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ABSTRACT

	Purpose: The study predicted the determinants of school canteen food choices among school-going adolescents in Nansana Municipality in Uganda. 
Methods: An observational cross-sectional design was employed. The data were primarily collected from 4900 adolescents, aged 10-19 years, in senior one through senior three classes attending different secondary schools in Nansana Municipality. Sample size was computed using the Taro Yamane formula, which yielded a sample of 1174. The multiple regression model was employed to analyze the relationship between the choices of adolescents and the nutrition practices. The model was tested for the assumptions of linearity and normality. 
Results: The regression model based on skewed data for only adolescents was a good fit but with a low explanatory power. The results indicated that while the taste of food at the canteen and the availability of consumption were significant, the single most significant determinant of unhealthy food choices at school canteens by the adolescents was the routine dietary practices. 
Conclusions: The study shows that school-going adolescent students easily gravitate towards foods they are used to eating, reflecting a stronger effect of habitual eating patterns.  
Policy Implications: There is a need for a shift in intervention from simply individual taste and environment to more habitual patterns and improving the availability of healthier options, while also ensuring those options are palatable.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Food choices and diet quality have become a global area of concern, especially among school-going adolescents, amidst the rising cases of non-communicable diseases in developing countries (Chattaraj, 2025). School canteens have become a hub for the intake of an unhealthy diet among school-going adolescents, associated with a potential lack of physical activity, which worsens the global risks to health (Balakrishnan, 2025). In Mexico, there was a recent ban on ultra-processed foods and sugar-sweetened beverages in schools due to rising fears of excess calories, higher glucose levels, and increasing risks such as obesity and diabetes (Balakrishnan, 2025). Many studies have pointed out school canteens as dangerous spots for delivering more than just food. For instance, Bennett et al. (2025) views school lunchboxes as a collective, multiscale social problem. Whitton et al. (2025) revealed that the most fascinating outdoor food advertisements comprise unhealthy foods. Another study by Lauren D Devine, Alison M Gallagher, et al. (2023) indicated that many adolescents prioritize the sensory appeal of food, such as taste, over its health benefits in the canteen. (Lauren D Devine, Alison M Gallagher, et al., 2023; Kubik et al., 2003). In the UK, Lauren D Devine, Alyson J Hill and Alison M Gallagher (2023) criticized post-primary schools for promoting unhealthy diets at their canteens as compared to primary and lower classes. Cartagena (2014) also indicated that the majority of students across all academic levels purchase and consume unhealthy foods and drinks at the school canteens (Cartagena, 2014). Moreover, studies indicated that even with a supportive, healthier canteen implementation in Dutch schools, learners are not willing to change their dietary behaviors (Evenhuis et al., 2020). Gubbels (2020) revealed that the school's physical environment influences the dietary choices of students. This was supported by Azeredo et al. (2016) and Story et al. (2009) who revealed that canteen food availability was associated with poor and unhealthy dietary intake. Additionally, Andretti et al. (2021) revealed that about 60% of the school canteen foods contain zero nutritional value. Nonetheless, Hermans et al. (2017) maintained that if communities and schools seek to promote healthy food choices at canteens, then they ought to think about the price and taste as factors. 

Studies in Sub-Saharan Africa show that dietary choices among school-going adolescents are determined by demographic, socioeconomic, individual student, and school factors. For example, Madzorera et al. (2025) revealed that in Sub-Saharan Africa, diet quality did not vary by adolescent age or sex, but older adolescents had higher fish and lower red meat consumption, and boys consumed unhealthy foods less frequently. A study in Ghana revealed that family practices are positively associated with better diet quality (Klemm et al., 2025). In the same context, Hormenu (2022) showed increased frequency in the consumption of soft drinks and sweets among the in-school adolescents. In Zambia, Mukanu et al. (2022) showed that individual factors such as weekly pocket money, self-identified poverty, and a guardian's employment. Iyassu et al. (2024) indicated that the dietary choice of adolescents is influenced by peer influence, nutrition knowledge and perceptions, availability/accessibility, and safety of foods. A study in Gambia highlighted social and cultural factors (gender norms, mother-led decision-making, and ceremonies) as key determinants of dietary intakes among school-going adolescents (Janha et al., 2021). This brings us to a very interesting discussion of how these choices are made. 

According to the World Health Organization, school-based healthy diet intake thwarts malnutrition in all forms, preventing a wide range of noncommunicable diseases (NCDs). However, this is determined by a range of factors, including urbanization, changing lifestyles, and other multifaceted factors. Karunanayaka (2024) and Kubik et al. (2003) highlighted individual and school-based factors as food choices. Another study showed that pupil-led initiatives, peer influence, and the school environment were to blame for the rampant poor food choices at school canteens (L. D. Devine et al., 2023). Various studies point out taste as the leading cause of poor dietary choices in school canteens, see, for instance, Neumark-Sztainer et al. (1999); Shannon et al. (2002) and Ghaffar et al. (2019). Other scholars point to the lack of better alternatives as a key factor in promoting unhealthy foods Bhatt et al. (2019), while Gilmour et al. (2020) points out convenience in a bid to avoid longer queues, leaving the students with no choice but to junk. Other studies assume that the price of the foods at various school canteens plays a significant role in determining choice (French, 2003). Other studies attribute it to the students' lack of knowledge about nutrient content (Gracey et al., 1996). On the other hand, Iyassu et al. (2024) acknowledged students' lack of knowledge about nutrient content as a contributing factor to their unhealthy food choices. Differently, Neumark-Sztainer et al. (2005) looks more into media messages and social norms as determinants of unhealthy eating habits at school canteens. Furthermore, the availability of attractive snacks and soft drinks strongly influences their food choices (Wouters et al., 2010). This was in line with Mesch et al. (2025) who revealed that the appealing nature of canteen foods attracts the students to adopt a poor feeding practice. Therefore, there is a multiplicity of factors that shape the student' choices of their food at their canteens. However, what remains unclear is that factors such as habitual food preference and food familiarity have not been extensively explored. 

2. METHODOLOGY

2.1 Introduction

This part of the paper provides the methods used. It comprises the study design, the study population, the sample size, the data collection methods, the data analysis techniques, and the ethical considerations as follows. 

2.2 Study Design

An observational study design was utilized. It involved collecting data, analyzing it, and writing the results based on the stated study hypotheses. Particularly, a cross-sectional study design was employed. This involved collecting a snapshot of information from both the exposures and the outcomes that have already occurred, without making follow-ups. 

2.3 Study Population

A population of 4900 adolescents aged 10-19 years in senior one, two and three, attending different government-owned or government-aided secondary schools in Nansana Municipality, Wakiso District, Uganda was considered. 

2.4 Sample Size

The Taro Yamane formula (1967) was employed to compute the sample size from a population of 4900, using the margin of error of 2.54% as seen in Equation 1. This approach, as emphasized in a study by Chaokromthong and Sintao (2021) provides an appropriate way of estimating the sample size when the finite population is known with a certain level of precision. 

[bookmark: _Ref213859670]                                          (Eq. 1)

Whereby, n = desired sample size, N = finite population, and e = margin of error. Substituting the figures above into the equation yields the following

 = 1178

Therefore, out of 1178 school-going adolescents, 1174 were included in the study, accounting for the non-response of four adolescents. The desired sample size was not acquired because four school-going adolescents did not consent to the questionnaire. 

2.5 Data Collection Methods

Data collection was conducted using paper-based questionnaires. Data entry, sorting, cleaning, and verification were done in MS Excel, and analysis was done in Stata version 18. Each participant was assigned an identity number to ensure accurate tracking and avoid duplication. The database was scrutinized for errors stemming from flawed measurements or data entry mistakes. Quantitative data were gathered using five-point Likert scale statements to facilitate analytical insights. 

2.6 Data Analysis Techniques

The study performed a quantitative analysis. The outcome variable was nutrition practice, while the independent variables were factors expected to influence the students’ choice of dietary intakes. These were taste, color, bandwagon, what is available at the canteen, what is consumed at home, and what the student is used to eating at home. The study aimed to estimate the average food diet regression line, predicting the factors that influence the choice of food diet at the canteen. Therefore, a multiple linear regression was performed under two key assumptions. The first assumption was the linearity of the dependent variable (nutrition diet) and the normality of the error terms (zero mean and constant variance of the error term). 

 
3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

3.1	Demographic Profile for the Adolescents

The study comprised adolescents primarily aged 14–16 years (middle adolescence), who constituted the largest proportion of participants (71%), followed by those aged 17–19 years (22%), and a smaller group aged 10–13 years (7%). Females represented a greater share of the sample (59%) compared to males (41%), indicating a fairly balanced but female-leaning distribution. Participants were almost evenly drawn across lower secondary school classes, with 35% in Senior Three (S.3), 34% in Senior One (S.1), and 31% in Senior Two (S.2). Overall, the demographic distribution reflects adequate representation across gender, age brackets, and school classes, providing a diverse sample suitable for understanding adolescent nutrition-related behaviors.

3.2	Assessment of Linearity, Homo-scedasticity, and Normality of Residual

The residual versus fitted plot, as seen in Fig. 1 indicates no observable pattern, an indication that linearity could be reasonable. Secondly, the plot shows an even spread of points across a range of fitted values, omitting the violation of heteroskedasticity. Also, although a few                   points fall far from zero, they are not so extreme as to suggest possible identifier and outlier values. 

The normality test was conducted with the aid of the histogram of the residuals. This test was conducted under the null hypothesis that the residuals were normally distributed against non-normality for the alternative. A clear observation of Fig. 2 shows that the residuals are roughly bell-shaped, suggesting symmetry. Also, the normal curve aligns well with the bars, implying the residuals follow the normal pattern closely. The whole Fig. 2 does not indicate any form of skewness in the tails and kurtosis on the peaks and dips of the residual curve. 

3.3	Regression Model for Predicting School Canteen Food Choices Among Adolescents

The coefficient of determination indicates that approximately 3% of the variation in the nutrition practices is explained by variation in the considered factors. The regression coefficient suggests that if the taste of food goes up by one unit, the average nutrition practices would go up by about 4% (Coef = .037, SE = .017, t = 2.18, p < 0.01, 95% CI [.004, .07]). Consistent with the previous findings, the taste of the item sold at the canteen is crucial in detecting nutritional diet intakes. For instance, Fagerberg et al. (2019) found that food taste is a significant predictor for variations in food intake among adolescents at canteens. van Kleef et al. (2019) added that unhealthy snacks in the canteen are more appealing and have better taste than healthy foods.  Moving on, results indicated that when available items go up by one unit, the nutrition practices improve by 4 percent, leaving other factors constant (Coef = .04, SE = .017,                t = 2.36, p < 0.01, 95% CI .007, .073]). This is consistent with the argument advanced by Lauren D Devine, Alison M Gallagher, et al. (2023) who reported that dietary intakes are determined by the prevailing setup of the canteens, such as queue length, seating availability, and food availability.
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	Variable
	Category
	Frequency (Freq.)
	Percent

	Gender
	Male
	474
	41%

	 
	Female
	691
	59%

	Total 
	 
	1165
	100%

	Age Bracket
	10–13 years (Early adolescents)
	80
	7%

	 
	14–16 years (Middle adolescents)
	832
	71%

	 
	17–19 years (Late adolescents)
	257
	22%

	 
	 
	1169
	100%

	Class
	S.1
	399
	34%

	 
	S.2
	361
	31%

	 
	S.3
	411
	35%

	 
	 
	1171
	100%
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	 Nutrition factor
	 Coef.
	 St.Err.
	 t-value
	 p-value
	 [95% Conf
	 Interval]
	 Sig

	Taste
	.037
	.017
	2.18
	.029
	.004
	.07
	**

	Color
	.008
	.018
	0.46
	.645
	-.027
	.044
	

	Bandwagon effect
	.001
	.019
	0.06
	.951
	-.036
	.039
	

	Anything available at the canteen
	.04
	.017
	2.36
	.019
	.007
	.073
	**

	What we eat at home
	.012
	.017
	0.69
	.492
	-.021
	.044
	

	What I am used to eating
	.059
	.017
	3.54
	.000
	.027
	.092
	***

	Constant
	-.505
	.1
	-5.06
	.000
	-.7
	-.309
	***

	Mean dependent var
	-0.000
	SD dependent var 
	0.775

	R-squared 
	0.027
	Number of obs  
	1153

	F-test  
	5.325
	Prob > F 
	0.000

	Akaike crit. (AIC)
	2666.216
	Bayesian crit. (BIC)
	2701.567

	
*** p<.01, ** p<.05, * p<.1
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Fig. 2. Normality assumption of the residuals




On the contrary, a Dutch study by Evenhuis et al. (2020) revealed that 90% of their students brought food items from home, and a few relied on canteen food availability. Lastly, and most importantly, the expected dietary intake would improve by approximately 6% if routine eating practices go up by one unit, ceteris paribus (Coef = 0.059, SE = 0.017, t = 3.54, p < 0.01, 95% CI [0.027, 0.092]). These findings are                           reflective of earlier findings that dietary quality is exacerbated as children grow up, suggesting that evolving eating habits lead to lower                   consumption of healthy foods (Naeeni et al., 2014). 

4. CONCLUSION

Findings indicate that the school diet nutrition choice among secondary school-going adolescents was determined partly by taste, canteen available items, and by the routine dietary preference and practices. Specifically, the study showed that food choices of school-going adolescents in Nansana Municipality are driven by a mix of sensory, environmental, and habitual consumption patterns. Taste was found to play a key role, as students were found to purchase canteen items, they found appealing and fascinating. Secondly, the availability of food items also played a key role in determining their practices, with students tending to consume what is easily and readily available at the school canteens. Besides, the study found routine dietary preference as the single most important determinant of dietary intake. The study shows that school-going adolescent students easily gravitate towards foods they are used to eating, reflecting a stronger effect of habitual eating patterns.  

5. POLICY IMPLICATIONS

Interventions aiming to shift adolescents’ canteen choices in Nansana should prioritize changing habitual patterns and improving the availability of healthier options, while also ensuring those options are palatable; however, because the model explains little variance, complementary qualitative work or additional predictors (price, peer influence, parental education, canteen pricing/marketing) would likely be needed to design effective programs.
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