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Research Title : Building Immunity Among Thai Youth against Fast Food and

Junk Food
Researchers : Sam-ang Seubsman

Abstract

This study examined factors underlying behavior and related motives for
consumption of fast food and junk food by Thai youth in metropolitan Bangkok. The
study obtained both quantitative and qualitative data in Bangkok from 460 high school
youths and from 100 youths sampled at point-of-sale at supermarkets. Average age of
these 560 sample was 16.2 years (SD=1.5). We also involved 32 representative youth
from sampled schools who participated in a two-day brain-storming seminar-retreat as
part of the research process in media analyses and group reflection to find ways to
decrease such food consumption in this age group. Average age of the representative
was 16.4 years (SD=0.74) As well, 20 related school personnel (teachers and
nutritionists) were interviewed. Average age was 46.5 years (SD=5.4) ranged from 31
to 54 years.

It was found that knowledge about calories sources from food was good among
youth. But knowledge on fat food related to risk of heart disease, hypertension, high
cholesterol and overweight was limited. The nutritional status among 560 youths
compared to Ministry of Health standards for Thai children revealed that 16.4% were
over weight-for-age, 14.4% were over height-for-age and 9.7% were over weight for
height. Undernutrition was virtually non-existent in this group: only 0.4 % were under
weight-for-age, 0.5% under height-for-age and 2.4% under weight-for-height — all
proportions within expected limits given the properties of normal distributions.

Youth from higher income families were significantly more over weight than
lower income family children (t=2.295, p=0.024) but not statistically significantly
different for height-for-age and weight-for-height. Boys were statistically significantly
more over weight-for-age and weight-for-height than girls (x*=7.495, p=0.007 and
x2=6.505, p=0.012), respectively.

Meal skipping was reported by 33.9% of youth and breakfast was the most
frequent meal missed (61.1%). Girls skipped more meals than boys (x*=29.87,
p=0.000) and children afraid of becoming fat were much more likely to skip meals than
those who were not afraid of getting fat (x* =9.987, p= 0.002).

Most youths questioned were found of fast food (73.6%) and overall 47.4% ate
it at least once a week. Opinions expressed on fast food trends in Thailand revealed that
49.3% would like it to become less prestigious whereas 21.4% would like o find fast
food more easily, 18.9% would just let it be, 5.5% had various other attitudes towards
it, and 4.8% had no comments at all.

Factors influencing eating fast food among youth were product, price, place,
promotion, and personal attributes. From youths’ point of view, fast food products were
convenient, delicious, and good appearance. Price was not too expensive compared to
food from restaurants. Places were generally available, including room for parties and
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for meeting friends and one can sit as long as one likes. Promotions can be seen
everywhere such as television, internet, bill board, express way and include discount
rates and toy gifis. Discussion among the youth revealed that youth mostly followed
peer groups, want to try new things, had no discipline in eating behavior and eat
whatever they desire. Parents often give whatever the children want, and youth eat to
survive day by day and do not care about healthy food.

The most frequent motive for eating fast food is that outlets are suitable places
for meeting friends. Other common motives were good services, delicious taste,
convenient, and convenient packaging. For junk food (snack, ice scream etc) the most
common motive was to follow suggestions by advertising. Other motives were
delicious taste, convenient packaging and toy collection.

From media analysis for fast food and junk food advertising, youth thought that
advertising stimulated psychological desires for eating, toys, and common values
among peer groups leading to a change in behavior from ‘not want to eat’ to ‘want to
try’ to ‘like the taste’ and finally ‘to habitual eating’. Advertising utilized various
strategies to create those desires. Youth must be aware of the purpose of advertising
and not fall into that trap and should think of the real benefits of goods, and have
knowledge of healthy food. The children suggested that campaigns about the adverse
effects of high-calorie and high-fat fast food and junk food must be done using youth
power, starting in class rooms and networking to provide knowledge to students in
school. Regulations to decrease advertising on fast food and junk food must be
addressed. And information about the nutritional content of these foods would help.

To build ‘immunity’ to not eat fast food, youth thought of five key elements (1)
family well being so that members eat together, discuss and listen more to each other,
(2) realize it is clever to choose nutritious food and make reasonable choices, (3) have
good clean food available, (4) complete information on nutrient in foods and (5)
comfortable food. Correct information on food among youth must be disseminated to
create a demand for healthy food.

Fdrk kiR i ik ik deiedeok dekeg ek dek ok doir ik kil

Key words: fast food, junk food, youth, eating behaviour, advertising
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