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Eating disorders are a growing public health crisis, particularly among adolescents, posing a multifaceted challenge with severe
implications for mental and physical health. This research delves into the prevalence, types, and contributing factors of eating
disorders among adolescents aged 13 to 15—a demographic particularly susceptible due to developmental transitions, societal
pressures, and body image concerns. Using purposive sampling, the study examines 40 students from an English medium school
in suburban Mumbai. The SCOFF questionnaire, a widely validated screening tool for eating disorders, serves as the primary
instrument for data collection.

The findings reveal an alarming prevalence of eating disorders, with bulimia nervosa emerging as the most commonly reported
condition. Female participants demonstrate a higher vulnerability, influenced by societal expectations, peer comparisons, and
exposure to idealized body images on social media. These results emphasize the pressing need for early detection and targeted
interventions, including awareness programs, school-based mental health initiatives, and family counseling.

This study’s significance lies in its potential to inform public health policies and strategies aimed at safeguarding adolescent
health. By addressing the complex interplay of psychological, social, and cultural factors, the research paves the way for
developing effective, multidisciplinary approaches to combat this escalating issue in contemporary society.
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Introduction:

Adolescence, a critical stage of development, is
increasingly marked by the rising prevalence of eating
disorders worldwide. These disorders, including
anorexia nervosa, bulimia nervosa, and binge eating
disorder, are becoming a significant public health
concern. Globally, eating disorders are estimated to
affect up to 9% of the population, with adolescents
representing a particularly vulnerable demographic.
The transition through adolescence involves significant
physical, emotional, and social changes, which,
combined with external pressures, make this group
especially susceptible. In India, the prevalence of
eating disorders has shown a steady rise in recent years.
Factors such as rapid urbanization, Western cultural
influences, peer pressure, and increased exposure to
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social media contribute to the growing concern.
Adolescents, especially girls, often face societal
expectations regarding thinness, leading to body
dissatisfaction and unhealthy behaviors such as
restrictive dieting, excessive exercise, or purging.

The impact of eating disorders on adolescents is
profound, affecting their overall development in
multiple ways. Physical health complications include
malnutrition, stunted growth, weakened immunity, and
long-term risks like osteoporosis and heart disease.
Psychologically, adolescents with eating disorders
often experience low self-esteem, anxiety, and
depression, which can hinder their ability to form
healthy relationships, perform well academically, and
build a positive self-concept. Socially, these disorders
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can isolate adolescents from peers and family, further
exacerbating their struggles.
Research in this domain is essential for several reasons.
First, understanding the prevalence of eating disorders
in adolescents helps highlight the scope of the issue,
emphasizing the need for early intervention. In India,
where cultural and familial dynamics play a significant
role, this research can uncover unique contributing
factors, guiding culturally sensitive prevention and
treatment strategies. Furthermore, it is important to
examine the influence of socio-environmental factors,
such as idealized body images perpetuated by media
and changing family structures, on adolescents'
perceptions of body image and self-worth.
The COVID-19 pandemic has further intensified these
challenges, as adolescents experienced disruptions in
their routines, increased social isolation, and
heightened stress, creating a fertile ground for the
emergence and exacerbation of eating disorders. These
conditions can undermine not only immediate well-
being but also long-term physical and psychological
health, necessitating urgent attention.
This study focuses on adolescents aged 13 to 15, a
critical age range during which eating disorders
frequently manifest. By identifying the prevalence and
underlying causes of these conditions, the research
aims to provide actionable insights that can inform
prevention and treatment strategies tailored to this
vulnerable group. Addressing eating disorders early
can help protect adolescents' overall development,
enabling them to grow into healthy, confident adults.

Operational Definitions:

o Eating Disorder: Mental health conditions
characterized by dysfunctional thoughts and
behaviors related to food, weight, and body image.

e Anorexia Nervosa: A disorder involving extreme
calorie restriction, intense fear of gaining weight,
and a distorted body image.
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e Bulimia Nervosa: A condition characterized by
recurrent episodes of binge eating followed by
compensatory behaviors like vomiting or excessive
exercise.

o Adolescence: The developmental phase between
ages 10 and 19, marked by physical and emotional
changes.

Sample and Sampling Technique:

Population: The study focuses on students aged 13 to

15 from an English medium school in suburban

Mumbai.

Sample Size: A total of 40 students, comprising 20

males and 20 females, were selected using purposive

sampling.

Sampling Technique: Purposive sampling ensures the

inclusion of participants exhibiting characteristics

relevant to the study. The SCOFF questionnaire was
used to identify students with potential eating
disorders.

Objectives:

1. To analyze the prevalence of eating disorders
among adolescents.

2. To compare the prevalence of eating disorders
between male and female students.

3. To identify the types of eating disorders present in
the sample.

4. To suggest interventional strategies for managing
eating disorders.

Research Design:
This study utilized a quantitative descriptive research
design, employing a survey method to explore the
prevalence and contributing factors of eating disorders
among adolescents. The SCOFF questionnaire, a
validated and widely used screening tool, was
employed for data collection. This tool allowed for the
identification of at-risk individuals based on self-
reported symptoms, providing a foundation for
analyzing patterns and prevalence rates within the
study population.
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The SCOFF Questionnaire:

The SCOFF questionnaire is a concise, effective

screening tool designed to identify potential eating

disorders, particularly anorexia nervosa and bulimia

nervosa. It consists of five targeted questions:

1. Do you make yourself sick because you feel
uncomfortably full?

2. Do you worry you have lost control over how much
you eat?

3. Have you recently lost more than one stone (14
pounds or 6.35 kilograms) in a three-month period?

4. Do you believe yourself to be fat when others say
you are too thin?

5. Would you say that food dominates your life?
Each "yes" response scores one point, with a total
score of 2 or more indicating a likely eating
disorder, warranting further evaluation by
healthcare professionals.

The simplicity and reliability of the SCOFF

guestionnaire make it particularly suited for school

settings, where resources and time may be limited. In

this study, its use among 40 adolescents aged 13 to 15

provided valuable insights into the prevalence and

severity of eating disorders. The findings underscored

significant gender disparities, with female participants

exhibiting a higher susceptibility, emphasizing the

critical need for early intervention.

By employing this robust tool, the research not only

highlighted the pressing nature of the issue but also

contributed actionable data to inform future policies

and programs aimed at promoting adolescent mental

and physical well-being.

Results and Discussion:

Prevalence of Eating Disorders:

The study found a significant prevalence of eating

disorders among adolescents. Out of the 40

participants, 23 (57.5%) exhibited symptoms

suggestive of eating disorders, as indicated by their

responses to the SCOFF questionnaire. Among these:
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e Anorexia Nervosa: 8 students (34.8%)
demonstrated symptoms consistent with anorexia
nervosa.

o Bulimia Nervosa: 15 students (65.2%) showed
signs of bulimia nervosa, making it the more
prevalent disorder within this sample.

Gender-Based Differences

The study revealed notable gender-based differences in

the prevalence of eating disorders:

e Male Students: 11 out of 20 male participants
(55%) exhibited symptoms.

o Female Students: 13 out of 20 female participants
(65%) displayed symptoms, highlighting a higher
susceptibility among females.

This finding aligns with global trends where females
are disproportionately affected by eating disorders due
to heightened societal pressures, media influence, and
body image concerns.
Types of Eating Disorders:
The higher occurrence of bulimia nervosa (65.2%)
underscores the urgency of addressing binge-purge
behaviors. Unlike anorexia nervosa, bulimia often
remains hidden until the disorder progresses to severe
stages, making early identification through tools like
the SCOFF questionnaire critical.

Discussion:

The findings reflect both global and cultural trends

contributing to the increasing prevalence of eating

disorders among adolescents.

1. Developmental Vulnerabilities: Adolescents are
particularly susceptible to eating disorders due to
the intersection of physical, emotional, and social
changes during this critical stage of life. Pubertal
changes and peer comparisons often exacerbate
body dissatisfaction, leading to unhealthy
behaviors.

2. Societal Pressures and Media Influence: The
idealized body standards perpetuated by social
media and entertainment industries play a central
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role in shaping adolescents' perceptions of self-
worth and beauty. Female participants in this study
reported higher susceptibility, mirroring global data
that links societal pressures to disordered eating
behaviors.

3. Cultural Context: In India, rapid modernization,
changing dietary habits, and the growing influence
of Western beauty ideals have contributed to the rise
of eating disorders. Adolescents are increasingly
exposed to these influences, creating a conflict
between traditional values and modern
expectations.

4. Mental Health Stigma: Stigma surrounding mental
health and eating disorders often delays help-
seeking behavior among adolescents. This
underscores the need for greater awareness and
accessible support systems within schools and
communities.

Implications for Intervention:

The findings emphasize the urgent need for targeted

interventions:

1. School-Based Health Services: Schools must
integrate mental health services to provide students
with resources for early identification and support.
Screening tools like the SCOFF questionnaire can
facilitate regular evaluations, enabling timely
intervention.

2. Educational Programs: Programs promoting body
positivity, resilience against societal pressures, and
media literacy can help adolescents develop
healthier self-esteem and coping mechanisms.

3. Parental Involvement: Parents play a critical role
in fostering healthy attitudes toward food and body
image. Workshops and counseling for parents can
enhance their ability to identify early signs of eating
disorders in their children.

4. Policy Development: Policymakers must prioritize
adolescent mental health by mandating mental
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health education in schools and allocating resources
for accessible healthcare services.

Conclusion:
This study highlights the significant prevalence of
eating disorders among adolescents, with a marked
vulnerability among females and a predominance of
bulimia nervosa. The results underscore the necessity
for comprehensive strategies addressing this growing
public health crisis. Educational initiatives focused on
promoting body positivity and mental health
awareness, coupled with early detection mechanisms,
can mitigate the impact of eating disorders on
adolescents' physical and psychological development.
Future research should explore longitudinal impacts
and evaluate intervention programs to ensure sustained
progress. As educators, parents, and policymakers,
fostering an environment of acceptance, understanding,
and support is imperative to counter the pervasive
effects of eating disorders. By prioritizing adolescent
well-being, society can empower the next generation to
lead healthier, more fulfilling lives.
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