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ABSTRACT
Objectives: Describe the proportion of the risk of eating disorders among nursing 

students and identify some factors related to the risk of eating disorders among nursing 
students at Duy Tan University in 2023. Method: A cross-sectional descriptive study was 
carried out among 200 nursing students at Duy Tan University. Results: The percentage of 
nursing students at risk of eating disorders accounted for 23.5%. Some factors related to the 
risk of eating disorders were academic year, living status, perception of learning, time spent 
using the internet, stress, anxiety, and depression (p < 0.05). Conclusion: The proportion 
of nursing students at risk of eating disorders was relatively high, so it is necessary to 
have interventions to prevent the risk of eating disorders for students, especially final-year 
students and those living alone. In addition, students with mental health problems such as 
stress, anxiety, and depression also need a screening program to prevent the risk of eating 
disorders.
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INTRODUCTION
An eating disorder is often a serious 

and fatal illness that involves serious 
disturbances in people’s eating behaviors as 
well as related thoughts and feelings 1. Eating 
disorders are one of the mental disorders that 
are relevant not only in Western countries 
but also on the rise in Asia and countries in 
Southeast Asia (ASEAN) 2. This is also one 
of the extremely serious health problems 
that affects people of all ages but is mainly 
found in teenagers and students 3.

Anorexia nervosa and bulimia are 
the most severe manifestations and are 
associated with clinical malnutrition and 

metabolic, digestive, endocrine, and renal 
changes 4, 5. Besides, the diagnosis of eating 
disorders is still elusive and more than 
half of cases are undetected  6. Research 
in several ASEAN Universities found that 
11.5% of students across all countries were 
classified as at risk of developing an eating 
disorder, from less than 10% in Indonesia, 
Thailand, and Vietnam to 13.8% in Malaysia 
and 20.6% in Myanmar 7.

There are a number of factors that 
increase university students’ risk of 
developing an eating disorder, such as 
peer pressure, academic stress, living in 
a dormitory, close relationships, social 
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interactions, and high expectations of life 
8. Some studies also reported an association 
between eating attitudes and low self-esteem, 
which is body image dissatisfaction among 
university students 9, 10. Eating disorder 
symptoms among university students may 
be positively correlated with other mental 
health problems such as depression and 
anxiety 11 and with behavioral mechanisms 
to cope with psychological distress such as 
drinking alcohol, smoking, exercising 12, 
and excessive internet use 13.

Developing a thorough screening 
program is the best strategy to prevent 
serious complications of eating disorders. 
To be able to develop such a strategy, it is 
important to determine the distribution and 
characteristics of eating disorders in the 
population 14. Therefore, the research was 
conducted with the aim of describing the 
proportion of the risk of eating disorders 
among nursing students and identifying 
some factors related to the risk of eating 
disorders among nursing students at Duy 
Tan University in 2023.

SUBJECTS AND METHODS

Participants
- Inclusion criteria: Full-time university 

nursing students from year 1 to year 4 at 
Duy Tan University.

- Exclusion criteria: Students who did 
not agree to participate in the research, were 
absent during the time of participating in the 
study.

Location and time of research: 
The research was conducted at  Duy Tan 
University from October 2022 to June 2023.

Research design: A cross-sectional 
descriptive design was conducted.

Research sample: 200 nursing students.

Sampling: The quota sampling method 
was employed to select 50 students each 
school year (first year to fourth year) with a 
total of 200 included students.

- Then the convenience sampling method 
was utilized to select 50 nursing students 
in each school year that met the sampling 
criteria.

Instruments: The questionnaire 
includes 3 parts:

Part 1: General information of the 
participants.

Part 2: DASS-21 (Depression Anxiety 
and Stress Scale – 21): Scale for assessing 
depression, anxiety, and stress. The 
Vietnamese version of the scale was 
standardized and used in many studies in 
Vietnam 15. A pilot study on 20 nursing 
students was conducted to test whether 
respondents could understand the questions. 
Students who participated in the pilot study 
would not be included in the final study. 
The results of testing the reliability of 
items about depression, anxiety, and stress 
reported that: Cronbach’s Alpha was 0.87.

Table 1. Classification of depression, 
anxiety, and stress

Level Depression Anxiety Stress

Normal 0 – 9 0 – 7 0 – 14

Mild 10 – 13 8 – 9 15 – 18

Moderate 14 – 20 10 – 14 19 – 25

Severe 21 – 27 15 – 19 26 – 33

Critical ≥ 28 ≥ 20 ≥ 34
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Part 3:  The EAT-26 is a validated 
questionnaire used to measure the symptoms 
and characteristics of eating disorders 16, 
includes 26 items related to diet, bulimic 
and food preoccupation, and eating control. 
Each item has 6 optional answers with 
increasing levels from never to always, 
scored as follows: always – 3; usually – 2; 
often – 1; sometimes, rarely, never - 0 (item 
26 is scored in reverse), the total score is 
calculated from 0 to 78. Students with scores 
of 20 or more are considered to have a risk 
of eating attitude and behavior disorders 6, 16.

The scale was standardized and widely 
used throughout the world 17, in Vietnam, 
this scale was also used in a number of 
studies and had Cronbach’s alpha reliability 
as high as 0.96 in research on public health 
students in Hanoi 13 and 0.86 in the study by 
Nguyen Thi My Dung 18. The reliability of 
the scale in this study was 0.835.

Data collection methods: The data was 
collected through an interview.

The research was conducted at Duy Tan 
University. The researcher approached the 
students during their studies and explained 
the research objectives. Beforehand, the 
participants were informed about the study 
objectives and progress, and their questions 
were answered by the researcher. Students 
who met the research criteria were asked 
to fill out the questionnaire, and then return 
it to the researcher immediately upon 
completion. Survey response time was 
about 20 minutes.

Data processing method: Data were 
coded and analyzed using SPSS 20.0 and 
Excel 2010 software. Descriptive statistics 
was employed to analyze the data of 

participants’ information characteristics. 
Frequencies and percentages were used 
to examine data related to the EAT-26 
and DASS-21 scales. T-test and ANOVA 
analysis were used to test the association 
between variables and the risk of eating 
disorders. Results were evaluated within a 
95% confidence interval, and p < 0.05 was 
considered statistically significant.

Research ethics: The research was 
approved by Duy Tan University. The 
participants were provided with full 
information about the purpose and content 
of the research. They were informed about 
their right to stop participating in the 
research, and that their decision did not 
affect their studies. Participants’ information 
and identities were committed to be kept 
confidential, and participants’ forms were 
encrypted with numbers. The study did not 
affect participants and the results were for 
research purposes only.

RESULTS

Characteristics of participants

Of the 200 participants, female students 
accounted for a higher proportion than male 
students at 94.5%. Only 11% of students 
lived with family or relatives. 2.5% of 
students had family financial conditions at 
a level of lack. The proportion of students 
with good academic performance and 
average/weak academic performance was 
61.5% and 7.0% respectively. 59% of 
students felt that learning was a lot. Only 
10% of students regularly participated in 
extracurricular activities (table 1).
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Table 1. General information of participants (n = 200)

Characteristic n %

School year Year 1 50 25.0

Year 2 50 25.0

Year 3 50 25.0

Year 4 50 25.0

Gender Male 11 5.5

Female 189 94.5

Living status Renting house (alone) 59 29.5

Renting house (≥ 2 people) 119 59.5

Staying with family/relatives 22 11.0

Family’s financial condition Lack 5 2.5

Enough to live 192 96.0

Well off 3 1.5

Academic performance Excellent/good 63 31.5

Rather 123 61.5

Average/Weak 14 7.0

Feeling about the learning Moderate 82 41.0

Much 118 59.0

Participating in extracurricular 
activities

Seldom 29 14.5

Sometimes 151 75.5

Regularly 20 10.0

Most students used the internet more than 3 hours/day for entertainment (84.5%). Only 
17.5% of students exercised 150 minutes/week or more. The proportion of students with 
BMI underweight and overweight and obese was respectively 19.0% and 10.5%. 21.5% 
of students rated themselves as thin and 15% of students rated themselves as overweight. 
4.0% of students had moderate stress and 10% of students had mild stress. Regarding the 
level of anxiety, the proportion of students with mild and moderate anxiety was 16.5% and 
16%, respectively. 15.5% of students showed signs of mild depression (table 2).
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Table 2. Characteristics of participants regarding habits and health status (n = 200)

Characteristic n %

Time spent using the Internet for 
entertainment

≤ 3 hours/day 31 15.5

> 3 hours/day 169 84.5

Time for doing exercise < 150 minutes/week 165 82.5

≥ 150 minutes/week 35 17.5

BMI Underweight (BMI < 18.5) 38 19.0

Normal (18.5 ≤ BMI < 23) 141 70.5

Overweight, obese (BMI ≥ 23) 21 10.5

Self-evaluate the weight and shape Thin 43 21.5

Fit 125 62.5

Overweight 32 15.0

Stress Normal 172 86.0

Mild 20 10.0

Moderate 8 4.0

Anxiety Normal 135 67.5

Mild 33 16.5

Moderate 32 16.0

Depression Normal 161 84.5

Mild 31 15.5

Table 3. Risk of eating disorders in students (n = 200)

Risk of eating disorders n %

Have 47 23.5

Do not have 153 76.5

Of the 200 participants, 23.5% of them were at risk of eating disorders and 76.5% of 
them were not at risk.
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Table 4. The relationship between eating disorders and factors 
of sample characteristics, family, and school (n = 200)

Characteristic Mean SD t/F P Post Hoc

School year F = 2.759 0.039 >>>

1 year 9.88 9.88

Year 2 11.66 10,034
Year 3 13.82 10,665
Year 4 15.58 11,872

Gender t = -1.562 0.908

Male 7.92 13,375

Female 13.02 10,372

Living status F = 3.537 0.031 >>

Accommodation (alone) 15.66 11,776
Accommodation (≥ 2 people) 11.78 10,211

Stay with family/relatives 10.05 7,442

Family’s financial condition F = 1.716 0.063

Lack 21,20 16,888

Enough to live 12.48 10,425

Well off 14.67 0.577

Academic performance F = 2.581 0.078

Excellent/good 15.22 11,667

Rather 11.59 9,788

Average/Weak 11.64 10,050

Feeling about the learning t = -2.058 0.041

Moderate 10.90 10,144

Much 14.01 10,734

Participation in extracurricular activities F = 2.857 0.06

 Seldom 16.79 11,280

 Sometimes 11.81 9,860

 Regularly 13.80 13,590

School year: ①: 1 year; ②: Year 2; ③: Year 3; ④: Year 4
Current residence: ①: Rent house alone; ②:rent house ≥ 2 people; ③: Stay with family/
relatives.
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The results presented that there was a statistically significant relationship between 
school year and eating disorders (p < 0.05). Fourth- and third-year nursing students were at 
greater risk of eating disorders than first- and second-year nursing students.

The students’ living status was related to the risk of eating disorders. Students who lived 
alone in a rented house had a higher risk of eating disorders than students who lived in a 
rented house with 2 or more people. or live with family or relatives. This difference was 
statistically significant (p < 0.05).

The research reported that students who felt that their study was a lot were at risk of 
eating disorders (p < 0.05).

Table 5. The relationship among eating disorders and habits 
and health status of the participants (n = 200)

Characteristic Mean SD t/F P Post Hoc

Time spent using the Internet for entertainment t = -2.416 0.019

 ≤ 3 hours/day 9.61 7,084

> 3 hours/day 13.31 11,025

Time for doing exercise t = -0.163 0.871

< 150 minutes/week 12.68 10,444

 ≥ 150 minutes/week 13.00 11,366

BMI F = 0.169 0.862

Underweight (BMI < 18.5) 13.03 7,855

Normal (18.5 ≤ BMI < 23) 12.49 11,037

Overweight, obese (BMI ≥ 23) 13.86 12,059

Self-evaluate the weight and shape F = 2.366 0.096

Thin 15.02 10,313

Fit 11.49 10,683

Overweight 14.53 10,067

Stress F = 3.106 0.047 >>

Normal 12.00 10,114

Mild 16.75 10,731

Moderate 18.50 16,570
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Characteristic Mean SD t/F P Post Hoc

Concerned F = 3.314 0.038 >>

Normal 11.41 10,422

Mild 15.33 9,639

Moderate 15.63 11,401

Depression t = -2.084 0.044

Normal 11.91 9,766

Mild 17.23 13,566

Stress: ①: Normal; ②: Light; ③: Fit
Anxiety: ①: Normal; ②: Light; ③: Fit

The factor of time spent using the internet for entertainment was related to the risk of 
eating disorders. Students who used the Internet≥ 3 hours/day had a higher risk of eating 
disorders than students with Internet usage time less than 3 hours/day. This difference was 
statistically significant (p < 0.05).

Research results also indicated that there was a statistically significant relationship 
among stress, anxiety, depression, and eating disorders (p < 0.05).

DISCUSSION
Current status of risk of eating 

disorders among students: Research 
results indicated that 23.8% of nursing 
students were at risk of eating disorders. 
The development of eating behavior 
disorders was not only in Europe but also 
increasing in Asia and ASEAN countries 2. 
Compared with some previous studies on 
eating disorders in Vietnam, this proportion 
was lower than the study by Ko, N et al 
(2015) in 203 female university students 
in Hanoi with 48 8% of students at risk 
of eating disorders 2. Research by Nguyen 
Thi My Dung et al (2020) also reported 
that the proportion of medical students at 
Ho Chi Minh City University of Medicine 
and Pharmacy with eating disorders was 
quite high at 30% 18. This may be due to 
differences in the instruments used in the 

studies. When researching medical students, 
Nguyen Thi My Dung et al simultaneously 
used two scales, EAT-26 and BITE, to 
assess eating disorders, the study by Ko, N 
et al used SCOFF, but this scale had poor 
validity in the research population of female 
college students, and in this research, EAT-
26 was employed to assess the risk of eating 
disorders in students.

Some studies using EAT-26 to assess 
eating disorders in students presented that 
the proportion of students at risk of eating 
disorders was also relatively high. In a 
survey using a cross-sectional questionnaire 
and anthropometric measurements 
conducted with randomly selected 
university students in Bangladesh, 37.6% of 
students were classified as at risk of eating 
disorders 14. A cross-sectional descriptive 
study on knowledge and prevalence of 
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eating disorders in nursing students in 
Nepal (2018) by Subedi, S. et al. reported 
that 27.2% of students were at risk of eating 
disorders 19. Research results on risk factors 
for eating disorders by Mazzaia, MC et al 
(2018) in 120 nursing students also indicated 
that 25% of students showed signs of eating 
disorders 20.

However, the results of some other 
studies using EAT-26 to assess eating 
disorders recorded lower results than this 
study. In a study conducted at a private 
university in Malaysia (2016), it was found 
that 6.3% of 206 female medical university 
students were at risk of eating disorders 
21. Research on eating disorders and 
associated factors in students of a medical 
university in South India by Iyer, S. et al 
(2021) demonstrated that the proportion 
of students at risk of developing eating 
disorders was 13% 6. When compared with 
the study of Pengpid, S et al (2018) on the 
risk of eating disorders among university 
students in ASEAN, including Vietnam, it 
reported that the proportion of students in 
Hanoi University of Public Health at risk of 
eating disorders was 9.1% 13. Differences 
in research time, study population, as well 
as socio-economic characteristics among 
regions and countries in the above studies 
such as Vietnam, Malaysia, India, etc. may 
give differences in results among studies 
despite using the same EAT-26 scale to 
assess the risk of eating disorders in students.

Associated factors to the risk of eating 
disorders among students: Research 
indicated that the fourth - and third - year 
students were more likely to have eating 
disorders than first - and second - year 
students (p < 0.05). Research results 
also demonstrated that students who felt 
that their study was a lot were at risk of 

eating disorders (p < 0.05). According to 
the curriculum framework of Duy Tan 
University, it is not until the 2nd semester 
of the 2nd year that nursing students begin 
to study specialized subjects. Therefore, 
the volume of specialized knowledge as 
well as the volume of practical learning 
and clinical work of students in the 3rd and 
4th years may be greater than in previous 
years. Besides, at the time of the survey, 
the 4th year students were participating in 
internships at medical facilities, so it may 
affect students’ eating habits.

Compared to students living with family 
or relatives, students living in rented houses 
were more likely to suffer from eating 
disorders, especially students living alone 
(p < 0.05). This result was also similar to 
the results of research by Kiss-Tóth, E. et 
al. (2018) 22. This may be because nursing 
students spend a lot of time studying at 
school and medical facilities, so students 
may have difficulty following a moderate 
diet, especially those who live alone. 
Additionally, students who live alone may 
sometimes feel lonely, and this feeling may 
influence their emotional and behavioral 
orientation, including eating behavior 23.

Although the internet offers potential 
advantages to educational institutions 
in terms of students’ ability to access 
knowledge and information that was 
previously inaccessible, it also has some 
negative effects such as wasting time or anti-
social behavior 24. However, the degree of 
adverse effects of internet use on adolescents 
depends on the duration of internet use, 
purpose, and intention as well as excessive 
and uncontrolled use 25. The study results 
demonstrated that among the participants, 
the group of students who spent ≥ 3 hours/
day using the internet for entertainment 
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were more likely to have eating disorders. 
This result was similar to several studies 
providing insight into how heavy internet 
use can impact eating behavior and lead to 
the development of eating disorders 26, 27.

Anxiety and depressive disorders are 
among the most common mental disorders 
in adolescents 28. Students are a special 
group of people who are going through the 
most important period of their lives, during 
which they experience many stressful events 
29, the most common mental problems found 
among university students are depression, 
anxiety, and stress.

This study indicated that students who 
showed signs of stress were at risk of eating 
disorders (p < 0.05). High-stress learning 
environments as well as clinical internship 
environments of nursing students can lead 
to poor diet. Some studies reported that 
people under stress tended to consume 
foods or snacks that were high in calories 
and fat, which could lead to weight gain or 
obesity 30, 31.

The research results also presented 
that students with anxiety disorders were 
at higher risk of eating disorders than 
normal students (p < 0.05), which was 
also similar to the results of other studies 
18, 22. In addition, eating disorders also had 
a statistically significant association with 
depression (p < 0.05). This result was also 
similar to the study of Celik, S. et al (2015) 
32, a study by Mazzaiz, MC, et al. (2018) 20, 
similar to the research by Pengdid, S. et al 
(2018) 13 and research by Nguyen Thi My 
Dung et al (2020) 18.

Eating disorder symptoms among 
university students may be positively 
correlated with mental health problems such 
as depression and anxiety 11. Depression is 
one of the diseases that accompany eating 

disorders 33, leading to the progression 
of eating pathology 34, 35 and conversely, 
improper diet and nutrition may also create 
chemical imbalances that play an important 
role in causing certain types of depression 
36. Additionally, previous studies found 
that some university students experiencing 
anxiety used life-threatening measures to 
control their weight, such as severe fasting, 
appetite suppressants, diuretics, etc 21.

This study has several limitations that 
may affect the results. Regarding research 
design, conducting descriptive cross-
sectional research makes the research power 
in proving causality not high compared to 
other research designs. The data obtained 
from this study was limited to a group of 
nursing students, and therefore, cannot be 
generalized to all nursing students in the 
university. This study used a self-reported 
questionnaire, which may increase the 
possibility of result bias. In addition, 
students provided information only at 
one time, that was when the student was 
interning at hospitals, so it may affect the 
research results.

CONCLUSION
Research results demonstrated that the 

proportion of nursing students at risk of 
eating disorders accounted for 23.5%. The 
study found that there was a relationship 
between students’ risk of eating disorders 
and year of study, living status, perception 
of learning, time spent using the internet, 
stress, anxiety, and depression (p < 0, 05).

Recommendation: The university needs 
to regularly monitor, observe, and grasp 
the psychology of students, especially 
students who are final-year students and 
live alone. The university also needs to 
increase counseling and encouragement 
for students to reduce pressure and stress, 
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especially before clinical internships at 
medical facilities, and develop seminars and 
discussions about appropriate internet usage 
time, and about building a suitable diet.
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