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Abstract
Purpose — The main purpose of this study was to explore the differences in dietary habits and
lifestyle between girls in government and private schools in Saudi Arabia.

Design/methodology/approach — A cross-sectional multistage stratified survey was carried out
on schoolgirls aged 12-19 years. The total sample was 512 girls (291 and 221 girls from government
and private schools, respectively). A pretested questionnaire was used to collect the data.

Findings — The findings revealed that girls in private schools were significantly more likely to
consume vegetables, fruits, red meat, and chicken than those in government schools. Furthermore,
private schoolgirls were less prone to watch television and use the internet daily than girls in
government schools.

Originality/value — Intervention for promoting healthy lifestyles in schoolchildren should not
exclude private schools.
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Introduction
Unhealthy dietary habits and lifestyles among adolescents are considered risk factors
for several nutrition-related diseases in adulthood (WHO, 2003). Statistics show that
children and adolescents in Arab countries, including Saudi Arabia, suffer from
paradoxical nutritional problems: those associated with unsound food habits and
nutrient deficiencies such as iron deficiency anaemia, calcium and vitamin D
deficiencies, and underweight; and those associated with overnutrition and changes in
lifestyle such as obesity, elevated blood pressure, and diabetes (Musaiger et al., 2011a, b).
This situation has created a great challenge for the Saudi Health Authority to address.
However, studying the current food habits and lifestyles among various age groups in
the Saudi community is the first step to establishing an effective intervention strategy.
Food habits and lifestyle in Saudi Arabia have been the focus of a number of
studies. Farghaly ef al (2007) found that the diets of schoolchildren in Abha,
Saudi Arabia, were rich in carbohydrates and deficient in fiber. About 49 percent of
secondary school children consumed breakfast regularly. Amin ef al. (2008) reported
that children aged 10-14 years in Al-Hassa, Saudi Arabia, either missed or had an
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infrequent intake of breakfast at home, had a frequent intake of fast foods, and a low
intake of fruit, vegetables, and milk. High consumption of sugar-sweetened beverages
was also reported among schoolchildren in this country. It was found that the intake of
such beverages was positively associated with the poor dietary choices of these
children (Collison et al, 2010). In Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, Washi and Ageib (2010)
showed that the poor dietary habits among schoolgirls aged 13-18 years were related to
the impaired nutritional status of the these girls. Nevertheless, almost all the published
studies related to food habits and lifestyle in this country have been carried out in
government schools. Al-Hazzaa ef al. (2011) investigated some dietary habits and the
lifestyle of schoolchildren aged 14-19 years in three regions of Saudi Arabia by
including a sub-sample from private schools, but they did not study the differences in
these habits between children in the government and private schools. Therefore, the
aim of this study was to examine the differences in dietary and lifestyle habits between
secondary school girls in government and private schools in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia.

Methods

Girls aged between 12 and 19 years were the target group of this study. To obtain
participants from this age range, preparatory and secondary schools were included.
A multistage stratified sampling method was used. The city of Jeddah was divided into
two main geographical areas, and the schools were selected randomly from each area
taking into consideration the proportion of students in schools. As a result, five private
schools (three preparatory and two secondary schools) and four government schools
(two preparatory and two secondary) were selected. One class from each educational
level (levels 8-12) was selected from each school by simple random method. The total
sample obtained was 512 (291 and 221 girls from government and private schools,
respectively). The study was approved by School Health Department, Ministry of
Education, Jeddah city. The data were collected in the 2005-2006 school year.

A previously tested and validated questionnaire was used to obtain information on
the frequency of the intake of certain food items and on lifestyle (Musaiger and
Radwan, 1995). The questionnaire consisted of two sections: food frequency intake
per week, and lifestyle habits. The questionnaires were distributed to students in their
classes and explained to the students by a qualified nutritionist. Consent was obtained
from each school for the study. The frequency of the intake of foods per week was then
grouped according to two categories: <4 and =4 times per week. Lifestyle habits
included hours of watching television per day, eating while watching television, and
the frequency of eating breakfast, practicing exercise, and using internet per day.

The questionnaires were then sent to Bahrain for analysis. The data were first
entered in an excel file and then analyzed using the Epi-Info statistical software
package (CDC, 2007). The x? test was used to examine the significance of the
association between lifestyle and type of schools.

Results

The frequency intake of certain foods among girls according to the type of school is
presented in Table L. In general, the frequency intake (=4 times/week) of vegetables
(37.9 percent), fruit (37.3 percent), and fish (10.4 percent) was low. Girls in private
schools were significantly more likely to consume (=4 times) vegetables (p < 0.0000),
fruit (p < 0.0000), and red meat and chicken (p < 0.0159) than their counterparts
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Government

Private school school Total
Food frequency No. % No. % p-value No. %
Vegetables
<4 113 51.1 205 70.4 0.0000 318 62.1
4+ 108 489 86 29.6 194 379
Fruits
<4 107 484 213 732 0.0000 320 62.5
4+ 114 51.6 78 26.8 192 375
Milk and dairy products
<4 81 36.7 119 40.9 0.3303 200 39.1
4+ 140 63.3 172 59.1 312 60.9
Red meat and chicken
<4 59 26.7 107 36.8 0.0159 166 324
4+ 162 73.3 184 63.2 346 67.6
Fish
<4 203 919 256 88.0 0.1535 459 89.6
4+ 18 8.1 35 12.0 53 104
Chocolates and sweets
<4 96 434 92 316 0.0060 188 36.7
4+ 125 56.6 199 68.4 324 63.3
Soft drinks
<4 129 58.4 150 515 0.1249 279 54.5
4+ 92 41.6 141 485 233 45.8
Fuast foods
<4 185 83.7 214 735 0.0060 399 779
4+ 36 16.3 77 26.5 113 22.1
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Table 1.

Frequency intake of
certain foods among
Saudi adolescent
girls according to
type of school

in government schools. However, the frequency of intake of chocolate and sweets
(p < 0.0000) and fast foods (p < 0.0060) was higher among girls from government
than private schools (68.4 percent vs 56.6 percent for chocolate and sweets, and
26.5 percent vs 16.3 percent for fast foods, respectively).

The lifestyle factors among girls are shown in Table II according to the type of
school. Highly significant differences observed between girls from the two types of
school in relation to hours of watching television per day, practicing exercise, and
hours of using the internet. Girls from private schools were less likely to watch
television for more than 3 hours each day (p < 0.0003) and use the internet daily
(p < 0.0000) than girls from government schools; they were also more likely to practice
exercise either in or outside school (60.2 percent vs 39.9 percent, respectively).

Discussion
Two main findings can be obtained from this study. First, the girls in general practiced
unhealthy dietary and lifestyle habits such as having a low intake of vegetables, fruit,
and fish, and missing breakfast, as will as they spent a large amount of time viewing
TV. Second, girls in private schools generally had better eating habits and lifestyle
than girls in government schools.

The consumption of vegetables and fruit, as well as fast foods, sweets and
chocolates reported by adolescent girls in this study is consistent with that reported by
Al-Hazzaa et al. (2011) in Saudi Arabia, who found that, of girls aged 14-19 years,
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Table II.

Lifestyle factors

among Saudi adolescent
girls according to type
of school

Government

Private school school Total
Lifestyle No. % No. % p-value No. %
Hours of watching TV/day
<3 106 48.0 94 323 0.0003 200 39.1
3+ 115 52.0 197 67.7 312 60.9
Eating while watching TV
Always 156 70.6 231 773 0.1324 387 75.0
Rarely or none 65 29.4 60 22.7 125 25.0
Eating breakfast
Always 74 335 111 381 0.5332 185 361
Frequently 86 389 108 37.1 194 379
None 61 276 72 24.7 133 26.0
Practicing exercise
Yes 133 60.2 116 399 0.0000 263 51.4
No 88 39.8 175 60.1 249 48.6
Hours using internet/day
Not used 7 32 10 34 0.0000 17 3.3
1- 158 715 131 45.0 289 56.4
2+ 56 25.3 150 51.5 206 40.2

62 and 69 percent did not consume vegetables or fruit, respectively; and, also that the
proportion of girls who consumed sweets and chocolates or fast foods more than three
times per week was 53 and 25 percent, respectively. These tendencies towards
unhealthy diets have also been reported among girls in Bahrain (Musaiger et al.,
2011a, b), Kuwait (Honkala et al., 2006), Syria (Nasreddine et al., 2009), and Palestine
(Al-Sabbah et al., 2007). The results that Saudi girls were watching television daily
for a relatively long time, and eating breakfast infrequently were documented
in Saudi Arabia (Al-Hazzaa et al., 2011) and also in some Arab countries (Musaiger et al.,
2011a, b; Nasreddine ef al, 2009). It is strongly believed that the rapid changes in
socioeconomic conditions, urbanization, globalization, and westernization have led to
marked transition in dietary habits of the people in many developing countries,
including Saudi Arabia (Pingali, 2006). The traditional Saudi Arabian diets, which
consisted of fruit, vegetables, foods low in fat, and whole grains, have changed to more
westernized diets, which are high in fat, sugar, and salts (Musaiger and Al-Hazzaa,
2012). The rapid spread of supermarket chains, food courts in commercial malls, and
various fast-food restaurants has strengthened the consumption of Western diets in
this country.

The higher prevalence of the practice of exercise among girls in private schools than
for their counterparts in government schools is mainly due to there being more classes
related to physical activity in private schools. The highly significant differences in
dietary and lifestyle behaviour between girls in private and government schools could
be attributed to socioeconomic background. Although not studied, it seems that girls in
private schools belong to a higher socioeconomic class than those from government
schools. This means that the parents of private school girls have a higher income and
higher education level. Therefore, the families of girls from these schools are probably
better able to afford vegetables, fruit, and red meat and chicken than the families of
girls from government schools. The higher education level of parents is another
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contributing factor, as educated parents are more likely to offer healthy foods at home
and practice healthy lifestyles than less educated parents (Xie ef al., 2003). It has been
found that the dietary habits of adolescents are formed by the availability of foods at
home and the dietary behaviour of parents (Arcan ef al., 2007).

The present study suggested that the adolescent girls in Saudi Arabia have
unhealthy dietary and lifestyle habits that could be associated with the occurrence of
chronic non-communicable diseases during adulthood. The evidence has shown that
lack of intake of fruit and vegetables (Hung et al., 2004) as well as lack of practice of
physical activity (Haskell et al., 2007) are linked with several chronic diseases. Missing
breakfast (Arora et al., 2012) and the long time spent watching television (Robinson,
2001) have been found to be associated with a high risk of obesity. Therefore, programs
to promote the well-being of adolescents in Saudi Arabia should focus on amending the
poor dietary and lifestyle habits. Furthermore, to obtain information on the complete
situation of the health of schoolchildren, private schools should be included in any
school surveys of health and nutrition and intervention.
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