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Abstract

This ethnographic study seeks to understand the quality of life for residential undergraduate 
college students in the United States who restrict their diets either by choice or medical 
necessity. Since all kinds of dietary restrictions present similar lifestyle challenges not 
experienced by non-dietary-restricted residential college students, we define dietary 
restrictions broadly. A review of the existing research literature on dietary restrictions reveals 
that most studies are biomedical, focusing on clinical, cognitive, and psychological aspects of 
dietary restrictions. Few studies explore college students exclusively as a population, and even 
fewer consider how the social and material conditions of a college environment affect the lived 
experiences of dietary-restricted students. This ethnography remedies the absence of 
qualitative and ethnographic research with a study of twenty-nine individuals, most of whom 
are students who restrict their diets, across five undergraduate private college campuses over 
a fifteen-week period in the spring of 2012. Our results add a new dimension to the biomedical 
research, which has tended to locate the “problem” of dietary restrictions within the dietary-
restricted. Contrary to the existing literature, we argue that such problems are sociocultural and 
institutional rather than pathological and individual. Our data illustrate that the quality of 
dietary-restricted living improves when dietary-restricted students advocate for and institutions 
respond to material, systemic solutions that allow the dietary-restricted population to eat 
safely, socially, and quickly in a college environment, just like their non-dietary-restricted peers. 
"
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"
Pre-packaging the Dietary-Restricted Experience: An Introduction to Biomedical Discourse  

Current studies of food from an anthropological perspective largely deal with what 
Sidney W. Mintz and Christine M. Du Bois (2002) characterize as Westerners’ eating habits, as 
those habits differ by ethnic group, religion, and region. However, foodways of the world of the 
dietary-restricted, and particularly dietary-restricted college students, have been largely 
ignored in anthropological studies. For this study, we use the term “dietary-restricted” to 
encompass any restriction of diet for elective or medically necessary purposes, including 
veganism, vegetarianism, religious abstinences, food allergies, celiac and other diseases. 
Residential college students who restrict their diets for any reason face similar lifestyle 
challenges that non-dietary-restricted residential college students do not face. While there are 
preliminary ethnographic studies of students’ experiences inhabiting and maneuvering the 
space of a college dining hall (Massey et al. 2011) and of campus religious organizations’ 
utilization of food for specific activities (Park 2009), the majority of existing literature on the 
dietary restrictions of college students tends toward biomedical fields of study.   Depending 1
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exclusively on biomedical studies to understand the topic is limiting, given that science suffers, 
as Sandra Harding (1987:6–7) suggests, from a methodological approach that sets out to solve 
a problem already identified as such. Similarly, she argues that biomedical science in particular 
produces and reproduces its own authority through what Michel Foucault (1989:33) has called 
the “clinical gaze,” that unequal power dynamic of the medical observer mediating the 
responses of the observed through medical discourse.  
2

Biomedical investigations into dietary restrictions have focused largely on vegans, 
vegetarians, and food allergics. The research itself can broadly be categorized as types: (1) that 
which investigates psychological or cognitive behaviors of the dietary-restricted, and (2) in the 
case of food allergies, clinical and community-based approaches that examine the diagnosis, 
epidemiology, medical management, causes and cures of the condition. Studies of food 
access are limited to the commercial food industry (Hefle and Taylor 2004, Pieretti et al. 2009, 
Pratten and Towers 2004). Overwhelmingly, literature on veganism and vegetarianism explores 
questions of motivation, nutritional deficiency, and possible eating disorders (Forestell 2011, 
Trautmann et al. 2008, Gilsing et al. 2010). Literature on food allergies has examined patients’ 
psychological and emotional reactions to the condition (Cohen et al. 2004, Ravid et al. 2012 
and Sicherer 2001) as well as questioned whether more people believe they have food allergies 
than is actually the case (Altman and Chiaramonte 1996, Knibb and Booth 2011). Because 
there is no singular test for diagnosing a food allergy (Burks et al. 2012, Eckman 2009, Knibb 
and Booth 2011), the discussion of who has a real food allergy and who is mistaken continues 
to appear in studies such as those mentioned above. Our data illustrate how any discourse 
that focuses on the interiority of the dietary-restricted subject has the potential to pathologize 
the dietary-restricted, subsequently trivializing and delegitimizing their lived experiences. As 
our interlocutors reveal, advocacy and change for material conditions that improve the dietary-
restricted’s quality of life become more difficult when dietary restrictions are disregarded or 
disbelieved. 


Alternately, studies that focus on documenting food allergies as a medical condition 
investigate such topics as improved diagnostics, epidemiology, medical management, causes 
and cures, and school emergency action plans (Burks et al. 2012, Gupta et al. 2009, Rim and 
McMorris 2001, Vierk et al. 2007, Young et al. 2009).   Clinical and sometimes community-3

based in nature, these studies have the potential to legitimize food allergics’ needs and thereby 
save lives. But alone, these studies are not sufficient to understand the complexity of 
challenges food allergics and others with dietary restrictions face in daily college life. Without 
data on the cultural and social conditions of lived experience, these studies, too, can lapse into 
biomedical discourse that articulates the problem of dietary restrictions as lying within the 
dietary-restricted. For example, we found only one study that attempts to assess the quality of 
life for food allergic students in college (Greenhawt et al. 2009). Nevertheless, when students 
ingest allergens, such acts are labeled “risk-taking behavior,” even though nearly two thirds of 
respondents in this study reported that safe main courses were not always available at dining 
halls, presumably leaving students with a choice between ingesting allergens or going hungry. 
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Also, there is no data on students’ ability to procure alternative food, or how such procurement 
impacts academic performance, extracurricular involvement, or social relationships.   In short, 4

discourse that blames the dietary-restricted for institutional inadequacies has the potential to 
reproduce the food allergic’s deviance from a so-called normal population, which impedes 
efforts to advocate for change and improve lives. 
"
Stirring the Pot: Legally Re-framing Individual Deviance as Systemic Food Inaccessibility 
	 In December 2012, the U.S. Department of Justice settled a law suit against Lesley 
University with an agreement that corroborates our findings. The agreement requires the 
university to provide “continuous” food access to students with celiac disease and food 
allergies, “an issue colleges and universities across the country need to consider.”   Articulating 5

food access as a primary solution to the challenges of living with dietary restrictions on a 
residential college campus signals an important shift in the public discourse on the problem of 
dietary restrictions. By identifying institutional response as a primary obstacle, the DOJ/Lesley 
University agreement reconceptualizes dietary restrictions as an institutional problem rather 
than an individual one. In short, the DOJ/Lesley University agreement shifts the discursive 
emphasis from an intractable health diagnosis to material conditions that can be altered. Such 
an articulation is in line with our data, which show that when institutions act on dietary-
restricted students’ suggestions, conditions for dietary-restricted living improve. 
"
Research Methods 

Ethnography: A Better Approach 
We use ethnography as a research method that allows students to speak more at length 

in their own words. Our data was collected through participant-observation and semi-
structured interviews. For our observations, we visited ten different eateries across five private 
college campuses in southern California that share reciprocal dining agreements. There are 
seventeen separate occasions of fieldnotes, spanning the time period of February through April 
2012. Participant-observation was conducted in dining hall sites pertinent to our analysis so 
that we could contextualize and compare student narratives against the material conditions 
with which they interacted. Some of our key observations at these places regarded labels and 
information, alternative food options, and social and spatial dynamics. We paid specific 
attention to labeling cards in the dining halls, listed ingredients and allergens, as well as the 
amount and presence of food options for vegans, vegetarians, gluten-free individuals, and 
those with food allergies. We also noted differences in our interactions with and observed 
interactions between patrons and staff.


For our interviews, we met with seven students, conducted one group interview with 
about twenty students, and met with one administrator and one dining hall chef. Most of the 
students we interviewed restricted their diets by either medical necessity or choice. Our 
sample was constructed by contacting people we already knew and through snowballing; we 
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invited interlocutors to participate in interviews through emails and in-person conversations. 
The group interview was conducted in a classroom setting, and the other interviews occurred 
in locations that were chosen by our interlocutors on various campuses, usually in a dining hall 
or cafe. These interviews were semi-structured and informal in nature. They lasted anywhere 
from 15 minutes to one hour in length.


We approached our investigation with the overarching question: What are the 
experiences of those living with dietary restrictions at the colleges within this study? To deepen 
this focus within our research, we also explored: How or in what ways are the lives of students 
impacted by food offered at the dining halls and/or other on-campus eateries? How do 
students with restricted diets perceive themselves, and how are they perceived by others? For 
people who are restricted, to what extent, if at all, do decisions involving food affect and/or 
relate to social interactions? What follows is a representative sampling of responses to those 
questions by interlocutors in their own words. Their names have been changed to protect their 
anonymity.
"
Food Finding(s)  

Dining Halls and Eateries  
Among the many dining halls and eating establishments on the five campuses, there are 

several different approaches to food service, variety, presentation, and labeling. Our 
observations of what was available at these locations were supported by the way students 
expressed their preferences for specific eateries. Students definitely understood which options 
each location provided and how dietary restrictions were handled at each space. Colleges are 
identified by numbers 1-5, below:


(1) At College one’s dining hall, there are several options for vegans and vegetarians, as 
well as a small section with gluten-free snacks, and a small area with alternative drink options 
such as almond, soy, and lactose-free milk. Some students, specifically those who are vegan 
or gluten-free, found that College one had several “fresh” and “alternative options.” However 
Lauren, who has several food allergies, said that although College one was willing to make 
special meals for her each night, the chef responsible for preparing her meal rotated between 
three or four people. She said that occasionally someone “would forget that I couldn’t have one 
thing or another and so sometimes [she would suffer an allergic reaction],” just because more 
people preparing her food increased the possibility that someone would forget about one of 
her allergens and inadvertently include it in her meal. 


(2) At College two’s dining hall, there are signs marking the presence of already 
prepared meals, such as soups and main entrées, which are also vegan and vegetarian. 
Additionally, the soup options at College two list some allergens present in each, which on the 
day we observed included wheat, soybeans, milk, and eggs. Yet College two was the most 
heavily critiqued dining hall, due to its lack of options and inconsistent labeling. Cheryl 
expressed that “every time I eat at College two I end up having a stomachache” because that 
dining hall uses gluten as a filler in many of its sauces and main dishes. On the day we 
conducted participant-observation, gluten was not labeled in the dishes at College two. Also, 
Sean, a student who has a nut allergy, shared an experience where he took some vegetable 
curry that was unlabeled, and before eating discovered that the dish contained walnuts, which 
would have seriously harmed him. Since Sean reported this to the dining hall, he has noticed 
an increase in signage for peanuts and tree nuts; in our fieldnotes, College two’s pastry section 
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listed items which contained nuts. We also noticed that College two did a pretty good job of 
labeling vegan and vegetarian offerings in their dining hall. However, while College two’s 
separate eatery had options for vegetarians, Cheryl, who has celiac disease, and Eliza, who is 
vegan, pointed out that it did not have options for their dietary restrictions, nor did it list 
ingredients or allergens for any of its food products.


(3) At College three’s dining hall, there is a relatively new station that provides students 
with allergy-free, gluten-free, vegan, and vegetarian options every day for lunch, brunch, and 
dinner. Lauren, who has multiple food allergies, described her doubt that she would be able to 
live as “comfortably” without these new allergy-free offerings, which include one animal 
protein, one grain, and one vegetable daily which are free of the US-FDA’s Top Eight Allergens: 
dairy, eggs, peanuts, tree nuts, seafood, shellfish, soy, and wheat/gluten. She used the word 
“fantastic” more than once to discuss this station, adding: “Without that, I’d probably have to 
make my own meals.” Another student mentioned that food information sheets are provided 
next to each station. Yet, the most mixed responses were in regard to dining at College three, 
possibly because it has undergone several changes in the past year. Cheryl thought that 
College three didn’t seem to be as competent with food issues pertaining to those with celiac 
disease, but that it was improving. On the other hand, the coffeehouse, a student-run eatery 
affiliated with College three, offered several alternative milk options, as well as a large variety of 
snacks that were vegan or gluten-free.


(4) At College four’s dining halls, A and B, we observed that food particularly in the 
baked goods section was labeled for dairy, eggs, gluten, and nuts, four allergens on the list of 
the US-FDA’s Top Eight. Vegetarian baked goods and vegan breakfast sausages were also 
labeled. At dining hall A, a separate plastic case held gluten-free snacks, breads, and desserts. 
College four’s A and B dining halls were often characterized as being “like heaven” or “the 
best” for students with some restrictions because they carefully label foods that contain the 
most common allergens. However, while careful labeling tells students what they cannot eat, it 
does not necessarily mean there will be safe foods for students to eat. At College four’s eatery, 
there were options for vegetarians, but little to no alternatives for vegans, those with celiac 
disease or people with specific or multiple food allergies. 


(5) At College five’s dining hall, gluten-free, vegan, and vegetarian options were not 
clearly labeled during our brunch observation session; however, a sign that read “contains 
coconut” was posted next to the spinach eggs located in the hot breakfast section. College 
five’s eatery offered a classic grill menu, but did not advertise any vegetarian, vegan, gluten-
free, or other allergy-free options. This rather extreme difference at College five can most 
clearly be expressed in a story Eliza shared about buying some cereal at an eatery with which 
College five is affiliated. Her experience of asking for soy milk went like this: “‘Oh do you have 
any soy milk by chance?’ And they laughed. They laughed in my face. And they were like, ‘Soy 
milk [here]?’ And I was like, ‘Sorry.’ And then of course I went to the College three coffeehouse 
and asked for some.”  Eliza’s experience, from the tentative phrasing of her request, to the 
staff’s outright laughter, to her apology, illustrates just how entrenched ideas about 
institutionally normal versus individually deviant eating choices can be, as well as how that 
difference can be exploited for humor or critique. 
"""
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Institutional Pathways 
Like the dining halls, the administrations of the five campuses play a role in providing 

support for the dietary-restricted community. Jane, an administrator who worked in the Dean of 
Students office at College three, explains that part of her job is to help with the catering events 
at New Student Orientations and other special events. Jane notes that “nicely catered meals... 
[are] kind of a bit of a land mine, you know, for students with restrictions.” Because of this, she 
is in charge of making sure that all students who are vegan or vegetarian have a special meal 
prepared for them in advance. However, she said that invariably, “more people take those 
[special meals] than were meant to or people don’t take the thing. And you’re like, ‘Well, I 
thought this was a requirement,’ you know?...As a staff member…you are trying to get things 
from the catering side.” 


Another large part of Jane’s job is to “help [students] communicate with faculty, help 
students advocate for themselves...or sometimes just advocate for something when that needs 
to happen.” She does this through “one-on-one” discussions with students, and it is through 
this dialogue that she learns of other dining halls being “more facilitating and accommodating 
to our students,” an indication that “we’re obviously not doing enough.” While she doesn’t 
think such an approach is “cutting edge,” she states that acting “once one student brings 
something forward...[is] how we operate.” 


For Chef Harry of College three’s dining hall, working within administrative protocols for 
changes that benefit students has never been a problem. When discussing how he approached 
asking for the extra budget for gluten-free pasta, Chef Harry admitted that “it was quite a bit 
more than regular pasta. But that’s when we went to the administration and said, ‘This is what 
we want to do. It’s going to be a little bit more money, but it’s going to work out in the long 
run.’ And, they received it very well.” Chef Harry also described a body called the Food 
Committee which acts as an ambassador between the students, the dining hall, and the 
administration. “We [the dining hall] bring everything we do to the Food Committee...[and in 
addition to a dining hall staff member on the committee] there’s another faculty member on 
there, and there’s a couple of students.” Students on the committee ask the student body’s 
opinion on dining hall project ideas. If those ideas are supported, “the faculty member brings it 
back to the Dean of Students.” And normally, Chef Harry says, when the faculty member asks, 
“‘Can we do this? Any problems?’...It’s usually, ‘No.’” 


That being said, students like Sean who are not involved with a student or 
administrative body have different opinions on how well the administration’s policies affect 
food access. One important point of contention involves the meal plan, which requires students 
to pay for a specific number of meals per week, normally twelve or sixteen. However, these 
rules can change depending on what housing students receive. On the subject of housing 
support, Sean said that with dietary restrictions: “You can petition to get priority housing 
wherever you want [at College two, but with special housing], the maximum meal plan you can 
have is eight meals per week. You can’t have twelve or sixteen.” Jane “can totally relate” to 
students’ experiences, and even expressed frustration with the limitations of the existing 
system and her administrative role at College three: “students who don’t want to be on 
our...the meal plan...[have] ended up learning how to find the food that works for them...The 
college is limited in the housing we provide; [it] doesn’t really provide as, you know, adequate 
cooking station[s]...[Then] the college is stuck, the student is stuck, and the only way to work 
on it is to interact with the staff...I know it’s a really challenging thing.” Jane’s commentary 
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shows the difficulties experienced by students and administration when trying to work within a 
system not designed for dietary-restricted living; navigating the existing system can, for some 
students, be like the metaphor of a mouse on a treadmill. As it stands, students can either pick 
and choose from the college’s meal plan or cook their own food. If students do not use the 
meal plan they must cook their own food in the dorms, which do not have adequate space or 
cooking tools, and the students often do not have time to be cooking. If students have 
problems with these options, the next step is to work with the administration, which may not 
have the ability to make all the necessary changes.


Institutional pathways, then, provide some methods of support to students. But those 
pathways are often mediated by the administration, whose hands can be tied by the institution. 
This is probably the most challenging obstacle that dietary-restricted students face: how to be 
included in the institutional conversation on food selection, preparation, delivery, and access 
so that they can eat in a college environment just like their non-dietary-restricted peers. 
"

Self-advocacy and Agency within the Dining Hall 
Students themselves have different approaches to advocating for the food items that 

they may want or need with their specific dietary restrictions. For Sean and Cheryl, filling out 
comment cards is a way to exert their agency and to let the dining hall and administration 
know that their needs are not being met. “I do all the surveys and I do a lot of comments 
because that way I’m not like, ‘You’re doing a terrible job,’” Cheryl says. Sean tells the story of 
how he responded when he found a nut in a food item that was not labeled: “So I actually 
wrote them a hate mail letter. Well, it wasn’t hate mail, it was a critique that I put on the wall, 
very politely worded...I wrote a letter and said, basically if this happens again, I’m going to go 
to the Dean, ‘cause you could have killed someone, or at least seriously harmed someone... 
They’ve actually been better since then. So now they put up little signs that say…“Contains 
Nuts” next to food that has nuts.” Eliza tells the story of the time she asked a College one 
dining hall staff member if tofu could be consistently offered at the dining hall’s salad bar: “I 
talked to one of the workers and [said]: ‘I really need tofu, every day. There’s just no other 
protein options you offer except for tofu…in the salad bar, and …that needs to be like a 
consistent thing’…cause they just don’t put it out sometimes….I just can’t come to the dining 
hall assuming that it will be there...They were like: ‘Okay, we’ll work on that.’” Lauren chose to 
contact the dining halls directly and work with the staff at the beginning of her freshman year. 
But when she kept getting sick in her first few months at College three, she went directly to the 
administration: 
"

I think I can honestly say that I was the one who gave [the administration] the idea for 
the allergy-free station. Just because I wanted to be able to allow students like me, and 
a great number of students like me, to be able to eat in the dining hall without feeling 
like a burden, without feeling like they were bothering anybody, you know, constantly by 
asking questions, without feeling afraid that the information they were getting might be 
wrong and that you might have an allergic reaction later, and to be able to eat with their 
friends. 
"

Additionally, when the allergy-free station isn’t open for breakfast, she has “made a relationship 
with a couple of the cooks who work at the omelet station and they have been really great.” 
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Her example highlights the necessity of communication between student, dining hall staff, and 
administration in order to facilitate food access for dietary-restricted students, even when there 
are no formally established pathways—such as the comment cards provided by the dining 
halls which Cheryl and Sean use—to express those needs. As these examples show, students 
who find avenues for self-advocacy can be positively received by staff and effect 
improvements in the dining halls. Importantly, though, is the fact that Lauren, Cheryl, and Sean 
still need to rely on members of the institution to follow through on changes for them. In other 
words, self-advocacy and agency within the institution are still dependent on institutional 
representatives’ willingness to act on behalf of students with dietary restrictions. Not 
surprisingly, then, student activities and agency outside of the institutional dining hall setting 
became a focal point in our discussions, as the peer-to-peer social realm is one in which 
students can exercise more control.  

 


Nourishing Social Life   
The majority of students articulated a strong relationship between food and social life 

on a college campus. Our group interview gave us some insight into the importance of meals 
together as a time for casually visiting with friends and maintaining relationships. Serena, a 
student without restrictions at College four, asserted that, “if I’m spending dinner with you, I 
must really like you,” and Gale, another student without restrictions from College four, 
associated getting a meal with someone as a “rite of passage into...becoming friends with 
somebody.” For students with restrictions, eating meals with friends was equally important, but 
more challenging with the added factor of finding food that they could actually eat. Amara, a 
student at College five with a refined sugar allergy, stated that she and her friends plan their 
entire day around meals, but that her allergy “does dictate which dining halls I’m in the mood to 
go to,” because of what options she has for bread. As such, she will influence where her 
friends eat. Part of the reason Lauren appreciates the allergy-free station at College three, even 
if it has limited variety, is because it “allows me to eat socially with my friends in a dining hall 
setting, and I know that I would have to be making my own food at odd hours and eating at 
odd hours without people if I didn’t have that.” 


Restricting one’s diet also affected student experiences with extracurricular events on 
campus. Because she has celiac disease, Cheryl is unable to drink beer at parties, which 
comes as a shock to many of her peers. Dave, a student at College four who has kidney 
disease, also expressed frustration with not being able to have alcohol in a setting where it is 
traditionally popular. Eliza mentioned that for other events on campus, like a barbecue for 
example, “I just have to assume that I have to eat beforehand.” Several students still 
participated in events on campus and simply chose not to eat the food, while a few found ways 
to incorporate the foods that they could actually eat. Because approaching this topic through 
the administration makes her “nervous,” Cheryl relied on peer support. She is involved in a club 
that bakes and sells bread, and so she worked with a friend to make a small amount of a 
gluten-free recipe each week. Additionally, a few students were part of a mentorship program 
with younger students, and they would bake items for their group that contained alternatives 
for some of the main allergens. 


Many students talked about negotiating social life with dietary restrictions. Dave 
mentioned that even at college, “fast food is very popular.” Because he can’t have potatoes, 
this can be difficult to deal with when everyone else is eating burgers and fries. Eliza described 
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that, for her birthday, she had hoped to go to the vegan restaurant in town with her friends, but 
that restaurant was too expensive for everyone. As a remedy, her parents hosted a dessert 
party at her home with vegan and non-vegan offerings. Maria, a student who is originally from 
France and has a seafood allergy, expressed that in France, fish would be served every Friday 
for religious reasons, and so she would not be able to eat with her friends on those days. 


Discussions of social life did differ by gender. Several female students experienced 
feelings of guilt, saying they did not always want to explain the extent of their restrictions to 
other people. Eliza said, “I don’t want [my friends] to have to worry about making these 
exceptions for me,” and Cheryl felt bad about asking dining hall staff for ingredients in food. 
Lauren shared a conversation with a friend that helped her reconcile conflicting feelings of self-
care versus burdensomeness to others. Her friend told her: “You’re at this college, you’re 
paying for these meals, they need to be taking care of you; you cannot feel like you’re causing 
them any burden because it’s their job to help you.” 


These sentiments, however, were only expressed by our female interlocutors. When 
questioned about guilt or explanations, male interlocutors thought the idea of guilt was 
ridiculous, and they were not bothered by having to explain their restrictions to other people. 
As Dave said: “The very nature of having dietary restrictions—I don’t think it’s a choice. I think 
it’s medical, and like assuming that everyone is operating out of their best interest for 
themselves...then that’s not really a choice.” The only male to express guilt was Gale, who 
does not have dietary restrictions, but felt awkward and uncomfortable at times when he would 
forget about a student’s restrictions when hosting a social event that did not have alternatives 
for them. Nevertheless, males did experience interactions where their food allergies were 
trivialized to the point of potentially placing them in danger. As Sean, who has a nut allergy, 
relates: “A common joke just among friends is like, if they have a nut, they’ll be like, ‘Oh watch 
out, I’ll feed this to you!’...I mean, that’s like a typical brash or callus joke, if you will.”

	 Those with elective	 dietary restrictions have also felt judged or stereotyped based on 
what they ate. As Eliza said: 
"

I think that also people assume that veganism is directly correlated with… morality, you 
know? So like, because I’m…vegan, I think my moral compass is stronger, which is so 
not true....And so I think that people want to prove me wrong in that sense....But I’m not 
doing it for anyone else. And that’s why there’s…this joke that someone told me (and I 
was like, oh God). The joke is:…“How do you know someone is vegan?...Because they 
told you already!”...I was like, ha ha, oh my God is that what people think? Is that what 
people think I’m like? 
"

Similarly, students shared reasons for avoiding conversations about their dietary restrictions. 
They are exemplified by the experience of Amara, who said: “When you finally explain it, 
people are like, ‘Oh my gosh, well what happens to you? How did you find out? How long have 
you had it?’...If someone offers me dessert I’ll just be like, ‘No, I’m stuffed.’ Or, they offer me…
some kind of food, or they’re like, ‘Let’s go get cake.’ If I just met them I’ll say, ‘Oh, I’ll come 
with, but I’m not a really big fan….’ I’m not going to go into it if I don’t have to.” Cheryl and 
Lauren both expressed that college was a new environment in which they were responsible for 
explaining and advocating for themselves, rather than at home, where their parents took on 
that role. With a familiar support network gone and little prior advocacy experience, freshmen 
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in particular can face seemingly insurmountable obstacles: navigating a new system of rules 
and regulations in multiple eating settings; making friendships in order to be included rather 
than isolated; making relationships with rotating shifts of dining hall and administrative staff; 
and doing so in a way that gives (ideally) immediate results, as meals are necessary three times 
a day, every day. This is an additional transition from home to college that is not part of non-
dietary-restricted students’ expectations and experiences. 


As Jane pointed out, making these relationships takes time. “Getting to know someone” 
in this context requires not only learning about a person’s specific dietary needs, but also 
learning about that person in the context of the rest of her life, so that she can be seen as a 
complex person and not simply the dietary-restricted Other. 
"
Chewing the Fat: Reflections 
	 Because students are advocating for change and institutions are responding, there is 
much to be hopeful about. All five of the colleges in our study either have made or are making 
strides in providing food offerings for a variety of diets. Most dining halls and eateries label at 
least some ingredients in their foods. Almost all of them are listening to student requests. 
College two’s dining hall began labeling foods with nuts after Sean brought the issue to its 
attention. College three’s dining hall instituted an allergy-free station devoid of the US-FDA’s 
Top Eight Allergens after Lauren suggested it; the station has now expanded to include gluten-
free, vegan and vegetarian stations as well. College one’s dining hall cooks meals individually 
for dietary-restricted students, although information is not always passed to rotating personnel. 
Some colleges have institutional pathways for student feedback, such as the use of comment 
cards, food committees, and an administrator to advocate for student concerns. Chef Harry’s 
desire to “cook what you guys want to eat” appears to be a genuine reflection of all five 
colleges’ attitudes toward their students. 

	 However, the situation is far from perfect. Labeling only obvious ingredients is 
dangerous for someone like Cheryl, who gets stomachaches when hidden, unmarked gluten is 
used as a thickener in a dish. Similarly, invisible tree nuts can be fatal for someone like Sean, 
who is anaphylactic. Moreover, accurate labeling can help dietary-restricted students avoid 
food, but it doesn’t help them eat if safe options are not also available. As two-thirds of the 
respondents in Greenhawt, et al. 2009 reported, safe alternatives to their dietary restrictions did 
not exist. Lauren’s idea of an allergy-free station at College three is intended to guarantee one 
such safe food option at every meal within the dining hall setting, but the concept is unique, 
available at only one of the five college sites studied. If, as the DOJ/Lesley University 
agreement suggests, food access is the key to solving the problems of dietary-restricted life at 
college, broad scale systemic solutions across U.S. colleges are a ways off. 
"
Re-thinking Risk  

Greenhawt et al. 2009 illustrate the point that biomedicine’s default terminology for food 
allergics who knowingly ingest allergens is “risk-takers,” discourse that has the potential to 
pathologize poor eating choices as a personality defect within the dietary-restricted. Yet 
Greenhawt et al. 2009 do not consider the list of rational decisions the dietary-restricted go 
through in the face of institutional inadequacy (I’m hungry; I have class in 15 minutes; there’s 
no other food I can eat), nor the extraordinary number of times in a day students adjust their 
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schedules to procure safe food. Many students in our sample were resourceful and effective at 
finding safe, appropriate food and advocating for themselves, if not also for others. All knew 
each dining hall and eatery’s food offerings well and frequented places where they could eat. 
Sean, Cheryl, Eliza, and Lauren spoke of advocating for improved food access for themselves 
and others, instituting monumental changes such as gluten-free baking, improved labeling, and 
a dietary-restricted food station. Additionally, Lauren, Sean, Amara, Cheryl, Dave, Eliza, and 
Maria also spoke of avoiding foods, sometimes at the risk of social ostracism.  Alternately, they 
sometimes went to great lengths to host their own event with safe, appropriate food. These 
students were not the risk-takers of biomedical studies on dietary-restrictions; they protected 
their health and overall well-being. 


Our study also recognizes that college is a unique environment specifically designed for 
students to live in, learn, and mature. In such an environment, mass-meal provision serves 
many purposes. At the most basic level, it is an efficient institutional method for providing 
students with the sustenance they need to physically survive. Additionally, it is a convenience 
students enjoy in order to invest their time in studying and developing extracurricular interests. 
Finally, mealtimes are an opportunity to connect socially. Given that every student comes to 
college without a social network, our data illustrate how important institutional mealtimes are 
for students to build new support networks to replace the ones they left behind. When colleges 
don’t provide for all diets at common mealtimes, they put students at risk for isolation. Visibly 
marking students as different by forcing them to eat elsewhere, to ask about ingredients, or to 
ask for alternative food has the potential to overlap with discourses that pathologize dietary 
restrictions, thus emboldening conversations such as Eliza’s when she asked for soy milk (and 
again, when her veganism was construed as a way to get attention), Sean’s when he was 
teased with a nut, and Amara’s when she was pressed for intimate personal details about her 
illness. Such exchanges coerce some students into silence about their dietary restrictions, 
which limits their ability to access safe, appropriate food. 


Inconsistent institutional responses can also ostracize students. As Lauren explained, 
one day she did not go to a picnic and concert at College three because there would not have 
been food that she could have eaten. Her friend Maddy later told her that there actually was 
allergen-free and vegan food prepared that Lauren could have had. But Lauren’s reply was that 
this is not always the case, so how were students with restrictions to have known? Not unlike 
some of the other stories we have told, Lauren missed this social event because of the 
unlikelihood that she would have had safe food access. While the majority of students in our 
study said that they would simply avoid food and drink at special events that did not cater to 
their dietary needs, this does not account for all scenarios. When students are running between 
classes and extracurricular activities, they may only have a limited amount of time for meals 
and therefore cannot risk wasting time at an event where appropriate food is unlikely to be 
found. 


Finally, inadequate institutional response to dietary restrictions has the potential to put 
students at risk for failure. Administrator Jane offered evidence of how the health problems 
encountered by students when they eat the wrong foods can have serious, long-term 
consequences for their academic work and overall schedule: “Those kind of things can affect 
you pretty drastically and mess up a whole week of school and then, that in and of itself can 
mess up the next month if that was a critical week...You can just get behind on academic, on 
everything so quickly.” She shared a few stories of students involved in peer mentor training or 
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other activities who came into contact with specific allergens and were then unable to 
participate in many special events.
"
Leftovers: Food Inaccessibility Remains  

Even though the five colleges in our study have genuinely good intentions and are 
responsive to student requests, interlocutors’ experiences confirm that institutionalized policies 
and procedures that guarantee safe, appropriate food access to dietary-restricted students are 
lacking. Our research suggests the following reforms to meet the DOJ’s benchmark of “food 
access”: 


· Colleges offer formal pathways for, and are responsive to, student input into food 
access issues, since students rely on the institution for food and our study indicates 
that their recommendations inspire the most effective change;


· Dining halls provide guaranteed safe food options daily for restricted diets, such as 
vegan and vegetarian dishes and food from each food group (protein, carbohydrate, 
fruits & vegetables, fats & oils) free of gluten and the US-FDA’s Top Eight Allergens;


· Dining halls implement procedural consistency by training specific employees in 
dietary-restricted food preparation. Only these employees are authorized to prepare 
dietary-restricted menus; 


· Dietary-restricted food is prepared in a dedicated space, with dedicated equipment, 
separate from other food; 


· Colleges include anaphylactic students in their conversation pathways to implement 
policies that protect against accidental cross-contamination, the effects of which 
could be fatal; 


· Menus utilize simple, whole foods, with minimal ingredients. Pre-packaged, 
processed foods are avoided; 


· Labeling is accurate, reliable, and comprehensive of ingredients and allergens; 

· Residential life policies support: primary and backup food access with appropriate 

meal plans and take-out options; student placement in dormitories with kitchens; 
and small appliance allowances for dormitory food storage and preparation. 
"

The application of these reforms on college campuses has the potential to provide safe, social 
food access for dietary-restricted students, which will in turn improve their quality of life. 
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