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ABSTRACT

The prevalence of overweight (21.8-23%) and obesity (7015.7%) among male students is reportedly high in Saudi
Arabia. Hence, there is felt need to assess percentage of overweight students also in Qassim region prior to intervention. A
cross sectional study was carried out during October 2014 to September 2015 to find out prevalence of obesity among
students of public health and to understand their dietary habits associated with obesity. All 202 students studying in college
of Public Health & Health Informatics at Bukiriyah, in Qassim province of Saudi Arabia were interviewed using a structured
and pretested questionnaire. The normal weight, overweight and underweight students were 47.03%, 45.05% and 7.92%
respectively. Eighty percent were overweight among those aged above 23 years. This is approximately double of percentage
of overweight students in the other two age groups. Consumption of fruits and fruit juice was higher in normal weight and
overweight students, but lower in underweight students. A low vegetable and fruit intake along with higher intake of coke,
tea, coffee, pizza and burger were noted as common eating habits of the students. There is urgent need to reduce the
prevalence of overweight and obesity among college students, and to promote healthy eating habits and physical activities.
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INTRODUCTION:

The MONICA Project, sponsored by the
World Health Organization, discovered that 30% of
the population in the Arab World is overweight or
obese, including adolescents and adults'". This
percentage is smaller for North African countries than
oil-producing countries, but is still a prevalent
trend”. The adoption of western lifestyle is one of the
leading causes. The intake of attractive energy dense
food with undesirable composition, increased
consumption of animal fats and sugars and reduced
consumption of dietary fibre, along with a lack of
sufficient physical activity is high. Specifically in the
Arabian Peninsula the physical activity of the
population has significantly diminished with the
availability of housemaids, private cars, television,
and sophisticated household appliances. In addition,
the types of food and fat intake have changed”. Other
common factors, besides a sedentary lifestyle and
unhealthy food choices, across the Arab world include
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urbanization, technology, “and a cultural appreciation
of plumpness"”.

The rate of childhood obesity is increasing in
developing countries, but this rate is highest in the
Middle East". In the last few decades, the Kingdom of
Saudi Arabia (KSA) has experienced rapid socio-
cultural changes caused by the dramatic rise in the
economy of the Arabian Gulf region. Such
transformation associated with major changes in food
choices and eating habits has made the youth
westernized. This nutritional transition has been
implicated as a cause of rising trends of overweight
and obesity recently observed in the Saudi
population”. In Saudi Arabia, the overall prevalence
of overweight, obesity, and severe obesity in
otherwise healthy children and adolescents aged 5 to
18 yearsis 23.1%, 9.3% and 2%, respectively".

All the factors associated with obesity may
not be amenable to modification such as urbanization
and availability of increased disposable income, but
factors like dietary habits may be modified with
continued health education, sharing evidence and
increasing availability & consumption of healthy
foods by appropriate policy changes.

In view of the above, this study was carried
out with objectives to assess the prevalence of obesity

in students of public health, to understand the dietary
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habits associated with obesity and for suggesting
solutions for improving the present status.

MATERIAL AND METHODS:

All 202 students, studying in college of Public
Health & Health Informatics at Al Bukayriyah, in
Qassim province of Saudi Arabia were interviewed. As
this college is only for males, all students interviewed
were males. The age of these students ranged from 18
years to 29 years. All the regular students attending the
college in the period of October 2014 to September
2015, were included in the study. The students already
in occupation and attending selected courses for 3 to 4
months under the “bridge course” were excluded.
Calculating Body Mass Index was used as the standard
method for assessment of obesity. The weighing
machine received from UNICEF of make SECA fitted
with height measuring rod was used for recording the
weight & height of students. The weight was recorded
to nearest 100 grams and height was measured up to
nearest 0.5 centimetres as available in calibrations of
the weighing machine. The height and weight of
students was recorded using above stated standard
equipment available in the college.

All students were interviewed using a
predesigned questionnaire about their dietary intake of
different type of food items and frequency of their
weekly consumption. The selected students were
trained by faculty members in recording height and
weight and using the interview questionnaire and these
students recorded the observations under supervision
of faculty. After reviewing the questionnaire used in
studies mentioned in references at serial nos. 13 & 16
to 18 from Arab countries, the food items for
questionnaire of present study were selected. The
variables selected for food items were frequent
weekly consumption (4 to 7 days per week) of fruits,
vegetables, junk food (pizza / burger), coke, tea /
coffee & fruitjuice.

The data collected were organized in tables
and graphs using excel sheets. The results were
analyzed comparing food habits of underweight,
normal weight and overweight students. The Chi
Square test was applied to find whether the difference
in consumption of different food items between
normal and overweight students is statistically
significant. The data entry and tabulation was done by
the faculty members themselves.

RESULTS:
The age wise distribution of students between
the age group of 21 to 23 years was found to be 52%,

followed by 32.67% in age group 18 to 20 years and
15.35% in age group above 23 years (Table 1).
Distribution of students by both Age & Obesity status
shows that 62 % of normal weight and 43 % over
weight students were in age group 21 to 23 years. It is
evident that 30 % of all overweight students (28 out of
93) were already present in age group of 18 to 20 years
and their number increased by another 43 % in age
group 21 to 23 years. Therefore interventions for
prevention and control of obesity must start in the
school, before they enter the college, and also as soon
as they getentry to the college.

The distribution of students by Age, normal
weight & overweight status, shows that in students of
age group 23 & above, 80 % were overweight (Table
2). This is approximately double of percentage of
overweight students in the other two age groups.
Hence it is evident from this observation that students
in age group 23 years and above are high risk group. It
may be advisable to check blood pressure, blood sugar
& HDbA,, also in this age group to maximise use and
benefit of available diagnostic and preventive
resources.

The consumption of fruits and fruit juice was
higher in normal weight and lower in underweight
students. In underweight students intake of vegetables
was also low than other two groups, but Consumption
of Pizza or burger & drinking coke was higher (Table
3). Consumption of tea / coffee and drinking fruit juice
was comparatively higher in over weight students. In
under weight, normal and overweight, all the 3
categories of students, frequency of drinking coke, tea
and coffee was found high, while intake of fruits and
fruit juices was found comparatively low.

The Chi Square test was applied to find
whether the difference in consumption of different
food items between normal and overweight students is
statistically significant. The difference was found
significantly higher in overweight students (value of p
was less than 0.02), only regarding consumption of tea
and coffee. The significant difference is also expected
logically between normal and overweight students
regarding intake of fruits, vegetables, pizza and
burger, but probably a larger sample size is required to
capture this observation.

DISCUSSION:

The studies in Saudi Arabia and other
countries as well also have stated high prevalence of
overweight & obesity. In study by Fadia Y. Abdel-
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Table 1: Distribution of students by Age & Obesity status.

Obesity Stat Number of students of age 21-23 Years More than 23 Years Total
eIty Status 1820 Years No. (%) No. (%) No. (%) No. (%)
Under weight ~ 9(56.25) 7(43.75) 0 16 (7.92)
Normal weight 29(31.18) 58(62.37) 6(6.45) 93 (46.04)
Over weight 28(30.11) 40(43.01) 25(26.88) 93 (46.04)
Total 66 (32.67) 105 (51 .98) 31 (15.35) 202 (100.0)
Table 2: Proportion of Normal & over weight students by Age Groups — The High Risk Groups.
Obesity Stat students of age 18-20 21-23 Years More than 23  Total
sty Statls - vears No. (%) No. (%) Years No. (%) No. (%)

Total Number 66 (32.67) 105 (51.98) 31 (15.35) 202

Normal weight 29 (43.94) 58 (55.24) 6(19.35) 93 (46.04)

Over weight 28 (42.42) 40 (38.09) 25 (80.64) 93 (46.04)

Table 3: Frequency of weekly consumption of food items in normal, under and overweight students.

Eating Habit
(Eating 4-7days)

Under Weight No.(%)

Normal Weight No. (%)

Over Weight No. (%)

Any Fruit 1(2.27) 19 (7.69) 12 (4.76)
Vegetables 7(15.91) 46 (18.62) 47 (18.65)
Pizza Or Burger 10 (22.73) 36 (14.57) 33(13.10)
Coke 12 (27.27) 64 (25.91) 61 (24.21)
Tea/ Coffee 11 (25.00) 64 (25.91) 78 (30.95)
Fruit Juice 3(6.82) 18 (7.29) 21(8.33)
Total 44 (100.00) 247 (100.00) 252 (100.00)

Megeid etal”, the prevalence of overweight was found
23% and obese 7% in male students. These results are
in agreement with several studies"""". In KSA, Al-
Rethaiaa et al'” reported that the prevalence rate of
overweight and obesity of male Health Sciences
College students were 21.8% and 15.7%. The students
were eating 2 meals per day including breakfast,
together with frequent snacks and fried food, whereas,
vegetables and fruits were not frequently consumed by
most students. Most males are exposed to outdoor
eating, which usually contains excess fat and

carbohydrates, and less fibre"".
Musaiger et al'" reported that the prevalence

rate of obesity was 35.7% in males in the United Arab
Emirates. In contrast, in Iranian male college
students, only 7.9% of them were found above the
normal body weight"". In our present study
overweight students were 45.05%.

Most students followed unhealthy eating
habits, they often eat snacks daily, and this may be due
to their palatability, availability, and convenience. The
present study revealed that most students had a lower
frequency regarding intake of fruits, fruit juice and
vegetables but higher frequency of consuming coke,
tea/ coffee, pizza and burger. These present findings
were in accordance with several authors"*" who
stated that obesity was associated with an unhealthy
diet, high intake of fast foods and other foods high in
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fat, and a low intake of fruits and vegetables.

The studies conducted with medical students
in different parts of India reveal that 44% were
overweight & 8 to 10 % were obese. Relation with
increased frequency of meals (p = 0.007), increased
sleep duration (p = 0.003) and regular exercise (p =
0.047) were found to be significant. The students
having daily breakfast were found to be 42.9% to 68%.
However, only 10% participants said that they had a
fruit daily. Most of the male (53.9%) and female
(47.6%) students were habituated to consume snacks
in fast food centre. Fried snacks were the most popular
with 39% students, followed by various bakery items.
Only 7% students preferred salads and soups for
snacking"***"".  Jayaraj et al”" & Gillman et al "™,
reported that regular participation in physical activity
with eating a healthy diet strongly influences health
status and reduces the risk of obesity and overweight.

CONCLUSION:

Poor nutritional behaviour is associated with
many risks that endanger health not only during later
life but also during early adulthood. Despite high level
of'education of university students, they still have poor
nutritional habits, more so than the general population.
® A low vegetable and fruit intake along with higher
coke, tea, coffee, pizza and burger were found the most
common eating habits of the students. Lifestyle
modification is important, especially in young age
groups, to improve healthy habits earlier in life.

Our observations and review of studies in
Arab countries and India as well suggest that the
students along with their parents and teachers seem to
be the most appropriate target group for health
education about life style including nutritional
education and exercise. Coordinated efforts and
strategies are required at all levels including family,
university, community and Government to reduce the
tendency of overweight and obesity among college
students, and to promote healthy eating habits and
physical activity.
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