
 

Background: Dietary intake is strongly associated 
with obesity and other chronic diseases. For students, 
the college food environment plays an integral role in 
dietary intake during this critical transitional time.  
During this time, students experience profound 
changes to their level of responsibility and autonomy 
while also establishing lifelong habits. Vending 
machines (VM) at colleges are of increased 
importance because they are used frequently and 
contain calorie-dense, nutrient-poor, and highly-
processed foods. Many schools have attempted to 
improve the quality of snack foods offered in VMs with 
a top-down approach. This study aims to uncover 
college students' knowledge of snack foods' 
healthfulness, purchasing habits, and preferences for 
improving snack options. 

Methods: A cross-sectional survey was administered 
in the Spring of 2019 to a sample of 194 college 
students examining snacking practices and 
preferences at a large Hispanic serving university in 
South Florida. Participants were recruited at the point 
of purchase from various VM throughout campus. 
Statistical analysis using SPSS 25 included 
descriptive statistics, bivariate analysis, and logistic 
regression in determining frequency, percentages, 
and relationships between knowledge, perception, 
and purchasing behaviors.

Results: Respondents ages ranged between 18-40 
years old (M= 20.9, SD= 3.10), 91% reported 
purchasing snack foods from vending machines. 
Students reported consuming VM products as a meal 
(37%) and between-meal snacks (57%). Students 
ranked labeling (M= 3.38, SD= 1.30) healthy options 
as the most helpful VM improvements to assist them 
in selecting healthier options. Those participants who 
chose adding labels to snack foods to indicate 
healthfulness were 1.30 times more likely to purchase 
snacks to replace a meal than those who chose other 
types of VM improvements (aOR = 1.33, CI 
(1.04-1.62)).

Discussion: Participants reported frequent use of VM 
to supplement rather than replace mealtimes.  This is 
of concern as recent studies indicate that it is these 
calories consumed outside of the home that are major 
contirbutors to the obesity epidemic. It is interesting to 
note that the students who felt that labels clearly 
marking the healthfulness of foods would be best 
suited to assisting them to make more beneficial 
choices were more likely to consume these snacks to 
replace a meal.  This might suggest that these 
participants are more aware of the impact of 
unhealthy foods on their future health. 

Conclusion:  Administrator driven interventions to 
VMs will not account for the myriad factors that 
influence students' snack food choices, and how they 
utilize VMs (meal/snack). By eliciting student 
consumers' feedback, Universities can improve food 
environments to include healthier options without 
sacrificing revenue.  

1

1,3,42, 4

2

Understanding Student Preferences for Improving Snacking 
Options at a Large Hispanic Serving University

Christie Kirchoff,    Karina Abadia, Cristina Palacios    and Mariana Sanchez
Health Promotion and Disease Prevention, Florida International University (FIU);  

Associate Professor, Department of Dietetics and Nutrition;
Center for Research on US Latino HIV/AIDS and Drug Abuse (CRUSADA), FIU;

Robert Stempel College of Public Health & Social Work, FIU

Demographics Characteristics

Consuming snacks to replace a meal was significantly associated with choosing labels as the best option for improving snack 
purchases from VM (b = 1.347, p=.019).  Age, weight, frequency of VM use and consuming snacks in addition to meals were not 

significantly associated (b= 1.027, p=. 593; b= 1.180, p=.537; b= .974, p= .860; and, b= 1.093, p= .526)respectively.Participants were asked to rank the helpfulness of items with 5 being the most helpful and 1 being the least 
helpful.  Frequency and weight of selection were used to calculate the preferred option. 
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Which interven�on will help in choosing a healthy snack at VM Weighted Total Rank
VM with more healthy op�ons than unhealthy 3.129 3

VM with labeled items indica�ng healthy/unhealthy 3.834 1
VM with  healthy op�ons in same row 2.937 4

VM with low price healthy op�ons 3.331 2
Poster next to VM indica�ng healthy op�ons 2.359 5

Students Ranking of Interventions

Variable N  or Mean % orSD
Age (years) 20.9 3.10
Major N %

Science and Math 66 34.6
Arts 8 4.2
Business 26 13.6
Engineering and Technology 26 13.6
Literature, Language, and Social Science 64 33.5
Undecided 1 0.5

Weight status N %
Underweight 13 6.7
Healthy weight 135 69.6
Overweight 4 21.6
Obese 4 2.1

1.027 (0.932, 1.130)

1.18 (0.698, 1.995)

0.974 (0.727, 1.305)

1.347 (1.051, 1.728)

1.093 (0.830, 1.493)
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