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Abstract   The article analyzes the knowledge and practices involved in the food choices of university students in the 
academic environment. Using a qualitative approach, focus groups and interviews were carried out to understand 
how hegemonic conceptions are formed and influence individual and group interactions. From an interdisciplinary 
perspective and the Theory of Practices, the results revealed the interaction of nexuses: understandings, procedures 
and engagements, involving the antinomic relationships between hedonic eating and traditional eating. Students re-
port being the protagonists of their food choices, but express the need for greater autonomy. Conventional approaches, 
including the current management model, contradict students' identity and symbolic issues, while environmental in-
terventions at a macro environmental level are more accepted than personal recommendations. It was concluded that 
affection, trust and freedom are essential values for students to have greater independence in their choices. Improving 
programs that promote changes in identified behavioral factors becomes essential not only to reduce risks, but also to 
improve the quality of life in this community.
Keywords Medical Sociology, Organizational Food Environment, Health Promoting University, Food practices
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Introduction

This article presents an analysis of the univer-
sity food environment, seeking to understand 
the system of ideas of the actors involved and 
how those types of knowledge are organized 
and connect socially, environmentally and sci-
entifically to each other, without the supremacy 
of one over the other. This research is located in 
the field of social studies of science and health 
sciences, mainly in the areas of sociology and 
nutrition, promoting interdisciplinary and open 
dialogue, taking the complexity of the topic into 
consideration.

The research consisted of valuing the use 
of mixed methods that articulated qualitative 
and quantitative data, in which the difference 
was not to bring a technical perspective, but an 
expanded relationship of the place of speech 
and of the students’ types of knowledge. The 
reflections and interpretations arising from dis-
cussions between the human and health areas 
collaborate and support each other, and both 
are valued. The importance of looking at public 
policies for access to adequate and fair food in 
Brazil is also emphasized, because they are fun-
damental for promoting human rights. 

From this perspective, aiming to fill a gap in 
the field of nutrition and contribute to the pro-
motion of health on campus, the main objective 
was to analyze the students’ types of knowledge 
and eating practices, investigating their disposi-
tions in relation to purchasing food in the uni-
versity environment. 

The article is organized into four sections, 
as follows: first sections addresses the theoret-
ical frameworks of the sociology of nutrition 
and health, including the concept of com-
mensality, and the theoretical framework used 
to interpret data. Second section describes 
the methodology and Theory of Social Prac-
tice, including data collection and process-
ing and the use of software for qualitative 
analysis. Third section presents the analysis 
of empirical data as a thematic map, divided 
into subsections corresponding to the nexus-
es of the Theory of Practices (TP). The main 
results of the field research are also discussed. 
Finally, fourth section presents the empirical 
and theoretical conclusions of the study.

Environments and practices theoretical 
perspectives

Food Environment (FE) refers to the physi-

cal, economic, political, and sociocultural con-
text in which consumers find themselves and 
interact with the food system in order to make 
their decisions about food acquisition, prepa-
ration, and consumption. This definition was 
accepted by a panel of experts, described in the 
report The High Level Panel of Experts on Food 
Security and Nutrition,1 and it is used to analyze 
accessibility, availability, quality, prices of prod-
ucts, and evaluation of the relationship between 
environment and eating behavior, aspects that 
influence people’s nutritional status.2 Organi-
zational FE encompasses food sales and supply 
locations at institutions, such as schools and 
companies, presenting governance challenges 
that transcend individual decisions.6

Because they influence the way people access, 
prepare, and consume food, some authors argue 
that the high supply of foods rich in energy and 
poor in nutrients, provided by convenience, 
would imper choices considered traditional 
and healthy. This shift in behavior is one of the 
reasons for the increased incidence of obesity 
and other Chronic Noncommunicable Diseases 
(NCDs).3,4,5 In this way, FE role stands out as a 
point of interrelationship between consumers 
and food systems in the tendency for healthy 
and sustainable choices,6 that is, consumers’ 
practices, including meal choices, preparation 
techniques, consumption and sharing.

Although materiality is a central dimension 
in studies on practices, some of the authors 
establish the inclusion of ontological issues 
and symbolic representations that are based on 
the meaning attributed to behavioral issues.7 
According to Diez-Garcia,8  eating behavior is 
intricately linked to the human groups’ eating 
practices. This complex interaction involves 
sociocultural and subjective aspects, covering 
decisions, food combinations, search for prefer-
ences, and reflections on consumption.

At the decision level, individual reasons are 
necessary but insufficient to explain personal 
choice, which can be structured around the 
individual issue, their physiological state, food 
preferences, nutritional knowledge, perception 
of healthiness, and other psychological factors. 
However, the decision to adopt a healthy diet or 
appropriate behavior is much more complicat-
ed than a simple personal choice, as eating is a 
highly contextual behavior.9 Collective determi-
nants such as the environment, physical, eco-
nomic, and social spaces, and public policies 
endorsed by the government of each country 
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exert more interpersonal influences than per-
sonal reasons.9

The Brazilian public university adopted affir-
mative actions through a slot system, aiming to 
overcome inequalities in access to higher educa-
tion, characteristics that influence the retention 
of students who enter through this quota system. 
 Perez et al.10 indicate the need for additional 
implementation of measures to promote healthy 
eating and Food and Nutritional Security (FNS) 
among all university students, especially among 
quota-holder groups, which, based on evidence 
in studies, demonstrate practices that are even 
more unfavorable to health.

In this sense, the concept of Health Promot-
ing University (HPU) emerges, based on inter-
sectorality and healthiness, addressing histori-
cal and institutional changes in the areas of edu-
cation and health in contemporary Brazil,11 pro-
moting interaction between individuals and the 
social environment to improve health. Recently, 
projects and networks have strengthened the 
movement, highlighting the importance of aca-
demic environments in promoting FNS.6

Considering the information presented, 
food consumption is permeated by symbolic 
and cultural meanings and should be seen as 
one of the structuring elements of social orga-
nization. In this context, it is noteworthy that 
the Social Food Space (SFS)12 is an instrument 
that allows researchers to better understand the 
multiple dimensions related to food.

Sociology of food, spaces and comensality

Sociology of food emerged as a field of study 
that added an analytical perspective to the act of 
eating, going beyond the traditional nutritional 
approach. In social sciences, food is understood 
as a social construct in constant transforma-
tion, influenced by each individual’s culture and 
social context. 

Poulain and Proença13 introduce the concept 
of SFS, which explores the relationship between 
a human group and its environment with regard 
to dietary patterns. SFS goes beyond the physical 
space and covers the social and cultural aspects 
that influence the community’s choices,  and 
food is intrinsically linked to the construction 
of social, cultural, and symbolic identities. In 
this context, there is a space of freedom among 
the variety of food possibilities, in which indi-
viduals make choices that should satisfy their 
nutritional needs, but which are also influenced 
by social and cultural factors.12

In this context, food is no longer considered 
just a consequence of biological phenomena 
and has become one of the structuring elements 
of social organization.14 Furthermore, moti-
vational aspects intrinsic to each individual 
began to be considered, which allow a peculiar 
understanding of cultural aspects. According 
to Morin,15 culture is a set of habits, customs, 
practices, knowledge, rules, beliefs, values, and 
myths that are transmitted from generation 
to generation and that are reproduced in each 
individual, generating and regenerating social 
complexity.

Claude Fischler,16,17 a pioneer in commen-
sality studies, examines food as an object of 
research. His research on modern food high-
lights overabundance, the reduction of social 
controls, and the proliferation of discourses 
about diet. Influenced by Edgar Morin, his con-
tributions identify that the rules and deregula-
tions of commensality are fundamental deter-
minants of eating behavior.

Given the above, it is possible to note in 
Figure 1 that social sciences have offered sig-
nificant contributions to the understanding of 
commensality.

Case study with university students

Methods used

An exploratory qualitative study was carried 
out, using thematic content analysis with a view 
to understand students’ dispositions towards 
purchasing food at the campus. The disposi-
tion suggests a purposeful inclination that, once 
triggered, is consistent with the self-activation 
tendency that underlies habituation.19 It was 
considered that the term involves stimuli and 
limitations (environmental triggers), intentions 
(perceptions of healthiness) and motivations 
(teleo-affective values). 

For fieldwork, two public university cen-
ters were intentionally selected, namely: Health 
Sciences (HS) and Philosophy and Human Sci-
ences (PHS). The research involved eight focus 
groups (FGs) of students and five in-depth 
interviews with institutional employees. The 
sessions took place through a Web Conference, 
on the National Research Network (RNP) plat-
form and were conducted by two researchers – a 
moderator and an observer –, and the proce-
dure was recorded on a hard disk.

The research followed ethical principles 
(Res. CNS nº 510/16) and was approved by the 
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Figure 1. Sociological contributions to the practices of commensality and their definitions..

Source: adapted from Ambrosi18.

Human Research Ethics Committee (CEPSH) 
under opinion No. 3.946.638 and CAAE 
29545320.0.0000.0121, on 03/31/2020. Confi-
dentiality was guaranteed, and all participants 
signed the Informed Consent Form (ICF). FGs 
followed methodological criteria, and verbal 
and non-verbal communication were integrated 
in the analysis.20 Data collection was carried out 
through conversations guided by guiding ques-
tions,21 aligned with the research objectives.

The textual corpus was established through 
complete verbatim transcription of the audio 
content, done manually, by using DOCX files, 
which were exported and analyzed on NVI-
VO®11 software. Data organization occurred 
at interdependent moments: coding, transfor-
mation of the global text into units of analysis 
(classification), and categorization. Exploring 
the material aimed to identify the phenomena 
based on the categories originating from the TP 
and from the statements, creating the themes 
and sub-themes that were represented by the 
word “nodes,” identified in the analysis by the 
software.

Data analysis followed the steps proposed by 
Braun and Clarke, who detailed the foundations 
of Thematic Analysis (TA) and contribute with 
their study, exercise and mastery,22,23,24 estab-
lishing a total of six methodological phases, an 
expanded coverage throughout the process that 
enriches the analysis.25

NEXUSES as an analysis category – contri-
bution from the Theory of Practices 

TP is a set of cultural and philosophical 
accounts that focuses on the conditions sur-
rounding the practical realization of social life, 
having roots in Heidegger’s philosophy and 
social origins in the works of Bourdieu, Gid-
dens and Foucault.26 More recently, TP was 
merged into a philosophical ontology com-
posed of organized practices, developed by 
Schatzki, adapted to the field of consumption 
by Reckwitz,27 being called a “set of arranged 
practices.”8 Schatzki28,7,29 defines the elementary 
and ontological structures of a social practice 
through mechanisms that connect discourses 
and actions: practical understanding, rules, and 
the teleo-affective structure.

TP was used to analyze eating practices, 
considering them as behavioral reproductions 
mediated by nexuses, which, according to Reck-
witz,28 encompass understandings, procedures, 
and engagement mobilized in a unique way by 
individuals in a specific practice. These nexuses, 
which incorporate elements such as rules, prin-
ciples, emotions, and aspirations, are analyzed 
to understand both the structural and proce-
dural aspects of practices, in addition to taking 
shared codes and rules into account, as well as 
the variations between people who adopt prac-
tices, which result from adaptations, improvisa-
tions, and individual experiences.

APPROPRIATE ENVIRONMENT 
SURROUNDINGS 

REGULARITY AND ATTENTION
(time and focus)

EATING TOGETHER
(sociability)

Clean, comfortable, quiet places 
where

there are no incentives to consume 
unlimited amounts of food.

Avoid using cell phones, TV sets, 
eating at your desk, eating standing 

and on public transport.
Offer of smaller portions (tendency to 
eat more than necessary when large 

portions are offered).
Reduce the supply of fast-consuming 

foods and ultra-processed foods. 
Avoid noisy environments (they 
encourage eating more quickly)

Eat daily meals in 
similar or regular schedules,

allocating adequate time.
Enjoy what you are eating, with

no engagement in another activity.
Eat slowly and mindfully is the best 

way to control what is being con-
sumed.

Chew food more often increases the 
pleasure provided by flavors and 

textures.

Give preference to consume
food with family, friends and

colleagues.
Share the household activities that 
precede and follow the meal con-

sumption.
Eat together is a natural part 

of social life.
When you are away from home, eat
in company of someone else is ex-

cellent
opportunity to exchange

experiences, get along and to having a
sense of belonging.
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In this sense, TP emphasizes the influence 
of habits, routines, and rules on society, tran-
scending the individual control attributed to 
the theory of rational choice.30 Empirical studies 
based on TP reveal social structures shaped by 
practices and people who adopt them.29 Thus, 
TP epistemological approach benefits organi-
zational research by introducing new concepts 
and insights.

Results and discussions

Based on the GFs and TP nexuses, Figure 
2 illustrates the categories and subcategories of 
nodes identified in the initial analysis. In effect, 
the results encompass all the interrelationships 
discussed through a review of the literature, 
the interviewees’ responses, and the theoretical 
and empirical framework used. This combined 
approach resulted in the construction of a solid 
set of findings, demonstrated in Figure 3.

Two types of fundamental understanding 
were identified exerting a strong influence on 
their individual decisions: the first type is the 
escape from eating monotony, which promotes 
reflection on the importance of consuming 
“real food,” interpreted as a cultural rescue. 
The second type involves modeling innovative 

strategies in the field of commensality, valu-
ing the possibility of experimenting different 
approaches. Nevertheless, these reflections 
also reveal insecurities, a feeling of impotence 
in the face of a lack of social support, dubious 
scientific and media information, as well as the 
influence of the food industry and distrust in 
relation to marketing and government policies. 

Additionally, students confront personal 
dilemmas linked to ethical principles, environ-
mental sustainability, and institutional restric-
tions, impacting their way of life, choices, and 
vision of health-disease. This intricate dynamic 
can be interpreted as “anomie,” denoting a loss 
of certainty in the food context.

The presence of significant engagement 
was observed in the relationships established 
between the hedonic value of eating for pleasure 
and traditional eating, associated with the fam-
ily environment. The act of eating appears as a 
form of subversion to the system rules, limita-
tions of food choices, and restrictions imposed 
by time, academic demands, financial aspects, 
and the university environment. Such affec-
tive values give rise to hopes and expectations 
regarding future goals and projects, reflecting 
the trust placed in those who guide knowledge 
and science.

Figure 2. Coding by themes derived from the empirical theoretical integration of nodes and their subcategories 
on NVIVO® 11 software

Source: elaborated by Ambrosi18

Name

Nod

1.SERVICE

2.PROCEDURES 3.ENGAGEMENT

4.REFLEXIVITY

Vegetarianism

Objectives, Goals and Interests

Projects and tasks
AFFECTION, emotions, feelings, mood

Biological dimension - Health
Ethical dimension
Environmental dimension -
Life style and freedom
Habit
Convenience
Bodily image and beauty standard
Policies X Activism

Food affective value
Relationship with mother
Symbolic value
Cultural Rescue – Family – Traditional
Psychological factors and anxiety
Aversion

Eating with no
Seen as healthy - It is good 

Perceives as not healthy - It is bad

Allow

Prohibited

CONTROVERSIES
HEALTH X DISEASE
SCENTIFIC EVIDENCE

Schedules and routines
Anomie

Personal dilemma

Commensality practices
Home Rules – how they learned to do

RULES

INSTRUCTIONS

PRINCIPLES

What they do

Food consumed

Environment triggers

Peer influence - MODELING

Take food from home

Dietary autonomy

What they say

MEDIA and their influence

Changes occurred after going to University

Surroundings and organic food street

Use of

Physical environment and structural

Dietary monotony
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Figure 3. Initial theoretical map that corresponds to phase four of the Thematic Analysis.

Source: elaborated by Ambrosi,18 based on checking levels 1 and 2 of analysis, proposed in TA.

The analysis and interpretation of the data 
revealed significant interrelationships between 
the students’ introspective and reflective val-
ues, which highlighted the assumption of food 
leading aspect (Figure 4). These relationships 
were represented in a final thematic map, cor-
responding to phase five of the field research 
thematic approach, which illustrates the exter-
nalized values ​​and their connections between 
practices and knowledge.

Students demonstrated their choices both 
individually and collectively, whether at the 
campus or at their homes. They expressed 
a need for autonomy in relation to their diet, 
evidenced in the complex interrelationships 
observed. The objects of food desire revealed 
values ​​associated with sensory pleasure, cul-
ture, family, traditions, activism, and subversive 
practices, representing symbolic, ethical, and 
freedom dimensions.

A discussion was organized based on the 
thematic axes that emerged: commensality and 
healthiness; autonomy and empowerment, and 
freedom, trust, and affection. These themes 
provide a framework for understanding the dif-
ferent facets of students’ eating practices and 
object of desire, as well as their implications for 
eating experiences in the university context.

Commensability and healthiness

The study revealed need to rethink other 
ways of eating, as well as ways to differentiate 
oneself from others, eat with no guilt, adopt 
activist practices and follow modern approach-
es, including restricted consumption of plant-
based foods. These contemporary ways of eat-
ing reflect specific values related to sensory 
pleasure, culture, ethics, and freedom.

Commensality emerges as a relevant theme, 
highlighted both in the students’ statements and 
in the theoretical categories (available in Figure 
1). In addition to being a striking expression of 
human sociability, it is intricate in the structural 
process which we live in, not excluding social 
contradictions and power relations. Eating in 
appropriate environments, regularly and atten-
tively, and eating in company are mentioned: 

And, another thing that I had never thought 
about is that we eat for emotion, or when we are 
with certain people we eat one way and when 
we are alone we eat another way, I found it very 
interesting to think about it under this perspective 
(Health Area, 22 years old, Female).

Discussing these results, one found the most 
diverse motivations for choosing menus, such 

Individual know how
ENVIRONMENT 

TRIGGERS

U R

REAL
FOOD

CAFETERIAS

RULES

MEDIA

HOME
RULES

EVIDENCE

PROTAGONISM

Need for
AUTONOMY

UNAPROPRIATE
ENVIRNOMENTS INFLUENCE

SYSTEMS AND 
POLICIES

EMPORWEMENT

Need for innovation and 
options in physical 

spaces

TIMERESTRICTION
Excessive academic

demands

They search for no
Submission to 

Systems and Policies

Desire for
Cultural Rescue

AFFECTION

HEDONIC
EATING

HEALTH AND 
DISEASE

FUTURE 
PROJECTS

GOALS

TRUST IN
WHO GUIDES
KNOWLEDGE

RESCUE OF
FAMILY  

AND 
TRADITIONS

LIFE STYLE, 
ETHICS

AND 
FREEDOM

POLICIES
and

ACTIVISM

EATING
WITH 

NO GUILT

ORGANIC FOOD
STREET MARKET

INTERACTIVE
SPACES

MODELING

TAKE FOOD 
FROM 
HOME

ESCAPE 
FROM 

MONOTONY
AUTONOMY

BELIEF OBJECTS
PERCEPTIONS Desire objects

VALUES

Anomie
(loss of certainty)

PERSONAL
DILEMMA



7
C

iência &
 Saúde C

oletiva, 30(suplem
ento 2):1-12, 2025

as moral, rational and hedonistic ones.14 There 
are also motivations that include elements of 
pleasure for the body and soul, but which, 
between rationality and subjectivity, imply cul-
ture, economics, and politics.31 There are those 
that involve bonds of affection, but they bring 
the question of healthy based on how you eat 
much more than what you eat. For this reason, 
eating is defined as an affective, ethical, and 
political act.32

The Food Guide for the Brazilian Popula-
tion (GAPB) represents an advance in promot-
ing shared eating, highlighting commensali-
ty, although this emphasis does not correlate 
directly with the promotion of healthy practices 
or health protection.33 One of these practices is 
the suggestion on eating in conducive environ-
ments, avoiding stimuli for excessive consump-
tion and promoting conscious choices, crucial 
in overloaded environments, where a lack of 
time and concentration can hinder reflection 
on food choices.34

Commensality in the sphere of social repro-
duction requires bonds of affection, and the 
act of eating together is an element that goes 

far beyond nutritional needs: it is important to 
think about autonomy.35 After entering universi-
ty, peer influence and gain of independence are 
factors described in the literature, which were a 
common characteristic identified in the groups:

[...] I had more emotional bonds with my 
colleagues and I think being together when eat-
ing had an influence on this. In the laboratory, 
it is very common for each person to take some-
thing to eat and share, for example, sometimes 
we had lunch together and each person took 
something: rice, beans, salad, meat [...] although 
the corridors are no suitable environment for a 
meal. But I think that a lot of our bond, and the 
friendship that we still have today, comes from 
that time when we shared food in the labora-
tory and also went to the university restaurant, 
always together (Humanities Area, 30 years old, 
Female).

Students consider that a healthy diet should 
be affordable and offer balanced and tasty culi-
nary options, in addition to having an adequate 
portion size, and sensorially and/or culturally 
well-accepted preparations:

Figure 4. Final Thematic Analysis map.

Source: prepared by Ambrosi,18 based on phase five of analysis, proposed by Braun and Clarke22

Observations: In TA, one named the final themes of analysis for the exploratory question:  
When you need to consume food at the campus, what values do you consider fundamental?
All interrelationships found in the software analysis were considered.

Externalization

MAJOR ROLE

ACTIVISMACTIVISM

REFLEXIVITY REFLEXIVITYinfluencing...

AFFECTIO

TRUST

FREEDOM

FAMILY X
TRADITION

HEDONISM
(Eating with no guilt)

REAL
FOOD

MODELING

ESCAPE
FROM 

MONOTONY
COMMENSALITY SCIENTIFIC

EVIDENCE

HEALTH and
DISEASE

ANOMIES
(loss of certainty 
in the food field)

VALUES

TRIGGERS

CULTURAL
RESCUE

PERCEPTIONS
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I notice a total difference with food, in how 
it affects our health, I notice it when I left home, 
when I had a diet more controlled by my family 
it was different. When I started managing my 
own food and preparing food [that was] easier 
to prepare, we just pick it up, put it in and it’s 
ready [sic], and because we work and study this 
becomes a more easier routine for us, and this 
totally affected my quality of life. (Humanities 
area, 22 years old, Male).

Expressed values should guide the devel-
opment of institutional programs that foster 
healthy environments conducive to well-being 
at the campus. It is crucial to create “zones of 
access and choice freedom” in SFS. Bourdieu19 
emphasizes cultural capital, covering inherit-
ed and acquired culture, as an analytical key to 
understanding social dynamics.

Studies show that efforts by means of nutri-
tional guidelines and recommendations, as well 
as intervention campaigns, are not very effec-
tive in achieving effective changes.34 One of the 
problems lies in the transposition of idealized 
standards of a “healthy diet,” constructed and 
validated only for individual cases or in the val-
idation of standards based on epidemiological 
parameters.36 These general recommendations 
do not consider the specificities of food, cuisine, 
and regional cultures and customs.

In this context, the theme of healthiness 
emerges as a central point of discussion. There-
fore,  a holistic approach has to be adopted in 
health educational initiatives, considering indi-
vidual peculiarities and seeking to revive the 
cultural and identity components associated 
with food. This consideration gains particular 
relevance in the sphere of social nutrition and 
collective health, in which it is essential to inte-
grate elements that promote cultural and iden-
tity preservation in the food sector.

Autonomy and emporwement

Autonomy and individual empowerment 
are fundamental aspects of self-care in health. 
Vincha et al.37 observe that self-determination 
implies transformations constructed by the 
individuals themselves, resulting from the con-
frontation of determinants, accountability, and 
internal negotiation. Empowerment promotes 
the ability to think and act critically when faced 
with choices, and its effectiveness is reinforced 
by autonomy, which leads to adjustments and 
decisions in individual actions.

By understanding the responsibility for their 
choices, the person takes an active attitude in 
caring for themselves.38 Therefore, if choices are 
based on what they think and feel, it is intro-
spection (self-perception) that fosters confi-
dence, self-care, autonomy, and empowerment. 
Elements that make individuals be in charge of 
their food history could be observed:

The concerns I have today are the same 
ones that my mother has had all her life, so 
what changed the most was my participation in 
this process, so much so that I became the per-
son in charge and thinker within this process 
of my eating, I became the person who makes 
the decisions, but the decisions themselves hav-
en’t changed much, because the concerns I have 
today are the same ones my father and mother 
had with regard to me (Health Area, 24 years 
old, Male).

Dahlgren and Whitehead39 emphasize that 
macro social determinants, such as socioeco-
nomic and cultural ones, impact individual 
choices and autonomy in health. Social scienc-
es play a crucial role in offering concepts and 
methodologies for health policies that promote 
healthiness and combat illness in society.40

Taking responsibility for eating practices 
demands being in charge of decisions. Nonethe-
less, power relations and environmental influ-
ences, with barriers and facilitators, make deci-
sions more complex Individual empowerment 
does not ensure autonomy, as the environment 
is crucial for food choice freedom.

Freedom, trust and affection

Based on Fischler’s gastronomy,14 food gen-
erates doubts and anxieties, especially due to the 
exclusion of traditional culture and commen-
sality.41 In addition to symbolic meanings, food 
is permeated by affective dimensions, influenc-
ing choices and relationships, as Canesqui and 
Garcia42 point out. The affective and cognitive 
dimensions shape personal perceptions, beliefs, 
and values.37 Restrictive diets can lead to loss 
of pleasure and freedom, resulting in harmful 
behaviors.34

On the other hand, happiness, reduced 
stress, and recognition of the importance of 
healthy eating have a positive influence on eat-
ing behavior. Such factors not only promote 
health outcomes and reduce the incidence of 
obesity and chronic non-communicable dis-
eases, but also contribute to environmental and 
global sustainability:
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I think that food itself would be a more objec-
tive aspect, and what we do with it is what mat-
ters, which for example, as my colleague said, 
there is a lot of food that is comfort food and it’s 
all right, it’s okay to have some food that will make 
us comfortable, and that at some point we will 
want (Humanities Area, 21 years old, Female).

According to Nestle,43 the forefront of nutri-
tion policies is aimed at promoting diets that 
simultaneously address three objectives: fight 
against hunger, prevention of chronic diseas-
es, and preservation of the environment. Thus, 
food issues are intrinsically linked to environ-
mental and sustainability discussions, covering 
the entire production chain and the impacts of 
inadequate management practices. In this con-
text, the Food and Agriculture Organization of 
the United Nations (FAO) plays a crucial role 
in promoting food security, sustainable agricul-
ture, and rural development.5 Many initiatives 
were identified:

I like to buy from family farming, I like street 
markets, I think it’s really cooled to have a rela-
tionship with the community, and know where 
the food comes from (Health Area, 25 years old, 
Male).

If, on the one hand, eating is an act of love 
and shared eating brings back affective mem-
ories, on the other, meals can be moments of 
tension when conflicts overflow, revealing the 
relationships of oppression that reinforce the 
power structure of food. According to Lahire,44 
individual and collective feelings have differen-
tiated from each other and become more com-
plex to the point of producing the feeling that 
the intimate, the singular and the personal are 
distinct from society and opposed to it, since 
people are individual assets of plural disposi-
tions or capabilities.

Contrasting the view of empowerment as 
individual responsibility for self-care, it is cru-
cial to recognize that university FE requires 
public policies aimed at promoting healthy 
eating. Research in this field and knowledge 
dissemination initiatives are supported by the 
HPU movement, in line with the purposes of 
Brazilian federal institutions and supported by 
students.

Understanding the meaning of “real food” 
and the desire for cultural recovery arise from 
reflection on students’ experiences and the 
knowledge shared in FGs. The connection 
between the words “knowledge” and “taste” is 
clearly noted, both derived from the perception 

of flavor, which, in a broader sense, represents 
understanding and knowledge.

The way food is enjoyed and the pleasure 
associated with eating are intrinsically linked to 
the contexts of spaces, times and companion-
ship at the table, fundamental to eating practic-
es. These elements constitute the essence of the 
hedonic dimension in human actions related 
to food choice, preparation, and consumption.

Conclusion

Based on the qualitative results of this study, it 
can be concluded that the university students’ 
eating practices are intrinsically linked to intro-
spective and reflective values, which influence 
their choices and behaviors. The perception of 
anomie in the food field indicates a loss of cer-
tainty and complexity in decision-making relat-
ed to food, influenced by several factors, such 
as social inspirations, lack of support, dubious 
sources of scientific information, food industry 
influence, and personal dilemmas. Neverthe-
less, values such as affection, trust, and freedom 
emerge as essential elements in this process.

On the one hand, one perceives a situation-
al intertwining between knowledge and eating 
practices, in which individuals are challenged by 
the dichotomy between autonomy and cultural 
rationality. Students are responsible for their 
choices and their individual thinking is con-
structed from diverse relationships with plural 
knowledge. By reflecting, feeling, and practic-
ing their preferences, they develop as human 
beings, actively adapting to their environments 
and improving their perceptions, knowledge, 
skills, and attitudes for taking their decisions.

On the other hand, the environment and 
power relations exert a significant influence on 
dietary decisions, and commensality, autono-
my, and individual empowerment are essential 
elements for health self-care. The emphasis, 
however, is on the fact that the context in which 
they are inserted limits students’ self-gover-
nance. Furthermore, the appreciation of free-
dom, trust, and affection reveals the complexity 
and internal and symbolic meanings associated 
with food, with emotions and memories exter-
nalizing the need for being in charge of exercis-
ing choices.

These conclusions highlight need to consid-
er cultural, social, and emotional aspects when 
developing public policies and institutional 
programs that promote adequate and healthy 
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eating in the university context. Interdiscipli-
narity between human sciences and nutrition 
emerges as a promising approach to address 
this complexity and promote positive chang-
es in students’ eating practices. Therefore, it is 
important to pay attention to improving spaces 
on campus, expanding and facilitating access 
to healthy foods, promoting triggers that value 
student’s major role and providing a FE condu-
cive to cultural, conscious, and healthy choices.
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