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ABSTRACT

Background: The culture of fast food consumption is replacing the traditional meal. It is an emerging trend among
the younger generation. Their ready availability, taste, low cost, marketing strategies and peer pressure make them
popular. Stress in medical students’ life and study load would be factors that negatively influence their diet.

Methods: A cross sectional study was carried out among undergraduate medical students of a medical college in
north Karnataka from May to October 2018. 178 students consisting of both boys and girls participated in the study
and were interviewed using a pre-tested structured questionnaire. Data collected was analysed.

Results: A total of 178 medical students participated in the study out of which 84 were males (48%) and 94 were
females (52%). Majority of them (92%) resided in the hostel within the campus and only a few were local residents
(8%). Mean age of subjects was 20+1.4 years. Taste was the main reason given by students which led to increased
consumption of fast/junk food (46.7%). Chocolates were the most commonly consumed food followed by soft drinks.
Majority of the students (87%) were well aware of the side effects of these fast/junk foods.

Conclusions: Fast/junk foods preference and consumption are highly prevalent among medical students despite their

knowledge about its health hazards.
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INTRODUCTION

The culture of fast food consumption is replacing the
traditional meal. Fast food (FF) is an empty calorie food
that lacks in micronutrients such as vitamins, minerals, or
amino acids, and fibre. It is a food that is prepared and
served quickly at outlets called fast food outlets.® Junk
foods (JF) comprise anything that is quick, tasty,
convenient and fashionable. They are energy dense foods
with high sugar/fat/salt content and low nutrient value in
terms of proteins, fibres, vitamins and mineral content
e.g. chips, chocolate, ice cream, soft drinks. The terms
FFs and JF are often used interchangeably. Most of the JF
are FFs as they are prepared and served fast, but not all of

FFs are JF, especially when they are prepared with
nutritious contents.!3

The increasing urbanization occurring in both developing
and developed countries is causing changes in the diet
towards high energy-dense foods and sedentary lifestyle.*
FF culture is an emerging trend among the younger
generation. Their ready availability, taste, low cost,
marketing strategies and peer pressure make them
popular.3#

According to WHO (2003), frequent fast food
consumption is also a health concern because most fast
foods are rich in saturated fats, trans fats, simple
carbohydrates and sodium-all of which are nutrients
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associated with hypertension, cardiovascular diseases,
and type 2 diabetes.* Consumption of fast/junk foods is
also associated with obesity, dyslipidaemia, impaired
glucose tolerance, dental caries and gastritis.> The general
assumption is that medical students eat healthy when
compared to non-medical students but some studies have
found otherwise and knowledge about healthy lifestyle
does not necessarily result into better practices. Stress in
medical students’ life and study load would be factors
that negatively influence their diet.5” The use of FF by
tomorrow’s physicians is of concern as they will set an
example for their patients and the community.

The objective of this study were to assess the pattern of
FF and JF consumption among medical students and also
to know students’ knowledge about the effects of FFs on
health.

METHODS

A cross sectional study was carried out among
undergraduate medical students of a Medical college in
North Karnataka. The study period was 6 months from
May to October 2018 which included 3 months of data
collection. Informed consent was taken from study
participants and only those who consented were allowed
to participate in the study. Our target was to include at
least 2 batches of students (100 students in each batch)
from different years of study so as to make a sample size
of 200. However only 178 students consented and
participated in the study. These 178 students consisting of
both boys and girls were interviewed using a pre-tested
structured questionnaire. The questionnaire consisted of
demographic information, fast food preferences, pocket
money spent on fast/junk food, reason for consumption
and awareness about ill effects of fast food on health etc.
The questionnaire was distributed in the evening after
working hours and enough time was given to return back
the filled questionnaire. Data collected was analyzed and
results were expressed as percentage.

RESULTS

A total of 178 medical students participated in the study
out of which 84 were males (48%) and 94 were females
(52%). Majority of them (92%) resided in the hostel
within the campus and only a few were local residents
(8%). Mean age of study participants was 20+1.4 years.
All the students consumed fast food at some time or the
other. The students had good knowledge about fast food.
Sixteen percent of the students (28) consumed fast food
on most of the days of the week (>5 days). Thirty percent
of students preferred fast food to home food (53).

The tendency to skip meals was very high among the
medical students. Thirty five percent of the students
agreed that they skipped major meals. The most common
reason given for skipping meals was lack of time. The
commonest meal which was skipped was dinner. About

10% of the students spent more than 75% of their pocket
money on fast/junk food (Figure 1).
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Figure 1: The distribution of the pocket money spent
on fast food.

Taste was the main reason given by students which led to
increased consumption of fast/junk food (46.7%). The
other reasons given were, no other food option available
(14.7%), pleasure (20%), easy availability (6%) and by
habit (5.3%). Seven percent of the students did not
specify any particular reason for consumption of fast
food.
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Figure 2: The distribution of commonly consumed
fast/junk food.

Figure 2 shows the commonly consumed fast/junk food
consumed by medical students. Chocolates were the most
commonly consumed food followed by soft drinks. The
practice of consumption of energy drinks was also quite
high (26%). The reason given by these students was that
it helps them perform better in studies.

Forty percent of the students were in the habit of reading
information given on packed food packets which was a
good practice. The most commonly read information on
the food packets was the content of trans fat. Among the
rest 52% who did not read the information, 15.3% said it
was not important, 27.3% shared that they had no time
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and the rest 9.3% gave the reason that they cannot
understand the information given.

Only 10.7% of the students understood the nutrient label
thoroughly and the rest did not. Majority of the students
(87%) were very well aware of the side effects of these
fast/junk foods. They said increased consumption could
lead to obesity, diabetes and hypertension. The source of
information for these was mainly internet (82%), friends
and teachers (12%) and Medical education (6%).

DISCUSSION

In present study almost all students (100%) consumed
fast food/junk food. However the frequency and quantity
varied. Similar observations were seen in a study done in
Patna (100%), Jammu and Kashmir (100%), Lucknow
(98%) and China (97.5%).81

Driskell et al found that soft drinks were the most
frequently consumed by female college students.*?
Similar was the finding in the present study, however the
incidence was the same among both boys and girls. While
in a study done in Australia, 25% students usually chose
soft drinks instead of water or milk.:

In present study we observed that the major factor
influencing the food preferences was taste, which was
similar to the observations in a study done in
Mangalore.' In a study conducted by Bipasha et al, it was
pleasure/habit followed by easy accesses and changing
lifestyle which was the main reason for consumption.® It
was also observed in present study that nutritional
information provided on food packets rarely influenced
their choice of food selection as noted in the Mangalore
study.!* Most of students in present study were well
informed about the negative effects associated with fast
food consumption, but they still continued these practices
without considering their health complications. Similar
findings were seen in a study done in Malaysia by
Ganasegaran et al.’® Another study done in Baroda
showed that children despite knowing the harmful effects
continued to eat fast foods and for reasons like taste
preferences, strong desire to do so and quick to eat.'’

In present study, the commonest sources of their
information about FFs was internet. Only 6% of them got
their information from medical education. This reflects
that medical curricula do not include sufficient
information about health hazards of FFs. Similar findings
were noted in a study done in Egypt.'8

CONCLUSION

Fast/junk foods preference and consumption are highly
prevalent among medical students despite their
knowledge about its health hazards. Increasing
information about fast foods and its ill effects on health
should be a part of the medical curricula. More emphasis
should be laid on the practical application of the

principles of nutrition in our day to day life. Practice of
reading the health information on packed foods especially
the nutrient label is very important and needs to be taught
to medical students to help them make better choice of
food.
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