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Abstract

Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) are vital leverage points for climate action, yet the
role of campus food environments in supporting these commitments is rarely assessed.
This mixed-methods diagnostic study examined the food environment, sustainability lit-
eracy, behavioural barriers, and reported preferences regarding plant-based eating at a
major European university. Across 29 campus canteens, plant-based meals accounted for
only 17.2% of menu options and less than 1% of actual meal volume, with substantial
inconsistency in availability and labelling across weekdays and canteens. Student survey
findings (n = 198) revealed low food sustainability literacy: 64.7% of participants failed the
assessment, particularly males (78.1%) and omnivores (75.7%). Among omnivore respon-
dents, the most frequent barriers to adopting plant-based diets were ideological resistance,
nutrition concerns, palatability, convenience, and cost. Students most strongly endorsed
improved taste, more options (70.2%), and lower prices (62.1%) as strategies to encourage
plant-based choices. Taken together, these findings highlight a structural implementation
gap between institutional sustainability commitments and the campus food environment.
They underscore the need for targeted interventions to improve food sustainability lit-
eracy and to increase the availability and attractiveness of plant-based options required
for climate mitigation. To address this systemic challenge, this paper proposes a scalable
HEI Food Transition Framework, informed by the results, that integrates choice architec-
ture, curricular reform, inclusive provisioning, and data-driven accountability, offering a
strategic pathway to align campus food environments with the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals.

Keywords: higher education institutions; food sustainability; plant-based diets; sustainability
literacy; dietary change; food transition framework; ADKAR

1. Introduction

Academic literature defines Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) as foundational in-
cubators of knowledge and innovation. Historically, their primary societal service has been
to develop scientific knowledge and to establish systems for validation and replicability [1].
HEISs are also vital for effective knowledge translation, in which collaborative research with
stakeholders influences policy and health systems [2]. Furthermore, universities are recog-
nised as pivotal in promoting ecological civic responsibility and global citizenship [3,4].
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Recent scholarship argues that in the era of rapid environmental change, the traditional
role of knowledge production is no longer enough: universities must now transition from
simply generating data to actively implementing solutions [1]. HEIs are increasingly tasked
with producing citizens who can lead environmental transformations through ethics of
care, responsibility, and democratic participation [3,5]. Research indicates that student
awareness and behaviours are “highly malleable” during their university years, meaning
that the education received has long-term impacts that extend far beyond the campus
boundaries [6].

Because current food systems contribute significantly to global carbon emissions and
the disease burden, as well as the exceedance of several planetary boundaries [7,8], the
deficit in food sustainability literacy and action within HEIs constitutes a substantive
barrier to established environmental and public health targets. With animal agriculture
identified as the largest sub-component driving agricultural transgressions, plant-forward
diets represent an efficient strategy for mitigating the adverse environmental effects of
food production while improving health outcomes [9-11]. As the biophysical necessity
of dietary change becomes clearer, the global protein transition is increasingly framed
as an implementation challenge rather than a scientific controversy [12-15]. Animal-
based products have up to 100 times higher environmental impact per kilocalorie than
plant-sourced foods across greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, resource use, and nutrient
pollution [8,11]. Therefore, incremental improvements to animal agriculture are unlikely to
reduce emissions at the pace required for climate mitigation [10,16].

Recent research indicates that the livestock sector drives not only the majority
of global deforestation but also the conversion of 67% of grasslands, savannahs, and
wetlands—biomes that have received comparatively less attention in prior analyses but
are relevant to biodiversity and carbon reduction [17]. Furthermore, animal agriculture
occupies nearly 80% of agricultural land while only providing 18% of global calories and
37% of total protein [11]. Feeding 90 billion land animals annually while nearly one billion
people are food insecure indicates a clear systemic inefficiency [12,18,19]. For instance,
approximately 40% of all cropland calories are diverted to livestock feed, contributing
to a system where only 50.1% of produced calories remain available for direct human
consumption [19]. Analyses indicate that a transition towards plant-centred diets would
significantly narrow this allocation gap, potentially doubling the available caloric output
without requiring further agricultural expansion [11,19].

The environmental and social impacts of the current global food system are exacer-
bated by public health challenges associated with Western dietary patterns, which are high
in animal protein and low in whole-plant foods [20]. High intake of red and processed
meat increases the risk of colorectal cancer, type-2 diabetes, and cardiovascular disease,
whereas plant-rich diets are associated with reduced mortality risk and favourable health
indicators [20-22]. Ischemic heart disease, stroke, and cancer—the leading causes of death
globally—are attributable in part to suboptimal dietary patterns [23,24], suggesting that
a systemic shift towards balanced plant-centred diets could significantly mitigate disease
and mortality rates worldwide. Springmann et al. [25] found that a shift to plant-based
diets could prevent 5.1-8.1 million deaths annually globally, reducing total mortality by
6-10% and lowering the disease burden from ischemic heart disease, stroke, and cancer.
Similarly, Willett et al. [20] estimated that adopting a plant-centred planetary health diet
could prevent about 11 million adult deaths per year, accounting for 19% to 22% of total
adult deaths.

System-level analyses demonstrate that a global shift to plant-based eating would free
75% of arable land, with positive implications for food security, GHG emissions reduc-
tion, and carbon sequestration [16,26,27], while reducing healthcare and environmental
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costs [28,29]. Recent estimates of carbon emissions from the food system at both the global
and country levels indicate that diets high in plant-based foods and low in animal products,
particularly meat and dairy, are the most effective way to mitigate GHG emissions and
stay within the 1.5-2 °C warming limit [13,14,27,30,31]. Crucially, integrated modelling
studies demonstrate that these dietary transitions can achieve nutritional adequacy while
optimising for region-specific factors and result in additional socioeconomic benefits, such
as reduced air pollution-related mortality, water scarcity, and food expenditure [28,29].

Even though continuous evaluation of nutritional and environmental trade-offs glob-
ally and across regions is warranted, the current body of literature demonstrates that
plant-centred dietary patterns yield the highest cumulative social and environmental ben-
efits in most regions and high- and middle-income contexts [15,25,28,32]. Nevertheless,
regional optimisation must account for food insecurity contexts, as animal-based foods
in regions such as Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia remain necessary to mitigate mi-
cronutrient deficiencies and ensure baseline nutritional adequacy [32]. Yet, public funding
towards animal agriculture is reported to be over 1000 times higher than for horticulture
and alternative proteins in the Northern hemisphere [33,34]. This is further compounded
by a persistent reliance on anthropocentric viewpoints in sustainability education, in which
animals are predominantly framed as food resources [35]. Such framing often overlooks
the environmental impact and ethical implications of animal agriculture, while subjecting
plant-based diets to disproportionate scrutiny despite clear evidence of their health and
environmental benefits [36]. Against this backdrop, consumer behaviour is influenced by
several documented psychological barriers to meat reduction and lower willingness to
adopt plant-based diets, including meat-animal dissociation [37], meat attachment [38],
denial of responsibility for harm [39], moral disengagement [40], and meat-masculinity
beliefs [41,42]. Alongside psychological barriers, structural challenges play a major role
in obstructing the transition to sustainable diets [43,44]. Temme et al. [44] emphasise that
the current policy framework impedes the broad acceptance of plant-forward diets and
that a combination of effective administrative and market-driven strategies is essential to
encourage and support these dietary changes.

The active engagement of key stakeholders, including HEISs, is essential to support
informed food choices and educational initiatives aligned with the United Nations Sustain-
able Development Goals (SDGs), particularly those targeting climate action, responsible
consumption, and health [45]. Krattenmacher et al. [46] discuss that universities are
uniquely equipped to promote plant-based diets through both academic research and
practical, campus-wide measures. Recent research [6] describes a discrepancy in which
students express strong support for sustainability practices yet exhibit lower levels of
motivation or literacy regarding dietary and transportation changes. Moreover, studies of
sustainability-oriented degree programs highlight limitations in competency-based train-
ing, with graduates often lacking the food systems literacy required to address climate
change [47].

As developing targeted interventions requires detailed diagnostics, we mapped the
food landscape and students’ eating habits and food sustainability literacy at Univer-
sity College Dublin (UCD), a major European HEIL We audited all campus food outlets
alongside a student survey. We studied the institutional implementation gap across three
systemic domains: (a) plant-based food availability; (b) food sustainability literacy; and
(c) motivational factors for food choices. We utilise these insights to develop a scalable HEI
framework addressing these domains to support the transition to sustainable food systems.
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Study Aims and Research Questions

The goal of this study is to assess the alignment between UCD'’s sustainability com-
mitments and the food environment at the Belfield campus, while examining students’
dietary habits, sustainability literacy, and openness to plant-based eating. This diagnostic
study is highly timely, as UCD’s Strategy to 2030 [48] explicitly outlines the university’s
ambition to be a “thought and action leader of transformational change for sustainability”,
committing to a transition to net zero by 2040 and embedding the SDGs into campus
infrastructure, operations, and governance. By combining a campus-wide foodscape audit
with a student survey, we evaluate the real-world implementation of these stated goals and
identify structural and behavioural factors that influence food choices at a major European
university. To achieve this aim, the study addresses the following research questions:

(a) Food availability.

- RQ1: To what extent do UCD Belfield canteens provide affordable and clearly labelled
plant-based meal options?
- RQ2: How do plant-based options compare with omnivore choices regarding availability?

(b) Students’ sustainability literacy.

- RQ3: What is the level of food sustainability literacy among students, and how does it
differ across dietary or gender groups?

(c) Factors influencing food choices.

- RQ4: What self-reported factors most strongly influence students’ food choices?
- RQ5: What ideological, sensory, practical, or informational barriers prevent students
from adopting plant-based diets?

(d) Reported preferences to encourage plant-based food choices.

- RQ6: Which strategies would most effectively encourage students to choose plant-
based meals?

Together, these questions provide a structured diagnostic of the institutional and
behavioural drivers of dietary choices at UCD, forming an empirical foundation for the
HEI Food Transition Framework proposed later in the manuscript.

2. Methods
2.1. Survey

A convenience sample of 198 students was recruited from UCD, from a universe of
approximately 33,400 students on the Belfield campus [49], between May and June 2025.
Participants were recruited through faculty-wide email invitations, physical flyers, and
in-person outreach. Eligibility criteria required participants to be currently enrolled as
UCD students based on the Belfield campus. No exclusions were applied based on dietary
habits, as the study aimed to capture the full range of dietary patterns present on campus.

Post hoc sample representativeness and statistical power were evaluated using the
following equation [50]:

DEFF x 7% x P07
n—=

22xp(1-p)
1+ d?>xN
where: 1 is the achieved sample size (198); N is the total population size (33,400); DEFF
is the design effect, set to 1.0 to reflect simple random sampling assumptions; p is the

estimated proportion of the attribute of interest, set at 0.5 to assume maximum population
heterogeneity and ensure a conservative variance estimate; Z represents the standard
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normal deviation corresponding to a standard 95% confidence interval (Z = 1.96); and d
represents the accepted margin of error.

Based on these parameters, the sample yields a post hoc margin of error of £6.95% at
the 95% confidence level. Given the constraints of campus-based convenience sampling,
this statistical power provides a reasonably representative and robust baseline of the UCD
Belfield student body.

Participation was voluntary and anonymous, and all respondents provided informed
consent before taking the survey. We collected demographic information (e.g., age, gender,
region of origin), dietary habits (e.g., diet type, fruit and vegetable intake, proportion
of plant-based foods), food sustainability literacy (i.e., six-item multiple-choice quiz),
factors influencing food choices, self-reported barriers to adopting a plant-based diet, and
preferred strategies for encouraging plant-based choices. Both open-ended and closed-
ended questions were used. A questionnaire (Supplementary Material S1, Figure S1) was
developed based on the research questions. Ethical approval for the study was granted by
the Human Research Ethics Committee—Sciences (Reference: T102-LS-C-25-Perussello).

2.2. Campus Canteen Audit

To examine the alignment between sustainability commitments and actual practices in
UCD, we conducted a diagnostic study at the Belfield campus between January and June
2025. A total of 29 canteens were systematically evaluated for the availability of plant-based
meals and the clarity of labelling. Data were collected over three distinct weekdays per
outlet to account for daily menu variations. “Menu options” denoted the proportion of
distinct plant-based meal categories (excluding beverages) available at each facility at each
given point of data collection, while “meal volume” referred to the relative presence of plant-
based meals based on displayed quantities during site visits. To ensure data consistency,
the assessment was strictly limited to full meals, while individual snack items, single pieces
of fruit, and confectionery were excluded from the analysis. Labelling clarity was evaluated
by verifying whether the product information explicitly and unambiguously indicated
that the meal was entirely free of animal-based ingredients. Beverage-only vendors were
excluded from meal calculations.

2.3. HEI Food Transition Framework

To address the identified implementation gaps, we synthesised a scalable HEI Food
Transition Framework. This model integrates four strategic pillars—choice architecture,
curricular reform, inclusivity, and data-driven accountability—within the structural scaf-
folding of the ADKAR model of change: Awareness, Desire, Knowledge, Ability, and
Reinforcement [51].

2.4. Statistical Analysis

Survey data were analysed using descriptive statistics and thematic analysis. We first
computed descriptive statistics for all variables, including proportions with Wilson 95%
confidence intervals (95% CI). These summaries provided an overview of demographic
data, dietary habits, sustainability knowledge, perceived barriers, and preferred strate-
gies. Categorical associations were examined using Pearson’s chi-square (x?) tests, for
which we report the test statistic, degrees of freedom (df), p-values (significance at p < 0.05),
and Cramér’s V. Effect sizes were interpreted using Cramér’s V and Cohen-based thresh-
olds [52]: negligible (V < 0.10), weak (V = 0.10-0.30), moderate (V = 0.30-0.50), and strong
(V> 0.50).

For comparisons involving perceived barriers to plant-based eating, Fisher’s exact tests
were used: we report p-values, odds ratios (ORs), and 95% CI to quantify the magnitude of
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group differences. All tests were two-tailed with a = 0.05. Chi-square tests were considered
robust to minor deviations from distributional assumptions given the sample size (1 = 198).

Respondents” knowledge of food sustainability was evaluated through a literacy test
score on six multiple-choice questions. The respondents’ grades were calculated and
categorised according to the UCD Standard Conversion Grade Scale into Excellent (>70%
correct answers), Very Good (60-70%), Good (50-60%), Acceptable (40-50%), and Fail
(<40%). Quantitative data from the canteen audit were analysed using descriptive statistics,
with continuous variables summarised as means =+ standard deviations across outlets
and days.

3. Results
3.1. Participant Demographics

The survey sample (1 = 198) comprised predominantly young adults, with 48.5% under
24 years of age, 38.9% aged 24-34, and 12.6% over 35 years of age. The gender distribution
of the sample was 59.1% female, 36.9% male, and 4.0% non-binary or preferring not to
say. In terms of enrolment status, 64.6% studied full-time, with the remaining 35.4% part-
time. The sample represented a diverse range of dietary preferences, including omnivores
(74.7%), vegetarians (17.7%), and vegans (7.6%). In terms of nationality, 51.0% were from
Ireland, while the remaining 49.0% represented international cohorts from other regions
of Europe, Asia, Africa, and the Americas. The sample included participants from all six
UCD colleges; however, participation was concentrated in the College of Science and the
College of Engineering and Architecture, with lower representation from the other colleges
(Supplementary Material S2, Table S1).

3.2. Plant-Based Food Availability on Campus

Findings indicate that access to plant-based full meals on campus is limited, both
in product variety (‘what’s on the menu’) and in the volume of meals (‘actual offerings’):
plant-based options accounted for 17.2% =+ 11.6% of menu choices, while their volume share
was below 1%. The high standard deviation reflects substantial variation across canteens,
indicating inconsistent implementation of the university’s sustainability and Equality,
Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI) commitments, with some outlets offering no plant-based
meals at all. Daily plant-based offerings also varied throughout the day in the same canteen.
Furthermore, only 11 food suppliers clearly labelled their plant-based options. Student
perceptions of plant-based food on campus indicate discontent with current offerings: only
25.8% reported satisfaction. Taken together, these findings indicate limited visibility and
accessibility of plant-based diets on campus.

While UCD’s canteens and catering services demonstrate a technical capacity to
meet basic EDI commitments—providing for vegans, halal consumers, and those with
allergies—the current framework remains limited. By categorising plant-based options as
niche ‘dietary restrictions’, the institution positions sustainable eating as peripheral rather
than a primary factor guiding its food environment.

3.2.1. Students’ Dietary Habits

As noted in the participant demographics (Section 3.1), the student sample is heavily
skewed towards the consumption of animal products (92.4%), as either omnivores (74.7%)
or vegetarians (17.7%). Consumption of plant-based alternatives (e.g., oat milk, tofu)
differed significantly by diet type, x*(2) = 34.405, p < 0.0001, V = 0.406: all vegans (100%)
and most vegetarians (94.3%) reported consuming plant-based alternatives, compared with
49.3% of omnivores (Supplementary Material S2, Table S2).
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When selecting food (Figure 1), respondents most frequently prioritised price (82.3%),
health/nutritional content (79.3%), and taste/texture (77.3%). Ethical considerations were
less common: 33.3% cited animal welfare or rights and 28.8% organic status. An exploratory
analysis showed that diet type was strongly associated with selecting animal welfare or
rights as a food choice factor, X2(2) = 41.434, p < 0.0001, V = 0.447: 80.0% of vegans and 70.0%
of vegetarians selected it, compared with 20.9% of omnivores (Supplementary Material S2,
Table S3a,b).

Factors for Food Choices

Quality &
Processing
Concerns

100%

Animal Welfare
and/or Rights 80% Allergen-free

60%
47 %
A 0,
33.3% Ao |
20% 141 %
Health and/or 79 % '

Nutritional 0% . ~ Religion
Content
28.8 %
77.3%
Taste and/or Organic
Texture
82.3%
Price

Figure 1. Self-reported factors for food choices.

3.2.2. Students’ Sustainability Literacy

Sustainability knowledge was generally low: 64.6% of respondents failed the six-item
sustainability quiz (95% CI [57.8-71.0%]); 11.6% achieved an excellent score, with the re-
mainder classified as acceptable (13.6%) or very good (10.1%) (Supplementary Material S2,
Table 54).

Knowledge scores differed significantly by diet type, x?(6) = 47.238, p < 0.0001,
V =0.324 (Supplementary Material S2, Table S2). Vegans and vegetarians were more
likely to achieve higher grades: 66.7% of vegans and 42.9% of vegetarians achieved very
good or excellent (vs. 12.2% of omnivores) (Figure 2a).

https://doi.org/10.3390/su18147102


https://doi.org/10.3390/su18147102

Sustainability 2026, 18, 7102 8 of 23

Sustainability literacy (by Diet type)

% of respondents
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

= Fail Acceptable Very Good = Excellent

(a)
Sustainability literacy (by Gender)

% of respondents
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

= Fail Acceptable Very Good = Excellent

(b)

Figure 2. (a) Sustainability literacy score by gender. Note. x*(3) = 15.33, p = 0.002, V = 0.26, indicating
a small-to-medium association. (b) Sustainability literacy score by diet type. Note. X2(6) = 47.24,
p <0.0001, V = 0.32, indicating a medium association.

Knowledge also differed by gender, x*(3) = 15.329, p = 0.0016, V = 0.255 (Supple-
mentary Material S2, Table S2). Female respondents were more likely to achieve excellent
(16.2%) than males (2.7%) (Figure 2b).

Higher sustainability knowledge was associated with willingness to participate in plant-
based awareness events, x?(6) = 35.177, p < 0.0001, V = 0.273 (Supplementary Material S2,
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Table S2): respondents scoring excellent were most likely to indicate they would “defi-
nitely participate”.

3.2.3. Perceived Barriers to Plant-Based Eating

Among respondents who do not follow a fully plant-based diet (1 = 121), the most
frequent barriers (Figure 3 and Supplementary Material S2, Table S5) were ideological
or philosophical resistance (33.9%, 95% CI [26.1-42.7%]), nutrition and health concerns
(33.1%, 95% CI [25.3-41.8%]), and taste or palatability (32.2%, 95% CI [24.6-41.0%]). Under
ideological resistance, responses ranged from indifference (“I don’t care”) to hostility (“It’s
a cult. I eat meat because I am a human being. And human beings kill animals and eat
them.”), as well as scientifically inaccurate claims such as “local-only consumption is what
matters” or “humans need meat to survive”. Convenience or time constraints were cited by
23.1%, and cost or affordability by 20.7%. Less frequently self-reported barriers included a
knowledge or skills gap (10.7%), social or cultural factors (8.3%), dietary restrictions (5.8%),
and concerns about quality or processing (4.1%).

“It's a cult.”
“l don’t care”
“Its natural to eat
animal based foods”

“Don’t agree that | am
getting the appropriate
nutrition from plants

alone! ”

Ideological Resistance

“Hyperprocessed
substitutes to
accommodate basic

nutritional requirements”

“Having allergies and
generally being a picky
eater”
“Feeding small kids”

Barriers

Quality & Processing Concerns
40%

‘lam a farmers
daughter and will
; continue to support
20% farmers “

Dietary Restrictions

34.2% 30%

33.3% 10%
Health and/or Nutritional Content 5.8% Social & Cultural Factors
4.2% '
0% 8.3%

Dislike lhe.tasle, 10.8% “Not knowing good
not .easny . vegetarian/vegan
available” 325% : recipes”

Taste and/or Texture 20.8 Lack of Knowledge
23.3%
“ Too difficult to "Buying plant-
come up with nice, : _ based is so
varied meals.” Convenience Price expensive"

Figure 3. Perceived barriers to plant-based eating. Responses were assigned to one or more of the
nine categories shown in the image, and examples of testimony are presented for each category.

Pairwise comparisons between omnivores (n = 148) and vegetarians and vegans
(n = 35) showed that omnivores were significantly more likely to report several barriers
(Supplementary Material S2, Table S6): ideological or philosophical resistance (26.4% vs.
4.0%; p = 0.0004, OR = 8.59), taste or palatability (24.3% vs. 6.0%; p = 0.0037, OR = 5.04),
nutrition or health concerns (24.3% vs. 8.0%; p = 0.0138, OR = 3.70), convenience or time
(17.6% vs. 4.0%; p = 0.0178, OR = 5.11), cost or affordability (16.2% vs. 2.0%; p = 0.0063,
OR =9.48), and knowledge or skills gap (8.8% vs. 0%; p = 0.0414, OR > 100). No significant
differences were observed for social or cultural factors, quality or processing concerns, or
dietary restrictions (all p > 0.05).
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3.2.4. Reported Preferences to Encourage Plant-Based Options

Participants indicated which preferences would make them more likely to choose
plant-based meals (Figure 4). The most frequently endorsed strategy was better taste and
more options (Supplementary Material, Table S7), selected by 70.2% of respondents (95%
CI[63.5-76.1%]). The second most endorsed strategy was lower price, selected by 62.1%
(95% CI [55.2-68.6%]). A smaller proportion indicated that larger portion sizes (34.3%)
or health-benefit labelling (33.3%) would encourage them to choose plant-based meals.
Environmental-benefit labelling was endorsed by 26.3%, while resemblance to animal
products was selected by only 10.1% of respondents.

Strategies

Resemblance
to Animal
Products
80%
Al Vi . .
ready Vegan 60% Bigger Portion
40%
34.3%
12.1% 20%
10.1%
Label Health ! i
Benefits 33.3% 0% 6.1% er
26.3 %
70.2 %
g s Envirl'-oar?:‘llental
Better Taste
621 % Benefits

Cheaper Price
Figure 4. Strategies to encourage plant-based diets.

3.3. Macro-Level Synthesis of Inter-Variable Associations

To evaluate the systemic relationships across student demographics, sustainability
literacy, and perceived behavioural barriers, a global association matrix was computed
using Cramér’s V (Figure 5). Rather than analysing correlations in isolation, this matrix
illustrates the statistically bounded factors that drive campus dietary behaviour. Most
notably, diet type emerges as the primary statistical anchor of the dataset, exhibiting
its strongest horizontal dependencies with ideological resistance and nutrition concerns,
while simultaneously exerting a high degree of association over operational preferences
such as price reductions and menu expansion. Furthermore, gender demonstrated a
clear, non-trivial association with both dietary identity and overall sustainability literacy,
mathematically confirming that demographic traits serve as significant filters for food
system knowledge. Finally, a distinct, localised cluster of moderate-to-strong associations is
observable between the practical barriers of cost, convenience, and palatability. This specific
covariance indicates that individual friction points do not exist in a vacuum; rather, they
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form an interconnected multi-barrier profile, suggesting that institutional interventions
targeting these operational metrics simultaneously could yield compounded benefits.

Variable
Age group category
Gender identity
Region of origin
Living situation
Employment status
Type of diet followed
Weekly food expenditure
Daily fruit and vegetable
portions
Percentage of plant-based
food in diet
Whether consumes plant-
based alternatives
Frequency of plant-based
alternative consumption
12 Considers health/nutritional
content
13 Considers price
14 Considers taste/texture
Considers processing
level/additives
16 Considers organic status
17 Consider§ animal
welfare/rights
Considers allergen-free
status
Considers religious
requirements
20 Considers local food
21 Other food factors
Score on sustainability
knowledge quiz
23 Main information source
about plant-based diets
Willingness to participate in
PB awareness events
Frequency of UCD canteen
use
26 Satisfaction with current PB
options at UCD
Desire for more
27 vegan/vegetarian options at
uco
Acceptable price for PB
meals at UCD canteens
Nutrition/health concerns as
barrier
30 Cost/affordability as barrier
31 Taste/palatability as barrier .
Knowledge/skills gap as
barrier
33 Convenience/time as barrier
Social/cultural factors as
barrier
Ideological/philosophical
resistance as barrier
Quality/processing concerns
as barrier
Dietary restrictions/personal
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Figure 5. Global association matrix of demographic factors, food sustainability literacy metrics,
behavioural barriers, and intervention preferences towards plant-based food choices among survey

respondents. Values represent Cramér’s V coefficients, indicating the strength of association between
categorical survey variables.
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4. Discussion
4.1. Plant-Based Scarcity on Campus

The audit of this study highlights a structural misalignment between the university’s
stated sustainability commitments and the food environment available to students. Plant-
based meals remain marginal within campus provisioning, and the inconsistent labelling
practices across suppliers further limit their visibility. This pattern of limited availability
and poor labelling aligns with Perussello et al. [12] and Lehmann et al. [53], who similarly
identified that the lack of plant-based options when eating out is one of the most frequently
cited barriers to both adopting and sustaining plant-based diets. Broader evidence suggests
that changes in service provision in collective meal contexts represent a meaningful enabler
of dietary change, and that access, variety, and ease of choice are important structural
levers [54]. The prevalence of students on this campus who follow vegetarian or vegan
diets indicates that these dietary patterns are no longer marginal within the wider student
population. From an equality and inclusion standpoint, plant-based meals meet religious,
ethical, and health requirements across a diverse student body; therefore, aligning them
with EDI principles means treating them as a standard offer rather than a marginal one.

4.2. Ethical Drivers and Sustainability Illiteracy Among Men and Omnivores

Animal welfare and animal rights emerged as main drivers of food choices (33% of
respondents), particularly among vegan and vegetarian (vs. omnivore) students. This
pattern is consistent with previous research [12,55,56], in which ethical concerns towards
non-human animals emerge as an important driver of sustained dietary change.

Results show that students who follow plant-based diets demonstrated higher aware-
ness of food-system environmental impacts, consistent with research indicating that plant-
based consumers tend to report greater familiarity with sustainability-related informa-
tion [53,57]. This pattern also aligns with evidence [58] that vegan and vegetarian individ-
uals often constitute morally motivated minorities, which may help explain the stronger
salience of ethical considerations within this sub-group. It is important to note, however,
that heightened public awareness of the environmental consequences of animal agriculture
does not automatically translate into dietary change, and that the relationship between
sustainability knowledge and dietary behaviour is more complex than a straightforward
knowledge—-action model would predict [55].

The broader survey sample confirmed substantial gaps in food sustainability literacy.
A common misconception was the belief that eating locally is the most effective strategy
for reducing food-related environmental impact—an overestimation of “food miles” that
has already been documented [59]. This is particularly significant because consumers tend
to underestimate the environmental impacts associated with diets while overestimating
the influence of transportation on food-related carbon emissions [59,60]. A substantial
share of participants either doubted (24.8%) or were uncertain (25.3%) whether plant-based
diets meaningfully reduce an individual’s carbon footprint. More strikingly, nearly half
of respondents disagreed that animal agriculture is a leading contributor to biodiversity
loss—a misconception that runs counter to current scientific consensus [7,16,26]. Large-
scale life-cycle evidence shows that vegan diets consistently exhibit substantially lower
environmental impacts across GHG emissions, land use, water use, eutrophication, and
biodiversity indicators, with impacts estimated at roughly one-quarter of those associated
with high meat consumption [61]. In regard to the sample of this study, these knowledge
gaps may reflect not only limited information but also motivated reasoning, as docu-
mented in research showing that consumers often downplay the ecological impacts of
meat consumption through dissonance-reducing strategies such as denying animal sen-
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tience, dissociating meat from its animal origins, or minimising perceived environmental
consequences [57,62,63].

Against this backdrop, our findings align with research suggesting that educational
curricula can inadvertently reinforce anthropocentric views of nature and other species,
overlooking the negative impacts of animal agriculture and limiting recognition of plant-
based dietary transitions as a meaningful mitigation strategy [35,36]. The effectiveness
of educational strategies is mixed: willingness to change in response to environmental
information varies considerably across studies, fear-based appeals can sometimes backfire,
and sustained literacy efforts tend to produce more durable behavioural effects [55]. Consis-
tent with published research, we found that especially men [41] and omnivores presented
lower scores in the sustainability test and more resistance to reducing meat consumption
or adopting plant-based diets [38,42,53,64]. Gender differences in dietary attitudes are well
established: women generally report stronger animal-welfare motivations [65,66] and tend
to hold more favourable views towards plant-based diets [57]. However, these attitudes do
not necessarily translate into lower consumption of animal products, as women may report
stable or even higher intake of fish [67]. It is important to note that animal rights and animal
welfare represent distinct ethical views: animal rights advocates for the intrinsic rights of
sentient animals to be free from harm and exploitation, while animal welfare emphasises
the well-being of animals without necessarily opposing their commodification [12,18]. Re-
search shows that increasing awareness of animal rights can effectively encourage lasting
shifts towards animal-free diets [12].

While the university’s official Sustainability Plan to 2030 [48], part of its Breaking
Boundaries Strategy, targets “action for climate change and biodiversity” and explicitly
emphasises “using the campus as a living lab”, our empirical diagnostics suggest that the
student body’s food sustainability awareness remains a critical blind spot in achieving
these objectives. Despite some misconceptions and negative attitudes towards plant-based
diets among students, it is important to acknowledge that UCD does offer high-quality
modules on sustainability in food and agriculture, actively promotes the 2GoCup initiative,
is a partner in the Horizon Europe PLAN’EAT project, and is a signatory of the CANIE
Accord—this indicates proactivity in enhancing campus climate action through practical
steps, such as prioritising locally sourced ingredients and substituting single-use plastics
with biodegradable alternatives. However, a significant gap remains in both the food
environment and educational offerings, resulting in low student awareness of healthy diets,
food sustainability, and climate action.

4.3. The Cost Misconception Barrier and Levers Towards Plant-Based Options

Among the barriers students identified to adopting or increasing plant-based eating,
cost was a commonly cited concern. This finding, however, is difficult to reconcile with the
available evidence that demonstrates that whole-food plant-based diets are generally less
expensive than omnivore diets across diverse geographic and economic contexts, especially
in higher-income countries [68,69]. Pais et al. [69] found that plant-based consumers spend
less on food overall than other consumer groups assessed and argued that food policies
that align healthiness and sustainability with affordability could deliver a significant boost
to plant-based dietary transitions.

The perceived cost barrier is therefore likely to reflect something other than the in-
trinsic economics of plant-based eating. Most plausibly, it reflects unfamiliarity with
budget-accessible whole plant-based foods, or primary exposure to ultra-processed plant-
based alternatives, which do tend to carry premium price points [57]. This distinction
matters pedagogically: if students equate plant-based eating with expensive meat substi-
tutes rather than with staple legumes, grains, and vegetables, the cost barrier is partly a
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literacy and familiarity issue rather than a purely structural-economic one [69]. Therefore,
addressing perceived and actual cost barriers will likely require educational initiatives in
addition to direct pricing intervention. Educational initiatives that emphasise the benefits
of subsidising whole-food plant-based proteins over animal-based proteins—given their
lower environmental impacts and resource demand—could help overcome affordability
barriers (both perceived and actual) associated with plant-based diets.

Beyond cost, taste and dietary diversity were identified as important positive levers for
plant-based consumption. This finding is consistent with published research showing that
sensory appeal and variety are among the most powerful determinants of food choice in
institutional settings—often outweighing health, environmental, or ethical considerations
even among individuals who hold pro-environmental attitudes [57,70,71]. Therefore,
improving the sensory quality and availability of plant-based options appears central to
facilitating dietary transitions [55,71].

Crucially, these barriers do not exist in isolation; our global association analysis
shows a clear clustering of cost, convenience, and palatability barriers (Figure 5). This
pattern underscores how cognitive, structural, and social constraints often operate together,
creating interconnected barriers to sustained dietary change [71].

4.4. Synthesis of Findings Grounding the HEI Framework

The empirical findings of this diagnostic study reveal a multi-dimensional implemen-
tation gap between sustainability targets and campus food system realities. Three primary
systemic bottlenecks emerge from the data: (1) insufficient availability of plant-based meals
within campus caterings; (2) widespread gaps in food sustainability knowledge along with
motivated reasoning among students that may resist informational correction alone; and
(3) behavioural barriers related to taste, cost, and nutrition concerns, as well as ideological
resistance—especially among omnivores and male students. These patterns are consis-
tent with a broader body of research identifying structural, cognitive, and motivational
dimensions of dietary inertia as simultaneously operating constraints [53,55,57,63,71].

5. HEI Food Transition Framework: 4 Strategic Pillars

Building on the diagnostic patterns observed in the UCD case study—and drawing
on the broader evidence base—we introduce the HEI Food Transition Framework as a
conceptual model intended to support structured institutional action towards sustainabil-
ity (Figure 6). The framework synthesises insights from the UCD data with established
research on dietary transitions in higher-education settings. Accordingly, the strategies
proposed should be understood as evidence-informed recommendations, not as empirically
validated outcomes. The framework is organised around the four pillars of the ADKAR
model [51]—Awareness, Desire, Knowledge, Ability, and Reinforcement—to support the de-
velopment of interventions that are both structurally robust and socially viable (Figure 6).
The ADKAR model focuses on inspiring individual-level change within organisations and
has previously been applied to support and evaluate readiness to change in large public
institutions, such as HEIs [72] and healthcare systems [73]. Likewise, the global association
matrix (Figure 5)—which shows clustering of demographic characteristics, knowledge
gaps, and behavioural barriers—illustrates the rationale for a multi-pillar approach in the
UCD context, although it does not independently validate the specific strategies proposed.
While rooted in the UCD case study, the framework is designed for scalability, offering a
blueprint adaptable to the specific cultural and operational contexts of diverse HEIs.
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A FRAMEWORK FOR SUSTAINABLE FOOD SYSTEM TRANSITIONS THROUGH HIGHER EDUCATION

Collegiality
Creativity
Inclusion
Engagement

Excellence

Integrity

L INSTITUTIONAL ATTRIBUTES & 2. RESEARCH QUESTIONS 3. EVIDENCE-BASED NEEDS 4. CHANGE MODEL
VALUES

GLOBALLY ENGAGED
FOSTERING INCLUSION
DRIVING SUSTAINABILITY

@ Awareness

of the need for change

Availability
RQ1,RQ2
Q Literacy
RQ3
Drivers for Food
Choices
RQ4 RQ5

Action Strategies
RQE

Improving availability
Increase affortable, informed,
convinient and attractive

plant-based options.

Promoting literacy
@ Build evidence-based
knowledge, values and skills

accross the campus
community.

Supporting change
Structurally adress food )
choice drivers, barriers and

strategies to promote
change.

Desire

support the change
Knowledge
m on how to change
. Ability
*()®  skills and supports to
adopt new behaviours

Reinforcement

0P| X O P

to sustain change

\4

5. FRAMEWORK FOR ACTION: FOUR INTEGRATED PILLARS FOR SUSTAINABLE FOOD SYSTEM TRANSITIONS

5.4. ACCOUNTABILITY

O M =5

Figure 6. Scalable HEI Food Transition Framework.

Pillar 1 focuses on ‘Structural Choice Architecture and Automated Defaulting’, draw-
ing on established evidence that default switches in institutional settings can effectively
guide individual behaviour to reduce carbon footprints [74]. HEIs can facilitate plant-
forward transitions by shifting from merely offering plant-based options to establishing
them as the institutional default (Ability and Reinforcement) to sustain change. This approach
utilises a default-switch model in which standard catering—from canteens to conferences—
prioritises plant-based foods, allowing for a conscious opt-in for animal products.

Supporting procurement policies can further bolster this transition by increasing the
proportion of plant-based food purchases, for example, targeting 70-80% of expenditure on
plant-based options. Research by Hansen et al. [74] demonstrates that changing the default
from meat-based to meat-free significantly enhances the selection of sustainable meals
without diminishing overall diner satisfaction. Logistically, institutions might employ
sensory and behavioural nudges: positioning plant-forward dishes at focal points, offering
unique flavours (e.g., extra spicy) or specific foods (e.g., pizza) exclusively in plant-based
versions, ensuring price parity, and eliminating surcharges for plant-based milks.

Culinary training could prioritise naturally plant-based foods and global cuisines (e.g.,
dahl, falafel) rather than depending on ultra-processed analogues, which may aid in accep-
tance and contribute to the normalisation of dietary change. Aligning with international
initiatives such as the Plant-Based Treaty and Plant-Based Universities can further assist
universities in integrating food-system reform with their Scope 3 climate targets, utilising
established frameworks that are both operationally feasible and socially inclusive.

Addressing the determinants of individual food choices is another crucial aspect of
understanding dietary behaviours and facilitating positive change. The most cited obstacle
observed in this study for the adoption of a plant-based diet, ideological resistance (34.2%),
indicates opportunities to strengthen the Awareness of food sustainability issues and the
Desire to engage with more sustainable dietary practices. Creating environments where
convenient, appealing, and sustainable food choices are the default may Reinforce Awareness,
Desire, Knowledge, and Ability to enact dietary changes. Moreover, modifications related to
choice architecture and presentation have proven effective in influencing dietary decisions.
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For instance, the order in which items appear on the menu [75], systems to visually rate
food items based on nutrient density or sustainability [76], and menu design [77] have
been shown to enhance Awareness and Desire towards better food choices. Franchini
et al. [75] reported increased consumption of more environmentally friendly foods when
these were placed at the top of the menu, while Bacon and Krpan [77] found that integrating
plant-based options into standard menu offerings, rather than presenting them separately,
significantly elevated their selection. These findings suggest that strategic menu design
and presentation can play a vital role in promoting sustainable food choices.

An alternative approach to fostering Awareness and Desire for change is to analyse the
varying priorities and values among different groups concerning food choices. Based on a
consumer segmentation approach, Cereghetti et al. [78] posit that individuals with high
meat consumption may be more receptive to health-focused messaging rather than envi-
ronmental or animal-welfare arguments. The authors further note that collectives primarily
concerned with practical considerations—while still acknowledging environmental and
ethical issues—are likely to be motivated by meat substitutes that closely replicate the taste
and texture of meat, particularly when the environmental benefits are highlighted or when
plant-based options are more readily available. Our findings suggest that existing strategies
could be enhanced by emphasising both the health-related attributes of plant-based foods
and the practical characteristics valued by students, such as familiar tastes and textures,
affordability, and portion sizes. An illustrative example of this approach is the star-based
labelling system developed by Carey et al. [76], which classifies foods as good (1 star), better
(2 stars), or best (3 stars) according to nutrient density. Implementing this intervention
was associated with an increased consideration of health attributes during food selection
(thereby enhancing Awareness and Desire to change), improved Knowledge regarding how
to identify healthy foods, and elevated the perception of the availability of healthy food
choices on campus, hence improving the Ability to implement dietary changes. Similar
approaches may be implemented to improve the visibility and consumption of plant-based
food in higher education settings.

Pillar 2 encompasses ‘Evidence-Based Pedagogy and Living Lab Integration’. HEIs can
strengthen sustainability literacy by aligning pedagogical outputs and practices with pre-
vailing planetary-health evidence, thereby addressing both Awareness and Knowledge. This
alignment necessitates a shift from anthropocentric or livestock-focused models to a more
comprehensive approach that incorporates the environmental, economic, and ethical dimen-
sions of food systems [12,18]. Potential strategies may include implementing front-of-pack
labelling to inform consumers about carbon footprints of products and instituting manda-
tory food literacy modules that engage students in examining the environmental impacts
of individual, household, and institutional food consumption. The application of Campus-
as-a-Lab (Caal) methodologies may be beneficial in these educational interventions [79].

Furthermore, education can address common misconceptions regarding the financial
barriers to adopting plant-based diets, thus underscoring the affordability of such diets [69].
To institutionalise these educational efforts more effectively, HEIs could utilise the Good
Food Institute’s open-access curriculum and research databases to develop modules on the
protein transition, thereby exposing students to current technical and policy developments
in sustainable protein innovation.

Pillar 3 addresses the themes of ‘Cultural Inclusivity, Social Justice, and De-
stigmatisation” within HEIs. To mitigate cultural resistance to plant-based diets, it is
essential to transition from a model of passive accommodation to the proactive normali-
sation of plant-based food consumption (Desire and Awareness). Reframing plant-based
eating as an evidence-informed practice aligned with environmental, health, and ethical
objectives could contribute to greater social acceptance and visibility within university
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communities [12,80]. The process of reframing may include the systematic identification
and addressing of knowledge gaps that currently impede the widespread acceptance of
sustainable dietary changes, particularly regarding the environmental and social justice
aspects of the protein transition.

Prior research highlights the importance of integrating perspectives related to animal
welfare, animal rights, and human rights into sustainability discussions. Varzakas and An-
toniadou [81] underscore the interdependence of individual dietary behaviours and ethical
considerations concerning animal suffering, environmental degradation, and human social
justice. Moreover, Perussello [18] posits that the rights of human and non-human individu-
als are fundamentally interconnected, with systems of oppression and harm historically
originating from the belief that certain lives warrant reduced moral consideration. Given
that food systems serve as a primary interface for human—animal interactions, dietary
choices can be understood as reflections of broader value systems with far-reaching societal
implications. Engaging with these perspectives is crucial for facilitating critical reflection
on the wider impacts of individual diet choices and fostering both Awareness of food-system
sustainability challenges and Desire for transformative change.

Behaviourally informed communication strategies may also draw on hedonic
motivations—focusing on sensory appeal and culinary diversity—and health benefits
while explicitly addressing barriers such as unfamiliarity and gender-related resistance to
dietary change [40-42]. Furthermore, given that 25.3% of the student body identifies as
vegetarian or vegan, categorising plant-based options as specialised “dietary restrictions”
inadvertently marginalises a significant segment of the university community.

Pillar 4 pertains to ‘Institutional Accountability and Governance’ within HEIs. Effec-
tively addressing the institutional implementation gap requires HEIs to employ rigorous
analytical methods in their food procurement processes, analogous to their approaches to
energy, single-use plastics, and waste management (Reinforcement). Transparency emerges
as a critical element in this framework, facilitating the alignment of decision-making
with articulated sustainability objectives and permitting stakeholders to assess progress
systematically. Moreover, transparency plays a significant role in mitigating potential
conflicts of interest. Existing literature indicates that funding mechanisms and stakeholder
relationships significantly influence the priorities associated with food-system research
and education, thereby highlighting the importance of transparent governance structures
in tackling sustainability challenges [34,82,83]. A disproportionate reliance on funding
from animal-agriculture stakeholders within agri-food departments may lead to curricular
emphasis on marginal efficiency improvements rather than the systemic transformations
necessary for establishing a more sustainable food system [84,85]. Possible interventions
may include the implementation of mandatory environmental impact labelling for all
meals and the integration of procurement guidelines into the university’s Climate Action
Plan [86].

Establishing vendor tenure requirements contingent on achieving verifiable plant-
based targets and reductions in Scope 3 emissions facilitates shared responsibility for
implementation among stakeholders. This approach transitions the focus from individual
consumer choices to institutional infrastructure. Evidence from research in institutional
catering indicates that the application of food procurement criteria is an effective lever for
the decarbonisation of large organisations and the enhancement of resilience within food
systems [87,88].

The formulation of an Annual Food System Sustainability Report could function as a
valuable instrument for evaluating progress and ensuring that sustainability commitments
are aligned with measurable implementation outcomes [89]. Furthermore, HEIs could
adopt impact dashboards to monitor on-campus food-related savings in emissions, land
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use, and water use. Such initiatives may Reinforce engagement in sustainability efforts
by highlighting the active contributions of the student body towards achieving climate
objectives [90].

6. Study Limitations and Future Research

While this study offers valuable empirical insights into university food environments
and student food sustainability literacy, several limitations must be acknowledged when
interpreting the findings.

First, due to reliance on convenience sampling and logistical constraints associated
with campus-based recruitment, we could not fully control the distribution of the student
survey across all academic divisions. As a result, the final sample was predominantly
drawn from the College of Science and the College of Engineering and Architecture, leav-
ing other colleges underrepresented. Although post hoc statistical analysis indicates that
the sample provides a reasonably robust and conservative baseline for the campus popu-
lation, this uneven distribution may have skewed the findings towards the perspectives
of specific disciplines rather than the entire university student body. On the other hand,
an exploratory analysis of tracking groups indicated that departments offering agrifood
and sustainability courses exhibited lower average levels of food sustainability literacy.
This finding challenges conventional assumptions and highlights the necessity for updated,
cross-disciplinary sustainability education.

Second, and connected to the first limitation, a primary bottleneck stemmed from the
survey distribution method and timeline. Survey distribution took place between May
and June 2025, when a significant portion of the student body was away on holidays. This
specific timing was structurally unavoidable due to operational time constraints: only ten
months were available between the conception of the thesis project from which this paper
derives and its submission, with a significant lag period for formal research ethics approval.
Gathering data during the summer months significantly reduced the potential response
rate and may have introduced selection bias towards students with different dietary habits
or sustainability literacy than the broader term-time student population. However, because
the survey was primarily distributed online, any student could participate, potentially
mitigating some selection bias. Additionally, due to the General Data Protection Regulation
(GDPR) and institutional data privacy restrictions, we were unable to access the entire
student email database or contact student cohorts directly. Consequently, the distribution of
our survey relied heavily on faculty administration across various colleges, who circulated
the survey invitations at their discretion. It should be noted that the campus canteen audit,
which did not require ethics approval, was conducted over a longer period. Therefore,
this portion of the study was not affected by the constrained timeline and captured peak
academic-year food provision.

Third, the sustainability quiz primarily addressed the fundamental factors influencing
food sustainability, emphasising the main drivers of biodiversity loss, carbon emissions,
and land use within the global food system. Broader inquiries into secondary aspects of
sustainability in the food supply chain—such as production, processing, and transportation
methods—were not included in the quiz. However, this omission should not be considered
a limitation of the food sustainability literacy assessment, as the broader aspects included
in the quiz are closely linked to the most manageable factors at the consumer level and are
the most impactful, both globally and individually.

Finally, as a single-institution case study focused on UCD, the specific layout of the
campus food environment, current canteen offerings, and the literacy levels of the student
cohort may not perfectly reflect those of other HEIs. Factors such as regional agricultural
context, local food culture, and varying degrees of institutional commitment to sustainabil-
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ity can significantly alter both food availability and student attitudes globally. Therefore,
care should be taken when generalising these descriptive findings to other institutional
contexts. Nevertheless, the HEI Food Transition Framework provides important insights
to guide and enhance the effectiveness of sustainability initiatives across various institu-
tional settings by identifying key areas for intervention and supporting the development of
tailored strategies.

Further research should employ multi-institution, longitudinal designs distributed
across peak academic terms to validate the scalability of the HEI Food Transition Framework
and eliminate seasonal sampling biases. Future studies should ideally employ stratified
random sampling to ensure equitable representation across all academic disciplines. Ad-
ditionally, future research is warranted to apply the proposed framework and assess its
effectiveness across diverse settings.

7. Conclusions

There is growing consensus about the global transition to plant-rich diets as an urgent
measure to mitigate the environmental crisis while contributing to biodiversity and food
security. Based on empirical findings from a European research university, this study
demonstrates a structural and epistemic gap between institutional sustainability commit-
ments and everyday campus food practices. Plant-based meals are scarce in both availability
and visibility across campus outlets, and inconsistent labelling further limits student access.
Results from the student survey revealed generally low levels of sustainability literacy,
including misconceptions about the disproportionate environmental impacts of animal-
based products in the food supply chain. These gaps, as well as self-reported barriers to
plant-based eating, were most pronounced among male students and omnivores—pointing
to cultural and pedagogical factors that have failed to challenge dominant dietary norms.

Addressing these gaps calls for a two-track institutional response: expanding and
normalising plant-based provision in the campus food environment and developing food
systems education that honestly addresses the sustainability impacts of animal agriculture.
These two tracks are mutually reinforcing and, crucially, already within reach for an
institution of UCD’s ambition and existing commitments. The identified barriers should
be interpreted not as evidence of failure, but as a diagnostic for targeted and positive
change—one with direct relevance for higher education institutions across Ireland and
beyond. Ultimately, our HEI Food Sustainability Framework provides a structured tool to
help institutions monitor and bridge these operational and educational gaps, supporting
their transition towards broader sustainability goals.
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