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ABSTRACT  
 
Objectives  

To determine the contribution of selected demographic characteristics and dietary 

practices in relationship to overweight and obesity in Jordanian young adults. 

Subjects and Methods  

This cross sectional was conducted during spring 2008 and a total of 278 university 

students participated in the study. Data were collected using a questionnaire which 

was based on a national dietary survey developed by the Health and Labor Ministry 

of Japan.  

Results  

About 76.2% (n=212) of the students’ weight was within a normal range, 11.9% 

(n=33) were underweight and 11.9% (n=30) were excess weight. There was a 

statistically significant difference between males and females (p<0.05). 69.8% 

students reported eating meals on a regular basis; and it was significantly associated 
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with female (p<0.05). There was statistically significant association between excess 

weight and gender, daily meals except light meals, weakly eating fried food, weakly 

eating with family and tried to be on a diet.   

Conclusion  

Nearly 12% participants were overweight or obese. There is an urgent need to 

educate university students about optimum nutrition and eating habits in order to 

promote healthy lifestyles. (Rawal Med J 2010;35: ). 
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INTRODUCTION 

Nutrition is one of the well known factors that affect health of populations across 

all age groups.1 Chronic diseases such as diabetes, hypertension, and elevated 

triglycerides are linked to overweight.2,3 Additionally, overweight is associated 

with a sedentary lifestyle.4 Approximately 24% of college students are overweight 

or obese5 and some studies report even higher rates of obesity.6 Variations in 

obesity exist by gender, as female students desire to be thinner than males in 

general and thus, watch out for their weight.7-9 Young adulthood is a critical time 

when health habits get established; thus it is important to identify the existing 

nutritional status to be able to guide the future direction of interventions.  

Food consumption has changed over the past decade in Arabic countries and  

Jordan is witnessing similar trends.9 The transition in food consumption can be 

attributed to the growing number of fast food restaurants and their competition to 
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attract customers. Most of the customers of the fast food restaurants are university 

students or young adults. Overweight is prevalent among children and older adults 

in Jordan.10-12 However, little is known about young adults in Jordan. The purpose 

of this study was to determine selected demographic characteristics and dietary 

practices in relationship to overweight in Jordanian young adults.  

SUBJECTS AND METHODS 

This cross sectional study was carried out during spring 2008 at a major public 

university in Jordan and a total number of 280 students participated in it. The 

required sample size was calculated based on expected of overweight or 

obesity.5,13 The only inclusion criterion was age 18-24 years. Data were collected 

using a 16 item self-reported questionnaire consisting of the following categories: 

eating habits (9 items); nutritional knowledge (2 items), dieting (4 items) (trying 

to lose weight), and on smoking status (1 item). Height and weight were used to 

calculate Body Mass Index (BMI) in kg/m2. The WHO definition of overweight 

as BMI of 25-29.9 kg/m2 and obesity as a BMI of 30 or greater was used.14 For 

purpose of this study, overweight and obesity were combined and called excess 

weight.  

The questionnaire was adapted to suite the Arabic culture and language from a 

national dietary survey by the Health and Labor Ministry of Japan and was 

modified on three items on diet.15 The survey aimed to monitor the dietarys intake 

for prevention of diet-related chronic diseases and health promotion.16 Since 

Arabic is the official language in Jordan the survey was translated into Arabic and 
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a translation and back translation protocol was observed.17 Content validity was 

established by experts who are familiar with the subject area. Copies of the 

instrument were sent to an expert panel of five professionals (nutritionists, 

researchers with expertise in instrumentation) for content validity. The 

questionnaire was pilot tested with 80 students before the actual data collection 

took place, and no modifications were needed. 

Statistical Analysis and ethical considerations: The SPSS program version 13 was 

used for statistical analysis. The questionnaires were analyzed using descriptive 

and inferential statistics including means, standard deviations (sd), Chi-square test 

was used to evaluate the association between eating habits and gender. Student's t 

test was used to analyze the differences between males and females by age and 

BMI. Multivariate analysis using binary logistic regression was used to determine 

the risk factors associated with excess weight. Excess versus normal weight was 

used as the dependent outcome variable. Students who were underweight were 

excluded from analysis leaving a sample size of 245.  All the independent 

variables were recoded into two categories. Of the total students, 245 were 

considered in the logistic regression. The results were considered statistically 

significant at p <0.05. 

Ethical approval to conduct the study was obtained from the Hashemite 

University. To ensure confidentiality, no personal identifying information was 

obtained and students were informed of the voluntary nature of the study.  
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RESULTS 

Out of 278 respondents, 245 were included in the analysis. Most of the 

respondents were females (70.5%). Mean age was 20.05±1.06 years. The average 

BMI for males and females was 20.53 and 19.86 respectively. Approximately, 

94% of smokers were males (Table 1). Approximately 76.2% (n=212) of the 

students were normal weight and 11.9% (n=33) excess weight. Comparisons were 

made between males and females on age and BMI, there was statistical significant 

difference (p<0.05). 

Table 1. Sample Characteristics. 
 

Variables 
 Male (n)   %   Female (n)    %  

Age (mean ± sd) 20.53±1.25 19.86±0.91 
Level of study 

First year 
Second year 

Third year 
Fourth year 

 
(15) 42.9 
(10) 14.1 
(24) 32.9 
(28) 42.4 

 
(20) 57.1 
(61) 85.9 
(49) 67.1 
(38) 57.6 

Smoking status 
Smokers 

Not smokers 

 
(33) 94.3 
(44) 21.0 

 
(2) 5.70 

(166) 79.0 
BMI 

Normal 
Excess 

 
(63) 29.7 
(14) 42.4 

 
(149) 70.3 
(19) 57.6 

 

Female students reported having meals on a regular basis (90.8%), having 

breakfast from 3-7 times a week (48.55), and having snacks daily (49%). Overall, 

students reported eating regularly a variety of vegetables (64.6%), fruits (58.6%), 

and meat (75.7%) (Table 2). Knowledge deficit was prevalent among male 

students. When asked “What type of food do you think you should eat to have a 
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balanced nutrition” male students responded only meat (16.7%) compared to 

females (6.7).  

Table 2. Responses to questionnaire. 

     
Questions Levels Total Male Female 

  n       % n       % n       % 
Always (52) 18.9 (21) 26.6 (31) 15.8 
Regular (192) 69.8 (45) 57.0 (147) 75.0 Do you take your 

meals regularly 
Irregular (31) 11.3 (13) 16.5 (18) 9.2 

Daily (78) 28.2 (22) 27.2 (56) 28.6 
3 or 4 times  

per week (56) 20.2 (21) 25.9 (35) 17.9 

1 or 2 times per 
week (59) 21.3 (18) 22.2 (41) 20.9 

Do you always take 
breakfast 

Rarely (84) 30.3 (20) 24.7 (64) 32.7 
1 Time (51) 18.4 (13) 16.0 (38) 19.4 
2  times (171) 61.7 (46) 56.8 (125) 63.8 
3 times (46) 16.6 (16) 19.8) (30) 15.3 

How many times do 
you eat meals except 
snacks 

4 times (9) 3.2 (6) 7.4 (3) 1.5 
Daily (132) 47.7 (36) 44.4 (96) 49 

3 or 4 times per 
week (68) 24.5 (21) 25.9 (47) 24 

1 or 2 times per 
week (51) 18.4 (11) 13.6 (40) 20.4 

How often do you 
take snacks apart 
from regular meals 

Rarely (26) 9.4 (13) 16 (13) 6.6 
Daily (68) 24.5 (14) 17.3 (56) 27.6 

3 or 4 times per 
week (111) 40.1 (31) 38.3 (80) 40.8 

1 or 2 times per 
week (65) 23.5 (24) 29.6 (41) 20.9 

How often do you eat 
green, red or yellow 
colored vegetables 

Rarely (33) 11.9 (12) 14.8 (21) 10.7 
Daily (50) 18.1 (12) 14.8 (38) 19.4 

3 or 4 times per 
week (112) 40.4 (28) 34.6 (84) 42.9 

1 or 2 times per 
week (78) 28.2 (23) 28.4 (55) 28.1 

How often do you eat 
fruits 

Rarely (37) 13.3 (18) 22.2 (19) 9.7 
How often do you eat Daily (38) 13.9 (14) 17.9 (24) 12.3 
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3 or 4 times per 
week (85) 31.1 (27) 34.6 (58) 29.7 

Once or twice 
per week (110) 40.3 (29) 37.2 (81) 41.5 

fried food 

Rarely (40) 14.7 (8) 10.3 (32) 16.4 
     

Mainly meat (26) 9.6 (13) 16.7 (13) 6.7 
Mainly 

vegetable (30) 11 (7) 9.0 (23) 11.9 

meat, vegetable 
and other 

variety of food 
(206) 75.7 (54) 69.2 (152) 78.4 

What type of food do 
you think you should 
eat to have a 
balanced nutrition 

others (10) 3.7 (4) 5.1 (6) 3.1 
Yes (144) 52.7 (39) 50.0 (105) 53.8 
No (63) 23.1 (21) 26.9 (42) 21.5 

Do you consider you 
should change your 
dietary habits I do not care (66) 24.2 (18) 23.1 (48) 24.6 

I want to learn 
more (182) 66.9 (44) 57.1 (138) 70.8 

I want to learn 
in the future (43) 15.8 (16) 20.8 (27) 13.8 

I am not 
interested in but 
better to learn 

(36) 13.2 (11) 14.3 (25) 12.8 

In general, how 
conscious you are of 
the dietary habits 

No interest at 
all (11) 4.0 (6) 7.8 (5) 2.6 

Yes 84 
(30.8) 22 (28.2) 62 

(31.8) Do you want to be 
slim to be beautiful No 189 (69.2) 56 (71.8) 133 (68.2) 

Yes (91) 33.8 (17) 22.1 (74) 38.5 Have you tried to be 
on a diet No (178) 66.2 (60) 77.9 (118) 61.5 

 

More female students’ thought that a balanced meal included vegetables, meats, 

and other food groups (78.4%) compared to male students (69.2%). Moreover, 

female students expressed the need to learn more about healthy dietary practices 

(70.8%) compared to male students (57.1%). A difference was also noted for 



8 
 

dieting between female students (38.5%) and males students (22.1%). Of the 

students who liked to be slim, 72.9% were females.  

.Table 3. Multivariate analysis of factors associated with excess weight 
 

Variable OR Lower  95CI% Upper 95CI% p 
Age 1.49 0.84 2.65 0.172 

Gender 
Male  

Female 

 
 

0.22 

 
 

0.06 

 
 

0.81 

 
 

0.023 
Eating regular meals 

No 
Yes  

 
 

0.39 

 
 

0.10 

 
 

1.49 

 
 

0.167 
Eating breakfast meals 

2 or less weekly 
3 or more weekly 

 
 

1.75 

 
 

0.65 

 
 

4.70 

 
 

0.260 
Daily meals except light meals 

One daily 
2 or more 

 
 

4.99 

 
 

1.28 

 
 

19.36 

 
 

0.020 
Weekly light meals 

Every day 
Not every day 

 
1.16 

 
0.45 

 
2.99 

 
0.752 

Weekly eating color vegetables 
Every day 

Not every day 

 
 

0.51 

 
 

0.18 

 
 

1.44 

 
 

0.206 
Weekly eating fruit 

Every day 
Not every day 

 
 

0.97 

 
 

0.39 

 
 

2.44 

 
 

0.962 
Weekly eating fried 

Every day 
Not every day 

 
 

3.10 

 
 

1.13 

 
 

8.48 

 
 

0.027 
Weekly eating with family 

Every day 
Not every day 

 
 

6.42 

 
 

2.19 

 
 

18.82 

 
 

0.001 
Smoking 

not smoking  
smoking 

 
 

0.53 

 
 

0.12 

 
 

2.36 

 
 

0.412 
Want to be slim 

Yes 
No  

 
 

1.28 

 
 

0.45 

 
 

3.62 

 
 

0.640 
Tried to be on a diet 

Yes 
No  

 
 

0.12 

 
 

0.04 

 
 

0.34 

 
 

0.00 
Years of study 

Year1 
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Year2 
Year3 
Year4 

5.85 
3.33 
1.25 

0.95 
0.66 
0.23 

35.82 
16.71 
6.79 

0.056 
0.143 
0.789 

Constant 0.00   0.458 
 

Table 3 shows the factors that were found to be significantly associated with 

excess weight in the multivariate analysis. Female students (OR=0.22), 95% CI 

0.06, 0.81) were protected from excess weight compared with male students. 

Students having daily meals during the week (OR=4.99, 95% CI 1.28, 19.36) 

were more likely to be of excess weight compared to those who did not have daily 

meals. Eating daily fried food (OR=3.10, 95% CI 1.13, 8.48) was a risk factor for 

excess weight.  Student who did not eat daily meals with family and friends 

(OR=6.42, 95% CI 2.19, 18.82) were more likely to have excess weight. Also, the 

analysis showed that not trying to be on a diet (OR=0.12, 95% CI 0.04, 0.34) was 

less likely to be predictive of excess weight. 

DISCUSSION 

The key findings of this study were that BMI above normal was prevalent in male 

students who had nutritional knowledge deficit, ate unhealthy meals, and reported 

irregular dietary practices. Almost all of the smokers were males. These trends 

were consistent with studies conducted in Japan, Korea, and in Spain8,16,18 but are 

different than reported by a study from Lebanon.9 Moreover, this was considered 

lower than compared to industrial countries such as the United States where the 

obesity rate is 35 %.6 This study also showed that excess weight was lower in 
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Jordanian college students than in medical students reported from United Arab 

Emirates.5  

More healthy dietary practices were noted in female students compared to male 

students. The reported practices were: eating meals on a regular basis, and eating 

a variety of foods especially vegetables. Engagement in regular eating patterns 

could indicate that students’ had adequate knowledge of appropriate nutrition.19  

On the other hand, skipping meals or not having them on regular basis may 

increase the risk for obesity20 and cardiovascular disease.21  

Male gender, being on a diet and eating meals with family and friend were 

statistically significant predictors of excess weight. The encouraging findings 

were that many of the students weight was within normal range, and they were 

well acquainted with what constituted a healthy diet, ate a variety of foods, and 

ate meals on a regular basis. The study showed that females were more protected 

from excess weight and this may reflect that females are more willing than males 

to monitor their weight, as most of the students who liked to be slim were 

females. This study had several limitations. First, the sample used in this study 

was a convenience sample and thus findings need to be interpreted with caution. 

Second, the questionnaire designed for a Japanese population may not have been 

optimum for an Arabic sample. Third, most of the students attending the 

Hashemite University come from low to middle socio-economic communities. 

Fourth, self reported weight is likely to be an underestimation in the overweight 

and an overestimation in the underweight sample.  
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Conclusion 

We found 11.9% students from Jordanian University were over weight. There is 

an urgent need to educate these students about optimum nutrition and eating 

habits in order to promote healthy lifestyles.  

Correspondence: Dr. Yasin Al- Tawarah, 
PO Box 851463, Amman 11185 Jordan 
Tel: 00962777267619 Fax: 009626804533 
Email: yaltaw1@yahoo.com 
Received: November 7, 2009 Accepted: April 16, 2010 

 

REFERENCES 

1. WHO. Preventing chronic disease: a vital investment. Available at: 

http://www.who.int/chp/chronic_disease_report 2005. 

2. Al-Baghli  N, Al-Ghamdi  A, Al-Turki K, El-Zubaier A, Al-Ameer M. 

Overweight and obesity in the eastern province of Saudia Arabia. Saudi 

Med J 2008;29:1319-25. 

3. WHO. World Health report: reducing risks, promoting healthy 

lifestyle. Available at: http://www.who.int /gb/ebwha/pdf_files/wha 2002.  

4. Huang IC, Frangakis C.  The relationship of excess body weight and 

health-related quality of life: evidence from a population study in Taiwan. 

Int J Obes (Lond) 2006;30:1250-9. 

5. Carter A, Elzubeir M, Abdulrazzaq Y, Revel A, Townsend, A. 

Health and lifestyle needs assessment of medical students in the United 

Arab Emirates Med Teach 2003;25:492-96. 



12 
 

6. Lowry R, Galuska DA, Fulton JE, Wechsler H, Kan L, Collins JL. 

Physical activity, food choice and weight management goals and practices 

among US college students. Am J Prev Med  2000;18:18-27. 

7. Kjm S, Moon S, Pobkin PM. The nutrition transition in South 

Korea. Am J Clin Nutr 2000;71:44-53. 

8. Kim Y, Suh YK, Choi H. BMI and metabolic disorders in South 

Korean adults: 1998 Korean national Health and Nutrition Survey. Obes 

Res 2004;12:445-53. 

9. Yahia N, Achkar A, Abdallah A, Rizk S. Eating habits and obesity among 

Lebanese university student. Nutri J 2008,7:32. Available at: 

http://www.nutritionj.com/content/7/1/32#B1  

10. Khader Y, Irshaidat O, Khasawneh M, Amarin Z, Alomari M, 

Batieha A. Overweight and obesity among school children in Jordan: 

prevalence and associated factors. Marern Child Health J. DOI, 2008 

10.1007/s10995-008-0362-0.  

11. Ajlouni K, Jaddou H, Batieha A. Obesity in Jordan. Internat J Obes 

1998;22:624-28. 

12. Majali  H, Batieha  A, Jaddou,  H, Khawaldeh  A, Ajlouni K. Socio-

economic discrepancies in growth status of Jordanian children in military-

run schools at the turn of the twentieth century.  Saudi Med J 

2003;24:548-49. 



13 
 

13. Daniel W. (1995). Biostatistics, a foundation for analysis in the 

health sciences. 

14. WHO: Obesity prevention and managing the global epidemic. 

Report of a WHO consultation. World Health Organ Tech Rep Ser 2000; 

894:i-xii, 1-253. 

15. Katanoda K, Matsumura Y. National nutrition survey in Japan - Its 

methodological transition and current findings. J Nutri Scid Vitaminol 

2002;48:423-32.  

16. Yoshiike N, Matsumura Y, Iwaya, M, Sugiyama M, Yamaguchi 

M. National Nutrition survey in Japan. J Epidemiol 1996;6 (Suppl.):S189-

S200. 

17. Beaton D, Bombardier C, Guillemin F, Ferraz, M. Guidelines for 

the process of cross-cultural adaptation of self-report measures. Spine 

2000;25:3186-91. 

18. Navia B, Ortega RM, Requejo AM, Mena MC, Perea JM, Lo´pez-

Sob aler AM. Influence of the desire to lose weight on food habits, and 

knowledge of the characteristics of a balanced diet, in a group of Madrid 

university students. Eur J Clin Nutr 2003;57, Suppl 1, S90–S93. 

19. Ruka S, Rie M, Yoshie M, Naotaka S, Kenji T. A comparative 

study of food habits and body shape perception of university students in 

Japan and Korea. Nutr J 2005;4:1-6. 



14 
 

20. Ortega RM, Redondo MR, Lopez-Sobaler AM, Quintas ME, 

Zamora MJ, Anres P, et al. Associations between obesity, breakfast-time 

food habits and intake of energy and nutri-ents in a group of elderly 

Madrid residents. J Am Coll Nutr 1996;15:65-72.   

21. Sakata K, Matumura Y, Yoshimura N, Tamaki K, Hashomoto T, 

Oguri S, et al. Relationships skipping break-fast and cardiovascular 

disease risk factors in the national nutrition survey data. Nippon Koshu 

Eisei Zasshi 2001;48:837-41. 

 

 

 

 
 
 


