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ABSTRACT

Background: Medical students undergo lifestyle transitions that may compromise healthy eating and exercise habits,
potentially affecting their role as future health advocates. This study was done to assess nutritional knowledge, dietary
behaviors and association with BMI among undergraduate medical students.

Material And Methods: A cross-sectional survey questionnaire based descriptive study was conducted for 300 medical
students of different batches PRM MCH, Baripada , Mayurbhanj, Odisha. The participants were enrolled for the study by
random sampling after they were informed about the purpose of the study and the method of completing the
questionnaire. BMI of all participating students was also calculated by using standard equipments in the Physiology lab
of our college.

Findings: Mean age was 21 +/- years with no significant gender difference. Adequate nutritional knowledge was
reported by 76.21 % of students (males 75.2%, females 81.1%, P=0.611). Despite good knowledge, 52.5%
preferred junk food over fruits/vegetables. Breakfast was regularly consumed by only 81.0% of students. BMI
distribution showed 41.5% underweight, 37.0% normal weight, 13.5% overweight, and 8.0% obese. Social eating with
friends (78.0%) was the predominant context, with group dining being the primary fast-food motivation (43.5%)

Conclusions: A significant knowledge-behavior gap exists among medical students regarding nutrition. Despite
adequate knowledge and exercise habits, unhealthy food preferences and irregular meal patterns persist. Social
influences strongly impact dietary choices. Comprehensive interventions addressing social and environmental factors,
beyond traditional knowledge-based education, are needed to promote healthy behaviors among future healthcare
providers.
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INTRODUCTION

Wellness is an important concept for medical
students to learn, both for their own health and for
their patients. Since nutrition is an essential part of
one’s wellness that can positively or negatively
impacts one’s health, it is important for medical
students to learn approaches to nutritional wellness.
Studies have shown that physicians’ nutrition
attitudes and clinical practices are positively
correlated with their dietary practices. {1} (8)

Cultural transition, social changes, westernization,
family environment, exposure to mass media, and
globalization all have a significant impact on eating
attitudes and behaviors among young people (2,3) .

There is a general perception amongst the common
masses that the students of health sciences have a
greater knowledge about the correct dietary habits
and healthy lifestyle as compared with non-medical
students.(6) This is significant as they are the future
physicians and the students who personally adopt a
healthy lifestyle are likely to positively influence
their patients. In India, 12% of men and 40% of
women are obese. India has an estimated 212 million
people with diabetes out of 828 million globally. One
in four people (26%) in the world with diabetes is
from India. College is a crucial life period as various
lifestyle behaviors are shaped and may continue
throughout life (3). Researchers have observed that
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dietary habits worsen during college age, leading to
an increased risk of chronic diseases as they grow
older (4).

However, studies have shown that medical and
paramedical students especially who stay in hostels
away from their home are susceptible to irregular
dietary habits, lack of exercise, and addiction(8).
Risk factors for the development of serious chronic
diseases in later life can be altered by adaptation of
healthy lifestyle, behavior or health hazards during
adolescence and young adulthood. most frequently
reported barriers to healthy eating were the lack of
time and stress, which is associated with poor diets
and inactivity ,convenience and lower cost of less
nutritious fast food, lack of availability and high cost
of healthier food, taste preferences (e.g. for fast
foods) and lack of nutritional knowledge and skills.
(3,4)These poor eating habits acquired during this
period can lead to serious diseases later in life.

Literature suggests that those medical students who
do not adopt healthy lifestyle, fails to provide
effective health care to community in future as well.
Delivering knowledge about health amongst medical
students is essential because in addition to requiring
it for themselves, as future physicians they shall
promote health awareness and wellness amongst
societies.(7)

Research regarding nutritional status in college
students in peripheral medical colleges in Odisha ,
India, has been found lacking and hence this study
would be aimed to evaluate nutritional knowledge,
eating habits and overall satisfaction regarding
nutrition education among medical students in this
institute

OBJECTIVES

1. To assess nutritional awareness among medical
students about nutrient profile of food consumed
by them on a regular basis

2. To assess nutritional deficiencies in them if any.

3. To sensitize future doctors about a healthy
lifestyle and promote good eating habits.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Study design

After obtaining the institutional ethical clearance and
permission from the authorities, a cross-sectional
survey questionnaire based descriptive study was
conducted for 300 medical students of different
batches PRM MCH, Baripada , Mayurbhanj, Odisha.
The participants were enrolled for the study by
random sampling after they were informed about the

purpose of the study and the method of completing
the questionnaire. BMI of all participating students
was also calculated by using standard equipments in
the Physiology lab of our college.

STUDY PARTICIPANTS

Inclusion Criteria
1. Student should be residing in the hostel premises
for atleast 1 year.

2. They should be eating from the hostel mess or
college canteen.

Exclusion criteria
1. Should not be suffering from any chronic illness.

2. Not willing to participate.Data collection

Study period

This study was completed between 1% April 2025 to
30" June 2025 after getting approval from
Institutional Ethics Committee (Including data
collection , analysis and report writing). A self-
reported structured questionnaire of 300 students was
collected which was designed incorporating socio
demographics, dietary attitudes, and lifestyle
practices of the medical students as well as their
eating habits. The students had the option of
choosing more than one answer based on the nature
of the question. All the data were tabulated and
relevant inferences were drawn. Conflicts of interest
There was no conflict of interest associated with the
project.

DISCUSSION AND RESULTS

A total of 300 students comprising 174 girls and1 56
boys from different batches of PRM MCH, Baripada
participated in the study. All the students were
staying in the hostel of the university for at least 1
year. Regarding the BMI calculated for the study
participants, 54 (18%) participants were noted to be
underweight and 27 (9%) students were either
overweight or obese out of the total 300 participants.
BMI of the other participants were within normal
range.

Two hundred four (68%) responders out of 300 said
that they had breakfast daily. However, only 300
participants (10%) said that they had a fruit daily in
our study. Daily consumption of fruits and vegetables
was only 1-2 portions for hundred eighty six (62%)
of the participating students. Out of 300 students
studied regarding snacks preference, fried snacks
were the most popular with 188 (62.7%) students,
followed by various bakery items by 130 ( 43.3%)
students. Only 21(7%) students preferred salads and
soups for snacking. Diet and nutrition are important
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aspects of medical practice, and the budding medical
professional is expected to lead by example.
Breakfast is often thought to be the most important
meal of the day as it is known to provide energy for
the brain and improve learning. It is also known to
contribute significantly to the total daily energy and
nutrient intake. Skipping breakfast may affect
performance during the rest of the day.[3]

Quality of food consumption is as important as the
correct servings and quantity. Research and
publications worldwide are in support of increasing
scientific evidence that adequate consumption of
fruits and vegetables decreases the risk of major
chronic diseases. Knowledge of actual consumption
of fruits and vegetables among future medical
practitioners assists in framing intervention to
achieve potential health benefits for their future
life.[4]

Regarding incorporation of fruits and vegetables in
the daily diet, 198 (66%) of the participating students
had only 1-2 portions per day with only 53
participants (17%) having a fruit daily preferably an
apple or banana. These findings are comparable to
those of the study conducted in 2014 in Saudi Arabia,
where majority of the students (78%) had low
consumption from fruit and vegetable and only 22%
consumed the recommended daily intake.[5] In a
similar study carried out amongst 494 undergraduate
students at the University of Malta in 2011, half of
the students had less fruit and vegetable servings per
day, one-third 2—4 servings, while only 15% had 5 or
more servings.[6] All these figures are lacking and
fall short of the five daily servings of fruit and
vegetables as recommended by the World Health
Organization. Consumption of dry fruits and seeds is
also less as compared to the recommendations .

Less than 33% of the students regularly consumed
20-30 gm of dry fruits daily ( almonds, cashew nut
,walnut, raisins etc). The students were unaware of
the micronutrient composition of the dry fruits they
consumed. Most students were not aware that dry
fruits if taken in the right quantity can fulfill our
RDA for PUFA(poly unsaturated fatty acids),
magnesium, folate , Vit E, Calcium and phosphates.
Also many students suffered from leg cramps which
is a common symptom of Vitamin E deficiency and
were ignorant of the fact that a small change in
dietary habits can completely alleviate the symptoms.
Unsaturated fatty acids if taken in the recommended
quantity are considered cardio protective, and have
several potential health benefits, including anti-
cancer, anti-inflammatory, and antioxidant effects.

The present study showed that 77 % and 35% of
students consume fruits and vegetables respectively
less than three times per week. This could be due to
the availability of fruit carts inside the college
campus and also because of the distance from the
market. Financial bearings might also be one of the
causes. So despite the students being aware of their
dietary needs , the fail to consume their
recommended diet because of multiple factors.

A study done in Malaysia showed that the majority
consumed vegetables and legumes three or more
times per week (81.8%), and almost half of them
(51.5%) consumed fruits less than three times per
week [4]. The Malaysia study also showed that the
majority (78.8%) had fast food which is at par with
our study which had a high consumption of fast food
(84.61%) [3](10) In another study in Saudi Arabia,
around 20.4% of the participants consumed
vegetables daily, while 14.3% ate vegetables only
rarely [10].

Research from various medical institutions in
Odisha, including studies from Bhubaneswar and
Eastern India, highlights the following:

o High Awareness, Poor Practice: While roughly
62% to 79.5% of medical students demonstrate
adequate nutritional knowledge, many continue to
prefer fast food and irregular meal patterns.

e Meal Skipping: Approximately 51% to 75% of
students admit to regularly skipping breakfast,
often citing academic pressure or lack of time.

e Low Fruit & Vegetable Intake: Only 25% of
students meet the WHO recommendation for daily
fruit and vegetable consumption. Most students
consume only 1-2 portions daily.

¢ Fast Food Dominance: Over 90% of students
frequently consume fried or fast foods, with
roughly 42% to 48% ecating them at least twice a
week.

Likewise most students also did not consume any
source of pro biotics and relied mostly on yoghurt or
curd available in the hostel mess . We enquired about
the quantity of consumption. Less than 31% of the
students consumed the adequate quantity 50 to 100
gm of yoghurt regularly. Around 17% were unaware
of the sources and physiological benefits of
consumption of syn biotics to balance and maintain
the gut-brain-axis. Stress signals from the brain can
influence digestion through this axis, and the gut can
also send signals that similarly influence the brain.
Gut microbes appear to play a key role in sending
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and receiving these signals. The two way interaction
is the key process regulating the basic functioning of
the neuroendocrine system.

When the students were enquired about the
micronutrient (iron, vitamin A, D, E, iodine , zinc,
Vit B12., selenium and magnesium )rich food intake
the students were mostly unaware of the source .

Like in our study (96.15%), the study in Malaysia
showed that the students took their meals with family
or friends daily (81.1%) [3].

Many studies suggest that superior knowledge about
a healthy lifestyle does not necessarily result in better
health practices [4].

Likewise skipping breakfast is more of a choice
because of multiple factors like class timings,
canteen timings , monotony of food , food quality
etc. Upon enquiry, however, 67% of students who
skipped breakfast regularly (> 4 times/week) were
aware about the health hazards of this practice. Some
students 52% had alternate arrangements like corn
flakes, chattua , fruits, biscuits , Dry fruits , health
drinks etc in their rooms which they consumed more
as snacks than as a regular morning ritual.

Main areas of concern leading to irregular food

habits are

e Academic Stress: High workloads
irregular eating habits.

lead to

¢ Structural Unavailability: Many campus canteens
function as "food swamps," where healthy options
are scarce or non-existent.

e Social Influence: Group dining is the primary
motivation for fast-food consumption for nearly
55% of students who get bored with the
monotony of hostel food

e Information Sources: Social media has become
the leading source of nutritional info (77%), often
over-shadowing formal academic training

Regarding choice of healthy foods for snacking, only
nine (11%) students preferred salads and soups in our
study, with the rest opting for junk food including
fried snacks, street food and bakery items. The
students preferred to snack from online portals like
Swiggy and Zomato. These observations resemble
that of a study conducted by Faculty of Medicine,
Mansoura University, Egypt which showed that two-
thirds of the 908 medical students included in the
study consumed fast food regularly. [7] These facts
are alarming as the high prevalence of fast/junk food

preference and consumption by future health-care
practitioners poses a serious health concern.

CONCLUSION

A healthy body harbors a healthy mind . A future
health professional needs to be aware of his food and
choose a better and healthier lifestyle to champion
the cause of healthy living though healthy eating.
Students who personally ignore their well being are
more likely to develop a diseased body and a
diseased mind. What mind does not know , eyes
cannot see . The findings of the study indicate that
the diet and nutritional aspects of our future medical
health professionals should be researched in further
details and timely interventions initiated for ensuring
the knowledge and practice of health starts from the
very beginning of ones career. During the Foundation
Course in First Professional MBBS course, Nutrition
Counselling can be incorporated, taking the help of
Dieticians, along with other sports activities. There
should also be designated helpline or center for all
activities of these kind.
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