
1752

Nutr Hosp. 2015;32(4):1752-1757
ISSN 0212-1611 • CODEN NUHOEQ

S.V.R. 318

Original / Valoración nutricional
Prevalence of disordered eating attitudes among University students in 
Wuhu, China
Jiegen Yu1, Mi Lu2, Li Tian3, Wei Lu3, Fanxian Meng3, Changang Chen2, Tianmiao Tang3, Lianping He3  
and Yingshui Yao3

1School of Humanities and Management, Wannan Medical College, Wuhu, Anhui. 2School of Medical Imaging and laboratory, 
Wannan Medical College. Wuhu. 3School of Public Health, Wannan Medical College,Wuhu, Anhui 241002 China.

Abstract

Objective: the purpose of this study is to assess the cu-
rrent status of disordered eating attitudes and its related 
factors among University students in Anhui province, 
and to provide a basis for health intervention. 

Methods: this is a cross-sectional study. The University 
students admitted to the routine health exams were in-
cluded in current study, and completed self-administered 
questionnaires which consist of general information and 
the Eating Attitudes Test-26 (EAT-26). An EAT-26 score 
of 20 or higher indicated that a person has disordered 
eating attitudes. Data were analyzed using the SPSS13.0 
software. 

Results: a total of 1 328 subjects (469 male and 859 fe-
male), aged 16-24 years from a university in Wuhu were 
enrolled in this study. In our survey, the proportion of di-
sordered eating attitudes among male, female, total stu-
dents were 5.3%, 4.0% and 4.5%, respectively. The pro-
portion of disordered eating attitudes among the students 
whose family annual income < 10000 RMB, 10 000-30 000 
RMB, 30 000-60 000 RMB and > 60 000 were 4.2%, 3.9%, 
4.3% and 6.9%, respectively. An interesting finding was 
that the female students are more likely to have disorde-
red eating attitudes if their parents have more education. 

Conclusions: our research reveals that the current 
status of disordered eating attitudes in Anhui province is 
relatively low. Parents’ education level may be related to 
eating attitudes among University students. It is essential 
to increase awareness and understanding of eating disor-
ders and its associated risk factors in University students 
whose parents have higher education.
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PREVALENCIA DE TRASTORNOS 
ALIMENTARIOS ENTRE ESTUDIANTES 

UNIVERSITARIOS EN WUHU, CHINA

Resumen

Objetivo: el proposito de este estudio es evaluar la si-
tuación actual de trastornos alimenticios y sus factores 
relacionados entre los estudiantes universitarios de la 
provincia de Anhui, y proporcionar una base para la in-
tervención sanitaria.

Métodos: este es un estudio transversal. En el estudio 
se incluyeron estudiantes universitarios a los que se les 
realizaron exámenes de salud rutinarios y que completa-
ron cuestionarios que consisten en información general y 
sobre las actitudes alimentarias: test-26 (EAT-26). Según 
el test EAT-26, una puntuación de 20 o mayor indica que 
el sujeto presenta trastornos alimentarios. Los datos fue-
ron analizados mediante el software de SPSS13.0.

Resultados: en el estudio se incluyeron un total de 
1.328 estudiantes de una universidad de Wuhu (469 hom-
bres y 859 mujeres). En nuestro estudio, la proporción 
de trastornos alimentarios de hombres y mujeres y el 
total de estudiantes fueron 5,3%, 4,0%, 4,5%, respecti-
vamente. La proporción de trastornos alimentarios entre 
los estudiantes cuya familia poseía unos ingresos anua-
les < 10.000 RMB, 10.000-30.000 RMB, 30.000-60.000 
RMB y > 60.000 fueron 4,2%, un 3,9%, 4.3% y 6,9%, 
respectivamente. Un hallazgo interesante es que los estu-
diantes son más propensos a padecer trastornos alimen-
tarios si sus padres tienen más educación.

Conclusiones: nuestra investigación revela que la si-
tuación actual respecto a trastornos alimentarios en la 
provincia de Anhui es relativamente baja. El nivel de 
educación de los padres puede ser relacionado con las 
actitudes de los estudiantes universitarios. Es esencial 
aumentar la conciencia y la comprensión de los trastor-
nos de la alimentación y sus factores de riesgo asociados 
con respecto a los estudiantes universitarios cuyos padres 
tienen una educación superior.
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Introduction

Obesity has become a major public health pro-
blem worldwide, both in children and adults1-3. Obe-
sity is a risk factor of many diseases such as diabe-
tes and stroke4. Nowadays, some studies find more 
and more students are concern about fat and desire a 
lower body mass index (BMI)5. Many students had 
a desire for thinness, whereas the ideal weight and 
BMI of those students were lower than the typical 
weight and BMI, especially in female students6. As 
a consequence, many people have disordered eating 
attitudes and engage themselves in unhealthy weight 
control behaviors7. Another study found that the pro-
portion of disordered eating attitudes ranged from 
33.1% to 49.1%8. Disordered eating attitudes is one 
of the risk factors contributing to the development of 
eating disorders9. Both anorexia nervosa and bulimia 
nervous are included in serious eating disorders10. 
Eating disorders affects about 0.5% women during 
their lifetime11,12 and has a high mortality rate (up to 
6% per decade of illness)13. 

Disordered eating attitudes are epidemic worldwi-
de, and the adolescents are at high risk for disordered 
eating attitudes14. The prevalence of disorder eating 
attitudes varies in different countries: US: 22-26%15, 
Canada: 16%16, Japan: 35%17, South Africa: 21.2%18, 
Turkey: 45.2%19, Spain: 7.8%20, and Brazil: 13.3%21. 
However, there is little data on the prevalence of 
disorder eating attitudes and its risk factors among 
University students in China. This suggests disorde-
red eating attitudes should be further studied.

In this study, we plan to assess the current status of 
disordered eating attitudes and its related risk factors 
among University students in Anhui province.

Method

Participants

A cross-sectional study was designed to collect 
the routine health exams data for University stu-
dents in Wuhu. A total of 1,328 subjects (469 male 
and 859 female), aged 16 -24 years were enrolled in 
this study. All subjects agreed to provide their perso-
nal information, and written informed consent. This 
study was approved by the ethic committee of Wan-
nan medical school.

Instruments

In this study, we used a set of self-administered 
questionnaires which consist of general demogra-
phics (sex, birthday, weight, grade, etc) and eating 
attitude test -26(EAT-26).The EAT-26 is widely-used 
screening instruments for disordered eating attitu-
des22,23,which contain 26 questions, and each question 

(except the 25th question) have six response options 
ranging from 0 to 3 (3 = always, 2 = almost always, 
1 = often, and 0 = seldom, hardly ever or never). The 
25th question has a reversed scored (0 = always, 
nearly always or often, 1 = seldom, 2 = almost never, 
3 = never). The total score of EAT-26 equal the sum 
of each question score. Scores 20 or above was defi-
ned as disordered eating attitude23.

The reliability of EAT-26 was assessed in a pilot 
study which contain one hundred and ten subjects24. 
The Cronbach’s α (alpha) of EAT-26 was 0.77 in our 
research.

Data analysis

Data were analyzed by using the SPSS13.0 sof-
tware. Figure was drawn by GraphPad Prism 5.0 and 
Excel software.

Results 

A total of 1328 subjects (469 male and 859 fema-
le) aged 16-24 years were enrolled in this study. The 
general demographics are shown in table I. The ran-
ge, mean and standard deviation (SD) of demogra-
phics are shown in table II. Figure 1 shows the mean 
and SD of EAT-26 scores by sex.

In our survey, table III shows that the prevalence 
of disordered eating attitudes in male, female, total 
students were 5.3%, 4.0% and 4.5%, respectively. 
Figure 2 shows the distributions of participants from 
four different grades were one (4.5%), two (4.0%), 
three (5.6 %) and four (3.2%), respectively. An in-
teresting finding is that the female students would 
endorse a higher education level of disordered eating 
attitudes if their parents have more education (Fig. 3). 
The students living in urban area have around double 
percentages of disordered eating attitudes compared 
with the students living in rural area, the propor-
tion of them are 6.7% and 3.5% respectively. The 
proportion of disordered eating attitudes among the 
students whose family annual income < 10000 RMB, 
10000-30000 RMB, 30000-60000 RMB and > 60000 
were 4.2%, 3.9%, 4.3% and 6.9%, respectively. Per-
centage of underweight, normal weight and overwei-
ght among University students by total score of EAT 
-26 are shown in figures (4-6). Figures (7-10) reveal 
the relationship between education level of parents 
and the total EAT-26 score among University stu-
dents. Figure 8 shows that the total EAT-26 scores 
of female students are lowest if their fathers only 
completed primary school or blow. Figure 10 shows 
a similar phenomenon that the total EAT-26 scores of 
female students are highest if their mother’s educa-
tion levels are at college school or above.
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Discussions 

The data reported in this paper is derived from the 
self-reported questionnaires. With using the EAT-26 

alone, only 4.5% students were defined as having di-
sordered eating attitudes. Compared with other similar 
studies, such as US: 22-26%15, Canada: 16%16, Japan: 
35%17, South Africa: 21.2%18, Turkey: 45.2%19, Sin-
gapore: 10.5%25, Spain: 7.8%20, Brazil: 13.3%21. The 
prevalence of disordered eating attitudes in this study 
was at bottom of the range of these figures. This may be 
attributable in part to the fact that other studies’ parti-
cipants were located from a school population in urban 
areas. We can’t explain the large discrepancy in preva-
lence among those studies. Thus, further investigation 
should be taken to confirm the detailed reason. 

In the present study, an interesting finding is that the 
female students are more like to have disordered eating 
attitudes if their parents have higher education levels. 
However, our results disagree with a study performed 
in Singapore25, which revealed that the students with 
disordered eating attitudes were less likely to have pa-
rents with higher education25. The reason may be that 

Table I 
General demographic characteristics  

of the subjects (n = 1328)

Variable
Male Female

n % n %

Grade

One 167 35.6 527 61.4

Two 179 38.2 195 22.7

Three 92 19.6 104 12.1

Four 31 6.6 33 3.8

Father education

Primary school and blow 99 21.1 148 17.2

Middle school 305 65 606 70.6

College and above 65 13.9 104 12.1

Mother education

Primary school and blow 218 46.6 373 43.5

Middle school 215 45.9 416 48.5

College and above 35 7.5 69 8

Location

Rural area 321 68.4 599 69.8

Urban area 148 31.6 259 30.2

Income (RMB/ year)

 < 10000 101 21.6 231 27

10000-30000 147 31.4 287 33.6

30000-60000 145 31 253 29.6

 > 60000 75 16 83 9.7

Table II 
Range, Mean and SD of general demographic 

characteristics

Variable n Range Mean Std. 
deviation 

Sex
Male 468 73 7.73 7.84
Female 853 49 8.47 5.93

Father education 
Primary school and blow 245 59 7.11 5.73
Middle school 908 73 8.37 6.94
College and above 169 31 8.91 6.52

Mother education
Primary school and blow 590 73 7.87 7.13
Middle school 627 49 8.23 6.30
College and above 104 31 9.96 6.28

Grade 
One 691 60 8.30 6.20
Two 374 73 7.98 7.63
Three 195 46 8.50 6.82
Four 63 30 7.60 5.63

Location 
Rural area 916 73 7.88 6.52
Urban area 406 59 8.96 7.03

Income (RMB/ year )
 < 10000 331 72 7.97 7.01
10000-30000 432 44 7.92 5.95
30000-60000 395 73 8.33 6.90
 > 60000 159 59 9.22 7.39

Fig. 1.—Mean and SD of EAT-26 scores by sex.
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the parents give more restrain on their child dieting in 
China. In addition, female students also may be more 
obedient than male students. Thus, further research is 
still needed.

Previous studies documented that BMI was posi-
tively associated with EAT-26 scores, but not in our 
study. The possible reasons maybe that BMI was asses-
sed using self-report data, which may result in an un-
derestimation of BMI. Moreover, another possible exp-
lain was that female students had a desire for thinness. 
The relationship between disordered eating attitudes 
and BMI should be explored in future investigation.

 There are some limitations in present research as 
following: First, we lack of more detailed analysis on 
EAT-26 and its related risk factors. Second, self-report 
measures may lead to underestimate the reliability sta-
tus of eating disorders. Due to our participants are vo-
lunteers, a selection bias maybe exist in this study. Thus 
,we can use clinical interviews for eating disorders in 

the future , such as anorexia nervosa, and bulimia ner-
vosa.

Conclusions 

It is essential for schools and governments to increa-
se awareness and understanding of eating disorders and 
its associated risk factors for University students whose 
parents have higher education level. Parents’ education 
level may be related to eating attitudes among Univer-
sity students, especially among female students, which 
is a topic for further epidemic study. 
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Table III 
The percentage of EAT-26 socre ≥ 20 by different varible

Varible
EAT-26 socre ≥ 20

n %

Sex

Male 25 5.3

Female 34 4.0

Grade

One 31 4.5

Two 15 4.0

Three 11 5.6

Four 2 3.2

Father education

Primary school and blow 5 2.0

Middle school 42 4.6

College and above 12 7.1

Mother education

Primary school and blow 25 4.2

Middle school 28 4.5

College and above 6 5.8

Location

Rural area 32 3.5

Urban area 27 6.7

Income(RMB/year )

 < 10000 14 4.2

10000-30000 17 3.9

30000-60000 17 4.3

 > 60000 11 6.9
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Fig. 2.—Percentage of disordered eating attitude among Uni-
versity students by sex.
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Fig. 3.—Percentage of disordered eating attitude among Uni-
versity students by parents’education level.
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Fig. 7.—Father’s education level and the total EAT-26 sco-
re of male students.

Fig. 8.—Father’s education level and the total EAT-26 sco-
re of female students.

Fig. 9.—Mother’s education level and the total EAT-26 sco-
re of male students.

Fig. 10.—Mother’s education level and the total EAT-26 
score of female students.

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

EAT-26 (<20)

EAT-26 (≥20)

BMI<18.5 18.5≤BMI<24 24≤BMI<28 28≤BMI

Fig. 4.—Percentage of body type among University students by 
total score of EAT -26.
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Fig. 5.—Percentage of body type among male students by total 
score of EAT-26.
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Fig. 6.—Percentage of body type among female students by total 
score of EAT-26.
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