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Short Communication

Dieting practices and body image perception among
Lebanese university students
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Dieting is becoming a popular phenomenon among university students to achieve or maintain a healthy weight.
The purpose of this study is to obtain a preliminary understanding of what dieting practices university students
use in order to achieve their desirable body weight and to determine the magnitude of body dissatisfaction in re-
lation to weight status among a sample of students (n=252) from the Lebanese American University in Beirut,
Lebanon. Students filled out a self-reported questionnaire that included questions on their dieting and physical
activity practices in addition to the body shape questionnaire (BSQ). Weight and height were measured to calcu-
late body mass index. Percentage body fat was measured using Tanita scale body fat analyzer 300A. The out-
come of this study showed that smoking and unhealthy dieting practices were not common among students (only
26% reported smoking, 8% reported taking laxatives and 4% taking diet pills). Half of the students reported
practicing regular physical activity. Multivitamin intake was also not popular among students. BSQ scores indi-
cate that the majority of students were not worried about their body image perception (64% reported not being
worried, 19% were slightly worried, 12% were moderately worried and 5% were extremely worried). A gender
difference was observed in the BSQ scores, as 89% of the “extremely worried” students were females. Collec-
tively, results indicate that unhealthy dieting practices are uncommon among students. However, developing
health promotion awareness’ programs to promote good self image within the concept of a realistic healthy

weight will be beneficial, especially among females.
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INTRODUCTION

In most of the world, the epidemic of overweight and
obesity is steadily rising and it is becoming a global pub-
lic health concern.” Obesity is not only associated with
many diet-related chronic diseases,'” but it is also associ-
ated with intense feelings of body dissatisfaction, low-self
esteem, negative body image and social stigma.® Body
dissatisfaction and negative body image may serve as
impetus for young adults to engage in strict dieting and
unhealthy eating behaviors to lose weight.””'"""> Thus,
dieting is becoming a common phenomenon among uni-
versity students to achieve their desirable body weight.
Previous studies have reported that male students are less
likely to try to lose weight compared to female students
and weight loss is almost the norm for female students.'®
'8 Female students are concerned about body weight and
place high importance on appearance.'*** The pressure to
be thin among female students is promoted by media ex-
posure and fashion industry.”'* Societal culture puts a
greater emphasis on body weight as a measure of wom-
en’s beauty and social acceptance or belongingness.
Women’s fashion magazines and models ads picture
women’s thinness as the necessity to be beautiful and to
attract male attention.'”** Unfortunately the desire to be
thin creates a pressure on female students to lose weight
continuously and this might promote unhealthy weight-
control behaviors such as fasting, skipping meals, taking
laxatives or diet pills and food restriction.”** Besides, the

desire to be thin may result in unfavorable outcomes such
as anxiety, depression, low-self esteem, low-level of self
confidence, and body image dissatisfaction.”*** Previous
research studies reported smoking as a weight-control
strategy among young women.”**® Understanding stu-
dents’ dieting practices is significantly important in as-
sessing students’ need for developing appropriate educa-
tional health awareness programs to prevent unhealthy
dieting behaviors among students. Besides, college age is
a risky time in terms of developing body image concerns
and eating disorder tendencies that may have long-term
health effects. The purpose of this study was to obtain a
preliminary understanding of what dieting practices Le-
banese university students use in order to achieve their
desirable body weight and to determine the magnitude of
their body dissatisfaction in relation to their weight status
in a sample of students from the Lebanese American Uni-
versity (LAU) in Beirut.
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MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants

Students were recruited randomly, by a trained student
accompanied by an LAU professor, from the Lebanese
American University campus in Beirut during the spring
2009 semester. The response rate was high. Out of 260
students who were approached, 252 university students
agreed to participate in this study.

Design and sample

This study was a cross-sectional survey. A sample of 252
students (43% male and 57% female), aged 20+1.9 years
participated in this study. Students voluntarily entered
into the study and were provided with adequate informa-
tion about the study protocol. The study was approved by
the university research board. Students who agreed to
participate in this study were asked to sign a consent form
according to the Helsinki declaration and to come later to
a laboratory classroom for filling out the questionnaires
and to take anthropometric measurements.

Data collection

Data collection took place in two steps. In the first step,
students were asked to fill out a questionnaire regarding
their dieting practices, physical activity, and smoking
habits in addition to the 34 items of the body shape ques-
tionnaire (BSQ). In the second step, students’ anthropom-
etric measurements were performed. The BSQ question-
naire is a self administered questionnaire developed by
Cooper et al. in England to measure body shape concerns.”
The BSQ consists of 34 items used to assess students’
level of preoccupation with weight and body shape by
ranking students’ responses from 1 to 6. The sum of re-
sponses generates a score. Accordingly, students were
divided into four categories: not worried about body im-
age (<80), slightly worried (81-110), moderately worried
(111-140), and extremely worried (>140). BSQ score cut-
off values were based on previously published research
studies that were conducted among university students (in
Brazil and in Spain).”*' The BSQ questionnaire was pi-
lot-tested on a randomly selected group of 30 students.
These students were then excluded from the study. The
BSQ questionnaire was tested, standardized and validated
to be used among university students in a previously pub-
lished study.*® Prior to questionnaire administration, stu-
dents were informed by an LAU professor about the study
in details. They were given instructions on how to fill out
the questionnaire completely and truthfully. After filling
out the questionnaire, anthropometric measurements were
done the day after. Weight, percentage body fat and body
mass index measurements were determined using Tanita
scale body fat analyzer 300A. As fluctuations in body
hydration status may affect body composition results,
Tanita scale measurements were taken in the morning
(within three hours after waking up) and students were
instructed to fast and to refrain from any heavy physical
activity before taking the measurements. Students were
asked to wipe off the bottom of their feet before stepping
onto the measuring platform, since unclean foot pads may
interfere with scale conductivity. Height measurements
were taken with a secured metal ruler. Body mass index
(BMI) was used to assess students’ weight status. Accord-

ing to the guidelines stated by the National Institutes of
Health, weight status was classified into four categories:
underweight (BMI <18.5), normal weight (BMI between
18.5-24.9), overweight (BMI between 25-29.9), and ob-
ese (BMI >30).”' Normal range for percentage body fat
was considered as follow: 10-20% for males and 20-30%
for females (based on Tanita scale body composition ana-
lyzer values).

Data Analysis

Statistical analyses were performed using SPSS (version
13.0, SPSS, Inc) software. ANOVA was used to examine
differences in the anthropometric characteristics. Results
were expressed as means £ SD. Numerical variables were
analyzed using Students’t- test or ANOVA. Chi-square
tests were conducted for categorical variables. All re-
ported p values were made on the basis of 2-sided tests
and compared to a significance level of 5%.

RESULTS

Participants’ Characteristics

A total of 252 students (108 males and 144 females) par-
ticipated in this study. Mean age of the participated male
students was 20.5%1.7 years and 20+2.0 years in the fe-
male group. The average weight and height of the partici-
pated students were 67.1+15.4 kg and 170+£9.0 cm, re-
spectively. Mean BMI and percentage body fat were
23.0+4.0 (kg/m®) and 23.1+8.2 (%), respectively. Major-
ity of students were of normal weight (86.8% of females
and 54.6% of males). Results of the BSQ scores indicated
that the majority of students were not worried about their
body shape. The total mean BSQ score of the sample was
76.4£33.9. Female students had higher BSQ score com-
pared to males. The mean BSQ scores among male stu-
dents was 64.8+25.9 and among females 84.9+36.8.

Body shape concerns by gender

Results of BSQ scores indicated that 64% of students
reported not being worried about their body shape, 19%
were slightly worried, 12% were moderately worried and
5% were extremely worried. A gender difference was
observed in the BSQ scores. Male students were less wor-
ried about their body shape compared to female students.
Eighty one percent of male students reported not being
worried about their body shape compared to 52% of fe-
males. Female students reported higher BSQ scores com-
pared to male students in all BSQ categories. The per-
centages of female students who reported being moder-
ately and extremely worried about their body shape were
17% and 8% respectively compared to 6% and 1% in
males (p<0.01) (Figure 1).

Body shape concerns in relation to percentage body fat
and weight status

Results of BSQ scores in relation to percentage body fat
showed that there was a significant relationship between
percentage body fat and students’ level of concern (p <
0.01). As percentage of body fat increases, students’ level
of concern increases. A similar trend was observed with
weight status as there was a significant relationship be-
tween students’ weight status and their levels of concern:
students’ levels of concern increased as values of their
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Figure 1. Body shape concerns by gender. Not worried (BSQ score < 80), slightly worried (BSQ score between 81-110), Moder-
ately worried (BSQ score between 111-140), extremely worried (BSQ score > 140)
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Figure 2. Body shape concerns by students’ weight status and gender. Normal (BMI between 18.5-24.9); Above Normal

(BMI>25)

body mass index increased (p < 0.01). Gender differences
were observed in terms of levels of concern among the
studied sample. Female students reported being “more
worried” about their body shape than male students and
their levels of concern varied in accordance to their
weight status. In the studied sample, male students re-
gardless of their weight status were less worried than fe-
males. BSQ scores of students with normal body weight
showed that 60% of the female students reported not be-
ing worried about their body shape compared to 91% of
male students; whereas, none of the female students who
were overweight reported being “not worried” about their
body shape compared to 68% of male students (Figure 2).
Overweight male students showed an opposite trend in
terms of their levels of concern since none of them re-
ported being extremely worried about their body shape
compared to 37% of overweight females who reported
extreme levels of concern. Contrary to male students,
female students’ levels of concern showed to increase
with an increase in body mass index: none of the over-
weight female students reported not being worried, 21%
of them reported being slightly worried and 42% reported
being moderately worried (Figure 2).

Body shape concerns in relation to dieting practices,
smoking, and physical activity

Results of students’ dieting practices indicated that un-
healthy dieting practices were not common among stu-
dents. Only 8% of students reported taking laxatives and
4% reported taking diet pills. Smoking was not common
among students as only 26% of students reported smok-
ing regularly. Fifty percent of the students reported that
they exercise regularly (Table 1) and 19% reported taking
multivitamin supplements. The mean BSQ scores of stu-
dents who reported taking laxatives and diet pills were
much higher than those students who reported regular
smoking and exercising or taking multivitamins (125£35.9,
121£38.4, vs. 77.3£33.9, 72.6+34.6, 83.4+ 42.5 respec-
tively). There was no difference in the mean of BSQ
scores of students who reported regularly smoking and
exercising compared to those students who reported not
smoking and exercising regularly. Similarly, the mean
BSQ scores of multivitamins intake among students were
not significantly different. Whereas, the mean BSQ scores
of students who reported taking laxatives and diet pills
were statistically significant (p<0.01) compared to those
students who reported not taking laxatives and diet pills.
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Table 1. Distribution of students’ dieting practices, smoking & physical activity by BSQ scores

Yes No
Behavioral practices o BSQ % BSQ p value
" ’ (Mean + SD) " ’ (Mean + SD)
Do you take laxatives 20 8 125+359 232 92 72.1£30.3 <0.01
Do you take diet pills 11 4 121 +£384 241 96 74.3 +£32.3 <0.01
Do you smoke regularly 65 26 77.3£33.9 187 74 76.0 £34.0 NS
Do you exercise regularly 125 50 72.6 £34.6 127 50 79.9+£32.9 NS
Do you take multi-vitamins 48 19 83.4+425 204 81 749+31.4 NS

DISCUSSION

The purpose of this study was to obtain a preliminary
understanding of what dieting practices Lebanese univer-
sity students use in order to achieve or maintain their de-
sirable body weight and to determine the magnitude of
their body dissatisfaction in relation to weight status
based on gender. Gaining a preliminary understanding of
dieting strategies among students is an important health
concern not only because of the popularity of unhealthy
dieting practices among young adults but also because of
their potentially long-term health effects.'*'>"’

Dieting practices

Intake of laxatives and diet pills

Previous studies reported an emerging trend of unhealthy
dieting practices among college students.**** A previous
study conducted by Malinaukas et al. to identify dieting
practices among 185 American female college students,
aged between 18 to 24, reported that 83% of their partici-
pating students used dieting for weight loss, 31% used
artificial sweeteners, 32% skipped breakfast, and 9% of
their students used cigarette smoking as a weight loss
strategy.’* The emerging trend of dieting was also ob-
served among Irish adolescent females.”® In our study, the
results indicated that unhealthy dieting practices were not
common among our students, specifically intake of laxa-
tives and diet pills as only 8% of them reported taking
laxatives and 4% reported taking diet pills.

Smoking

Several previous studies reported that smoking was used
by young women as a weight control or dieting strategy
to replace food intake.””***** A recent study conducted
among 300 students at University of Kansas to examine
the association between smoking and weight control re-
ported that current smoking among their students was
related to weight loss intention.” In our study, smoking
was not common among students. Our results indicated
that only 26% of students reported smoking regularly.

Physical activity

The National Heart, Lung and Blood Institute Clinical
Guidelines recommended a combination of physical ac-
tivity and a reduced calorie diet as part of a successful
weight loss strategy.*” Data from the Massachusetts Youth
Risk Behavior Survey revealed that 61.5% of their female
students and 21.5% of their males reported trying to lose
weight and physical activity was associated with trying to
lose weight among their female students.*’ The study by
Malinaukas et al. reported that 80% of their participated
students used physical activity as a weight control strat-

egy. Another published study conducted by King et al
among 204 students, recruited from Midwestern Univer-
sity, reported that students did exercise to lose weight and
improve their body appearances.*

Body shape concern and gender differences

Although dieting to lose weight may be associated with
health promoting behavior such as physical activity, it
may also result in unfavorable outcomes such as anxiety,
depression, low self-esteem, low level of self confidence,
and body image dissatisfaction.”* A recent study con-
ducted among 582 college students from Southeastern
University in North Carolina to examine students’ eating
attitudes reported that disturbed eating attitudes and diet-
ing were common among their college students especially
females.”® In our study, results of BSQ, to assess body
shape dissatisfaction, revealed that the majority of stu-
dents were not worried about their body image perception.
Sixty-four percent of students reported not being worried,
19% were slightly worried, 12% were moderately worried
and 5% were extremely worried. However, a gender dif-
ference was observed in the BSQ scores. Females were
more worried about their body shape than males as 89%
of the extremely worried students were females, whereas,
the majority of the “not worried” group were male stu-
dents. This observation has been supported by other stud-
ies.* In our study, the BSQ scores among female stu-
dents varied in accordance to their weight status. As body
mass index increases, BSQ scores increase. However, this
observation was not valid in the male group. None of the
male students who were overweight reported being ex-
tremely worried about their body shape compared to 37%
of overweight female students in the same category. A
previous study conducted by Klesges et al. among 204
college women and men, reported that women were more
likely than men to be actively engaged in dieting, food
restriction, physical activity (both appropriate and inap-
propriate) primarily for weight reduction, and that women
place higher importance on the appearance benefits of
maintaining an ideal weight than men.'® Our findings were
consistent with the outcomes of a recent study conducted
among 310 American undergraduate college students to
examine prevalence and magnitude of their body weight
and shape dissatisfaction. The authors reported that body
weight and shape dissatisfaction was present in both
males and females and did increase with increasing body
size.* However, females expressed greater body weight
and shape dissatisfaction than males, even though males
were significantly heavier and the prevalence of over-
weight was greater.” It appears that there is an interna-
tional consistency in perceptions of being overweight
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among college students across diverse region of the world
as stated by Wardle et al. who examined the associations
between BMI, weight perception, and attempts to lose
weight in male and female university students from 22
countries.'® The authors reported that more women than
men perceive themselves as overweight and that they had
a faster rise of weight loss attempts than men. In our
study, women who reported taking laxatives or diet pills
regularly had higher BSQ scores compared to women
who reported not taking them. This is expected since
body dissatisfaction increased the risk of unhealthy eating
behaviors among women as reported by previous stud-
ies.*** Besides, the mean BSQ scores of students, who
reported regularly smoking and exercising, were low and
not different from those students who reported not smok-
ing and exercising regularly. It appears that smoking and
exercising were not related to students’ level of body
shape concern among our studied sample. A study con-
ducted by Nichols et al., among 383 male and female
students from the general university population in West
Indies, to determine whether dissatisfaction with one's
body was associated with unhealthy behaviors among
their studied students, reported that females had signifi-
cantly higher BSQ scores than males and were signifi-
cantly more likely than males to choose to engage in diet-
ing behaviors. Besides, perceived body image, in both
males and females, was significantly and positively asso-
ciated with BSQ scores.* In Iran, similar results were
observed among 140 students recruited from Shahid
Chamran University to investigate the relationship be-
tween eating attitudes and body image dissatisfaction.*
The authors reported that there is a significant positive
correlation between the eating attitudes and body image
dissatisfaction among their studied sample and students
who were overly dissatisfied with their body shape were
at a higher risk for an eating disorder.*” In Jordan, a study
conducted by Mousa et al. to investigate the occurrence
of body image dissatisfaction among 326 adolescent
schoolgirls reported that negative body image perception
was observed and it was associated with negative eating
attitudes among the studied sample.

Body shape concern and multivitamin intake

There is a general belief that dieters usually take a multi-
vitamin supplement to provide the vitamins that their di-
ets are lacking as suggested by popular diet books.”'™* A
recent study looked at the multi-vitamin use in relation to
weight status among US adults and reported that multi-
vitamin use was common among dieters and decreases
with an increase in BMIL>* However, in our study multi-
vitamin use was not common among students especially
those with low BSQ scores. This suggests that our stu-
dents were not “multivitamin” users.

Study limitation

This study is subject to the following limitations. Firstly,
the results of this study may not be applicable to all uni-
versity students because of the small sample size. Sec-
ondly, students attending the Lebanese American Univer-
sity are of a high-socioeconomic status which might not
be reflective of university students attending public uni-
versities. However, results of this study indicated that

body image concerns do exist among students irrespective
of their socioeconomic status. Overall, this study shed the
light on the need for developing intervention programs
that could help students to improve their self-confidence
irrespective of their weight status. Excessive body image
concerns among students, especially among females, may
lead to adoption of unhealthy eating behaviors and eating
disorder tendencies. Thus, developing health awareness
programs targeting university students may alleviate the
potential risk of developing eating disorders among stu-
dents during their college life.

CONCLUSION

Unhealthy dieting practices were not common among the
studied sample of students. As BSQ scores indicated, the
majority of students were not worried about their body
image perception. However, females were more concerned
about their body shape than males and their BSQ scores
varied in accordance to their weight status. Developing
heath promotion awareness’ programs to promote good
self-image within the concept of a realistic healthy weight
will be beneficial, especially among females. Programs
that raise awareness about the concept of a “healthy body
weight” and programs that alerts students about the “un-
realistic” body weight promoted by media images, are
important to boost students’ self-confidence and minimize
body image dissatisfaction especially among females.
Most of the images of “skinny” models” pictured in the
media are manipulated and fake. Empowering students
with knowledge about the importance of adopting healthy
behavior practices, such as eating a well-balanced diet,
getting enough sleep and practicing physical activity reg-
ularly are key steps in any health promotion program.
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