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Abstract

Objective: To identify the presence of risk factors in nursing students for the development of eating disorders.

Methods: Cross-sectional study with undergraduate nursing students from a public university, where a demographic questionnaire, the Eating Attitude Test
(EAT), and the Body Shape Questionnaire (BSQ) were used. Descriptive analysis, Pearson’s correlation and linear regression were used to analyze the data.
Results: Among the 120 undergraduate students, 30 (25%) presented altered eating behavior, and 55 (45.8%) demonstrated dissatisfaction
with body shape. A simple positive correlation was found between the EAT and BSQ instruments (p<0.001), in which 20 (66.7%) of the 55
undergraduate students with BSQ alterations also had EAT alterations; there was a significant association between risky eating attitude (EAT) and
body mass index (BMI) above the state of eutrophy, and a significant association between preoccupation with body shape (BQS) and year in school,
mainly in the third and fourth years. There was a significant difference between the instruments used and age, showing that the youngest students
were at a higher risk for the development of eating disorders.

Conclusion: Undergraduate nursing students presented risk factors for development of eating disorders with the presence of preoccupation with
body shape and altered eating behaviors. The multifactorial etiology of eating disorders suggests that research should emphasize prevention,
focusing on the development of a positive concept in young people about their self-image and developing critical thinking about image patterns,
media and social impositions.

Resumo

Objetivo: Identificar a presenca de fatores de risco em estudantes de enfermagem para o desenvolvimento de transtornos alimentares.
Métodos: Estudo transversal, com graduandos de enfermagem de universidade publica, onde foi utilizado questionrio de caracterizagdo, Teste
de Atitudes Alimentares (EAT) e Questionério de Imagem Corporal (BSQ). Para andlise dos dados foi utilizado analise descritiva, correlagdo de
Pearson e regressdo linear.

Resultados: de 120 graduandos, 30 (25%) apresentaram alteragdo do comportamento alimentar, 55 (45,8%) insatisfacdo com imagem corporal.
Observou-se correlagdo simples positiva entre os instrumentos EAT e BSQ (p<0,001) onde 20 (66,7%) dos 55 graduandos com alteracbes
de BSQ apresentaram também alteragdes de EAT; associagao significativa entre comportamento alimentar de risco (EAT) e o indice de massa
corpérea (IMC) acima do estado de eutrofia; associagéo significativa entre preocupagdo com a imagem corporal (BQS) e 0 ano de graduagéo, com
destaque para terceiro e quarto anos. Houve diferenca significativa entre os instrumentos utilizados e idade, a mostrar que, na amostra estudada,
o0s graduandos mais jovens apresentaram-se com maior risco para o desenvolvimento de transtornos alimentares.

Conclusdo: Graduandos de enfermagem apresentaram fatores de risco para o desenvolvimento de transtornos alimentares com a presenca
de preocupagdo com imagem corporal e alteracdo de comportamento alimentar. Etiologia multifatorial dos transtornos alimentares sugere que
pesquisas devem focalizar prevengdo, com foco na construgdo, em jovens, de conceito positivo sobre autoimagem e sobre si mesmos, a
desenvolver o pensamento critico sobre padrdes de imagem e imposicdes midiaticas e sociais.

Resumen

Objetivo: Identificar la presencia de factores de riesgo para el desarrollo de trastornos alimentarios en estudiantes de enfermeria.

Métodos: Estudio transversal con graduandos de enfermeria de una universidad publica, donde se utilizaron un cuestionario de caracterizacion,
el Test de Actitudes Alimentarias (EAT) y el Cuestionario de Imagen Corporal (BSQ). El andlisis de los resultados se hizo a través del analisis
descriptivo, la correlacion de Pearson y la regresion linear.

Resultados: De 120 graduandos, 30 (25%) presentaron alteracion en su comportamiento alimentar, 55 (45,8%) insatisfaccion con la imagen
corporal. Se observé una correlacion simple positiva entre los instrumentos EAT y BSQ (p<0,001), donde 20 (66,7%) de los 55 graduandos con
alteraciones de BSQ también presentaron alteraciones de EAT. Se encontrd una asociacion significativa entre el comportamiento alimentar de
riesgo (EAT) y el indice de masa corporal (IMC) por encima del estado de eutrofia. Ilgualmente, hay asociacién significativa entre preocupacion
con la imagen corporal (BQS) y el afio de graduacion, que se destaca especialmente en el tercero y cuarto afios. Hubo una diferencia significativa
entre los instrumentos utilizados y la edad, que evidencia que, en la muestra estudiada, los graduandos mas jévenes tienen mayor riesgo de
desarrollar trastornos alimentares.

Conclusion: Los graduandos de enfermerfa presentaron factores de riesgo para el desarrollo de trastornos alimenticios con presencia de
preocupacion por la imagen corporal y alteracion del comportamiento alimentar. La etiologia multifactorial de los trastornos alimentarios sugiere
que las investigaciones deben centrarse en la prevencion, con énfasis en la construccion, por parte de los jovenes, de un concepto positivo de la
autoimagen y sobre si mismos, y en desarrollar el pensamiento critico sobre patrones de imagen e imposiciones medidticas y sociales.
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Introduction

Adolescence is the transition from childhood to
adulthood and constitutes a period of intense
physical, social, mental, and behavioral chang-
es. According to the World Health Organization
(WHO), it is the period of life that begins at 10
and extends until 19, that is characterized as a pe-
riod of risk for development of emotional prob-
lems, because of this phase which is characteristic
of transition.”

The World Health Organization states that sui-
cide in adolescence is the third largest cause of death
in both sexes, preceded only by traffic accidents and
HIV/AIDS; additionally, this phase of the life cycle
still presents with depression as the greatest cause of
days lost due to disability, also in both sexes.

The data above demonstrate how much a young
population is exposed to emotional problems and,
if we consider the population of university students
who nowadays begin their undergraduate course
between 16 - 17 years of age, it is possible to per-
ceive that the school demands, during this imma-
ture period, may become stressors contributing to
the development of psychological suffering.

A study conducted in southeastern Brazil, with
675 university students using the Lipp Scale, iden-
tified a stress rate in 50% of the sample, mostly
in the resistance phase, and predominantly among
women. Another study conducted in Chile using
the Assessment of Academic Stress scales identified
a stress rate of 98% in the sample of university
students, also with prominence of occurrence in
women.?®?

Tension and stress are triggering factors of other
forms of psychological suffering, altering behaviors,
including eating behavior.*

In addition to the tensions related to their ed-
ucation, the adolescent is exposed to a series of so-
cial pressures, which at this stage of life can shape
or modify their beliefs about body perception and,
consequently, eating habits. The more idealized the
body, the farther the adolescent is from the “ideal
body,” the greater the possibility of conflict and the
difficulty of acceptance, thus negatively influencing
his/her self-esteem.©
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Body perception is embedded in the process of
identity development of adolescents, which involves
satisfaction with self-image and dissatisfaction with
apparent physical imperfections.” The manner in
which adolescents see and/or analyze themselves is
continually influenced by society and the media,
by aspects related to the development process of a
country, the speed of information, and the virtual
network technology.” The pursuit for the perfect
body grows every day, and this search can become
distorted and endless, causing more and more dis-
comfort in the adolescent driven to seek the “per-
fection” that society insists on emphasizing.

The effect of this type of pressure is more fre-
quent in women between 15-19 years of age, which
coincides with the end of high school and admis-
sion into higher education courses, which leads to
changes of customs, socializing with new people,
distancing from the family, and adoption of new
life habits, including those surrounding eating;
these are associated with greater responsibilities,
that is, situations that contribute to increased lev-
els of tension.®

Therefore, the pressures of searching for the per-
fect image and the changes in daily life, established
during university life, can lead to a struggle in the
process of vulnerability with regard to the develop-
ment of eating disorders (ED).

Eating disorders (ED) are mental illnesses that
particularly affect adolescents and young female
adults, related to both psychological and social im-
pairments, and are related to increased morbidity
and mortality. They can affect people of all social
classes, races, level of education, and sex. Anorexia
and bulimia are the most serious manifestations, and
are associated with clinical malnutrition, metabolic,
gastrointestinal, endocrine, and renal changes. ¢

The entry into university exposes the individual
to a new way of life, and a social style that can influ-
ence the satisfaction with body image."” This tran-
sition can also cause changes in eating behaviors.
®19 Studies have been conducted to evaluate the
eating attitudes and body satisfaction of new uni-
versity #1912 a5 risk factors for the development of
ED, however, few studies address the subject direct-
ly related to the undergraduate nursing students.
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Risk factors for eating disorders among undergraduate nursing students

Nursing is a professional category, predominant-
ly of women; considering that university women are
more subject to stress and its symptoms, as well as
to the development of risky eating behavior and eat-
ing disorders, the question to be asked is: Are there
risk factors for the development of ED in the pop-
ulation of public university undergraduate nursing
students in the city of Sdo Paulo? Accordingly, this
study aimed to identify the presence of risk factors
for the development of eating disorders in under-
graduate nursing students.

Methods

This was a cross-sectional quantitative study, in
which 335 nursing undergraduates enrolled in
the Paulista School of Nursing (Escola Paulista
de Enfermagem - EPE) of the Federal University
of Sao Paulo (Universidade Federal de Sao Paulo -
UNIFESP) were invited to attend.

Data collection was performed from February
to April of 2016, in a reserved space, after orienta-
tion and consent of the participants who completed
a questionnaire with data such as sex, age and year
of study. Two other instruments were administered:
Eating Attitude Test (EAT-26) for assessment of the
presence of risk for the development of ED, and
the Body Shape Questionnaire (BSQ) to evaluate
body image perception. After the interview, weight
and height were verified for calculation of the body
mass index (BMI), with classification according to
the Ministry of Health. 1

The EAT is used to track individuals who are
susceptible to developing anorexia or bulimia
nervosa, and is an index of the severity of typ-
ical concerns, such as intending to lose weight
and fear of gaining weight. The short version is a
Likert scale with 26 items, ranging from 0 to 78
points, considering a risky eating behavior score
equivalent to 21 points; in a validation study, the
EAT presented internal consistency of 0.80 by
Cronbach’s alpha. %

The BSQ is a Likert scale that includes 34 items
that can total 204 points; it enables the measure-
ment of the preoccupation with weight and body
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shape, classified as: none (less than or equal to 80),
mild (between 81 and 110), moderate (between
111 and 140), severe (greater than or equal to 140).
Thus, the higher the score the greater the concern,
and, it is believed that preoccupation with body
image can influence patterns and habits of life; ad-
ditionally, in a psychometric evaluation study, the
BSQ presented an internal consistency index of
0.96 by Cronbach’s alpha.™

To characterize the sample, descriptive statistics
were used. The SPSS 22.0 software database was
used for statistical analysis, and the frequency was
obtained from the compiled data. The correlation
between the two instruments used, EAT and BSQ,
was also analyzed. Finally, the parametric tests of
Pearson correlation and linear regression was ap-
plied to identify, in the sample characteristics, the
potential factors associated with the EAT and BSQ
results.

Ethical aspects were respected, and the study
was registered as CAAE 46595715.1.0000.5505
and the opinion of approval 1.192.261/2015 of the
Committee of Ethics in Research UNIFESP

Results

A total of 120 undergraduate students (35.8%) par-
ticipated in the study, including 30 students from
each undergraduate year, totaling: 27% of students
from the first, 34% from the second, 50% from the
third, and 39.5% from the fourth year. Of these,
84.2% had a mean of 21.9 (+/-4.2) years, and a
mean BMI of 23.3 (+/-4.5).

Among the 120 participants, 30 (25%) pre-
sented a risk factor for the development of ED,
according to the results of the EAT, mainly the
students from the first and third year from the
course, who also included the students with low-
er age range.

Regarding the BMI, 58.3% of the sample pre-
sented a score within the normal range, 10.8% had
low weight, 23.3% were overweight, 5.1% were
classified as obesity I, and 2.5% as obesity 1.

The BSQ analysis demonstrated that 45.8% of
the sample, that is, 55 students, stated some appre-



hension regarding body image. In the classes, 50%
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Chart 1. Distribution of the sample by age, BMI, and risk results

on the EAT
from the first and fourth years had some concern Age | BWI | EAT | BSa | Age | BW | EAT | Bsa
about body image, as well as 60% from the third 4" year, class of 74 2 year, class of 76
21 23.82 27 | Moderate | 18 | 37.66 29
year, and 23.3% from the second year. Of the stu- obesity |
dents worried about body image, 54.5%, (30 stu- 34 | 2342 20 Mid | 24 | 3271 31
. . . obesity Il
dents) also presented risky eating behavior. T me T 5 Tses T 5 T 72 T 2 | sovers
The descriptive presentation of the results and overveight
.. . . . . . 21 26.72 24 Moderate | 19 15.97 low 28
the statistical analysis did not show significant dif- overweight weight
ferences between the variables evaluated and the in- 2 | 1936 39 | Severe | 26 23.2 27 Mild
d for th iabl 24 | 3803 32 | Severe | 22 | 2204 30
struments used, except for the variable age, as pre- obssity I
sented in table 1. Therefore, students from the first 3¢ year, class of 75 1% year, class of 77
. . 19 | 2563 29 | Severe | 19 | 3061 40 Mild
and third years had a greater concentration of stu- e e Uy
dents between the ages of 18 and 21, the age group 19 25.64 30 Mild 24 29.35 29 Mild
. . . overweight overweight
at risk for the development of eating disorders. P 7 T T T e T 5
overweight
T . . . 21 25.78 28 Mid | 19 19.82 2
Table 1. Distribution of variables according the educational overweight
year 21 27.35 22 | Moderate | 22 24.74 26
4" year 3% year 2" year 1styear com overweight
Characteristics  Classof  Classof  Class of  Class of Total Classp- 23 20.55 24 Severe 18 26.44 22
74 75 76 77 p overweight
Age 0.000 22 16.890ow | 45 Mid | 20 | 2593 2 Mild
Min - Max 20-48 19-29 18-30 18-40 18-48 weight overweight
Mean (SD) 236064 20723 222@6 20141 21942 21 25.77 35 Mild 18 19.88 21
Sex 0.36 overweight
Male n(%) 3(10 3(10 6(20) 733 19(158) 21 27.68 40 Severe 18 31.53 22
Femalen(s)  27(90)  27(90) 2480  23(763) 101(842) s obesiy |
Weight 0.31
Min-Max  42-91  36-90  42-101 41-101  36-101
Mean (SD)  63.0(134) 59.6(11.6) 636(158 653(15.0) 62.9(140)
BMI 0.57 . .
Min - Max 17-38  17-29  16-38  18-32  16-38 Discussion

Mean (SD) 23649 22834 231(64) 23740 233(4.9)

No significant difference was identified between
the scores on the instrument and the risk classifi-
cation between the classes, but a simple positive
correlation was found between the EAT and BSQ
instruments (p<0.001), that is, the risk for eating
behavior was present in 20 (66.7%) students of the
30 (100%) who presented risky eating behavior
(Table 1).

The linear regression enabled the identification
of a significant association between risky eating be-
havior (EAT) and the BMI, showing that 18 (60%)
students of the 30 (100%) presenting risky eating
behavior also presented a BMI alteration, body
weight above normal (Chart 1). The linear regres-
sion presented a significant association between
preoccupation with the body image (BSQ) and year
in the course, especially for those from the third and
fourth years, as demonstrated in chart 1.

The study shows that nursing undergraduate stu-
dents are concerned with their body image, and
more than half of them also present risky eating be-
havior, which may be translated into a greater risk
for the development of eating disorders.

The results should be evaluated not only to
consider the issues related to eating disorders, but
mainly as factors that already constitute a form of
suffering, if we understand body image as an aspect
of importance for self-esteem of the individual. This
was shown in a study with 471 adolescents, which
identified 62.8% with low self-esteem, 23.2% pre-
occupied with body image, and 21.7% with risky
cating behavior for developing eating disorders. 7

In the sample, 45.8% of the students presented
some preoccupation with body image. These find-
ings are similar, with the results of 47% of 300
students of a nutrition course in Brazil; they are
higher than the result of a study conducted in Juiz
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de For a, with 30.71% of 276 women and 19.59%
of 311 men in the sample of 587 students from
several different university courses. A study con-
ducted in Santa Catarina with university students
from different courses that used a scale showing
silhouettes to evaluate their body image, found
that 77.9% of the sample showed dissatisfaction
with their body image, a much higher index than
that found in our study. Our findings make it pos-
sible to reflect on how dissatisfaction with body
image frequently occurs. 11V

Concern about body image and weight occur
independently of the state of eutrophy, as found in
this study. This can be a factor of suffering due to
social and media pressures, associated with the liv-
ing conditions of the students, with emphasis on
students from public universities who, at present,
have the possibility of attending higher education
institutions far from their families, through com-
petition by an electronic enrollment system and use
of scores obtained during high school evaluation.®®

Regarding eating behavior, this study showed
that 25% of the sample of 120 students presented
changes in eating behavior as a risk for the devel-
opment eating disorder, this was similar to a study
conducted in southern Brazil, with university stu-
dents attending health courses, which identified
22.4% of a sample of 214 students exhibiting the
same behavior.!'¥

In a study performed with 2483 university stu-
dents across all regions of Brazil, variations in EAT
scores between 23.7% and 30.1% were identified,
as a frequency of risky eating behavior for ED, con-
firming that this phenomenon is widespread in the
national territory; these values are similar to the
data obtained in our research.!”

The results related to EAT presented in the
mentioned study are lower than 45.5% of the sam-
ple of 189 female medical students, for whom re-
sults showed a risk of developing binge eating disor-
der, when associated with the Bulimic Investigatory
Test, Edinburgh (BITE). 1

A correlation between EAT scores and altered
BMI above the normality indexes was identified
in this study, which would be expected in an at-
tempt to control body weight; however, this was
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not found among Indian nursing students who
presented changes in BMI, but not in the EAT
indexes. %2V

Indian nursing students presented correlations
between BMI and BSQ®" and, in the sample stud-
ied, the correlation of the BSQ result was related
to the EAT and the year in the course. The year
in school of the students did not present a correla-
tion with BSQ scores in a cross-sectional study
performed with undergraduate university nutrition
students in Fortaleza,® different from that observed
in this study.

The students in the first and third years of nurs-
ing school showed a higher frequency of changes in
eating behavior and, according to the literature, the
lower age range,®”'*!V which may make students
more exposed to feelings of dissatisfaction with
body image, as identified in the statistical analysis.

Nursing students, mostly females, were integrat-
ed into a context of strong social pressure, in which
healthy habits and body appearance, within the so-
ciety’s standards, need to be maintained,”"” which
makes them a risk group for the development of
cating disorders. 7

The alterations found in risky eating behavior,
and in regard to the preoccupation with body im-
age, was also identified in studies conducted with
university students of different courses; this was
true not only in Brazil, 7>'#2'%2 which highlights
the importance of studies on risk factors for the de-
velopment of eating disorders, especially in young
girls and adolescents.®1%!7

The prevalence of these risk behaviors has in-
creased in recent decades, which coincides with
the emergence of new concepts of beauty that are
being strongly disseminated by the media. '*» On
the other hand, the same media that suggests “thin-
ness” as the perfect beauty pattern, influences the
intake of high-calorie foods, leading adolescents to
adopt risk behaviors to fit the “right” standards and
achieve the perfect pattern of beauty.®

Body weight influences risk factors for eating
disorders, and studies show that changes in BMI
can generate dissatisfaction with body image, which
is considered the main triggering agent for risk be-

havior related to eating disorders.®?



It is important to study eating disorders and
their triggering factors, so that educational actions
can be developed that enable the prevention and
carly identification of these problems. ®

The limitation of this study is the fact that it in-
cluded only nursing students, which compromises
generalization. Further studies with students from
different courses are suggested, from public and pri-
vate universities, including with a more expressive
integration of male participants. Longitudinal stud-
ies are also suggested to obtain information regard-
ing the evolution or non-existence of risk scores for
EAT and BSQ during the undergraduate program.

The contribution of this study to nursing is rais-
ing the alarm on the risk of eating disorders in stu-
dents, and it enables the development of prevention
of projects in mental health and in health promo-
tion, aiming to strengthen students through stimu-
lation of self-esteem and critical thinking.

Conclusion

The present study shows that nursing undergraduates
are very concerned about their body image, which
is independent of the eutrophic state. The majority
of students who presented dissatisfaction with body
image also had a BMI alteration, with weight above
normal, and risky eating behavior for development
of an eating disorder, demonstrated by the simple
positive correlation between the BSQ and EAT, and
a significant association between the EAT and BML
Younger students were more exposed according to
statistical analysis. Considering the multifactorial eti-
ology of eating disorders, research should focus on
development of prevention techniques that stimulate
the positive concept of self-image and encourage the
development of critical thinking about image pat-
terns, and media and social impositions.

Collaborations

Mazzaia MC and Santos RMC contributed to the
study design, analysis, data interpretation, article writ-

ing, and final approval of the version to be published.
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