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Rates of eating disorders (ED) tend to be elevated on college campuses. This
is not surprising when you consider that the traditional college years (18-21 years
old) also coincide with the median age of onset for eating disorders. College
campuses represent an ideal setting for implementing eating disorder prevention
and intervention efforts. Research can help us identify groups of students who are at
particularly elevated risk to target these efforts.
Lipson & Sonneville (2017) conducted a study that aimed to better
characterize the eating disorder risk profile of college students and improve
targeted prevention and intervention efforts on college campuses. While previous
research has identified eating disorder risk factors in college samples, this study is
unique in that it examined students from 12 different colleges and universities in
the U.S. All of the schools were participating in the Healthy Bodies Study, a
population-level web-based survey of students aged 18 years or older. A total of
9713 students (females=6723, males=2868) participated in the study. Students
were evaluated on variables including elevated eating disorder risk, objective binge
eating, and compensatory behaviors (all assessed using the Eating Disorder
Examination-Questionnaire, EDE-Q). In addition to these 3 primary outcomes, the
researchers examined 10 student characteristics: degree-level, sexual orientation,
race/ethnicity, first-generation college student (used as proxy for socioeconomic
status), citizenship, academic major, athlete status, housing, and weight status.
Results indicated that 11.9% of the sample had elevated ED risk, 40.2%
reported objective binge eating, and 30.2% reported compensatory behaviors.
Consistent with prior research, rates of ED risk were significantly higher in females
(17%) than males (5.5%) and rates of objective binge eating were also significantly
higher in females (49.1%) than males (30.0%). Interestingly, no significant
differences were observed in rates of compensatory behaviors between males
(29%) and females (31%), with high prevalence in both groups. Weight status
emerged as the most consistent predictor of ED symptoms; students with
“overweight” or “obesity” were more likely to have elevated ED risk, objective binge
eating, and compensatory behaviors than students with “healthy weight.”* Students
who were “underweight” were at a reduced risk.
Many college campus ED prevention efforts are targeted at “underweight”
students, even though results of this study indicate that “underweight” students are
a group at reduced risk. Targeting “underweight” students instead of “overweight”
or “obese” students may exacerbate weight-related treatment disparities. Students
categorized as “overweight” or “obese” are at the highest risk of ED symptoms and
should be targeted for prevention and intervention. In addition, greater attention
should be paid to addressing eating disorders in males on college campuses. Sexual
minority males represent a particularly high-risk group.
*The study authors use the term “healthy weight,” a term that I find
problematic as it implies a one-size-fits-all weight-based definition of weight
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