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Abstract

Consumption of takeaway and fast food by young adolescents is no longer confined to the developed countries; it
has spread to the developing countries as well. The culture of fast food consumption has replaced the traditional
meal among university students and is a great public health concern. Excessive consumption of fast food is responsi-
ble for obesity epidemics and the cause of a dramatic increase of obesity-related diseases (e.g. diabetes, heart dis-
eases etc). A cross-sectional study was carried out from March to April, 2013 among students attending in four es-
tablished private universities of Bangladesh situated in Dhanmondi, Dhaka: Daffodil International University,
United International University, World University of Bangladesh, and State University of Bangladesh. The aim of
the present study was to examine the preference, prevalence and pattern of fast food consumption among the stu-
dents. The prevalence of fast food consumption among those students was 98.5%, and 43.3% of their pocket money
was spent on its purchase. The important factors for the preference of fast food include good taste, easy accessibil-
ity, increased convenience, and pocket friendly in nature. Approximately 22% of the respondents mentioned that
they consumed fast food 4 days per week and more than one-fifth had the meal every day. Fifty four percent of the
respondents skipped their breakfast due to a variety of reasons including class pressure and had fast food after fin-
ishing their classes, either from varsity canteens or other fast-food outlets. Though 98% of the students were well
informed about the negative effects associated with excessive fast food consumption, they were still profoundly ad-
dicted to it. Specific health education programs, dietary guidelines and effective public awareness campaigns could
be initiated to address the unhealthy lifestyle of university students and improve their health.
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Introduction : -

Consumption of takeaway and fast food continues to in- Practice PO.IntS .
crease in Western societies and is particularly widespread ® Consumption of takeaway and fast food is
among young people adolescents.! This unhealthy prac- becoming more popular among young people
tice is also becoming more popular in developing coun- adolescents in developing countries.

tries. When the young enter university life, they take more
control of their lifestyle, in particular food choices and
practices,” especially if they are away from home.>* The
food consumption patterns and associated nutritional risks Y
specific to university students is a key concern.™® In re-
cent years, nutritional knowledge of university students
and their food consumption patterns have received global

® Fast foods are responsible for obesity epidem-
ics among the younger generations.

The prevalence of fast food consumption
among university students was 98.5% and
more than one-fifth consumed fast food every

attention."*” day.

® The important factors for the preference of
Changes in lifestyle and loss of the family tradition of fast food include good taste, easy accessibil-
eating together trigger the popularity of fast foods among ity, increased convenience, and more pocket-
young people. The shift from healthy, homemade food to friendly in nature.

more convenient, longer lasting fast foods combined with

a sedentary lifestyle has resulted in global fattening and ® Specific health education programs, dietary

related health complications.®® Regular eating of fast food guidelines and effective public awareness
can increase the risk of weight gain and obesity because campaigns could be initiated to address the
of having a high energy density with the presence of high unhealthy lifestyle of university students and
levels of fat and sugar in the meal, and a correspondingly improve their health.

low level of fiber and protein."*® A study conducted
among urban private medical students in Bangladesh
showed that a quarter of respondents were overweight
which is higher than the national average.'’

Dietary habits and lifestyle practices are considered as
important determinants of being overweight.'* Alarm-
ingly, instead of preferring healthy foods, the young
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generation is buying unhealthy fast foods causing a long
term negative effect on their health as well as putting an
additional economic pressure on parents as these foods
are costly.® Though most of the young people consume
fast food as a part of social gathering, they are getting
addicted due to have addictive ingredients in the proc-
essing of it.” Most of the time students prefer this kind
of ready to eat foods to save both time and money (due
to its easy accessibility and availability)."* University
students are usually better educated and younger than a
population-based sample, and thus present themselves
as a suitable sample to examine the food consumption
behavior, as the variability of ill health and education is
minimal.® Moreover, increased knowledge of dietary
guidance and advice does appear to be positively related
to more healthful eating patterns among university stu-
dents." The aim of the present study was to examine the
preference, prevalence and pattern of fast food con-
sumption among young university students.

Materials and methods

A cross-sectional study was carried out from March to
April, 2013 among students attending four established
private universities of Bangladesh situated in
Dhanmondi, Dhaka: Daffodil International University,
United International University, World University of
Bangladesh, and State University of Bangladesh. A total
number of 200 university students within the ages of 18
to 24 were randomly selected from these institutions in
groups of 50 students from each. Students who were
regular with their class schedule were included in the
study, and those who were not regular in that sense were
excluded. An equal number of male and female students
were selected for the interview. All of the selected stu-
dents were made well informed of the study aims and
verbal consent was taken for their participation in the
study. Interviews were conducted in the classroom and
the varsity canteen while they were enjoying their class
break. A semi-structured questionnaire was used to col-
lect data regarding age, sex, pocket money per month,
meal patterns, fast-food preference, fast food consump-
tion per week, monthly expenditure on fast food, soft
drink preference, sources of fast food, the cause behind
the consumption of fast food, the preferred time of fast
food consumption, health complications, and socioeco-
nomic status.

Result

A total of 197 (98.5%) students reported their prefer-
ence for fast food and approximately 22% of the respon-
dents mentioned that they consumed fast food for 4 days
per week where 21.3 % reported to have fast food for
everyday of the week. Male students were more habitu-
ated with fast food consumption compared to female
students. All the male students preferred fast food where
97% of female students reported about their preference.
The type of fast food they preferred included fried
chicken, pizzas, burgers, noodles and soft drinks. The
main reasons for fast food consumption were: habit/
pleasure (42.1%), easy availability (30.5%), lack of
other suitable option (13.7%), and peer influence
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(13.2%).

Forty seven percent of students had two major meals per
day and breakfast was skipped by more than half of the
students (54%). The main reasons of skipping the meals
were class pressure (48.5%) and habit (22.5%) respec-
tively. Most of the students reported to possess around
Tk. 3000 in pocket money per month and spent around
Tk. 1300 of that on fast food i.e. 43.3% of their pocket
money was spent on fast food each month. Fast food
outlets and the varsity canteen were reported to be
popular fast food sources by 66.7% and 33.3% respon-
dents respectively. More than 51% admitted to having
fast food after finishing their classes, and one of the
more popular times for consumption was lunch time.
About 96% students reported to have soft drinks with
fast food. Approximately 80% students knew about the
ingredients that went into their fast food, and 95.6%
were aware that fast food contains large amounts of fats
and oils. Approximately 98% students were concerned
about the negative effects associated with fast food con-
sumption, and 60% pointed out obesity and weight gain
as the most prominent consequence of excessive fast
food consumption. Table 1 shows the detailed habits
and patterns of food consumption of the respondents.
among the children.

Discussion

In recent years, the habits and preferences of fast food
has increasingly become popular in Bangladesh among
young people and adolescents.'>"* The fast food culture
began its journey in Bangladesh in the early nineties and
it is estimated that the industry is worth around Tk.
1000 crore, and is still growing."? This paper reports fast
food consumption habits in young people attending four
established private universities in Bangladesh. The find-
ings showed that eating away from home is becoming
more common, and the number of visits to fast food
restaurants is growing even more rapidly. Fast food out-
lets are especially popular among the younger genera-
tion. Most of the university students prefer fast foods. In
our study, about 98% of the students were greatly found
to be associated with fast food consumption, and among
them male respondents were more addicted than female.
Preference for fast food among young people and ado-
lescents was also found in other countries."”'" A Swed-
ish study reported that female students led a healthier
lifestyle than male students.'* Our study result also
showed that female students preferred more healthier
food choices compared to their male counterparts.

The key factors for the expansion of the fast food cul-
ture in Bangladesh include globalization, information
technology, rapid growth of corporate houses, private
universities, an increasingly hectic lifestyle, the oppor-
tunity cost of women’s time, and increased income lev-
els of the people.”* A study conducted by Islam & Ul-
lah®® identified brand reputation, accessibility, taste,
cost, quality, food hygiene, and fat and cholesterol level
as the factors related to fast food preferences by the
university students in Bangladesh. Similarly to our
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Table 1: Habits and patterns of food consumption of
the respondents

Characteristics/food habits ‘ Respondents (%)
Gender

Male 100 (50%)
Female 100 (50%)
Fast food preference
Yes 197 (98.5%)
No 3 (1.5%)
Fast food preference
Male 100 (100%)
Female 97 (97%)
Fast food consumption (day/week) (n-197)
1 day/week 1 (0.5%)
2 day/week 39 (19.8%)
3 day/week 36 (18.3%)
4 day/week 43 (21.8%)
5 day/week 33 (16.8%)
6 day/week 3 (1.5%)
7 day/week 42 (21.3%)
Reasons of fast food preference (n-197)
Pleasure/habit 83 (42.1%)
Easy to access 60 (30.5%)
Influenced by others 26 (13.2%)
Lack of other suitable op- 27 (13.7%)
tion
Pocket friendly 1(0.5%)
(comparatively cheap)
Meal pattern per day (n-200)
1 meal 59 (29.5%)
2 meal 94 (47%)
3 meal 47 (23.5%)
More than 3 meal 0
Skipped meal (n-200)
Breakfast 108 (54%)
Lunch 54 (27%)
Dinner 4 (2%)
No skipping 34 (17%)

Causes behind skipping of meal (n-200)
97 (48.5%)

Class pressure

Habit 45 (22.5%)

Away from family 13 (6.5%)

Others 11 (5.5%)
Soft drink consumption (n=197)

Yes 190 (96.4%)

No 7 (3.6%)

study, this study found that examples of the most promi-
nent fast food items include burgers, pizzas, fried
chicken, and sandwiches."

Fast food, although it is convenient and a tasty addition
to a diet, can have serious health and social effects. Fast
foods exposed university students to a diet characterized
by foods high in energy, fats, and added sugars, and low
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in nutrient density."!" Breakfast was the most often
skipped meal among the students which was found in
otherstudies.'® Skipping breakfast over a long period
may have detrimental effects on cardiometabolic
health.'® Almost all the students reported to have soft
drinks with fast food. Soft drinks and fast food are en-
ergy dense foodstuffs that are heavily marketed to ado-
lescents, and are likely to be important in terms of risk
of obesity."” A dramatic increase in diabetes and other
obesity related diseases has been observed in parallel
with easy availability and access of fast food restau-
rants.**'® In the long run, this will increase healthcare
costs and will stretch the limited available resources
allocated to healthcare. Moreover, students spent ap-
proximately half of their pocket money on fast food,
which put extra economic burden on the parents of the
university students.

It was indicated in this study that most of the fast food
users are well informed about the negative effects asso-
ciated with fast food consumption, but they were still
reported to have fast food at a regular basis without con-
sidering their health complications. The younger gen-
erations are getting addicted to fast food, which indi-
cates a serious public health concern and urgent action

should be taken to tackle this public health prob-
lem.1’2’9’17’18

Our study has a number of limitations. The data was self
-reported and the study is cross-sectional which does not
infer causal relationships. Furthermore, we examined
only four private universities in the Capital city; this
data should only be generalized cautiously for public
universities or universities outside Dhaka city.

Conclusion

This paper reports fast food preference and food habits
among students attending universities in four estab-
lished private universities of Bangladesh. The study
demonstrated that university students tend to have poor
eating habits (preferring the consumption of fatty fast
foods and sugary soft drinks, skipping meals, etc). It is
recommended to limit the consumption of fast foods,
balancing it with nutritious foods if consumed, and to
make healthier choices whenever possible. Specific
health education programs, dietary guidelines and effec-
tive public awareness campaigns could be initiated to
address the unhealthy lifestyle of university students
and to improve their health. A combined initiative from
families, universities, public health experts and the gov-
ernment is much needed to tackle this public health
problem. University food outlets should be encouraged
to provide a greater range of healthy and subsidized
foods for the students.
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