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ABSTRACT
Bulimia, an eating disorder characterized by binge

eating, may be increasing- in frequency. In order to examine and
assess: (1) the prevalence of bulimia in a non-clinical sample of
college women; (2) the relationship of. reports of binge eating to the
fulfillment of operationalized Diagnostic and'Statistical Manual III
(DSM III) criteria for bulimig'; (3) the prevalence of. binge eating in
males and females at times other than meals; and (4) sex differences
in the labeling ot'one's behavior as binge eating, 327 male and 485
female college students responded to a questionnaire requesting
information about binge eating and its frequency. Of the 147 women
who responded positively to both questions, 105 completed an

.

operationalized form of t e DSM III in which the criteria for bulimia
were defined. Large quant'ttes,of food was defined as 1,200 calories
or more per binge; episodic eating patterns was defined a a minimum
of 8 binges per month; and repeated attempts to lose weight was
detined as two or more attempts in the past Hiblith. Analysis of
results showed that 56 percent of the women and 38 percent of the men
reported binge eating, and more womep than men labeled their behavior
as binge eating. Howevar, only 7.2 percent of the women bingea 8 or
more times per month. The criteria for bulimia in'the operationalized
DSM III were fulfilled by 3.9 percent of the women, suggesting that
bulimia may be a more prevalent disorder in non-clinical college
women than previously suspected. (MCF)
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This study examined the prevalence of bulimia and freqUent binge eating in

female college students. Additionally, sex differences in binge eating and

in labeling one's behavior as binge eating were assessed. All students in

an introductaily psychology courser. 485 women and 327 men, were subjects.

For'tynine percent of all students-reported tinge eating. Significantly

more women than men reported binge eating and labeled their behavior binge

eating. While 56% of the women reported binge. eating, only 7.2% reported 8

or more epi6odes a)month. Approxiinately.four percent of ,the women ampled .

fulfilled operationkized criteria for bulimia.-N
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In 1980 the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual III (DSM III) included

the eating disorder "bulimia". The diagnostic features include: episodic

eating patterns involving rapid consumption of large quantities of food in

a discrete period of time, usually less than 2 hours; awareness that this

eating pattern is abnormal; fear of not being able toillop eating

voluntarily; and depressea4mood and self depricating thoughts following the

eating binges. Three of the following behaviors are also needed: eating in

Private during a binge; termination of a binge through sleep, social

interruptlun, :,cif induced vomitiug, ur abdomin al pain; repeated attempts

Lu lose weight by self induucd vumiting, severely restrictive diets, or use

of u016.., tlus ...nd/u dinfeti,s, ana frequent weight fluctuations due to

aileinatme, bflugcs aud,fasla. ilually, Ltic bullMie episodes must not be duert

tv al,ocef.la or duy phySil;a1 [kit(' (1).

Allnauthh Lt,1 eattern cA-eSSiVc followed by VOlUnt.dry

pkatIlle, tic:13 lu ,_:11n1 a1 likelaturc as earl, as 1916 by Abiaham

(c), u1,,y 1 uutly t,,>o 1uu h attcuLibu Lcuu givcu disorder_ bulimia

has ,CCh _,Lud1,,1 under a vs, 1,:ty of ditfel_nt. ua-ca luc1,4dlug bUlimereXia

(j, 4) ulrIge'earvcr kj4), bulimia ncr vusa (5) 0,-1 thin fats (0). The

use of 11LLo1 cnt dlats"ostlo Ltic of objc,A1Vc dlaguustic

4.11 Ci aL ,ezuits ac,os ott,dies d1.11ckat. Al Lt ugh the
4/4

dcf1111L1 11 1,, life LAM 111 1, a ValUabic 11 :1t zl.cp 1., speu1fyiug the

icatuica u, t. is ffs,Ja, t"e b.havfo, icquItc:a diagnosis -lc

yuaullfl..J ..J, ilia cd witnIn a 1.111,c CullUc. up.ratiunallatiou al

LCLICCII IC.JeareherZ.

ucan oonside,J a 1 ,e dis del (0). al -11_,

--,a0. 0t an increases 111 its frequency (,) 11, 1900 i.angler and Pr,ntZ (7)

lepuiLed t.L.L 1 0% students L ,at...1 al , university ciacil
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clinic were bulimic using the DSM III criteria and that this diagnosis was

significantly more common in women than men. This finding lends support to

the clinical observation of Boskind-Lodahl (3) that this cycle may be more

common among young women: incollege'settings than previously realized.

However, the prevalence'.of bulimia in non-clinical college samples has not

yet been investigated.

The prevalence of binge eating, Lhe core characteristic of bulimia,

has been examined in college students by Hawkins and Clement (8) who asked

,---

atudent6 "Do you binge eat?",,Seventy nine percent of the women and 49% of
/-

the men scap hdc4 affirmatively. Several researchers (9,10) have suggested

LhoL by otudying binge eating. we may fut,ther our understanding of bulimia.

fic4WCyCf 6CLICActi1Z1/16 LIQM VI 1.11116C eaLcr3 to bullmics may be

Ihapptuk-lcklc tuLltict tca-al,:h la uc...11 L. Impaesa whether women who

rczputia lv a quaaklu Lita6C ec0.1U6 arc dcmonaLrdLlud

as deflucd Ly Lh, 1,SM ill.

Au Izsue C-11;Cf"... , t L L c. c1t..ua in Lluge cciLlug.

Haul, 1116 c111,1 l cwct, l a ,b) ick,oLL aldulf1,; u t acx ,11t1,:tclloe5 in binge .: ling

in dove, of ..11:6(; 1.1. ALdi diffdLdn ca ku the occurren,e of Linda,

casIne, mdy ,A1,t nAt,Ltt-iy wen and women may

".."wptl,n saaalll1L.a et LV J but., toven WORK.,

4.3 ....116 A ALA .A A A 1.0 A,A 11..1

tv Ica1,s1 11.1- 1. ..a.11 4-ali.ti

a 1 t I

t, di , 1 1 I. cly luau wc..

II. tic. 1 11 1,i .-3,111. t(2.130,'Lf..

,L 1. Al I, n ,d

11 ,11

a h, 1 AA . Ll (64; u.,I. l..tl In, List1.1- t -c

Al 1 1.11 ,11 1 1 I s,t ulA.ala )! l,. .,b5t 1114 ao

(.1
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of binge eating and of frequent consumption of large quantities of food at

times other than meals in both male and female students and 4) to,examine

sex differences in the labeling of one's behavior as binge eating.

Method

Subjects. Subjects were 327 male and 485-female students, all of the

students enrolled in ad introductoryipsycholOgy course during the semester

In which the study was conducted.

Procedure. All subjects answered the following questions which w

palt of a large qUcotlunhOlre administered at the beginniag of VI

semeuter ; "Du yuu binge eat?" and "Du ych trequently.conSume large

5.

quantItIc.z Of fc0,1 al tImco olhc, inan meals ?"

nude tu scoch lhc 14/ wLmch hhc 1 c6pchded

L,kh qh-ollch All 105 "L hh, u0u1,1 bd ,hihto,:tcd Ly teiephOne

odic. .1 upl ted oh aJJ1la,..tial

11.16 qua,l11/4.Annalic; lu Ihici oh ,,,:zall,..11=114.ad 1,...11 ill

Lhl.y111o, a 4h,otIon oc cc.lhd lulul CJl lh t. CalglCnl fui the

Gc.111.d 1, ,L1 m owl v ,a 1116 alatkipAlv caused Ly

cut 1"6 -1, 1 .1,l J13i"ptly.) lc ( (very dlaitiptIvc)

qtacQ1,1 c, 1" mall aLtc. the eXpculmchlol

prOCal.,1 c.:3 L. Lc. " omplaithi u,J likt,h ad 1-1 Leen OLlalucd . t

Cualplk.l1"b l t. . kv.k.a,1.,"1/aire, all omc-11 a tt 1 rjl,. J awd measureA

lu[t - -- - t_` 1, , 11c. la hoc.]----

..hca the DWI 111 icyhlichs.hlo licucvcr Cchpchchatz )L

Lt llz.t 1v 1111. . 1, I call ttdl l Lad: "1,1 6C.: vL rUud" wd3 dctl"ch a,

120u ,a1 t lc a m...fc per L1116-, "c-1,1,o.11, tolluv p"tterh-" w.n acL1,a,,1 an

A 111111111A-1 UL LAiatic-a pct month "tcpcak,,1 all mplz to 1.,cc ele,ht" was

J.£11,J J or uw, atiempto In the pobt m hlh 1,A1 at11, lerz h.:. c
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chosen to reflect the lower end of the ranges reported in previbus studies

of bulimia (12, 13). In addition, women could not have been diagnosed as

anorexic in the past year.

On the basis of responses to Wiese diagnostic'questions, women who

fulfilled all of the criteria for bulimia were classified "bulimic". Those

women who reported 8 or more-episodes of binge eating a month but who

failed to meet uric or -more of the criteria were classified as "frequent

binge catr", Data on the remaining Women, those who reported less than 8

epludea of Li.,ga eating a month, were collected but not analyzed.

iteault

f."
-. j9( ol the i12 nnJk.i'610,Intc

i.szyho lOgy SLudent3

tc the gu.;z11-11 "bo you binge e,..,t?". A shown in

4atie I. ..0A G/4 of he wom-A and jdA of ICj Of th,. matt reported eating 4

LI, A ,tat

1..d1..010..dge ut female and male

Liug, c l v ,6,11,:al,d a zigullicant
differ..ace. (uhf square = 24.47, df -

.
0C1) f-ity thi-c 't Ctle 111et1 an.] j(%, (.l

u
l the women repoLeJ

Li
",1(1,,,

4.11tities of at llaicS other Ihati mealz

II
111 1,4 4.41

'A'

e _

inaark Table I but 1.,,e
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the additional questionnaire were used to estimate the prevalence of
1

frequent binge eating and bulimia in the current sample. As shown in Table

2, 3.9% of the total sample of women fulfilled all of the diagnostic

criteria for'bulimia. An additional 3.3% of the women reported at least 8

binge eating episodes a month but failed to meet all the criteria for

bulimia. Of the 56% reporting pinge eating, 5.8% reported 8 or more

episodeb of binge eating in the past month, but did not fulfill the

criteria tor bulimia while t)% uf this group fulfilled the criteria for

bulimia.

All ,A L"11,111... vlcuckl thc:11 acatlug haUlts as dlst:uptivc (M

O aaJ yjA.tc u,ted lu treatcut fo their eating prut.lem. In

dOL Chz blutc v1cW,z.1 Ch-li habil, az Only d litLie disruptive

(M j 0) ,,d utlly >b ,ApAcz:4,J A JcOiAt L(.1 trccatAucwl., All ut Lhc

LuA1 1dc Gt.A1..1.3 WCIU ,AL dO acleilAue..1 by th.1,

wc.A13 ul.hlu 11, uvG. g l lwll uzl,AUlizt,cJ by the

(14A.1 I ZJA.

116ci'l 1.." 1 c - hzt L

Disc.s,ion

I G cal1.6
. ,11 Atl -

t tn. A y,AU tIlAdc ,,,e- laJloa,ed Chat j6A of Lil-

1
6l lu the od.pit A .1.oiLea Llu,c edLing

116W , 14 .11.11.11 LA ,I,c3 f Hawkio ,AaA Li_mel,t. (8) ,rhea reported

C;t1A...j 11,.. "0-. . 11.,Jk111a 1d ,lefficAt (5) 1 p...41.--1

thut,1-6 1
. tt) "t uo a,dl ael,ht .-"Alegc aouu. Duly 587J of (he v..JACI,

lt. Ch. N. toc. .cp,vtcl U1ugc c.%C1,16,

46%

ncAlto .L Chi; ,tccut. ztu.ly Ckuc,Ir wiLa,

als (8) that Sight, ficautly in6 C w alca than Mc tc.-k,
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binge eating. No significant differences in the percentages of men and

women reporting..frequent consumption of large quantities of food at times

other than meals occurred, yet women were more likely to label their

behavior as binge eating. This finding suggests that labeling one's

behavior as binge eating is subjective and occurs more often in-women.

Merely asking snb)ects whether they binge eat provides little information

as to the frequency of this behavior.

the seanits also indica(e that a1 t.hou611 over one third of the women

acp,,gt. facgocot. oonwllpt.loo of large quantities of food, the vast majority

of Wym..11 in thls sample 1 eporL,:ki binge eating less than eight times a

wok.Lh 1. Y..:k of the fernal oawp14 reported eight or more

cplzoi,o -f bi.be caking 1,c1 thutiLh Of 0,e wom,n reporting frequent binge

eatints. o yb Jctc b"11wio uol.lty ta"operatlo..11Led form ofothe DSM

111 ILIA., Ltial (Doc _mould inteiptet. oantiously studies

. fidJislii, (Y) drag ,,,oltAuSiOn5 about buliwia fl l.111

d..7C ['L.. .411441114.1 4..1 11 11,411C.:11 1411, .eport bing_ eating.

1 } yb I l_c C011,./sc L"IfIlica

1 all s.l it4.4:. 1 L 1 11i lirda okapp .1 10 tt,c. zk.616c:-.11uti that U.1 I.*,

s y L4, t.4 Al .1 k I 1 .4 4,1 111.a, k,A ...I I V 1. 1 Ali

1g1,1 11A _1. 1u1 au. C 1,UP,A1c111,, ((

An ,.l 44 1 11 6 ,1., 1., I 1.1 tit). .1

I ..i. A I t,1 1. .11LA 1. t A 1,AI,-. kii 1 k 6.1 aa..kplr... ul. a %tit ANIA.. LsIl..

1, L. .1 43....41 I Al ,., ,,j, k A,,, 4,,,41 al.. I i.,1, . 4 ,. I Lig. t. Itt, A 1 w.:, C , ,.o1

1, ........l ...... l l t, I. IA l 1 4 ..1 .../ , 4 i .. , A Jt. A A. lit 11 , I. A 116 klc.41 t 0 a ..a

.11.a, tiet. / il Kp ,.... ..1 ". 1, 4, , l 1 c,...1v1"6 ts.....,...
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women and 38% of the men reported binge eating. Also, more women than men

labeled their eating behavior as binge eating. While many women reported

binge eating, only 7.2% of these women did so eight or more times a month.

Of the women in the present college sample, 3.9% fulfilled an

operationalized definition of the DSM III diagnostic criteria for bulimia.

These findings duggc5t that bulimia may be a more prevalent disorder in

)4omen Lhdn prevIoudly suspected.
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Footnote,

,f1.evalence data for the 147 women were estimated by computing the'.

percentage-of the 105 women mho completed the questi:Onaire'and who were

bulimics or binge eaters. These prcentages, were extrapolated to the

'remaining 42 women who .could not be cont_ acted by telephone,

J
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Table 1

Results of Eating Questionnaire (n =812)

"Do you Btnge Eat"

Yes

Men
/

Women, 0Men Women

'Do you frequently consume
large quantities of food at
times other than meals?

,

Yes 69% (85) 54% (147) 27% (56) 15% (31)

No 31% (38) 46% (127)1- 73% (148)' 85% (180)

Total 38% (123) 56% (274) 62% (204) 49% (211)

. ,
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Table 2

Prevalence Datalfor Female Bulimics and Binge Eaters

Group

Sample Type

Women who said
yes when asked,
"Do you binge
eat?" and "Do

Women who said you frequently

yes' when asked, consume large

All "Do you binge quantities of

Women eat?" food at times,

(n = 485) (n = 274) other than meals?"
(n = 147)

Bulimic 3.9% 6.9% 13.0%

Binge Eaters 3.3%

(Binges > 8/month)

5.8% 11.0%


