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INTRODUCTION: The present generation is the most frequently targeted consumer for the fast food marketers and this can lead to various health related disorders in them. 

AIM: To assess the perceptions,  fast food consumption and eating habits among students belonging to the allied health sciences in various corners of  India

MATERIALS AND METHOD: The study was an online, questionnaire based, cross-sectional study. The questionnaire was in English language, was pre-tested on 50 students and validated accordingly. The questionnaire was based on a 5-point Likert-type scale [(1) strongly disagree, (2) disagree, (3) neutral, (4)  agree,  and (5)  Strongly  agree]; had 19  questions  and  required  approximately   four minutes  for completion. Data was analysed using SPSS version 21.0 and the student’s t-test and multiple logistic regression was applied keeping the p value as 0.05. 

RESULTS: The   study   comprised   of   1020   complete   responses;   out   which   males   formed   a   majority (52.3%) and most students belonged to the 2nd year of their study (49.1). High mean ± SD scores pertaining to perception  were obtained in four questions. While assessing the eating habits, high mean

± SD scores were obtained in three questions. Multiple logistic regression based on gender revealed that females   has   a   significant   difference   on   both   perception   (0.01)   and   consumption(p-0.03)   habits   in relation to fast food as compared to males, while the year of study was significantly associated with the food consumption habits (p=0.01) of the students. 

CONCLUSION: Universities and institutions need to educate and motivate students on the importance of healthy eating to reduce the burden of disease among such students. 
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As a student enters a university/institution,   there are certain changes in his/her living arrangement (which includes living in hostels, PG homes, etc) that results in a change in various factors, including their food choices and with their new found “freedom”, they tend to prefer eating “fast foods”.1,2 

The term, “fast food” typically refers to food preparations that are prepared quickly, mostly purchased through self-service which is made from pre-cooked ingredients, and is served in a packaged form for the customer to take-away.3 The present generation is the most frequently targeted consumer for the fast food marketers and are flocked by students and children frequently. Infact, most students prefer eating junk food as compared to home cooked meals.4 

As these students are given a monthly allowance, the overall competition among various food franchises to lower their prices by providing special offers and discounts makes it appealing and affordable to these students.5 Due to the increased costs of living, and preference to  dedicate  their after college hours towards social interactions, sports and studying, students save time by  ordering fast food. However, the intake of fast food among these students also contributes to various lifestyle related diseases such as eating   behaviours,   rising   obesity   rates,   insulin   resistance   &   development   of   type   2   diabetes, hypertension and dyslipidemia.5 

Due to the hidden dangers of fast food consumption to one’s health, the present study was designed to explore   and   document   the   perceptions,   fast   food   consumption   and   eating   habits   among   students belonging to the allied health sciences and use the data to further chalk out intervention programs, if required. 

MATERIALS AND METHODS

The present study was designed as descriptive cross-sectional study which was conducted online from 10th October, 2019 to 10th January, 2020 after taking prior approval from the Institutional Review Board. 

The questionnaire was adopted from Abraham S et al.6 and later modified as per the present needs of the study.   The questionnaire was in English language, was pre-tested on 50 students and validated accordingly as a part of the pilot study (Cronbach’s α=0.87). The questionnaire was based on a 5-point Likert-type scale. The scale options were (1) strongly disagree, (2) disagree, (3) neutral, (4) agree, and (5)   Strongly   agree.   The   questionnaire   has   a   total   of   19  questions  and   required   approximately   four minutes for completion. 

Data was collected through convenience sampling and the questionnaire was distributed as a link on various social media sites and WhatsApp. Upon clicking the link, the participant was informed about the study  objectives and instructed that the  study  meant is for college students  belonging to  the  allied health sciences (Nursing, Physiotherapy, Homeopathy, Yoga, Unani and Siddha) based in India only and consent was obtained before initiating the survey. Participation in the study was purely voluntary and no personal details were collected from the participants. On the basis of the results obtained during the pilot study, the minimum sample required for the study was calculated as 349. All the participants were students aged 17 years or older. 

Data was analysed using SPSS version 21.0 and the student’s t-test and multiple logistic regression was applied keeping the p value as 0.05. 



RESULTS

Table 1 depicts the demographic details of the study population. There were a total of 1020 complete responses obtained, out which males formed a majority (52.3%). Most students belonged to the 2nd year of their study (49.1) and the least belonged to the 3rd year of study (18.6%). 

Perceptions regarding fast food consumption among the study population is depicted in table 2. High mean ± SD scores (above 3.5) were obtained in the questions   “Fast food consumption   can lead to

obesity”(3.9±1.33),   “Home cooked meals provide me with a balanced diet”(3.5±0.17), “Home-made meals are healthier than fast food meals.”(4.2±0,43), “It is easier to make fast food as compared to home-cooked   meals”   (4.5±0.33,   p=0.01*)   and   “Fast   food   does   not   affect   my   mental   physical   and spiritual well-being”(3.9±0.55). Significant differences were also obtained in the questions “Diabetes and hypertension is a consequence of our eating habits.” (2.6±2.33, p=0.05) and “I am concerned about my calorie intake while eating at fast food joints” (1.9±1.99, p=0.01). 

High mean ± SD scores (above 3.5) regarding food consumption were obtained in the questions  “Busy days lead to increased consumption of fast food”(3.9±0.52, p=0.04),  “I usually order/have a sweetened beverage   along   with   fast   food”(4.1±0.32),   and   “I   tend   to   order   fast   food   when   I   am stressed”(3.8±0.43).   Significant   differences   was   also   obtained   when   the   students   responded   to   the question “I share my fast food with friends” (2.7±0.78, p=0.04) and is depicted in table 3. 

The results based on the multiple logistic regression are depicted in table 4. Analysis based on gender revealed that females has a significant difference on both perception (0.01) and consumption(p-0.03) habits in relation to fast food as compared to males, while the year of study was significantly associated with the food consumption habits (p=0.01) of the students. 



 

Alternate   link   to   tables/figures   (copy/paste   link   in   new   browser window):  https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Cg8bjIAOc5fzoXvCA5p3poVuhraVrNcQ/view?usp=sharing DISCUSSION

Based on the results of the present study, it was observed that students perceived fast food as a viable option as compared to home cooked meals and their habits included increased fast-food consumption, especially on busy and stressful days. The present study had more respondents belonging to the second year of their course and this can be attributed to the fact that as the course progresses, students get busy   with   their   academic   work   preparing   for   their   final   examinations   and   hence,   show   lesser participation in such studies. 

It was revealed that females were more concerned and conscious regarding fast food consumption in comparison to their male counterparts and these findings are in agreement to studies conducted by Mahajan SA et al. (2020)7 and Bipasha MS et al. (2013).8 

Beverage   intake   along   with   fast   food   was   reported   by   approximately   83%   of   the   respondents (4.1±0.32) and the results were in agreement to various authors who documented unhealthy eating patterns along with a high level of beverage (soft drinks) consumption.9,10 In addition,  Deliens T et al. 

(2015) reported a massive consumption of  423.6 ± 445.2 ml of soft and energy drinks among Belgian university students.11 

The    responses of   the students in the present study stating that they were conscious of the calories they consume while eating  at fast food restaurants(1.9±1.99) as well as agreeing to the fact that fast food consumption  can lead to obesity (3.9±1.33) is in agreement to the results of the various authors where   students   reported   that   increased   calorie   consumption   can   lead   to   weight   gain   in   individuals consuming fast food.12,13 A total of 3.2±0.76 students found fast food more appealing as compared to home cooked meals, and this statement is in disagreement to Shah T et al. (2014) where participants did not find fast food to be more appealing. 14 

The limitations of the study could potentially include under and over-reporting of the questions by the respondents and to decrease the  same, the researchers did not collect any personal data from the students, due to which, the results of the present study can be generalized.  

CONCLUSION

It  is  recommended that  universities  and institutions  need to  educate  and motivate  students on the importance of healthy eating so that the burden ofobesity and health related disorders among university going students can be reduced. 
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