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Abstract

Eating disorders are a psychiatric pathology, considered as a health and nutrition problem, where the patient tends to present 
malnutrition or obesity, in the same way it is related to high rates of comorbidity and mortality. Worldwide, they have a 
prevalence of 5%, with the female sex being the most affected. The objective was to detect risk factors for eating disorders 
in university students. We worked under a quantitative research approach, non-experimental design and descriptive scope, 
where the EAT-26 interview was applied to 146 students from the Technical University of Ambato, while the data was 
tabulated and whose results were expressed in the form of graphs and tables. The results of the questionnaire identified that 
the students analyzed did not present any risk factor for eating disorders. In addition, it was identified that 32.9% of students 
do not diet, 52.6% have never presented physiological or psychological problems and 29% do not present problems in terms 
of their eating habits. However, it was identified that the students have a slight fear of being overweight but do not control 
their diet by reducing the percentages of carbohydrates and sugars.
         
Keywords: Risk factors; Diet; Food; Anorexia; Bulimia

Introduction

Eating disorders (ED) are considered as a psychiatric 
type of pathology that seriously affect human health, mainly 
behavior, attitude and food intake, because patients are 
extremely concerned about both their weight and body 
shape [1,2]. 

Anorexia nervosa, bulimia nervosa and eating disorder 
not otherwise specified are the main EDs, described in the 
literature [3]. 

Globally, ED is one of the chronic diseases in the adolescent 
population with an incidence of 5%, mainly affecting the 

female sex [4]. Anorexia nervosa has a prevalence of 0.5-1%, 
while bulimia nervosa has a prevalence of 1-3% [5]. 

In Latin America, it has been estimated that 5 out of every 
100 women suffer from anorexia, while bulimia affects 3 out 
of every 100 women [6]. However, in Ecuador there are not 
enough research studies on the risk or prevalence of young 
people and adolescents with respect to suffering from ED. 
However, there are some studies at university level, which 
have determined an incidence of 2.7% of anorexia nervosa, 
affecting 53.1% of men and 46.9% of women [7]. 

Thus, from the described problem, the importance 
of determining the prevalence of eating disorders at the 
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university level in Ecuador arose, because it affects the 
adolescent population causing mainly psychological damage. 
This study will benefit adolescents and young university 
students who will identify the main factors that lead to the 
development of either anorexia or bulimia. For this purpose, 
the following research objective was proposed: to detect the 
risk factors for eating disorders in university students.

Methods

Type of Research

Approach: Quantitative, we worked with phenomena that 
can be assigned number, i.e., quantified or measured through 
statistical analysis of the da collected [8]. Study design: Non-
experimental, allowing observation and recording of events 
without intervening in their natural course, which can be over 
time o only once [9]. Scope: Descriptive, it made it possible 
to identify the conditions, attitudes or characteristics of the 
population or populations under study [10]. Place and period 
of investigation: Classrooms of the Technical University of 
Ambato. Population and sample: Students of the Technical 
University of Ambato with a census sample of 146 randomly 
selected students.

Collection Method and Techniques

Data collection technique: First, authorization was 
obtained to carry out the research within the institution, 
then the interview was applied to the established population, 
and finally the data was tabulated and interpreted. Data 
collection instrument. The instrument used was the (EAT-
26) which has 88.9% sensitivity and 97.7% specificity. 

Each question presented 6 response options (never, rarely, 
sometimes, often, usually, always), the first 3 were scored 
with 0. the fourth with 1, the fifth with 2 and the sixth with 3. 
The total score is the sum of the values of the items, taking as 
a precaution that question 25 is scored inversely: the higher 
the score, the higher the risk of AN or BN. This version had 
3 subscales: a) diet: 13 items on avoidance behaviors of 
fattening foods and concerns about thinness; b) bulimia 
and preoccupation with food: 6 items on bulimic behaviors 
and thoughts about food, and c) oral control: 7 items on 
self-control of intake and pressure from others to gain 
weight [11]. Processing and analysis: Through a statistical 
platform, data obtained were tabulated. The results were 
expressed in tables and/or graphs. Results and Discussion: 
Eating disorders in general are under-identified and have 
a long duration, which includes a series of negative health 
effects including risk of death, psychological damage and 
poor quality of life [12]. Its rapid identification is of vital 
importance in order to generate serious consequences in the 
health and life of the person.

It is estimated that this type of disorder has a high incidence 
in the young population, being more common in females 
[13]. This rationale was contrasted by means of the following 
research, in which a study was made of young university 
students under 25 years of age, with a higher prevalence in 
the female gender.

Three factors were analyzed, which are diet, physiological 
and psychological aspects and habits, which are detailed 
below: 

Diet

Source: Velasquez A (2023)
Figure 1: Diet development in university students.
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The figure shows whether the university students 
develop a diet, where it was observed that 32.9% never 
do it and 20.4% do it only sometimes. Therefore, most of 
the population does not eat a diet, which may be caused 
by having a heavy load of academic activities and losing 
interest in maintaining a balanced and therefore healthy 
diet, in agreement with the World Health Organization 
[14] which mentions that the consumption of a healthy 
diet prevents the development of any form of malnutrition 
which mentions that the consumption of a healthy diet can 
prevent the development of any form of malnutrition, as well 
as certain diseases or non-communicable conditions that are 
directly related to food. This type of diet generally includes 
high vegetable, protein, and low carbohydrate intake [15]. 
Likewise, Wadden, et al. [16], mentioned that one of the 
treatments that allow a rapid and long-term weight loss 
is the low-calorie diet, always avoiding high amounts of 
carbohydrates. While, in relation to the development of 
eating disorders, Counselor, et al. [17], stated that most of the 
people treated with diet, after some time developed eating 
disorders, so it is considered as a risk factor.

Similarly, through the determination of this risk factor, 
it was identified that people are sometimes afraid of being 
overweight, they are aware of the calorie content they 
consume, they never avoid consuming foods that contain 
high concentrations of carbohydrates, they never feel guilty 

after eating, they do not worry about being thinner or about 
the fat content in their body, nor about the amount of sugar. 
In addition, they do not consume foods that are dietary and 
enjoy eating new foods that taste good.

With respect to overweight and the idealization of 
a perfect body, it has been determined that the female 
gender is more prone to present these problems, always 
considering the consumption of dietary foods or foods with 
a low concentration of carbohydrates and fats [18]. Likewise, 
Zuñiga and Mora [19] evidenced that when a person presents 
eating disorders, they tend to present anxiety when having 
to eat, including feelings of guilt due to their obsession with 
gaining weight. 

Among these results, we also find those obtained by 
Nieto and Nieto [20] who determined that in women there 
are high rates of job dissatisfaction and concern about their 
weight, which is considered a risk factor for eating disorders.

Another point to consider in this risk factor is the control 
of calorie content and therefore the prohibition of certain 
foods rich in carbohydrates and fat. Thus, Avellaneda, et al. 
[21], determined that diets low in sugars and fats are very 
useful for treating diseases such as diabetes, however, they 
are very prone to develop eating disorders.

Physiological and Psychological

Source: Velasquez A (2023)
Figure 2: Development of physiological and psychological problems in university students.

The figure shows whether the university students 
developed problems at the physiological and psychological 
level. It is observed that 52.6% have never suffered from this 
type of problems, while 19.3% have suffered very rarely.

Therefore, most of the population has never developed 
this type of problem, so it is not considered a risk factor for 

the development of eating disorders.

At the physiological level, Benitez [22] determined 
that eating disorders cause dangerous and even reversible 
damage to the cardiovascular, skeletal, renal, neurological and 
pulmonary systems. This is due to the fact that both appetite 
and satiety imply a series of highly complex interactions 
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between hormones at the digestive and neuronal levels, 
among others, where an alteration generates damage to the 
cardiovascular, skeletal, renal, neurological and pulmonary 
systems [23]. On a psychological level, it has been evidenced 
that these people suffer from low self-esteem, perfectionism, 
impulsivity and attitude to develop problems [24]. Similarly, 
Mendez, et al. [25], defined that when a person suffers 
from eating disorders it is very important that they receive 
psychological support in order to increase the levels of self-
esteem and therefore they can manage their emotions in a 
timely manner. Thanks to these authors, it was identified that 
the study population does not present the physiological and 
psychological factor because they do not present any danger 
symptoms.

Through the analysis of this factor it was also obtained 
that at the university level they rarely present worries about 
food, they have never continued eating a lot and thinking 
that they will never stop, they never vomit after eating, they 

do not feel that they depend on the food they consume, they 
never spend a lot of time thinking about what to eat and they 
do not present the urge to vomit after eating.

This is evidence that most students do not have bulimia 
or anorexia, because they are not worried about consuming 
large amounts of calories and do not vomit or feel this type 
of desire after eating.

Rodriguez [26] in his research on the main symptoms 
of eating disorders found that in bulimia the main symptom 
is binge eating followed by vomiting. Vomiting has a very 
negative effect on general health, for example [27], Range 
et al, determined that through this symptom an erosive 
dental wear is promoted where gingivitis problems are 
mainly evidenced. Likewise, Quilla, et al. [28], identified 
that a gastric emptying known at the medical level reflects a 
series of alterations in the intestinal peptide responses, thus 
affecting the entire digestive system.

Habits

Source: Velasquez A (2023).
Figure 3: Habits in college students.

The figure shows the food control habits of university 
students. It is observed that 29.0% never check or think about 
what they eat, while 23.7% do so but on certain occasions. 
Therefore, most of the population has never developed 
habits that lead to the control of food consumption.

Nowadays, it has been evidenced that there is a great 
amount of food products where a variety of fast food is 
observed, which generates certain disorders at a nutritional 
level due to the high concentrations of unsaturated fats 
and sugars [29]. Therefore, it is suggested a balanced diet 
based on what the body needs and always promoting the 
consumption of adequate food [30]. 

Similarly, it was determined that most students never 
avoid eating when they are hungry, sometimes make very 
small cuts in their food, do not feel that other people ask 
them to eat more, never consider that people think they 
are too thin, sometimes feel that they take too long to eat, 
sometimes show self-control over food, and finally never feel 
pressured by others when eating.

The loss of self-control over food involves the 
consumption of high-calorie foods when there is no hunger 
and outside of the various eating schedules, which are 
characteristic of bulimia [31]. Similarly, this variable is 
directly related to the hunger and satiety signals, where food 
intake is produced by the central nervous system, which is 
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strongly affected in the TCA [32,33]. 

Conclusion 

Eating disorders, being a psychiatric pathology, affect 
both the behavior and the way of food intake because patients 
tend to obsess about their weight and the shape of their 
body. There are multiple risk factors that lead to present this 
pathology, however, within the present investigation it was 
identified that 32.9% of students do not diet, 52.6% have 
never presented problems at physiological or psychological 
level and 29% do not present problems in terms of their 
eating habits. However, it was identified that students have 
a slight fear of being overweight but do not control their diet 
by reducing the percentages of carbohydrates and sugars.
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