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Abstract

Background/Objectives: The university stage is a critical period for consolidating dietary
habits that influence future health. University canteens therefore play a key role in pro-
viding menus aligned with nutritional recommendations. As menu composition shapes
students’ access to healthy food, its evaluation also has equity implications. This study
aimed to apply a newly designed questionnaire—the COMUNI questionnaire—intended
to provide a rapid, user-friendly, and transferable method for evaluating the dietary
quality of lunch menus offered in university canteens. Methods: Two versions of the
13-item COMUNI questionnaire were developed: COMUNI-1 for single-option menus
and COMUNI-2 for menus offering multiple first- and second-course choices. The tool
evaluates the frequency of key food groups, the availability of water and wholegrain bread,
and the variety of foods and culinary techniques. To test the questionnaire, it was applied
to 34 menu templates from university residences, colleges, and cafeterias. Results: 85.3%
of menus showed deficient dietary quality, and 14.7% were rated as improvable; none
achieved an optimal score. Menus managed by catering companies obtained significantly
higher scores than those under direct management. Most frequently shortcomings in-
cluded insufficient offerings of vegetables, legumes, fish, and wholegrain bread, alongside
a frequent presence of refined carbohydrate sources and fried or ultra-processed foods.
Conclusions: Universities should incorporate adherence to dietary recommendations as a
key criterion in food-service procurement. The COMUNI questionnaire provides a simple
and operational tool for assessing menu quality, supporting both diagnosis and monitoring
of university food-service, once formally validated. Its use may also help identify structural
disparities in access to healthy foods across campus settings, supporting more equitable
food-service policies.

Keywords: questionnaire; university menu; food services; university students; dietary
quality; diet; dietetics

1. Introduction
The early years of adulthood are crucial for establishing dietary habits that will persist

in later stages of life, with consequent risks or benefits for health [1]. This life stage offers
a key opportunity for health promotion and the reinforcement of healthy lifestyles [2].
However, several studies have documented that young adults often adopt diets of poor
nutritional quality, characterized by low intake of plant-based foods and dairy products,
and excessive consumption of sugary beverages, fast food, and snacks [2]. These habits
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are frequently accompanied by low physical activity levels and high alcohol intake [1].
Spanish university students exhibit these same trends [3], increasingly adopting a Western
dietary pattern. Such unhealthy eating behaviours are associated with adverse health
outcomes, even during young adulthood, including increased risk of overweight, obesity,
mental health issues, and chronic diseases such as diabetes and cardiovascular disease [1,4].
Notably, weight gain during early adulthood has been identified as a strong predictor of
later-life chronic disease risk [5].

The transition to university life often entails significant changes in eating habits.
Many students leave the family home—where meals are usually planned and prepared by
parents—and must begin to manage their own diet or rely on institutional food services
such as residence halls or university cafeterias [1,6]. For many, these collective catering
systems become their primary source of daily meals. In this context, although offering
healthier menus does not automatically guarantee healthy eating habits, it does ensure
the availability of healthier food options. Consequently, the quality and composition of
the food provided on campus can substantially influence students’ dietary behaviours [7].
However, university canteens frequently offer a limited variety of foods and may lack
affordable, health-promoting options [6], which can reinforce suboptimal eating patterns.

A growing body of evidence shows that food environments that ensure the availability,
accessibility, and affordability of healthy foods facilitate healthier choices and support
the establishment of adequate dietary habits [8–11]. In university settings, where many
students rely on institutional food services for their main meals, limited availability of
healthy options or higher prices for foods such as fruits and vegetables can act as structural
barriers to healthy eating, contributing to inequities in access to nutritious foods [12,13].
Strengthening the nutritional quality and affordability of on-campus food provision is
therefore essential to ensure that healthier options become the most accessible and conve-
nient choices [14], thereby supporting broader public health objectives such as reducing
diet-related non-communicable disease risk in line with Sustainable Development Goal 3.4.

Universities, therefore, play a strategic role in promoting healthy eating, both by
ensuring the availability of healthy food options on campus and by implementing nutrition
education initiatives [2]. Guaranteeing that university food services provide menus aligned
with evidence-based dietary recommendations is essential. Nevertheless, traditional meth-
ods for assessing menu quality are time-consuming and require specialised personnel,
which limits their routine application.

Over the past two decades, several tools have been developed to assess food-service
environments and the nutritional quality of menus; however, most are not specifically
tailored for university canteens. Early instruments, such as the Nutrition Environment
Measures Survey in Restaurants (NEMS-R), focused primarily on environmental char-
acteristics rather than menu composition itself [15]. Later, the Healthy Meal Index pro-
vided a simple nutrient-based assessment of meals in canteen settings but was developed
outside the university context [16]. The FRESH audit expanded evaluation to environ-
mental and behavioural supports within dining facilities [17]. More recent tools, such
as AVACARD [18] and instruments assessing adherence to dietary patterns such as the
Mediterranean Diet [19], offer structured menu evaluations, but remain oriented toward
general food-service operations or specific dietary models. One of the few tools specifically
designed for university or work-site canteens is the Nutrition Environment Scoring for
Chinese-Style Canteens (NESC-CC), which incorporates culturally specific dietary char-
acteristics [20]. Additionally, the Menu Assessment Scoring Tool (MAST) was developed
to evaluate the nutritional quality of menus across diverse food-service establishments,
although it is not tailored to university settings or Mediterranean dietary frameworks [21].
Collectively, these instruments often require detailed nutritional analyses, focus on broader
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food-environment factors, or target non-university populations, rather than providing a
rapid and practical measure of menu quality.

Given these limitations, there remains scope for a brief and practical tool capable of
evaluating the dietary quality of lunch menus in university canteens. Although developed
within the Spanish higher-education context, such an instrument could also be adapted to
other Mediterranean and European settings, where dietary recommendations and menu
structures share common principles, and can be incorporated with minimal contextual
modifications. Building on previous work developing the COMES questionnaire for the
assessment of school menus [22], the present study applied a newly designed questionnaire
intended to provide a rapid, user-friendly, and transferable method for evaluating the
dietary quality of lunch menus offered in university canteens. However, the objective
of this study was not to conduct a formal validation of the tool; as COMUNI is still in
its pre-validation phase, the analyses presented should be interpreted solely as an initial
demonstration of feasibility.

2. Materials and Methods
The COMUNI questionnaire (from the Spanish initials for university canteens—COMedores

UNIversitarios) was developed to evaluate the dietary quality of lunch menus offered in uni-
versity canteens. The validation of content was carried out through a review of national and
international dietary recommendations [23–26] and a panel of experts. First, the selection of
items was specifically based on the Food-Based Dietary Guidelines (FBDGs), as these provide
science-based recommendations presented as practical guidelines for healthy eating [25,27–29].
Subsequently, the questionnaire underwent expert validation by the panel of experts in nutrition
and dietetics, who assessed the clarity, relevance, and suitability of its items for the university
context. During this process, experts also evaluated the adequacy of the items in relation to
these recommendations, the appropriateness of the cut-off points used to assess each item, and
the suitability of the final questionnaire classification based on the total score. As detailed in the
Introduction, the present study does not include the psychometric validation of the tool; accord-
ingly, the methodological focus here to describing its development and application. COMUNI
questionnaire consists of 13 items (Table 1). The first eight items assess the recommended
frequency of consumption (FC) of the food groups typically eaten at the main meal in the
Spanish context (lunch). These groups include vegetables, legumes, pasta, rice, potatoes,
fish, meat, eggs, fruits, ultra-processed or pre-cooked, processed meat products (sausages
and derivatives), and high-fat meats (such as chops, ribs, meatballs, or hamburgers). These
items evaluate whether the menu offering aligns with the recommended consumption
frequency for each food group. In addition, the questionnaire evaluates complementary
aspects of the menu, such as whether wholegrain bread is available (item 9), whether water
is offered as the default beverage (item 10), the variety of foods and culinary preparations,
and the adequacy of cooking techniques used.

Two versions of the COMUNI questionnaire were proposed: (1) COMUNI-1, designed
for menus offering a single fixed option (no choice available), and (2) COMUNI-2, intended
for menus that provide two or more choices for both the first and second courses, from
which users must select one of each (Table 1). Both versions are specifically designed to
assess lunch menus served five days per week. The differences between COMUNI-1 and
COMUNI-2 lie in five items (1, 2, 4, 5, and 6) for which the required frequencies vary.
For example, COMUNI-2 requires higher weekly offerings of fish and legumes, given the
availability of multiple dish options. In menus where salad, pasta, or potatoes are freely
available—independently of the planned first or second course options—these foods are
considered side dishes.
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Table 1. COMUNI-1 and COMUNI-2 questionnaires for dietary assessment of the quality of university
menus without options for dish selection.

Items COMUNI-1 Points Items COMUNI-2 Points

1. The menu offers fish at least three times a week 1. The menu offers fish at least four times a week.

2. The menu offers legumes at least twice a week. 2. The menu offers legumes at least three times a
week. 1

3. The menu offers fresh fruit every day. 3. The menu offers fresh fruit every day.
4. The menu offers vegetables as a first course at
least twice a week.

4. The menu offers vegetables as a first course every
day.

5. The menu offers a side dish of vegetables at least
four times a week.

5. The menu offers a side dish of vegetables every
day.

6. The menu offers potatoes, pasta, or rice as a first
course at most once a week.

6. The menu offers potatoes, pasta, or rice as a first
course up to twice a week at most.

7. The menu offers pre-cooked or ultra-processed
foods at most once every two weeks.

7. The menu offers pre-cooked or ultra-processed
foods at most once every two weeks.

8. The menu offers processed meats or fatty meats at
most once every two weeks.

8. The menu offers processed meats or fatty meats at
most once every two weeks.

9. Whole-grain bread is offered. 9. Whole-grain bread is offered
10. The beverage offered on the menu is water. 10. The beverage offered on the menu is water.
11. The presence of fried, breaded, and battered
foods on the menu is less than or equal to
once a week.

11. The presence of fried, breaded, and battered
foods on the menu is less than or equal to
twice a week.

12. There is an adequate variety of foods within the
same group.

12. There is an adequate variety of foods within the
same group.

13. There is an adequate variety of culinary
preparations, both across the menu in general and
for the same foods.

13. There is an adequate variety of culinary
preparations, both across the menu in general and
for the same foods.

Each item is scored 1 point if it meets the criterion, or 0 points if it does not. 1 For menus with more than 2 options
for each course, this food group must be offered every day.

Each item is scored with 1 point if the criterion (the recommendation) is met, and
0 points if it is not. This information is obtained through a qualitative analysis of the
menu template, considering the frequency of food group offerings, the variety of foods and
preparations, and the cooking techniques used. To achieve this, the monthly or quarterly
menu plan for each centre is reviewed and, when available, complemented with dish sheets
specifying ingredients and quantities. Based on recommended portion sizes for this popu-
lation [29], menu dishes are converted into servings allocated to the corresponding food
groups, allowing the calculation of the weekly frequency of consumption for each group.

Items 1–8 are scored based on the weekly frequency with which each food group is
offered. In the case of vegetables, first courses and side dishes are assessed separately, as
lunch is the main meal in Spain and typically consists of a first course based on vegetables,
legumes, cereals (e.g., pasta, rice), or potatoes; a protein-based second course (e.g., meat,
fish, or eggs) accompanied by a side dish of vegetables, potatoes, or cereals to complement;
and a dessert, often fruit, dairy, or sweets. Pre-cooked or ultra-processed foods include
both fried pre-cooked items (e.g., croquettes, empanadas, calamari) and non-fried items
(e.g., pizza, lasagne). Meats are classified into lean, fatty, and processed categories based on
their distinct nutritional profiles and corresponding dietary guidelines. Other food groups
were not included in this part of the questionnaire because they are indirectly assessed. For
example, at lunchtime, dairy products and sweets are often served as dessert, displacing
fruit consumption. Thus, compliance with item 3 of the COMUNI tool (“The menu offers
fresh fruit every day”) implies the absence of dairy or sugar-based desserts. Likewise,
adherence to item 10 (‘Water is the beverage offered with the menu’) excludes the provision
of sugary or alcoholic drinks.

The COMUNI questionnaire also assesses the variety of both food items (i.e., offering
foods from all groups and different items within the same group) and culinary techniques
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(evaluated both across the menu as a whole and within individual food groups) as addi-
tional indicators of menu quality. The evaluation criteria for food and culinary variety
(Table 2) were established based on the dietary recommendations previously described
and on nearly 20 years of experience from our research group in analysing menus from
schools, universities, and other collective catering settings. For each food group, variety
can be classified as “optimal,” “improvable,” or “deficient,” depending on the number of
distinct foods or techniques offered per month. Cut-off points were defined according to
the typical range of foods and preparation methods used in collective catering in Spain [30].
For example, (1) an optimal variety within the “pasta, rice, and potatoes” group requires
the presence of all three foods; (2) likewise, three different legumes (traditionally lentils,
chickpeas, and beans in Spain) are considered optimal for legumes group, and (3) six or
more different vegetables are required given usual practice in institutional food services,
even though many more exist. Similar criteria were applied to lean meats and fish. Cut-off
points for culinary technique variety were based on the methods most commonly used in
collective catering for each food group. When either the specific food item or the culinary
technique used in a dish is not specified, that aspect is classified as “deficient.”

Table 2. Assessment criteria to monthly evaluate the variety of foods and culinary techniques of
university menus with the COMUNI questionnaire.

Course Food Group Evaluation Variety Within the
Group

Variety of Culinary
Techniques

First course

Pasta, rice, and
potatoes

Optimal 3 4
Improvable 2 3

Deficient 1 2

Vegetables
Optimal ≥6 ≤4

Improvable 4–5 2–3
Deficient ≤3 1

Legumes
Optimal 3 3

Improvable 2 2
Deficient 1 1

Second course

Lean meats
Optimal 4 ≥4

Improvable 3 3
Deficient ≤2 ≤2

Fish
Optimal ≥5 (b and a) ≥4

Improvable 3–4 (b and a) 2–3
Deficient ≤2 (or no b and a) 1

Side dish

Vegetables
Optimal ≥3 3

Improvable 2 2
Deficient 1 1

Potatoes
Optimal 3

Improvable 2
Deficient 1

a: oily fish; b: white fish.

Item 11 evaluates the presence of fried, breaded, and battered foods on the menu;
“fried” also includes mixed culinary preparations where frying is one of the cooking
methods (e.g., Spanish omelet, meatballs). Item 12 is scored as zero if the variety of
vegetables, legumes, meats, and fish is rated as “deficient” in more than one of these
categories (Table 2). Item 13 is scored as zero if the variety of culinary techniques applied
to vegetables, pasta, rice, potatoes, meats, and fish is rated as “deficient” in more than one
category (Table 2).

The final score of the questionnaire is obtained by summing the scores of the 13 items.
Menu dietary quality is classified as “deficient” when the total score ranges from 0 to
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5 points (below the 33rd percentile), indicating that the recommendations are not met;
“improvable” when the score is between 6 and 9 points (between the 33rd and 67th per-
centiles), indicating partial compliance with the recommendations; and “optimal” when
the score is between 10 and 13 points (above the 67th percentile), indicating that most
recommendations are fulfilled.

The implementation time of the COMUNI questionnaire is approximately 10 min.
This tool has been developed for use both in the global assessment of university menus
and in the identification of specific shortcomings through item-by-item evaluation.

2.1. Implementation of the COMUNI Questionnaire

To test the applicability and use of the designed tool, the COMUNI questionnaire
was applied to menus from various Spanish university centres (residences, colleges, and
cafeterias). Menu plans were obtained either by direct request or online, and all menu
templates to which access was possible—provided they met the inclusion criteria—were
analysed. Inclusion criteria required a minimum of 3–4 weeks of planned menus and
affiliation with a university dining service. The purposeful sample of templates employed
was selected to reflect the diversity of menu structures, dish-choice systems, and manage-
ment models commonly found in university canteens. Menus were prepared and served
under two management models: (1) “direct management”, in which the menu planning
and food preparation were carried out internally by the institution or by small-scale cater-
ing providers, and (2) “catering”, in which the service was outsourced to food service
management companies. The qualitative analysis of the menu sheets was conducted as
previously described, and the COMUNI-1 or COMUNI-2 questionnaires were administered
accordingly, based on the menu options.

2.2. Statistical Analysis

The results are presented as mean (SD) or absolute frequency (n). The assessment
of individual questionnaire items is expressed as the percentage of positive responses
(% compliance with recommendations). The normality of quantitative variables was eval-
uated using the Shapiro–Wilk test. As the questionnaire score did not follow a normal
distribution, comparisons were performed using the Mann–Whitney U test (for dichoto-
mous variables) or the Kruskal–Wallis H test (for variables with more than two categories).
Categorical variables were compared using the Chi-square test. Statistical significance was
set at p < 0.05. Statistical analyses were conducted using IBM SPSS version 29.0.

3. Results
The COMUNI questionnaire was applied to 34 menu sheets from university canteens

across seven Spanish regions. As the tool is still in a pre-validation phase and the sample
was small and non-random, the results presented should be interpreted as descriptive
and exploratory. These menus were served in 9 university residences, 12 colleges, and
13 university cafeterias. In terms of food service management, 15 menus were provided by
food service management companies (4 from residences, 9 from student halls, and 2 from
cafeterias), while 19 were directly managed by the institution or by small-scale catering
providers (5 residences, 3 student halls, and 11 cafeterias). Of the 34 menus, 12 offered no
dish choice and were therefore assessed using COMUNI-1. In 13 menus, two options were
available for both the first and second courses; in the remaining 9, three or more options
were offered. These 22 menus with multiple options were evaluated using COMUNI-2.

Table 3 shows the mean scores of the COMUNI, COMUNI-1, and COMUNI-2 ques-
tionnaires for the overall sample, as well as by type of university centre and food ser-
vice management model. No statistically significant differences were observed between
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COMUNI-1 and COMUNI-2 scores (p = 0.307), nor across different types of university cen-
tres (p = 0.329). However, menus managed by food service management companies scored
significantly higher than those overseen by institutions or small-scale catering providers
(p < 0.001). This difference remained significant when analysing COMUNI-1 (p = 0.004)
and COMUNI-2 (p = 0.021) separately. Regarding the classification of the questionnaires,
none of the analysed menus achieved an “optimal” rating (10–13 points).

Table 3. Mean scores of the COMUNI questionnaire and the COMUNI-1 and COMUNI-2 question-
naires for the total sample and by type of university centre and food service management.

Centers COMUNI
Mean (SD)

COMUNI-1
Mean (SD)

COMUNI-2
Mean (SD)

Total sample n = 34
4.3 (1.4)

n = 12
3.9 (1.2)

n = 22
4.5 (1.5)

Type of university centre

University residence n = 9
3.8 (1.1)

n = 6
3.5 (1.0)

n = 3
4.3 (1.2)

Student hall n = 12
4.7 (1.2)

n = 6
4.3 (1.2)

n = 6
5.0 (1.3)

University cafeteria n = 13
4.3 (1.7) n = 0 n = 13

4.3 (1.7)

Management modality
Catering n = 15

5.1 (1.2) *
n = 6

4.8 (0.8) *
n = 9

5.3 (1.4) *

Direct management n = 19
3.6 (1.2)

n = 6
3.0 (0.6)

n = 13
2.9 (1.3)

* p < 0.05 Catering vs. Direct management. Classification ranges: poor = 0–5 points; improvable = 6–9 points;
optimal = 10–13 points.

Table 4 shows the distribution of menus classified as having either “poor” (P) (0–5
points) or “improvable” (I) (6–9 points) dietary quality. No significant differences were
found in classification between COMUNI, COMUNI-1, and COMUNI-2 or across types of
university centres and food service management.

Table 4. Classification of the COMUNI questionnaire and the COMUNI-1 and COMUNI-2 question-
naires for the total sample and by type of university centre and food service management.

COMUNI Classification
COMUNI COMUNI-1 COMUNI-2

P I P I P I

Total sample 29 5 11 1 18 4

Type of university centre
University residence 9 0 6 0 3 0
Student hall 9 3 5 1 4 2
University cafeteria 11 2 0 0 11 2

Management modality Catering 11 4 6 1 6 3
Direct management 18 1 6 0 12 1

P: poor dietary quality (0–5 points); I: improvable dietary quality (6–9 points). No menus achieved an optimal
score (10–13 points).

Finally, individual questionnaire items were analysed (Table 5). Results showed that
most canteens served less fish, legumes, vegetables (both as main and side dishes), and
whole-grain bread than recommended. Conversely, there was an excessive presence of
pasta, rice, or potatoes as first courses, processed and fatty meats, and fried, breaded, or
battered preparations. However, water was consistently offered as the default beverage,
and fresh fruit was present as dessert in most menus. The variety of culinary techniques
was generally improvable. Menus managed by catering companies performed significantly
better in two key areas: they included fewer precooked and ultra-processed foods (p = 0.026)
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and offered a greater variety of foods within the same group (p = 0.006), compared to menus
under direct management. These findings illustrate the type of patterns the tool can detect
in practice.

Table 5. Compliance with COMUNI questionnaire items for the total sample and according to
management modality.

Compliance with COMUNI Items (%) COMUNI
Management Modality

C DM

1. Fish 29.4 33.3 26.3
2. Legumes 11.8 20.0 5.3
3. Fresh fruit 94.1 93.3 94.7
4. Vegetables as a main dish 32.4 33.3 31.6
5. Vegetables as side dish 41.2 46.7 36.8
6. Pasta, potatoes and rice as a main dish 2.9 6.7 0
7. Pre-cooked or ultra-processed foods 58.8 80.0 * 42.1
8. Processed meats or fatty meats 0 0 0
9. Whole-grain bread 5.9 13.3 0
10. Water 100 100 100
11. Fried, breaded, and battered foods 5.9 13.3 0
12. Variety of foods within the same group 47.1 73.3 * 26.3
13. Variety of culinary preparations 70.6 80.0 63.2

* p < 0.05 Catering vs. Direct management. C: catering; DM: direct management.

4. Discussion
The present study developed and applied two brief versions of the COMUNI question-

naire (COMUNI-1 and COMUNI-2) to assess the dietary quality of lunch menus offered
in university canteens. The tool was conceptualized based on food-based dietary recom-
mendations for the Spanish population [25,27], the Mediterranean dietary pattern [28], and
existing evidence documenting suboptimal eating habits among university students [1,31].
Rather than evaluating nutrient composition, COMUNI focuses on the frequency and
presence of key food groups and culinary practices, consistent with the approach followed
by other menu-assessment indices [32]. This methodological process aimed to produce a
user-friendly tool that could be completed rapidly, enabling the routine and operational
assessment of university menus. Accordingly, the results presented here should be under-
stood as descriptive and illustrative of the tool’s potential operational use.

Although several instruments have been developed to assess food-service environ-
ments and menu quality, most were not designed for university settings and therefore have
limited applicability to this population. Early tools, such as the Nutrition Environment
Measures Survey in Restaurants (NEMS-R), which focuses primarily on restaurant envi-
ronments, do not directly evaluate the structure of institutional menus [15]. Similarly, the
Healthy Meal Index was validated in non-university canteens [16], and the Full Restaurant
Evaluation Supporting a Healthy dining environment (FRESH) expands assessment to envi-
ronmental and behavioural supports without specifically analysing menu composition [17].
More recent menu-based instruments—such as AVACARD [18] or tools designed to assess
adherence to the Mediterranean diet in cafeteria menus [19]—offer structured evaluations
but remain oriented toward general food-service operations or to specific dietary patterns.

Within this heterogeneous landscape, the Menu Assessment Scoring Tool (MAST),
developed in Australia, represents an additional attempt to evaluate the nutritional quality
of menus across diverse food-service establishments [21]. However, MAST was conceived
for broad application and not specifically for higher-education institutions. As its au-
thors acknowledge, it provides an overall appraisal of the availability of nutritious and
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nutrient-poor foods and beverages but does not assess the adequacy of individual dishes
or adherence to specific dietary patterns, thus requiring complementary and more detailed
analyses when an in-depth menu evaluation is needed. Even the Nutrition Environment
Scoring for Chinese-Style Canteens (NESC-CC), one of the few tools specifically developed
for university or work-site canteens, is tailored to Chinese-style menus and incorporates
culturally specific scoring criteria [20].

School-menu assessment tools have also been developed to evaluate menu qual-
ity [33–36], but they also present limited transferability, as they target the nutritional needs
and eating behaviours of children rather than young adults. Systematic reviews highlight
this heterogeneity and the limited cross-context applicability of existing menu-assessment
indices [32], reinforcing the need for adaptable, population-specific tools.

In this context, COMUNI provides a brief, food-based instrument tailored to the
characteristics of university lunch menus and adaptable to Mediterranean and broader Eu-
ropean settings. Although developed within the Spanish context, its structure—organized
around food groups, menu frequency criteria, and basic culinary practices—facilitates its
application in other countries whose food-based dietary guidelines share similar principles.
Across the European Union, national FBDGs consistently emphasise core elements such as
regular consumption of vegetables, fruits, whole grains, legumes, fish, and water, while
discouraging foods high in saturated fats, sugars, and salt [23,37]. Given this common
foundation, COMUNI can be readily adapted to diverse European food-service contexts
with minimal contextual modifications. Moreover, the tool can be applied in approximately
10 min, allowing for rapid assessment without compromising feasibility, whereas other
authors, such as Sealens (NEMS-R tool) [15], have reported application times of around
30 min for their questionnaire.

In this study, COMUNI was applied to 34 menus from Spanish university residences,
colleges, and cafeterias. The objective was not to evaluate the overall quality of university
menus at the national level, but rather to test the performance and applicability of the tool.
Although the results obtained from our sample cannot be considered representative of
all university food services, they reveal a pattern consistent with previous research: the
availability of food groups that students typically underconsume—such as vegetables,
legumes, fruits, and fish—is limited, whereas items that young adults tend to overconsume,
including pasta, rice, potatoes, processed meats, and fried foods, are more frequently
offered [2,38,39]. Consequently, menu compliance with the recommended frequencies
for these key food groups was generally low. The high prevalence of energy-dense, low-
nutrient options and the limited presence of plant-based foods are aligned with dietary
patterns previously reported among Spanish university students, who show low adherence
to healthy dietary models and suboptimal overall diet quality [40,41].

From the perspective of the Mediterranean diet—considered a protective dietary
model characterized by high consumption of vegetables, legumes, fruits, nuts, and olive oil;
moderate intake of dairy, eggs, and fish; and limited consumption of meat and processed
foods [42]—our results indicate low adherence among the assessed menus. Specifically,
the reduced frequency of legumes, fish, and vegetables and the predominance of refined
carbohydrate sources and fried preparations are inconsistent with Mediterranean dietary
principles. These findings are consistent with recent concerns regarding declining adher-
ence to the Mediterranean diet among young adults in Mediterranean countries [43].

The menus prepared and served by catering companies scored significantly higher
than those under direct management. Although differences did not always reach statistical
significance—likely due to sample size—catered menus were more aligned with dietary
recommendations across several items, including a lower presence of ultra-processed
products, a greater diversity of protein sources, and more frequent provision of fruit as



Nutrients 2025, 17, 3873 10 of 14

dessert. This may reflect the more standardised procedures, and the greater involvement
of nutrition professionals typically present in catering services in our country—Spanish
regulations require registered dietitians only in catering companies, but not in smaller
food-service providers—a trend also observed in previous studies on institutional food
service quality [6,7].

University canteens have a key role in shaping the food environment and facilitating
healthy eating behaviours [6,7]. Several strategies have been devised to promote healthy
eating in this population group, such as providing nutritional information on menus (en-
ergy, nutrients, fat) or implementing some form of front-of-pack food labelling system
(nutritional traffic light, health seals, etc.) [6,44], with the latter generally proving more ef-
fective in guiding students toward healthier selections. However, many university canteens
offer a single menu option, limiting the applicability of choice-based interventions. In such
contexts, ensuring that all menus adhere to nutritional recommendations becomes essential.
Conversely, in settings where multiple options are available, labelling and informational
strategies can serve as useful tools to support students in choosing healthier dishes. The
consistently low COMUNI scores observed across our menu template sample from different
institutions and regions indicate a substantial margin for improvement in the nutritional
quality of menus. Enhancing the presence of vegetables, legumes, whole grains, and
fish, while reducing processed meats and fried foods, would better align university offer-
ings with national and international dietary recommendations [25,26,28]. Complementary
strategies—such as providing nutritional information, incorporating front-of-pack labelling
systems, and implementing nutrition education initiatives—can further reinforce healthy
eating behaviours and support universities in their commitment to fostering long-term
student wellbeing.

Beyond their nutritional implications, these findings are relevant from an equity
perspective. When daily menus systematically lack healthy, diverse, and affordable options,
students’ ability to choose nutritionally adequate meals becomes structurally constrained,
regardless of individual motivation or knowledge. In this sense, the low COMUNI scores
observed across the sample point not only to suboptimal menu planning but also to
potential disparities in access to healthy food within university settings. Strengthening
the healthfulness and consistency of menu offerings is therefore essential to ensure that all
students—particularly those who rely on campus dining as their primary food source—can
access and choose healthier options on an equitable basis.

The present study has several limitations. The first and most important is that the
questionnaire needs to be validated before it can be used in research studies. The aim of our
study was not to validate the tool, but rather to apply a newly designed questionnaire to
illustrate its feasibility, usability, and the type of information it can generate when assessing
the dietary quality of lunch menus in university canteens. Future work will focus on
completing the validation process, including reliability testing and evaluation of criterion
validity. The proposal of the COMUNI questionnaire should therefore be understood as an
initial framework that may also inspire the development of similar tools in other countries
or contexts.

Additionally, the menu sample analysed was small and non-random, which prevents
generalisation of the findings to all Spanish university food services. However, the purpose
of the menu analysis was illustrative rather than inferential, aiming to demonstrate how the
tool can be applied, how results are interpreted, and how the instrument can help identify
areas of non-compliance with dietary recommendations.

COMUNI may serve as an operational diagnostic tool to support universities in
monitoring and improving the nutritional quality of their food services, once it undergoes
a formal validation process. Its structured, item-based assessment enables the identification
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of specific weaknesses and allows periodic monitoring, making it useful not only for
internal quality improvement but also for verifying compliance with the dietary standards
established in procurement specifications. In this regard, universities should explicitly
incorporate adherence to dietary recommendations as a key criterion in the awarding and
renewal of food-service contracts across all centres [45], ensuring that catering providers
meet the required nutritional criteria.

In our study, none of the evaluated menus achieved an “optimal” (10–13 points) clas-
sification. Although scoring thresholds may be demanding, aligning menus with dietary
guidelines is essential if universities are to fulfil their role as health-promoting institu-
tions [1] and contribute to reducing the burden of diet-related chronic diseases [25,27,28].
Tools such as COMUNI can therefore facilitate oversight, accountability, and continuous
improvement in university food-service provision.

5. Conclusions
The COMUNI questionnaire is a quick and easy tool for assessing the dietary quality

of university lunch menus. By evaluating the frequency of essential food groups, the use of
culinary techniques, and the variety of foods offered enables both an overall assessment of
menu quality and the identification of specific areas needing improvement through item-
level analysis. Given the role of universities as health-promoting institutions, adherence to
dietary recommendations should be incorporated as a key criterion when awarding food
service contracts across all university centres [45]. Once further validated, the COMUNI
questionnaire can support this process by providing a structured and operational frame-
work for menu quality assessment, while its periodic application allows for the longitudinal
monitoring of university food services. In addition, by revealing systematic gaps in the
availability of healthy food groups, COMUNI may help identify structural barriers within
campus dining services, thereby supporting efforts to improve equitable access to healthier
food options for all students.

Ultimately, COMUNI could not only contribute to improving students’ nutritional
environments but also advance broader goals related to public health and food system
sustainability. Complementary strategies—such as providing nutritional information,
introducing front-of-pack labelling systems, and implementing nutrition education—are
also needed to reinforce healthy eating habits and support universities in their commitment
to promoting long-term wellbeing.
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