (2017) has revealed that respondents 

from a Malaysian college displayed good knowledge and awareness of 

proper eating habits. They selected food based on the three factors of 

food price, food knowledge, and food quality, wherein these elements 

were collectively believed to contribute to good health. Meanwhile, the 

study by Abdullah and Ali (2011) has focused on student knowledge 

and awareness of proper and healthy eating habits. It involved a total 

of 102 respondents consisting of undergraduate students from various 

faculties in the main campus of Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia 

(UKM). In general, the study revealed that the respondents depicted 

good knowledge and awareness of proper and healthy eating habits. 

However, the findings also suggest that respondents skip their 

breakfast and late-night meals in addition to snacks, whereby these 

imbalances may contribute side effects to student health status. 

Therefore, it can be concluded that educational efforts are needed to 

improve the dietary intake of Malaysian adults (Kasim et al., 2018). 

2.1 Problem Statement 

Life at the university changes student’s lifestyles, whereby they 

are responsible for determining their nutrition intake patterns to ensure 

consumption of healthy food. This is attributable to the practice of food 

intake among students that will affect their level of health and academic 

achievement (Abdullah & Ali, 2011). In fact, the practices of unbalanced 

nutrition may yield unfavourable psychological effects in addition to 

causing chronic diseases (Ha & Caine-Bish, 2009) and NCDs such as 

obesity, diabetes, high blood pressure, and weak heart. Besides, 

unhealthy nutrition consumption patterns will result in students 
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becoming lethargic and having difficulties in focusing during their 

learning sessions (Azeman, 2017). 

Previously, Malaysia displayed an increased obesity percentage 

from 10.5 per cent in 2010 to 13.3 per cent in 2014, whereas its 

percentage in 2015 was as high as 18 per cent. Furthermore, the 

National Health and Morbidity Study (NHMS) statistics in 2015 

classified Malaysia as an obese nation in which one out of two adults 

would be overweight or obese. Meanwhile, in 2018, 5.5 million or 30.6 

per cent of Malaysians suffered from obesity. The reports from the 

World Health Organisation (WHO, 2011) have thus, listed Malaysia as 

the most obese country in Southeast Asia, whereby 44.2 per cent of its 

male and female citizens have a Body Mass Index (BMI) of over 25kg 

/ m2 (Lum, 2018). 

This is even more alarming as a report by UNICEF (2016) has 

revealed that Malaysia is a Southeast Asian nation with prevalent 

nutritional problems such as overweight and malnutrition among its 

adolescents and children (Bernama, 2019). It is especially worrying if 

the statistics continues to show rising patterns. This may suggest that 

the country will be filled with dense obese population and face the 

highest risks of NCDs. 

Meanwhile, QSR Brand has planned to open at least 127 new 

fast food outlets throughout Malaysia by 2021, as well as 50-speedboat 

restaurants at PETRONAS stations nation-wide around the same 

period (The Star Online, 2018). This is feared to potentially increase 

the percentage of malnutrition, obesity, diabetes, and stroke cases. 

Therefore, the knowledge of good eating habits should be emphasised, 

especially among children and adolescents. According to Fieldhouse 

(2013), the knowledge of healthy eating habits can enhance student’s 

self-confidence to counteract the unhealthy influences of their eating 

habits and diet. 

Furthermore, factors associated with the college life that causes 

difficulty for students to consume nutritional food as it is a period of 

lifestyle changes for adolescents. In line with adolescent self-esteem 

and growth in appetite, the consumption  of dietary intake during this 

period should be maintained as it can influence the long-term health of 

students. Eating unhealthy food during one’s college life can lead to 

unhealthy psychological effects thus, linked with chronic illnesses (Ha 

& Caine-Bish, 2009). Adverse effects may also be seen with student’s 

thinking processes (Abdullah & Ali, 2011), whereby they tire more 

easily and have difficulties in focusing during learning sessions. The 
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intake of balanced food pattern is similarly highly influential on their 

level of health, thereby affecting the development of their physical and 

mental reactions during the process. Thus, this study is conducted to 

identify the knowledge of healthy food possessed by university 

students and the contributing factors towards their food selection. 

 Methodology 

The study involved 400 students who were randomly selected 

from University A. A questionnaire was used as the instrument to 

explore student knowledge of healthy food and identify the factors that 

contributed to the selection of food among them. It was divided into 

three sections: section A measured the respondent’s demographic 

information, section B measured university student’s knowledge of 

healthy food, and section C to identify the contributing factor towards 

of the selection of foods. A five-point Likert Scale was used in sections 

B and C, which are as follows: 1- Strongly Disagree; 2 – Disagree; 3 – 

Neutral; 4 – Agree; and 5 - Strongly Agree. All data were analysed 

descriptively using SPSS version 20. 

The reliability test showed that the alpha value for the study 

variables were 0.768 (i.e. knowledge of food) and 0.783 (i.e. factor 

contributing). According to Sekaran (2009), the value is deemed 

acceptable and reliable if it is more than 0.7. Next, the respondent’s 

level of knowledge about healthy eating habits and food selection 

factors was analysed descriptively, whereby correlation tests were 

used to determine the relationship between dietary habits and 

respondent health. Meanwhile, Multiple Regression Analysis was 

utilised to determine the major determinants of student health. Figure 

1 shows the framework of the independent and dependent variables of 

the study. 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 : Conceptual framework on the effect of student eating habits and 
the implication towards their health 
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 Findings  

A total of 400 students consisting of 61.5 per cent females and 

38.5 per cent males were involved in the study. More than half of the 

respondents (62.3%) were between 21 to 26 years old, while 36.2 per 

cent were below 20 years old. A majority of them were staying in the 

residential college equipped with a cafeteria. Table 1 below shows the 

demographic analysis of the respondents. 

Table 1 : Respondent’s demographic analysis 

 Item Percentage (100%) 
1. Gender  
 Female 75.0 
 Male 25.0 
2 Age  
 < 20 years old 1.8 
 21 - 26 years old 86.2 
 > 27 years old 12.0 
3 Living Area  
 College with cafeteria 78.0 
 College with no cafeteria 10.0 
 Outside (rental house) 12.0 

The analysis results revealed that student’s knowledge on 

healthy food was high with a mean value of 4.32, whereby 89.0% 

students stated that fast food posed a negative impact on health. 

Furthermore, most respondents agreed that fast food such as snacks 

or junk food could contribute to kidney damage (77.7%) and dementia 

(36.2%). Meanwhile, a majority of them (90.1%) agreed that 

carbonated drinks could lead to diabetes. 

Nevertheless, more than half of the respondents (80.7%) 

preferred traditional food and were likely to choose menus (75.0%) like 

nasi lemak, yee sang, and roti canai as their meal during breakfast, 

lunch, and dinner compared to burgers and pizza. However, the 

findings also indicated that most of the respondents agreed that healthy 

food referred to balanced diet intake, which contained all nutrients 

needed by the body (mean = 4.20). 

In the context of factors that contributed to the habit of food 

selection, half of the respondents agreed that price was the main factor 

influencing students to choose food, with the score mean value of 3.32. 

This was followed by peer (score mean value = 3.27) and family (score 
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mean value = 3.25). The finding is in line with Medeiros and Salay's 

(2013) outcomes, whereby price has been shown to be important for 

the student population, as well as lower-income population and 

individuals who eat out less frequently. According to Thiruselvakumar 

et al. (2014), eating patterns and behaviours of adolescents are 

influenced by many factors, including peer influence. Therefore, the 

current study supported the finding in which the habits of food selection 

among students were influenced by their peers. Similarly, the influence 

of family life also affected their choice of food even if they lived in 

hostels. This parallels the findings of Berge et al. (2010), whereby 

families play an important role in adolescent food choices during their 

stay at home as food is usually provided by the parents. Furthermore, 

the findings of the current study showed that the influence of food price 

was the main factor that contributed to food selection. According to 

Abdullah and Ali (2011), some students would be willing to save money 

in terms of buying food as they want to buy other necessities. 

Supporting the findings of peer influence on food selection, Higgs and 

Ruddock (2020) have previously found that eating with friends is a 

social activity, rather than a routine. 

Table 2 : Cronbach’s alpha value 

Variable Cronbach’s Alpha Value 
Factor contributing 0.783 
Knowledge of food 0.768 

Table 2 shows that the food selection factor yields a high Alpha 

Cronbach's alpha value at 0.783, followed by the knowledge of food 

(0.768). A high reliability coefficient value typically indicates high 

instrument reliability. In determining the relationship between the two 

variables, the analysis yielded correlation values for student health and 

the factors of knowledge and food selection as seen in Table 3. 

 

Table 3 : Pearson correlation value 

Variable Pearson Correlation Level 
Factor contributing 0.455** medium correlation 
Knowledge of food 0.455**  
Note: ** significant at 0.05 

Table 3 indicates that both study variables are positively related 

to student health by a measurement of the Pearson correlation value. 
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It is typically measured to test the association between two items’ 

scores (Inukai et al., 2010). Here, the contributing factor towards the 

selection of foods had a stronger significant relationship with student 

health level (r = 0.455, p = 0.000) than the relationship between 

knowledge of food and respondent health (r = 0.407, p = 0.000). 

Table 4 : Multiple regression analysis 

Model summary 

Model R R Square 
(R2) 

Adjusted R 
Square (R2) 

Std. Error of 
The Estimate 

1 .515 .265 .235 12.613 
 

Model Unstandardised 
Coefficients  

Standardised 
Coefficients  

t Sig. 

1 (Constant) B Std Beta  .000 
Factor 
contributing 

.804 .236 .542 3.410 .001 

Knowledge of 
food 

.096 .132 .191 .726 .469 

Lastly, Multiple Regression Analysis outcomes in Table 4 reveal 

that the R2 for both independent variables (i.e. factor contributing and 

knowledge of food towards student health) is .235. Meanwhile, factor 

contributing was identified as the only predictive factor affecting student 

health, yielding a beta value of .542 at a significance level of p less than 

0.05. Therefore, it could be summarised that the factor contributing and 

knowledge of food contributed only 23 per cent on student health, 

whereby the contributing factor towards the selection of foods was the 

dominant factor affecting student health. Besides, the findings showed 

that one (1) or every single choice that the students made to choose 

food would have an impact on their level of health. 

 

 Conclusion and Recommendations 

In conclusion, the contributing factor towards the selection of 

foods was the dominant element that ultimately determined student’s 

health. Meanwhile, their food choices were influenced by price, peer, 

and family, whereby price was particularly important in the selection 

process. However, the knowledge level also revealed its relationship 

with student health. This was reflected in the way the length of stay with 
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family affected students as they were able to maintain the concept of 

healthy eating being practised in the family. Therefore, families, 

especially the parents, need to emphasise the right kind of nutrition to 

ensure perfect growth processes for their children. In addition to 

selection factors, families and parents also influenced the level of 

knowledge about nutrition held by students; during their stay with family 

members, parents were the ones providing direct and indirect 

education regarding good food choices. Thus, this further contributed 

to the level of knowledge and habits of food selection held by these 

students. 

Acknowledgements 

The authors would like to thank Universiti Tun Hussein Onn Malaysia 

(UTHM) for supporting this publication under the UTHM Research 

Funds (Vot: E15501). In addition, the authors also thank the 

respondents for their full support for this research. 

References 

Abdullah, M. A. & Ali, N. (2011). Amalan pemakanan dalam kalangan 

pelajar universiti dan implikasinya terhadap pembelajaran. 

Malaysian Journal on Student Advancement, (14). 

Al-Shehri, H. M., Al-Qahtani, A. M., Shaikh, I. A., Hassan, M. A., Al-

Qahtani, N. S., Al-Qahtani, A. M., & Alabas, M. A. (2017). 

Assessment of lifestyle and eating habits among undergraduate 

students in Najran University, Najran, Saudi Arabia. 

International Journal of Medical Science and Public Health, 6(3), 

638-647. 

Azeman, A. R. (2017). Pemilihan Makanan di kalangan pelajar Kolej 

Universiti Islam Melaka: Satu tinjauan. Journal of Hospitality and 
Networks, 1(1). 

Berge, J. M., Wall, M., Loth, K., & Neumark-Sztainer, D. (2010). 

Parenting style as a predictor of adolescent weight and weight-

related behaviours. Journal of Adolescent Health, 46(4), 331-

338. 

Bernama. (2019, July 8). Childhood obesity a growing health crisis in 

Malaysia. The Star Online. Retrieved from 

https://www.nst.com.my/lifestyle/heal/2019/07/502533/childhoo

d-obesity-growing-health-crisis-malaysia 



MALAYSIAN JOURNAL OF CONSUMER AND FAMILY ECONOMICS Vol 25 (S1), 2020 

11 

Björk, P. & Kauppinen-Räisänen, H. (2016). Local food: A source for 

destination attraction. International Journal of Contemporary 
Hospitality Management. 

Blažková, I. & Dvouletý, O. (2018). The causes of firm performance 

variation in the Czech food processing industry in the context of 

the outlier effect. Management Research Review. 

Bryant, E. J., Malik, M. S., Whitford-Bartle, T., & Waters, G. M. (2020). 

The effects of bariatric surgery on psychological aspects of 

eating behaviour and food intake in humans. Appetite, 150, 

104575. 

Danaei, G., Finucane, M. M., Lu, Y., Singh, G. M., Cowan, M. J., 

Paciorek, C. J., Stevens, G. A. (2011). National, regional, and 

global trends in fasting plasma glucose and diabetes prevalence 

since 1980: Systematic analysis of health examination surveys 

and epidemiological studies with 370 country-years and 2· 7 

million participants. The Lancet, 378(9785), 31-40. 

Fieldhouse, P. (2013). Food and nutrition: customs and culture. 

Springer. 

Fitzgerald, A., Heary, C., Nixon, E., & Kelly, C. (2010). Factors 

influencing the food choices of Irish children and adolescents: a 

qualitative investigation. Health Promotion International, 25(3), 

289-298. 

Ha, E. J. & Caine-Bish, N. (2009). effect of nutrition intervention using 

a general nutrition course for promoting fruit and vegetable 

consumption among college students. Journal of Nutrition 
Education and Behaviour, 41(2), 103--09. 

Higgs, S. & Ruddock, H. (2020). Social influences on eating. Handbook 
of Eating and Drinking: Interdisciplinary Perspectives, 277–291. 

Inukai, M., John, M. T., Igarashi, Y., & Baba, K. (2010). Association 

between perceived chewing ability and oral health-related 

quality of life in partially dentate patients. Health and Quality of 
Life Outcomes, 8(1), 118. 

Kasim, N. B. M., Ahmad, M. H., Shaharudin, A. B. B., Naidu, B. M., 

Ying, C. Y., & Aris, T. (2018). Food choices among Malaysian 

adults: Findings from Malaysian Adults Nutrition Survey (MANS) 

2003 and MANS 2014. Malaysian Journal of Nutrition, 24(1). 

Lancet (2016). Worldwide Trends in Diabetes Since 1980: A Pooled 

Analysis of 751 Population-based Studies with 4·4 million 

Participants. 

https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-

6736(16)00618-8/fulltext 



MALAYSIAN JOURNAL OF CONSUMER AND FAMILY ECONOMICS Vol 25 (S1), 2020 

12 

Li, L. (2011). Factors influencing students’ food choices when shopping 

for food. International Journal of Business and Management, 
6(1), 165. 

Lum, M. (2018). Malaysia is Asia’s fattest country. Retrieved August 

25, 2020, from The Star Online website: 

https://www.thestar.com.my/lifestyle/health/2018/08/14/fat-

state-of-affairs/ 

Manggabarani, S., Said, I., Hadi, A. J., Saragih, R., & Crystandy, M. 

(2020). Associations of Media Exposure, Family Role, Breakfast 

Habit, and Food Selection with Overweight Among Adolescents. 

The 6th International Conference on Public Health. Https://Doi. 
Org/10.26911/The6thicph, 2. 

Medeiros, C. O. & Salay, E. (2013). A review of food service selection 

factors important to the consumer. Food and Public Health, 3(4), 

176-190. 

Oti, J. A. (2018). Factors influencing food choices: Perception of public 

and private junior high school adolescent students in Asiakwa in 

the eastern region of Ghana. J Food Nutri Diete, 2(1), 103. 

Sahoo, K., Sahoo, B., Choudhury, A. K., Sofi, N. Y., Kumar, R., & 

Bhadoria, A. S. (2015). Childhood obesity: causes and 

consequences. Journal of Family Medicine and Primary Care, 

4(2), 187. 

Sekaran, U. (2009). Research methods for business 4th edition. John 

Wiley & Sons. 

Sogari, G., Velez-Argumedo, C., Gómez, M. I., & Mora, C. (2018). 

College students and eating habits: A study using an ecological 

model for healthy behaviour. Nutrients, 10(12), 1823. 

Suswanti, I. (2013). Faktor-Faktor yang Berhubungan dengan 
Pemilihan Makanan Cepat Saji pada Mahasiswa Fakultas 
Kedokteran dan Ilmu Kesehatan UIN Syarif Hidayatullah Jakarta 
Tahun 2012. 

Talib, Y. Y. A. (2015, May 30). Paling gemuk di Asia Tenggara. 

MyMetro. Retrieved from 

https://www.hmetro.com.my/node/40179 

The Star Online. (2018, November 12). QSR to open 67 new KFC and 

60 new Pizza Hut restaurants by 2021. The Star Online. 

Retrieved from https://www.thestar.com.my/business/business-

news/2018/11/12/qsr-allocates-rm1bil-in-capex-for-next-five-

years 



MALAYSIAN JOURNAL OF CONSUMER AND FAMILY ECONOMICS Vol 25 (S1), 2020 

13 

Thiruselvakumar, D., Sinuvasan, K., Chakravarthy, R., & Venkatesh, 

E. (2014). Factors affecting food choice and attitude of choosing 

food items among adolescents in South India. International 
Journal of Scientific and Research Publication, 4(4), 2250-2315. 

UNICEF Malaysia. (2018). Children Without. Retrieved from 

https://www.unicef.org/malaysia/sites/unicef.org.malaysia/files/

2019-04/UNICEF-ChildrenWithout-EnglishVersion-Final 

26.2.18_0.pdf 

Verma, R. (2010). Customer choice modelling in hospitality services: A 

review of past research and discussion of some new 

applications. Cornell Hospitality Quarterly, 51(4), 470-478. 

Yang, Y., He, D., Wei, L., Wang, S., Chen, L., Luo, M., & Mao, Z. 

(2020). Association between diet-related knowledge, attitudes, 

behaviours, and self-rated health in Chinese adult residents: a 

population-based study. BMC Public Health, 20, 1-8. 

 


