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Executive Summary 

 

This study aimed to determine university students' purchasing intentions based on the 

packaging size of food products. It was hypothesized that smaller packaged food products 

would be significantly favored over larger packaged items. A within-group comparison was 

made for the 155 student participants (M= 21, 68.39% Female) recruited for this online 

Qualtrics Survey. Of the two conditions, the large packaging size is defined as carrying an 

amount exceeding 300g, and the small packaging size of food is defined as carrying an 

amount less than 300g. Participants were randomly asked to indicate which product they 

would purchase between two sizes of the same 12 products provided from the Food Hub 

Market. After the survey, participants completed a demographic questionnaire and were 

shown a debriefing letter. Results were analyzed using a single sample t-test and binomial 

test, which indicated students’ intended to purchase smaller packaged items significantly 

more than large packaged items, supporting our hypothesis. The study coded for participants’ 

reported reasons of packaging size choices, including frequency of need of the product, price, 

expiration date, and appearance. 

 

Keywords: purchasing intentions, food insecurity, package size, sustainability, UBC 

Food Hub Market  
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Introduction 

Food insecurity is a growing concern among students. This situation has also been 

exacerbated as a result of the pandemic (Jones et al., 2021). Morris et al. (2016) found that 

food insecurity is related to the financial situation, loan use and living location. Since food 

insecurity may be related to such factors, this highlights the important role that the UBC Food 

Hub Market can have on helping ensure food security for students at UBC by increasing food 

accessibility, diversity, and affordability. 

Recent research demonstrates that people prefer large package size products due to 

having cheaper unit prices and lower cost of goods replacement (Wansink, 1996).  However, 

such research focused on everyday necessities such as liquid laundry that can be easily stored 

rather than products that can spoil, such as food. Moreover, Koenigsberg’s study (2010) 

found that smaller package sizes improve sales, reduce food waste, and may allow firms to 

obtain greater profit. Although the small package size products have higher unit prices, the 

overall price is lower and has less chance to be wasted. Therefore, making the package size 

more reasonable will be helpful to the student community.  

Looking at current understandings, one potential factor that causes food insecurity on 

campus may be the lack of package size options for food. In contrast to larger companies who 

focus on profit, the Food Hub Market’s main purpose is not profit making but targets food 

security by providing access to affordable grocery essentials for students at the UBC 

Vancouver campus. Furthermore, as the Market expands, a more diverse range of packaging 

sizes, including smaller size packaging may be beneficial to the accessibility and affordability 

of the products for students. 

Despite offering students a more affordable price, the Food Hub Market does not 

currently provide varying package sizes for the same product. It is also notable that past 

research focuses on multi-people households with an income, typically families, and seldom 

reviews students’ purchasing behaviors on food. As such, our study aims to close this 

research gap and focus on university students’ purchasing intentions of different packaging 

sized food items.  

Research Question and Hypothesis 

The research question for this study is how the packaging sizes of food products 

influences the purchasing intentions of university students. We hypothesized that the 

purchasing intentions for smaller packaged products would be significantly greater than 

larger packaged products. 

Methods 

Participants 

In a power analysis (assuming a minimum effect size=0.25, alpha=0.05, power= 0.8), 

a target of 128 participants was required for this study (see Appendix B, figure 1). Through 

distributing the Qualtrics survey on social media platforms and messaging applications, a 

total of 168 participants were recruited. Having a target population of university students, not 

limited to the UBC population, data of participants who indicated they were not students or 

chose not to respond were removed from the analysis. Thus, a total of 155 participants were 

analyzed, with a mean age of M=21 (SD=1.41), of whom 68.39% identified as females, 

27.10% male, 1.29% non-binary/third gender, 1.29% two-spirit, and 1.94% who prefer not to 

say (see Appendix B, figure 2). 
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Conditions 

Our independent variable is packaging sizes, with two conditions: large packaging size 

and small packaging size. Large packaging size is defined as carrying an amount exceeding 

300g, and the small packaging size is defined as carrying an amount less than 300g. Among 

the types of products currently available for sale at the UBC Food Hub Market, 12 products 

were chosen to be used in the study. The products are rice, salt, sugar, yogurt, bread, butter, 

cereal, flour, jam, mayonnaise, milk, and peanut butter. Using products from the same brand, 

we selected large and small packaging sizes of the same product to ask for participants’ 

purchasing intentions. The products’ prices are also estimated through the sales prices of 

products at the Food Hub Market. The unit price of a product is the same, and it is not 

affected by the package size.  

Measures 

The dependent variable is the participants’ choice of which of the two sizes of products 

they would like to purchase. Two products from the same brand in different sizes were 

presented. Participants were asked to indicate on a tick box which one of the two they would 

purchase. Products were labeled A or B with weight and prices noted below each picture (see 

Appendix A), and packaging sizes were randomized - 6 products had Product A that showed 

the small packaging, and 6 products had B that showed the small packaging. Each size was 

assigned a numeric value which was re-coded in Qualtrics to maintain 1 as the smaller 

packaged product and 2 as the larger packaged product when analyzing the data. The order of 

the 12 types of products shown was also randomized. The participants’ selection of which 

product they would purchase was then analyzed to compare between purchasing intentions 

for larger packaged products versus smaller packaged products. 

Procedure 

Upon opening the Qualtrics survey, participants were presented with a consent form. 

Those who did not consent to participate had their study concluded right away and their data 

was not considered. Those who gave their consent were then provided with instructions about 

the survey, asking them to select the one product they would purchase among the two shown. 

This was followed by presenting them with the 12 questions one at a time, each containing 

two pictures of the same product in different packaging sizes accompanied by the 

measurement of its amount and price. Participants were asked “Which of these products 

would you like to purchase?”. Being a within-subjects design, all participants were presented 

with the same 12 questions, though they were randomized for each participant. Participants 

were required to respond to all 12 questions. After responding to all questions, participants 

responded to a demographic questionnaire to which they were not required to respond. These 

questions aimed to gauge participants’ age, gender, whether they were a student, living 

habits, and reasons for their packaging size selections. Finally, participants were presented 

with a debriefing letter explaining the purpose of the study and a thank you to the participants 

for having participated. The order and flow of the survey can be seen in Appendix A. 

 

Results 

The findings of this study support our hypothesis. The results show that university 

students are significantly more likely to purchase smaller sized packaged products compared 

to larger packaged products, and packaging size does influence the purchasing intention of 
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university students (M=0.538, SD =0.194, t (154) =2.418, p=0.017) (see Appendix B, Figure 

3). The study ran one sample t-test using the software JASP to analyze data. The one-sample 

t-test compares the mean of a participant's choice of large packaged products and the choice 

of small packaged products to 0.5, which is the predetermined value that shows no intention 

differences for either choice. Since we are analyzing participants’ percentage of selecting 

smaller packaged products, a mean value below 0.5 indicates an intention towards larger 

packaging size while a mean value above 0.5 indicates an intention towards smaller 

packaging size. The data shows a mean of 0.538, which means that there is a higher intention 

in purchasing smaller sized packaged products compared to larger packaged products, with 

this difference being statistically significant holding a p-value of 0.017.   

The study also uses two-tail binomial tests to analyze the purchasing intention of 

packaging size in each product. In the table (see Appendix B, Figure 4), level 1 represents the 

small package size and level 2 represents the large package size. For some results it indicates 

that the purchase intention of participants to buy smaller packages is significant in salt (N = 

155, proportion = 0.684, p <0.001), jam (N = 155, proportion = 0.781, p <0.001), 

mayonnaise (N = 155, proportion = 0.723, p <0.001), peanut butter (N = 155, proportion = 

0.813, p <0.001), and butter (N = 155, proportion = 0.671, p <0.001). Also, in the product of 

bread (N = 155, proportion = 0.355, p <0.001), cereal (N = 155, proportion = 0.284, p 

<0.001), milk (N = 155, proportion = 0.219, p <0.001), shows significant purchase intention 

in larger packages size than smaller package size. The remaining four products, rice, sugar, 

yogurt, and flour did not show significant differences in purchase intention. 

Participants reported there are some factors that influenced their purchase intention. 

After coding participants’ responses, it was found that those factors were: frequency needed 

for the product (53%), product price (25%), product expiration date (13%), product 

appearance (4%), don't want to waste food (2%), room of storage (2%), and consider the 

distance between home and supermarket (1%) (see Appendix B, Figure 5). 

 

Discussion 

The data from our 12-question analysis suggests that packaging size does influence 

university students' purchasing intention, with significant influences for specific food 

products. Based on the coded factors that influence participants' purchasing intentions, results 

suggest consumers place a high value on the practical considerations of product usage and 

cost, along with concerns about food and product freshness and storage.  

Our data suggest that students prefer the larger size for products like bread, cereal, and 

milk. These products can be classified as staple food products. Staple foods are typically 

consumed regularly and in large quantities. This indicates students may value the larger 

packaging of these products due to their high frequency of consumption, cost efficiency, 

convenience, and potential for waste reduction.  

In contrast, our data for products like salt, butter, jam, mayonnaise, and peanut butter 

indicate a significantly higher purchasing intention for smaller sized packages. These products 

can be classified as condiments, spreads, and flavorings. Based on the factors that influenced 

purchasing intention, results suggest students have a priority for product pricing, freshness 

over quantity, food waste prevention, product expiration and convenience of storage for these 

products. While larger packaging may offer a lower unit price, the smaller packages are more 
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accessible for students with their reduced upfront cost. 53% of participants indicated the 

frequency of the need for the product as the most influential factor in their purchasing 

intentions. This suggests these products are not consumed in high frequency or quantity. 2% 

of participants indicated food waste prevention led to their purchasing intention. This suggests 

that smaller packaging for products like butter, jam and peanut butter are preferred as they can 

help consumers control portion sizes and prevent waste. Finally, with 2% of participants 

indicating room of storage as a factor for their purchasing intention, this suggests smaller 

packaging is preferred for these items as they provide the convenience of easy storage, 

transportation, and handling, particularly in single-person households or students with smaller 

refrigerators and cabinets.  

The results for rice, sugar, yogurt, and flour did not show a significant difference in 

purchasing intention between smaller and larger packaging. This suggests that other factors, 

such as brand preference, taste, and nutritional value may be more influential than packaging 

size in purchasing decisions for students. Future research could explore these potential factors 

and their influence on the purchasing intentions for different types of food products.  

Some potential limitations of this study include sampling bias, as our sample size was 

only 155 students from varying universities with a majority being female participants. 

Additionally, the recruitment method of this study, using social media platforms and 

messaging applications, limits the demographic of participants to friends and acquaintances of 

the researchers and students of similar geographic location, education level and socio-

economic background. Therefore, to improve the external validity or test the reliability of the 

results in other situations, further recruitment methods should be explored and a larger sample 

size with a more diverse demographic of students would increase the generalizability of the 

findings, improving the statistical power of the analysis.  

Another limitation of the study is the poor realism to the purchasing intentions 

experience. This study only included a limited range of products, the majority being 

carbohydrates and western branded products which may influence the generalizability of the 

findings to other products not included in the study. The Qualtrics survey does not capture the 

reality of purchasing products from a market, as this method only compares two packaging 

sizes from which they are able to choose rather than the more extensive choices they may 

have. As a result, further studies should consider using further qualitative insight in 

conjunction to provide a more comprehensive understanding of the factors that influence 

consumer behavior.  

Exploring different methods to obtain results for this research question would provide 

better realism of the purchasing experience and provide insight into the potential implications 

of environmental sustainability of packaging size for certain products. Furthermore, the 

improvements in this study could benefit human well-being by understanding the specific 

factors that influence purchasing behavior, allowing stakeholders to use the information for 

more effective marketing strategies to promote healthier and more sustainable food choices. 

In addition, the findings of staple and convenient foods amongst students may suggest a need 

for more education and resources on more nutritious food options, which could ultimately 

improve the overall health and well-being of a larger population.  
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Recommendations  

For the UBC community and the Food Hub Market, our project provides helpful 

information into the influence of packaging size on purchasing intentions and the role of 

other factors in the decision-making process, supporting them in making informed choices 

about the food supply, consumer behavior, and sustainable development planning. Choosing 

package sizes that correspond to usage frequency minimizes food waste on campus since 

students are more likely to consume the entire item before it expires or spoils, resulting in 

less waste. This contributes to a more sustainable food system at UBC, supporting its Zero 

Waste Action Plan (2022), and contributes to the university's sustainable development goals.  

Furthermore, our research shows that choosing package size purchasing intentions is 

also affected by pricing variables. Due to more affordable upfront costs, smaller packaging 

sizes are more appealing to consumers who use products less frequently, need freshness, and 

have limited storage space and money. Thus, smaller packaged product options at a lower 

cost can be more accessible and affordable for students with limited budgets, lessen their 

financial burden, and enable students of different economic statuses to obtain food more 

efficiently. We recommend the Food Hub Market reduce unit costs and equalize prices for 

smaller packages with that of larger packages. Currently, instead of purchasing small 

packages of rice from suppliers, the Food Hub Market buys large rice packages from the 

manufacturers to repackage into smaller packages to sell. This strategy could be extended to a 

wide range of items, allowing the Food Hub Market to reduce the difference in unit prices 

and provide affordable prices for smaller-sized packaging in a variety of product categories. 

Applying this strategy to more items may also promote more sustainable consumption, as 

students are less influenced by price when choosing smaller packaging sizes and encourage 

students to diversify their food choices, as they can try different products without having to 

commit to buying large quantities. 

We also recommend that UBC and the Food Hub Market adapt their food offerings to 

student preferences, consider different consumer needs, budgets, and product types, and offer 

a variety of package sizes to meet different usage frequencies and purchasing capacities to 

help increase food accessibility and satisfy consumers' needs. The results of our study 

revealed that while a small percentage of students (2%) took food waste into account when 

deciding on the size of food packages to purchase, this consideration was relatively minor. It 

seems that factors such as frequency of use, price, and shelf life are still the main 

determinants in students' decision-making process. However, it is worth mentioning that the 

frequency of usage may be related to concerns about food waste, as students may choose 

smaller packets to prevent not being able to consume the contents. UBC and the Food Hub 

Market may adopt activities, including informing students about the negative consequences 

of buying greater quantities of food than needed and emphasizing the value of not wasting 

food to raise their knowledge of food waste. According to Petit et al. (2020), consumers may 

be more likely to select smaller packages when they are aware of the negative consequences 

that food waste has on society. By implementing these recommendations, the Food Hub 

Market can provide affordable and accessible products, a variety of choices and good 

customer service, creating an enjoyable, convenient, and environmentally sustainable 

shopping environment for students. 
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Appendix B 

 

Figure 1: G Power participant sample size analysis: One-sample t-test, Within-subjects design 

 

 

Figure 2: Participant gender distribution  
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Figure 3: One sample t-test 
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Figure 4: Binomial Test 

 

 

 

Figure 5: Factors that influenced participants' purchase intention.  
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Appendix C 

 

Contribution of Group Members 

 

Proposal 
All group members worked together to create the group name, the 

research question, and the hypothesis. Alden Chang, Leyla Dong, Zoe 

Liu, and Glenda Li conducted a literature review of relevant articles. 

Alden Chang and Amy Lu wrote the Background Literature. Zoe Liu 

wrote the participant sample & sample size and conditions. Alden Chang 

wrote the measures and Han Zhang wrote the statistical analyses. Amy 

Lu wrote the anticipated outcomes. Leyla Dong created the survey 

questions and organized the appendix. 

Data collection 

& analysis 

All members shared the survey with their contacts through social media. 

Alden Chang and Leyla Dong conducted data analysis with JASP.  

Presentation All members contributed to making the slide deck and presenting the 

corresponding slides that they made.  

Final report Han Zhang wrote the executive summary and introduction section. Alden 

Chang wrote the methods section. Zoe Liu and Glenda Li wrote the 

results section. Amy Lu wrote the discussions section. Leyla Dong wrote 

the client recommendations. Alden Chang, Glenda Li, Leyla Dong, and 

Zoe Liu compiled the appendices. All members worked together to 

revise all sections of this final report. 

 
 


