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RESULTS

INTRODUCTION
Background: Intuitive Eating (IE) is a lifestyle approach consisting of ten key principles aimed to nourish one’s
body with an emphasis on hunger and satiety cues without engaging in restrictive dieting practices (1). In relation to
IE, body image is a topic of increased interest as honoring one’s body is a key principle of IE (1). Previous research
has indicated that IE is positively associated with a more positive body image (2,3). Along with being associated
with a healthy, positive body image, IE has also been shown to be positively correlated with a lower body mass
index (BMI) in college women (4).
Objective: The purpose of this research is to determine how Vanderbilt students’ body image and body size relate to
their participation in Intuitive Eating principles as measured by the Intuitive Eating Scale-2 (5).
Hypothesis 1: Students with a higher body image score, indicating greater body satisfaction, will be more likely to
participate in Intuitive Eating and therefore score higher on the Intuitive Eating Scale-2.
Hypothesis 2: Students with a lower BMI will have higher Intuitive Eating Scale-2 scores.

Demographics: Of the participants, 30% identified as male, 70% identified as female, and 6% identified as
nonbinary. Race and ethnicity breakdown was as follows; 23% Asian American, 3% Pacific Islander, and 77%
white. Of note, some participants identified with more than one race or ethnicity, or more than one gender,
accounting for the sum of the percentages for each category. Of the sample, 77% were graduate students and 23%
were college sophomores.
Results: Providing support for Hypothesis 1, there was strong evidence (P=0.0002) of a direct relationship between
body image and IES-2 score, as shown in Figure 5. Related to Hypothesis 2, an inverse relationship between BMI
and IES-2 score was noted (Figure 1), but did not support the hypothesis as this relationship was not found to be
statistically significant (P = 0.116). Additionally, there was an inverse relationship between BMI and body image
score, however this association was also found to not be statistically significant (P = 0.086). Of note, average IES-2
scores categorized by gender were 3.56 for males, 3.42 for females, and 3.30 for those who identified as nonbinary.
Limitations: The small sample size (n=30) and lack of ethnic diversity are the main limitations to this study as they
limit this study's generalizability to the population of college students as a whole. Vanderbilt University’s student
population is 56% female and 44% male, while the sample had a greater proportion of female participants (70%)
(9). Of the possible races and ethnicities comparable to the sample size, Vanderbilt students are 52% white, 10.1%
Asian, 0.21% Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander, and 4.4% list two or more races (10). This study
inaccurately represents the racial and ethnic makeup of Vanderbilt University as a large proportion of the sample
was made up of white participants (77%).
Another possible limitation of this study is that the survey was widely distributed among students participating in
Reserve Officers’ Training Corps (ROTC) at Vanderbilt. Because of this, it is possible that the average BMI of our
sample is lower than that of the greater population of students since ROTC members must meet specific fitness
standards.

Figure 1: Average IES-2 score compared
to average BMI (n=30)

METHODS
Design & Distribution: A mixed methods survey was created using REDCap software (6, 7, 8) and distributed via
email to Vanderbilt University students. The survey included demographic questions and inquired about students’
height and weight (Figure 2), their perceived body image, and their participation in IE principles. A series of five
Likert-scale style questions that inquired about students’ body satisfaction (Figure 3) were asked and the scores
were averaged to create their subjective body image score. Note that in the absence of a response, a “neutral
response” of a 3 was selected to complete the participants’ subjective body image score. Students’ height and weight
measurements were used to represent their objective body size via their BMI. The validated 23-item Intuitive Eating
Scale-2 (IES-2) was used to measure students’ overall adherence to Intuitive Eating practices. An example of a
question used in the Intuitive Eating Scale-2 and its associated response distribution is represented in Figure 4. A
total of 30 participants completed the survey.
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Inclusion Criteria: Participants were included if they were an undergraduate or graduate student at Vanderbilt
University.
Analysis: Data was exported into an Excel spreadsheet and responses were scored using the Intuitive Eating Scale-2
Scoring Procedure. Regression analysis was completed to evaluate the association between subjective body image
score and IES-2 score to test Hypothesis 1. A regression analysis was also used to examine the effect of BMI on
IES-2 scores to address Hypothesis 2.

Figure 4: Example of survey responses to one of the Intuitive
Eating Scale-2 questions

Figure 5: Analysis showed strong evidence of an
association between body image and IES-2 score (P
value = 0.0002)

CONCLUSIONS
Future Research: A more representative sample is needed for further research on this topic. In the future, stratified
sampling could be used to ensure that all ethnic groups are represented. While this research focused primarily on
evaluating body image and total Intuitive Eating Scale-2 scores, more extensive research could examine the
relationship between body image and the four different subscale scores of the Intuitive Eating Scale-2. As it was
noted that males scored higher than females on total IES-2 scores, future studies could focus primarily on males’
experience with IE and how it may differ from females’ experience with IE.

Figure 2: Demographic questions and values used to
determine students’ BMI

Figure 3: Likert scale survey questions used to determine
body image score

Conclusions: The purpose of this study was to understand the relationship between body image and adherence to
intuitive eating practices in Vanderbilt students. It was hypothesized that higher IE scores would be associated with
higher body image scores (Hypothesis 1), and a lower BMI would be associated with higher IE scores (Hypothesis
2). To investigate these hypotheses, 30 participants responded to questions inquiring about body image, objective
body data, and completed the Intuitive Eating Scale-2. There was a statistically significant direct relationship
between body image score and IE score, suggesting students may be inclined to follow intuitive eating practices as a
result of having a positive body image, may have a positive body image as a result of their eating practices, both of
these may be relevant conclusions, or there may be confounding variables at work in creating this strong
association. Though the associations between BMI and IE score and BMI and body image score were not
statistically significant, both associations suggested an inverse relationship exists. Potential barriers to IE adherence
that can be considered in counseling this population may include having a higher BMI (>25 kg/m2), and having a
more negative body image.
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