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BACKGROUND

• Research suggests varied dietary impacts 
of the COVID-19 pandemic, including an 
increase in meal and snack frequency.1

• While some studies report an increase in 
home cooking and fresh produce 
consumption, others report less favorable 
changes in diet patterns.2

• Limited research examines these patterns  
in college students.

OBJECTIVE

• To explore self-reported changes in food 
intake patterns during the COVID-19 
pandemic in a multiethnic sample of college 
students.

METHODS

• A web-based survey was administered to 
students enrolled in a general education 
introductory nutrition course during the 2020-
2021 academic year. Participants (n=436) 
were predominantly (77%) female; 39% 
identified as Hispanic/Latino, 33% identified 
as Asian/Pacific Islander, and 19% identified 
as Caucasian.

• Two open-ended items were used to capture 
self-reported changes in food intake and 
drivers of those changes resulting from the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Food insecurity was 
assessed using the USDA six-item food 
security module.

• Two researchers collaborated to develop a 
codebook and assign codes independently to 
open-ended responses. 

• Chi-square tests were used to investigate 
relationships between food security status 
and reported diet changes. 

RESULTS CONCLUSIONS

• A majority of participants (n=295, 67.7%) 
reported diet changes as a result of the 
pandemic. Participants indicated mixed 
impacts on food intake.

• Participants attributed diet changes to 
increased health consciousness, increased 
time at home, eating more home-prepared 
foods, changes in activity level, and increased 
feelings of boredom.

• Among respondents who reported a COVID-
related diet impact, those experiencing food 
insecurity were more likely to report eating 
less healthy because of the pandemic. 

• As universities develop strategies to promote 
health in the college student population, 
targeted strategies are needed.
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“I have limited the 
intake of food heavily, 
as my means of 
exercise with the gym 
was closed down.”

“My food intake has increased 
as there is a lot of food 
available at home. Without 
distractions like a physical 
learning environment, food is 
readily available when I am 
feeling bored. “

“I gained a lot of weight 
when COVID-19 started 
because I would spend my 
FREE time eating! However, 
I have been trying my best 
to eat healthier within the 
past few months.”

“I have eaten less due to 
decreased appetite 
because of stress. Also 
controlling my food intake 
makes me feel like i have 
my life under control.”

”I feel like I eat more junk food as 
I am always in the house and get 
bored so I eat. Before when I 
wasn't home, I wouldn't eat as 
much because I was busy with 
other stuff.”

“Yes, I have a decreased food 
intake mainly because I don't 
go out like I used to.”

“My meals fluctuate a lot and I 
find myself eating less and 
snacking more.”

“I went from eating 2-3 meals 
a day in the dining hall, to 1-2 
meals a day at home” 

“I would usually go out to eat 
with friends, but because we 
are social distancing, I’m 
stuck at home and usually 
eat what the adults cook.”

“Yes. I want to have 
a strong immune 
system so I began to 
feed myself more 
whole foods rather 
than processed.”

“Yes. More fast food due 
to shortages at 
supermarkets.”

“No. At the beginning it did for 
a month but now it’s back to 
how it was.”


