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ABSTRACT 

The Freshmen Weight Gain is the weight freshmen expect to gain their first year 

at college. The Freshmen Weight Gain has not been proven by standard research 

methods, however, students perceive it to be a real phenomena. Students concerned 

about the Freshmen Weight Gain may try to prevent it by using pathological dieting 

practices that are damaging to their physical and emotional health. Students who have 

existing body image/weight concerns may be at higher risk for developing an eating 

disorder. Standard weight management techniques do not appear to decrease students' 

concern for getting the Freshmen Weight Gain. 

An ethnographic study with thirty-nine freshmen living on campus at a large 

southwestern public university was conducted to develop a students' explanatory model 

for the Freshmen Weight Gain. Students described coming to college with limited 

knowledge about the freshmen culture and that there were limited external controls, 

rituals and role models to guide their behavior during their freshmen year. 

experimentation. Students described that many of the normal changes in adjusting to 

college create lifestyle behaviors that leading to feeling out of control. 

Students described the stress of college transition coupled with experimentation 

results in their making lifestyle changes contributes to feeling out of control and needing 

some means to making boundaries with food and alcohol. Students also describe college 

food service to be partially responsible for the Freshmen Weight Gain, regardless of the 



11 

quality of the individual school's food service system and in spite of the students 

learning to make healthy choices is presented. Thematic and narrative analysis revealed 

that students use the Freshmen Weight Gain to provide external controls that they need 

to decrease their stress. 

Theoretical support for the author's premise regarding the role of the Freshmen 

Weight Gain in the freshmen culture. Recommendations for further research to further 

assess the students' explanatory model for the Freshmen Weight Gain and 

recommendations to residence life, student health service and university administrative 

professionals concerning means for improving the students' college transition and food 

choices are presented as well. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Introduction - Freshmen Weight Gain 

Traditional freshmen living in residence halls in a large public university are a 

unique sub-population in the college system. They experience major adjustments in 

living and academic conditions and major changes in self-identity during their transition 

from adolescence to adulthood. The Freshmen Weight Gain, "Freshmen Fifteen" and 

"Freshmen Ten" are the terms used to describe the weight that freshmen (males and 

females) believe they will gain during their first year of college. The Freshmen Weight 

Gain poses a major problem for nutrition educators, in that standard weight management 

education does not adequately address the complexity of factors that students attribute 

to the causes of Freshmen Weight Gain. 

Students believe that Freshmen Weight Gain is the result of college stress and 

of eating school food. College health nutrition educators state that teaching students to 

make appropriate food choices for weight loss usually does not reduce students' fear of 

Freshmen Weight Gain's (Personal communication with J Weber, University of Arizona, 

Tucson, AZ, 1994). 

Explanatory Models 

Explanatory models are knowledge paradigms used to explain a behavior, belief 

or concept from a single perspective (Kleinman, 1980). Kleinman developed this 
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approach to investigate the notions about an illness episode and its treatment. 

Explanatory models draw from general beliefs but are developed in response to a 

particular concept or belief structure such as the Freshmen Weight Gain. Kleinman states 

that an Explanatory Model is partly conscious and partly outside awareness. 

Explanatory Models involve tacit knowledge based on cognitive thought that directs 

reasoning along a particular belief structure. 

Identifying the variables that make up an explanatory model is of major 

importance to understanding that model. Students and nutrition educators have identified 

several variables in the Freshmen Weight Gain: quality and availability of school food 

and stress of leaving home and stress regarding academic performance (Personal 

communication with J Weber, University of Arizona, Tucson, AZ, 1994). There are also 

unknown variables in the students' explanatory model for Freshmen Weight Gain, 

variables that students' do not consciously acknowledge; these unknown variables 

interfere with students' abilities to deal effectively with the weight gain and to receive 

maximum benefit from nutrition education. Identifying students' explanatory model 

would provide nutrition educators and school health personnel with the necessary 

information to help students cope with Freshmen Weight Gain. Since nutrition education 

efforts are unsuccessful, various methods and theories from other disciplines might prove 

useful in understanding and constructing the students' explanatory model. 



14 

Residence Hall Nutrition 

Residence hall members eat from either hall dining facilities, school cafeterias 

or fast food and other restaurants located near campus. Residence hall members must 

learn to adjust their food choices and eating patterns to either fit the school food ")ervice, 

or adapt to other means of fixing or obtaining food. Many residence hall rooms include 

a small refrigerator and some shelf storage, but for the most part, kitchen facilities 

including food storage are limited. Students rapidly learn which foods lend themselves 

to residence hall living conditions. However, part of the living adjustment that freshmen 

learn is to forage for food on their own. It is during this phase that problems with 

nutrition often occur. 

Freshmen Nutrition 

Traditional freshmen, eighteen or nineteen years of age, who start college after 

their senior year of high school are at an important maturation stage in the life cycle 

according to western theory (Erikson, 1980; Smiley et al., 1992). This early adult stage 

of human development includes the process of gaining independence and practicing self

care of physical needs. College students are considered "adult" in that they are making 

decisions about their lifestyle behaviors yet, because they receive financial aid from 

either their parents or other agencies they are partially "dependent" on others. 

The freshmen students' unique experience with developing self-identity has some 

major ramifications for nutrition educators. The freshmen year is the first time that many 

students feel isolated from their family, making decisions about what to eat, when to eat, 
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and how much to eat. Many teenagers have experienced making food choices at high 

school, parties and when socializing with friends, but parents usually regulated the food 

at home. This is the first time many students experience no supervision of any kind 

regarding food, alcohol and other drugs, sex, study habits, sleep and exercise. 

Experimentation with these lifestyle behaviors is considered normal and is a major part 

of the freshman experience. 

College food service provides various types of food in many locations, including 

vending machines, small food carts, fast food and other restaurants usually on or 

surrounding campus. Other factors such as social eating for most meals, late night eating 

while socializing and studying for class, and sharing of food, alcohol and drugs represent 

a dramatic change in the lifestyle behaviors for freshmen. These changes in lifestyle 

behaviors come at a time for students when they are very open to change, especially 

change associated with their developing adult self-identity. 

Freshmen Weight Gain 

Students talk about Freshmen Weight Gain as fact (Personal observation, KE 

Smiley, University of Arizona, Tucson, AZ, 1993), yet information on Freshmen Weight 

Gain is very scarce in the research literature. The few studies attempting to document 

Freshmen Weight Gain are contradictory in their results. One recent study on Freshmen 

Weight Gain found that only one third of the study sample gained weight and the 

average of their weight gain was seven pounds (Hodge et aI., 1993). Another study 

measured female college students living on-campus and compared their weight changes 
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to female college students living off-campus at a different college (Hovell et aI., 1985). 

They found the on-campus students gained an average of 8.8 pounds compared to 0.3 

pounds for off-campus students. 

Popular magazines like Seventeen and Weight Watchers, have published several 

short articles on Freshmen Weight Gain. Seventeen published its first article in March, 

1977, and a follow-up in August, 1989; and Weight Watchers published one in October, 

1987. In summary, these articles indicated unlimited eating of school food, fast food and 

vending food caused weight gain. They also indicated that college is the time for 

students to take responsibility for their own food habits, since mom is far away. These 

articles stressed that weight gain will happen as a result of the proximity and type of 

food available in school, and due to the type of eating and snacking that is part of 

college life. 

Freshmen Weight Gain is also listed in several self-help books on college survival 

(Bimbach, 1992; Rosenberg, 1992). Lisa Bimbach's (1992) New and Improved College 

Book, which describes over 200 colleges available in the United States, provides school 

information from the students' perspective regarding the best courses to take, the best 

places to live, eat and hang out. A rating of each college is provided addressing various 

factors of academics, student interests and food quality/quantity. To further illustrate that 

Freshmen Weight Gain is a real concept to prospective students, figures estimating the 

amount of freshmen weight gain expected at each school are provided. See Table 1 for 

an example of the rating for the University of Arizona. See Table 2 for an example of 

Freshmen Weight Gain listed for various colleges in the United States. 
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Studies on college eating behaviors and attitudes (Grodner, 1992; Koszewski et 

aI., 1990; Ries and Schoon, 1986 and Hovell et aI., 1985) include various aspects of 

Freshmen Weight Gain, but do not isolate it as a concept. It is possible that more 

research has been conducted on this concept and has not been published. It is also 

possible that the researchers were not aware that their studies were measuring aspects of 

Freshmen Weight Gain. Many nutrition education and eating disorder studies use 

quantitative methodology that would not be able to identify the students' perspectives on 

weight gain. 

Relevance of Freshmen Weight Gain for nutrition educators. The students' 

concern for Freshmen Weight Gain is of major importance for nutrition educators 

working with and treating college students. Students, especially female students, use 

various dieting practices to prevent or decrease the Freshmen Weight Gain. 

The most common dieting practices are restrictive eating, and purging followed 

by either vomiting, using laxatives, diuretics, cutting back significantly on food for 

several days, or exercising excessively (Striegel-Moore et al,. 1992; Grodner, 1992). 

These dieting practices (especially restrictive eating, laxatives, vomiting and diuretics) 

are known to cause specific health hazards, (Wooley and Garner, 1991). Whereas many 

students who use these dieting practices are not considered as having DSMIII 

diagnosable eating disorders, long-term use of these practices is associated with decreases 

in self-esteem and body image, interfering with students' quality of life. Also Grodner 

(1992) and others (Gamer and Wooley, 1992) hypothesize that dieting may actually 



STUDENTS RATE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 
(1-10, 10 is high) 

School: 
Overall academic excellence: 
Sincere interest in undergraduates: 
Sincere interest in fundraising: 
Facilities and physical plant: 
Leisure opportunities: 

Students: 

7.2 
6.0 
7.0 
8.0 
9.4 

Overall interest in learning: 6.9 
Interest in money and careers: 9.5 
Interest in dating/sex/marriage: 9.2 
Interest in social and political causes: 6.8 
Satisfaction with school: 8.0 

Food: 
Quality of food: 5.3 
Quantity of food: 5.8 
Cost of food: 4.6 
Surroundings: 5.3 
Freshmen weight gain: 5.8 

Table 1. Example of Freshmen Weight Gain Listed for University of Arizona 
(Birnbach, 1992). 
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OTHER UNIVERSITIES - FRESHMEN WEIGHT GAIN 

Pratt Institute (Art School) 
University of Arizona 
Texas A&M 
Stanford 
Arizona State University 
UCLA 
SUNY: Binghamton 

-3.9 lbs 
5.8 Ibs 
8.1 lbs 
9.01bs 
9.5 lbs 

15.0 lbs 
18.0 lbs 

19 

Table 2. Example of Freshmen Weight Gain listed for various colleges in the United 
States (Bimbach, 1992). 
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cause an increase in weight gain, and in binge eating. Various illegal and legal drugs 

are also used by students to increase their metabolism and weight that dieting may 

actually cause an increase in weight gain, and in binge eating. Various illegal and legal 

drugs are also used by students to increase their metabolism and weight loss. These 

dieting methods present their own specific complications of addiction and other health 

hazards including overdose (Collins, 1993; Personal observation, KE Smiley, University 

of Arizona, Tucson, AZ, 1994). 

Also of major importance to the nutrition educator is the student who already has 

an eating disorder and is either in recovery or has not received any therapeutic care. 

This student is especially vulnerable to Freshmen Weight Gain, because their fear of 

weight gain may exacerbate the eating disorder and attenuate their limited coping skills. 

The college population has been identified as having a higher concentration of eating 

disorders than the non-college population (Hawkins, 1992). It is unknown at this time 

whether Freshmen Weight Gain is responsible or partially responsible for this 

phenomenon. The college residence hall environment may cause or promote eating 

disorders due to its closed environment, which intensifies various perfection and high 

achievement drives for many students, especially females (Striegel-Moore et aI., 1989; 

Squire, 1983; Abraham, 1983). 

Females probably are affected by Freshmen Weight Gain more than males. There 

is a higher percentage of eating disorders in females than males (Striegel-Moore, 1989) 

and there is more pressure in the popular culture for females to be thin (Wiseman et aI., 

1992; Nichter and Nichter, 1991). Male students at this age still have a relatively high 
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metabolism, adjusting to fluctuations in dietary intake and preventing an increase in body 

fat. Weight loss methods of exercising and decreasing high calorie foods are usually 

effective for male students. They are able to lose weight without having to resort to the 

unhealthy dieting practices listed previously for females. However, the fear of gaining 

body fat is present in the college male students. Currently, Hawkins (1992) estimates 

that college male students with eating disorders make up ten percent of the total eating 

disorder population. 

Although Freshmen Weight Gain may not be considered a real phenomenon, 

based on research, the students believe it is real. Given that freshmen believe in 

Freshmen Weight Gain and seek help to prevent or reduce weight gain, nutrition 

educators need to understand the causes and related beliefs students attribute to Freshmen 

Weight Gain. Therefore, nutrition educators need to provide treatment for coping with 

weight gain, and assist in healthy weight loss and weight management. This treatment 

needs to fit in the students' explanatory model so that the weight management techniques 

do not exacerbate possible eating disorders, or create increases in body weight once the 

student stops the weight loss treatment. 

Freshmen Weight Gain Model 

The standard weight management model is based on serving size and food choice 

guidelines for adequate nutrition, that include low-fat choices and exercise for 

cardiovascular fitness and weight loss. This model appears to be well-known in the 

college community (Personal observation, KE Smiley, University of Arizona, Tucson, 
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AZ, 1993). However, my experience as a nutrition educator at the Student Health 

Service at the University of Arizona has identified several factors that indicate that the 

standard weight management model is not effective in treating Freshmen Weight Gain. 

Students appear to come to college with a high level of fear for Freshmen Weight 

Gain. The exact cause of this fear is unknown; however, the popular literature about the 

Freshmen Weight Gain, and the popular cultural knowledge about weight gain, are 

probably major factors. Nutrition education's ineffectiveness in dealing with this fear 

suggests that there may be variables involved that have not been addressed in weight 

management programs. Previous work with freshmen indicates that students hold poor 

quality of school food responsible for weight gain, and they believe their lifestyle 

behaviors have little to do with their gaining weight (Personal communication with J 

Weber, University of Arizona, Tucson, AZ, 1994). Education with students about 

appropriate food choices from school food service does not appear to decrease their 

concern for Freshmen Weight Gain. The students' insistence on school food as the 

culprit remains even when low fat school food is available and identified for students. 

The field of nutrition education tends to be blind to the influence of culture on 

food choices, eating patterns and the interpretation of food and body symbols. The field 

of anthropology provides various methods for investigating the meaning of symbols and 

discovering how to use symbols to convey nutrition messages. These methods may 

enhance nutrition educators' understanding of the relationship between food, and body 

image and increase the educators' effectiveness with students. 
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Body as Symbol of Self and Culture 

Anthropological literature addresses the human body as a symbol that represents 

both the individual self and the culture to which it belongs. This literature identifies 

social control in the American culture as focusing on control of the physical body at the 

individual level. Researchers use various anthropological theories to explore the meaning 

of various symbols expressed by the body. This expoloration is best acheieved throught 

the use of qualitative research methods. 

In particular, Mary Douglas's (1966) theories on body symbols and rituals 

involved in controlling transitions can be used to identify the specific symbols and 

meaning that Freshmen Weight Gain has for students. Such insights can be obtained 

through interviews with students reporting on their adjustments to college life (labeled 

as college transition) and the effect they perceive these adjustments have on their 

physical bodies. Analysis of students' comparison of their own bodies and their changes 

in lifestyle behaviors to what they believed should have occurred, provides the definition 

of the students' explanatory model of the Freshmen Weight Gain. 

Introduction to the Study 

This introduction poses several questions about Freshmen Weight Gain, the 

students' explanatory model of Freshmen Weight Gain and possible methods to develop 

the model. Specifically these questions ask: 

What is the students' explanatory model of Freshmen Weight Gain and how does 
that model compare to the standard weight management model? 
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Why does the school food service persist in being percieved as the cause for 
Freshmen Weight Gain, in spite of nutrition education's efforts to teach 
appropriate food choices? 

Why does weight gain occur at this time and what effect does the college 
transition have on the creation of students' Freshmen Weight Gain model? 

Is Freshmen Weight Gain a symbol representing the effects of college transition 
on the students, as expressed by beliefs about controlling the physical body? 

From these questions, the specific aims and research questions were formulated. The 

specific aims of this study are as follows. 

Specific Aims: 

1. To examine the relationship between the college transition and students lifestyle 
behavior changes. 

2. To examine students' perceptions of the connection of these changes in lifestyle 
behaviors to changes in body, including but not limited to body weight. 

3. To use various anthropology of the body theories to identify the factors that nOO 
up and construct the students' explanatory model for Freshmen Weight Gain. 

Definitions 

The following terms have already been used in the text, but are defined here to 

ensure clarity and understanding of their use throughout this dissertation. 

Freshmen. Freshmen in this study are the traditional freshmen students directly 

coming to college after the senior year in high school. They are 17-19 years of age. 

Most of these students will have moved out of their parent's home or out of town to go 

to college. 
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Freshmen Weight Gain. The Freshmen Weight Gain (FWG) or "Freshmen 

Fifteen" or "Freshmen Ten" is the term used to describe the weight gain that students 

believe they will experience during their first year at college. The Freshmen Weight 

Gain is popularly believed to be caused by the increase in stress adapting to college and 

by eating school food. The Freshmen Weight Gain appears to be a cultural belief; it has 

not yet been demonstrated in longitudinal studies. 

College Transition. This term defines all of the adjustments that students have 

to make in their process of moving to college and adjusting to the academic and social 

life of a residence hall. It includes the emotional trauma of leaving home for the first 

time, adjusting to having a roommate, and regulating their own behavior regarding 

sleeping, eating, and studying. 

Freshman Experience. This term is used to define the totality of events and 

conditions that college students undergo during their first year at college. The freshman 

experience includes the college transition and the resulting changes in the student's 

identity and maturity and the experiences' students attribute as part of the freshmen 

lifestyle, although they may not undergo that experience themselves. The freshman 

experience also includes tacit knowledge of being a freshman. 

Ideal Freshman Body. The ideal freshman body is a term developed here to 

define the physical or bodily characteristics that the students themselves assign to an 

idealized non-existent male or female freshman body. The ideal freshman body has all 

of the physical or bodily characteristics that the freshmen experience identifies as ideal 

for a freshman. The ideal freshman body represents a physical composite of the 
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freshmen experience for identifying the meaning attributed to food, body weight, body 

shape and exercise in relation to the college transition and its influence on students. The 

ideal freshman body is described as a collective representation, though the characteristics 

that students give it may vary from student to student. 

Overview of Dissertation 

Chapter 2 - Background and Literature Review - presents the foundation for this 

study. This includes the researcher's experience with the freshmen population and 

Freshmen Weight Gain, and a review of relevant theory and knowledge used to develop 

the students' explanatory model for Freshmen Weight Gain . 

Chapter 3 - Methodology - presents the techniques used to collect the research 

data. The methods for analyzing the data are presented here. 

Chapter 4 - Freshmen Culture and Freshmen Weight Gain - presents the students' 

descriptions of the freshmen culture and several variables identified as influencing the 

Freshmen Weight Gain. This chapter also summarizes the students' description of their 

knowledge regarding the Freshmen Weight Gain. 

Chapter 5 - College Transition and Adjustments in Lifestyle Behaviors - presents 

a summary of the changes students perceived in self-development and lifestyle behaviors 

as a result of making the college transition. The changes in studying, living conditions, 

eating, exercising and perceptions of body weight changes are presented in detail in this 

chapter. 
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Chapter 6 - Students' Explanatory Model for Freshmen Weight Gain presents the 

model. This includes the anthropological theories that are used to interpret the model 

and to explain its power in controlling students' behaviors. 

Chapter 7 - Conclusions and Recommendations - presents the author's 

recommendations for future research on Freshmen Weight Gain and her recommendations 

for nutrition educators and other university administrators regarding the college transition 

and its effects on students' eating practices. 
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CHAPTER 2 

BACKGROUND OF STUDY AND REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

This chapter provides background for the study and a review of pertinent 

literature that contributes to the identification and understanding of the students' 

explanatory model for the Freshmen Weight Gain. There are three major sections. The 

first section provides a brief description of the University of Arizona environment, the 

residence halls and the resources available to students. The second section provides 

background and review of literature pertaining to the college environment. Lifestyle 

behaviors of college students, current research on the residence hall environment, current 

psychosocial research on development of self and current research on the effects of major 

life transitions are presented. 

The third section provides background on the Western concept of self

development and the relationship between health and social control of the physical body. 

This includes current theories on control and release and the function of control in eating 

disorders. This section also includes the anthropological literature used in interpreting 

the influence of the college transition on the development of self, body and freshmen 

culture. 

University of Arizona Environment 

The University of Arizona is the oldest university in Arizona. It was established 

as a land-grant institution by the Arizon'a Territorial Assembly in 1885. The University 
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of Arizona is located near the center of Tucson, Arizona. The current metropolitan 

population of Tucson is about 600,000. Four mountain ranges surround Tucson and the 

Mexican border is only 60 miles to the south. It is a popular winter resort with warm 

winter temperatures. 

Size and Scope of the University of Arizona 

Size and scope of campus, faculty and staff. The University of Arizona currently 

has over 35,000 students, more than 12,000 faculty and staff, and over 155 buildings on 

345 acres. A majority of the students come from Arizona, with the rest coming from 

every state in the nation and 117 countries. The graduate enrollment is over 7400 

students. In 1993, approximately 18,500 people applied for freshman entrance; 4000 of 

them were accepted. An additional 2000 transferred from other schools. The dropout 

rate for freshmen is 22 percent (U A Fact Book, 1992-93). There are eleven colleges and 

eight schools within the UA. The University offers graduate work leading to the 

master's degree in 131 areas, and to a doctoral degree in 93 areas. There are also 39 

other divisions of research and special services. It is considered a top research faculty 

among public universities. 

Residence Hall Life 

There are 22 residence halls and 35 fraternity and sorority chapters. The 

university also has married student housing located several miles off-campus in north

central Tucson. 
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Rooms and roommates. There are several different sizes and housing 

arrangements for residence halls. Coronado and Arizona/Sonora residence halls are very 

large co-ed halls. They are either co-ed by floor as in Arizona/Sonora, or co-ed by suite 

as in Coronado. Together, these two residence halls house approximately 1400 students 

with approximately 80% of the students being freshmen. There are several smaller 

residence halls that are co-ed, as well as several smaller residence halls that are single

sex. There are also several university-owned one and two bedroom apartment complexes 

surrounding the campus. Several older single-sex residence halls have sleeping porches. 

Most of the rooms though, are for two roommates, except for Arizona/Sonora where two 

to four roommates are possible. The residence halls have a hall director living on the 

premises and residence assistants living on the floors. The Residence Hall Life 

association is the governing body and is under the jurisdiction of the Dean of Student 

Affairs. 

Resources for hall members. There are many resources for the students. Unlike 

many large universities with residence halls, University of Arizona does not have dining 

halls. The Student Union, located in the center of the university, has four major 

cafeterias, with many smaller eating establishments surrounding the main cafeterias. 

They serve food to over 26,000 people each day. A prepaid food card, called the All 

Aboard Card, is available and used by many hall residents. There are many fast food 

and semi-fast food restaurants of various cuisines within walking distance that ring the 

campus. Night-time sandwich and pizza delivery to the residence halls is also available 

and very popular. 
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The University of Arizona also has a very large and attractive Campus Recreation 

Center, located on the south end of campus. Hall residents frequently use the "Rec 

Center", which offers weight equipment, exercise equipment, swimming, aerobics, 

racquet ball, volleyball and basketball as well as intramural sports, and outdoor trips. 

There is also a well ness center sponsored and staffed by the Student Health Service, 

offering nutrition and fitness education, cholesterol screening, sport'i medicine education, 

and general wellness education and assessment. 

The Student Health Service offers comprehensive health care and is funded 

through student fees and the state appropriation. This facility has approximately 80 full 

and part-time health care providers and another 40 employees as support staff. Their 

services include general medical and wellness care, gynecology, surgery, dermatology, 

sports medicine, health promotion and counseling and psychological services. The 

Student Health Center also offers laboratory, pharmacy, and X-ray services on site. 

Medical insurance is also available for purchase through the Student Health Service. 

College Environment 

This section describes current research conducted on various aspects of the 

college environment and its influence on students success and lifestyles. The first part 

describes the lifestyle behaviors of college students, followed by a brief description of 

literature on the psychological development that occurs during the college years. The 

second part provides a brief description of the adjustments in academic and social life 

that students make when they become college students. 
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Lifestyle Behaviors of College Students 

Exercise patterns in college students. Pierce et aI. (1992) measured fitness profile 

and activity patterns of entering college students. Women showed higher levels of 

cardiovascular fitness than men. Muscular strength was above average for both groups, 

while muscular endurance was average. The authors reported that more women engaged 

in regular aerobic activity than men (75% versus 50%). 

Imm and Pruitt (1991) studied various levels of exercise in relation to body 

image satisfaction. Study results found high frequency exercisers had a significantly 

more negative view of their body shape than moderate and non-exercisers. High 

frequency exercisers were more likely to continue to exercise when they were sick, 

indicating a perceived greater reliance on exercise for maintaining body shape. 

In another study, Ragheb and McKinney (1993) studied the occurrence of campus 

recreation and perceived academic stress. No strong indications that exercise helped to 

decrease perceived academic stress were identified. Social and mass media activities did 

demonstrate stronger negative relationships with stress. 

Eating patterns of adolescents. A brief description of adolescent food patterns 

is included to provide cultural background for dieting and exercising beliefs and 

attributes that college-bound adolescents bring with them. This data is derived 

predominantly from quantitative surveys providing limited qualitative information about 

adolescents' eating patterns and the meaning they attribute to their nutrition, food 

choices, body weight and body image. 
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Contento et al. (1988) used questionnaires, 24-hour recalls and nutrient analysis 

to study nutrition and food choices in 355 adolescents. Students rated 20 foods on a five 

point scale, and measured eight food attributes regarding healthy, good, causing heart 

disease, etc. The researchers identified five food consumption profiles labeled as 

hedonistic, social/environmental control, personal health, peer-supported health, and 

parent-supported health. 

Story and Resnick (1986) used qualitative research measures to poll 900 

Minnesota high school students about their perceptions of teenagers' diets, attitudes 

toward food and dieting, food preferences, fast foods, school lunch programs, and family 

meals. These students indicated that teenagers: 1) did not eat nutritiously, 2) needed to 

eliminate some foods and eat more vegetables, fruit, meats, and milk and 3) needed to 

spend more time planning meals, and preparing meals. However, some teenagers 

indicated that they thought their eating habits were fine. These students reported three 

barriers to changing their diet: 1) lack of time, 2) inconvenience of eating properly, and 

3) lack of a sense of urgency. According to these students, junk food is defined in terms 

of content and consequences. These adolescents indicated that junk food is high in 

sugar, fat and calories, fattening, bad for their health, high in additives, and lacking 

nutritional value. Food preferences were for fast foods and sweets; foods, they tended 

not to eat, were fresh or cooked vegetables or foods that take time to prepare. These 

adolescents stated that family meals were important as a time to "touch base" with one 

another. The two reasons cited for not eating with the family were family conflict or 

indifference to family eating together. 
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Truswell and Darnton-Hill (1981) present a multi-cultural review of the food 

habits of adolescents living in the industrialized nations of America, Australia, Sweden, 

and Israel. For most adolescents, they found that snacking provides a major part of their 

nutrient intake, indicating shifts in socialization, as these people move from a family 

meal to eating with friends. Alcohol intake is high and is the only source of nutrients 

that is correlated with the mortality for this group. Food choices also began to reflect 

individual sub-cultures. 

Eating patterns of college students. Several adolescent food patterns are also 

found in college students, specifically the dieting and gender differences of dieting 

patterns. Hertzler and Frary (1989) surveyed 212 undergraduates in a mid-size 

university, "Introduction to Nutrition" class. Student,) reported changes in their food and 

meal patterns, cooking experience, food-buying practices and use of vitamin/ mineral 

supplements. They found about 43% of the students skipped breakfast. Students 

reported a high snacking frequency with 81 % snacking one to three times a day. The 

authors did not find any relationships between food patterns and nutrition information 

sources, nor could they stereotype students based on any single food behavior. Welch 

et al. (1992) also found similar meal patterns in their survey of students seeking nutrition 

counseling at a university wellness center. 

Dieting is an important concern for many college students and several researchers 

have explored various attributes that students place on dieting foods. Sobal and Cassidy 

(1987) studied the concept of dieting foods in 374 undergraduates to assess whether there 

is a natural grouping of foods that can be called dieting foods, the foods classified as 
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dieting foods, and why foods are classified as dieting foods. They found that 56% of 

undergraduates had dieted to lose weight, with women dieting significantly more 

frequently than men (72% vs 8%). The twelve most frequently named dieting foods 

were vegetables and fruits as a group, closely followed by salads and fish/seafood. 

Specific vegetables, fruits and salad components were also frequently named as dieting 

foods independent of their placement in general categories. Women reported that they 

consumed dieting foods more often than men. The predominant reason cited for 

classifying a food as dieting food, was low calorie content, followed by low fat and low 

carbohydrate content. This study also found that grain products are still avoided during 

attempts to lose weight. Dairy products were also indicated as non-dieting foods. The 

belief that eating grapefruit burns fat was also found, a symbol of the persuasiveness of 

dietary folklore. 

Klesges et al. (1987) surveyed 204 college men and women about their self-help 

dieting strategies. They found restricting the amount of food eaten, followed by skipping 

meals and eliminating or reducing sweets, the most prevalent strategies used by their 

students. 

There were several gender effects as measured by Sobal and Cassidy (1987). 

Women dieted more than men, and reported higher consumption of vegetables, fruits, 

salads and pOUltry. Klesges et al. (1987) found that women dieted and exercised to lose 

weight more than men (80% vs. 46%). Approximately 21 % of the women used caffeine 

or cigarettes to suppress appetite compared to 4% of the men. Females were also more 

likely to report a discrepancy between their actual versus self-reported ideal weight, and 



36 

were more likely to rate achieving an ideal weight as important and more beneficial than 

males. Women were more likely to use inappropriate weight loss strategies such as 

fasting, laxative use, induced vomiting and diuretic use. Simmons et al. (1987) found 

that women were reported more difficulty and failure with trying to lose weight than 

men. 

Chaiken and Pliner (1987) surveyed 245 undergraduate men and women about 

their responses to a fictional male and a female student's food preferences and intakes. 

They were then asked to assess the masculinity and femininity of the targets based on 

their perceptions of the targets' food consumption. Their results strongly supported the 

concept that a positive feminine social identity is placed on women who eat "lightly" as 

compared to women who eat larger amounts of food. The students considered the female 

who ate less to be significantly more concerned about her appearance and significantly 

better looking than the female who ate more. There was no gender discrimination in the 

students' attributes placed on the male target's food intake. 

Franco et al. (1988) found that men felt less pressured to be thin than women, 

and that they would freely report eating large amounts without labeling it as binging. 

Connor-Greene (1988) reported that women incorrectly perceived themselves as 

overweight, and incorrectly labeled themselves as normal weight when they were in fact 

underweight; women who were slightly overweight reported wanting to lose weight. 

Men who were dissatisfied with their weight, on the other hand, wanted to gain weight. 

Females dieted more frequently than males and tended to use more inappropriate dieting 

strategies. The extent of dieting and use of inappropriate dieting strategies among 
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college women and the extent of dieting in normal weight females strongly supports the 

concerns for college females being higher at risk for eating disorders. 

The frequency and consistency of the food patterns and dieting attributes indicate 

that there is a consensus among the college and adolescent populations in the meaning 

placed on dieting foods. A Canadian study (Chapman and MaClean, 1993) found similar 

meanings attributed to food in an adolescent population. Consumption of junk food was 

found to be associated with weight gain, pleasure, friends, independence and guilt, and 

consumption of healthy food associated with weight loss, a good relationship with their 

parents and the familiarity of being at home. 

Eating disorders in college students. The college environment has been 

recognized as inducive to the development of eating disorders. High stress and intense 

social and academic competition, as well as psychosocial development issues (proposed 

as causing the increase in eating disorder) such as leaving home, and strong needs for 

affection and comfort (Striegel-Moore et al. 1989; Zakin, 1989). 

The incidence of eating disorders reported in college varies widely. Gray et al. 

(1985) review of the literature indicate the incidence of eating disorders among women 

range from 1 % to 19%. Nagelberg et al. (1984) surveyed 244 college women attending 

a southeastern college and found that 79% reported binge eating occurrence, with 8. 2% 

reporting self-induced vomiting after binge eating or 'normal' meals. Healy et al. 

(1985) in Dublin Ireland found 10.8% of college females and 1.1 % of college males 

meeting the DSM-III definition for bulimia. 
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Striegel-Moore et al. (1989) found a lower incidence rate in their prospective 

study on the prevalence of disordered eating among college students. 1040 freshmen 

were surveyed at the beginning and end of their freshmen year. Of those students, 3.8% 

of the females and 0.2% of the males were bulimic. The incidence of bulimia did not 

change, but the incidence of disordered eating had increased. Their analyses of changes 

in eating patterns revealed that females who started or increased their frequency of 

disordered eating behaviors had increasingly dysphoric feelings about weight, decreased 

ratings of their attractiveness, high perceived stress, increased weight dissatisfaction. 

Authors concluded that only a few students developed bulimia, however, a significant 

number increased in the number of symptoms related to disordered eating during their 

first year in college. 

Striegel-Moore et al. (1986a) surveyed undergraduates on several psychological 

variables related to weight and body image. Five variables related to the students' 

feeling fat were identified: their percent overweight, perfectionism, perceived social 

pressure toward thinness, social comparison regarding weight, and the degree to which 

failure experiences affect feelings about one's body. The students indicated that feeling 

fat was highly correlated to their perceived lack of control over food, repeated dieting 

efforts and binge eating. 

Zakin (19S9) surveyed undergraduate women to explore the relationships among 

eating disturbance, emotional separation from family, body satisfaction and body 

boundary definitions. His results suggest that a relationship exists between eating 

disturbance and emotional separation from both parent<;, but especially from the mother. 
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Also, a relationship between disturbed eating and certain body image disturbance such 

as those body boundaries that are less firm and more penetrable was demonstrated. He 

states that: 

"Although binge eating may cause body boundary definiteness to 
decrease, it is also possible that an underlying disturbance in body 
definiteness, reflecting an unstable identity, leaves people more 
vulnerable to develop an eating disorder" (Zakin, 1989:415). 

Berg (1988) surveyed 1046 students living in residence halls using several 

different eating attitudes tests. Of the 584 residents completing the surveys, 12% of the 

women scored in the anorexic range and 15% of the women met the DSM III criteria for 

bulimia. The women living on co-ed floors had a significantly higher incidence of eating 

disorders than women living in single-sex floors. Berg hypothesized that the amount of 

adjustment to living on co-ed floors may be higher than on single-sex floors and may 

exacerbate existing problems with perfectionism, and independence, triggering eating 

disorder behavior. 

The Freshmen Weight Gain. There are only a few published research studies on 

the Freshmen Weight Gain. A recent study at Michigan State University (Hodge et aI., 

1993) investigated the incidence of Freshmen Weight Gain after six months of college 

in female students participating in an "Introduction to Psychology" class. They found 

that half of those who completed the study (total n = 61) did not gain or lose any weight, 

one third gained an average of seven pounds and one sixth lost an average of five and 

a half pounds. Their suggestions are that the Freshmen Weight Gain is more fantasy 
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than fact, however they acknowledge that the nonreturnees (n = 49) may have gained 

more weight and thus their absence skewed the data. 

Hovell et al. (1985) followed a sample of females (n = 158) attending a private 

college and living on campus for three years, comparing this group to a representative 

same-aged group of community college or state college female students (n = 28) living 

off campus. They found the on-campus students gained 8. 8 Ibs on average in their 

freshman year. The on-campus students were 2.6 to 5.2 (F(1.232) = 22.69, P < .001) 

times more likely than off-campus students to gain 15% or more above ideal weight. 

The follow-up study revealed that the on-campus students weight was back to their 

beginning freshmen weight by their junior year. The on-campus students stated that the 

communal eating and cafeteria food services probably contributed to the weight gain. 

They also cited other factors, such as leaving home, family and friends and academic 

competition. 

An extensive library search was conducted among popular magazines and only 

a few articles on the Freshmen Weight Gain were found. Two were from Seventeen, a 

popular teen's magazine for females and one from Weight Watchers, a popular weight 

management program publication. 

Gerston (Seventeen, March 1977) described thirteen ways to avoid the Freshmen 

Weight Gain during a student's first year at college. These methods focused on 

exercising and the standard dieting techniques of limiting high fat foods and snacks, 

especially late at night. She also recommended calorie guides and daily use of a 

bathroom scale to prevent weight gain. She quotes one student as defining the 
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'Freshmen Flab Syndrome' as "That's when your body expands with your mind, and 

your jeans contract around the hips" (Gerston, 1977:70). 

Watkins (Seventeen, August 1989) proposed very similar though simplified 

weight management tips and admonished students that it is their responsibility to manage 

their body weight. She stated that it is up to the students to stay in shape and keep their 

weight at a healthy level. 

The Weight Watchers' article written by Jodie Pincus (October, 1987) an 

associate editor for Seventeen Magazine, provided a description of various colleges and 

their weight management and nutrition education programs. Pincus cited a Newsweek 

On-Campus poll where 34 percent of 516 students stated that they gained 10 - 15 pounds 

during their freshmen year, while another 12 percent stated that they gained even more 

weight. 

Other related patterns of behavior. Insomnia and other sleep disorders occur in 

a small percentage of college students. Lack (1986) reported that 18% of a freshman 

class of psychology students stated they had frequent difficulty in falling asleep. He 

discusses the incidence of delayed sleep phase syndrome or DSPS and its effects on 

academic performance. Giesecke (1987) reports 4-6% of the visits to primary care 

physicians are related to sleep problems. 

The use of alcohol among freshmen is another behavior that carries considerable 

symbolic meaning. Alcohol consumption is a factor that students attribute to the cause 

of weight gain. It was not surveyed in-depth in this study due to its difficulty in 
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measurement and complexity of meaning and consequently is not presented in this 

review. 

Psychosocial Development of in College Students 

Current theories and models on psychological development. Several theories in 

psychological development are relevant when studying the college student population. 

Erikson's (1980) theory of psychological development has been identified as having 

tremendous influence on the development of other psychosocial theories (Pascarella and 

Terenzini, 1991). Erikson (1980) identified eight stages or periods in psychosocial 

development when biological and psychological changes interact with sociocultural 

demands to present a 'crisis' that is characteristic of a given stage. The freshmen year 

of college occurs during one of these periods, when adolescents are moving from self

identity versus roll confusion to those of intimacy versus isolation which characterizes 

adulthood. This stage of adulthood is characterized by 'real' intimacy (meaning close, 

interpersonal attachment and sharing) or its counterpart, distantiation, which is defined 

as the "readiness to repudiate, to isolate, and, if necessary, to destroy those forces and 

people whose essence seems dangerous to one's own" (Erikson, 1980: 10 1). 

Another significant psychosocial development theory is Chickering's Vectors of 

Student Development (Chickering, 1969). Chickering identified seven variables 

influencing students' psychosocial development: achieving competence, managing 

emotions, developing autonomy, establishing identity, freeing interpersonal relationships, 

developing purpose, and developing integrity. He identifies two additional components 
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concerning the influence of body on self-development as physical appearance and sexual 

identification. 

Psychosocial changes of autonomy and independence. Pascarella and Terenzini' s 

(1991) review of the literature on students' development of autonomy and independence 

revealed that students experienced a major decrease in authoritarian, dogmatic and 

ethnocentric thinking and behavior. Strong family support has been identified as 

increasing the students self-esteem, self-confidence and independence (Brack et al., 1993; 

Bradford and Lyddon, 1993; Franco et al., 1988; Taub and McEwen, 1991; York

Anderson and Bowman, 1991). 

Psychosocial changes in attitudes and values. Pascarella and Terenzini's (1991) 

summary of the research identifies college as having a direct effect on students' changes 

in attitudes and values that is independent of maturity, or social, political, or 

environmental trends. Students demonstrated increases in 'openness' and 'other-person' 

values and increases in individual religious beliefs and tolerance for other religions. 

Koplik and DeVito (1986) compared perceived social, physical and academic 

problems of the freshman class of 1976 to those of the freshman class of 1986. They 

found that the 1986 college students seemed more 'troubled'. There was an increase in 

reported distress in every aspect of their lives with 1986 students being more concerned 

about being overweight and not getting enough sleep, exercise, outdoor air, or sunshine. 

Women in both classes felt more tired and stressed than men and the class of 1986 

women complained more than the class of 1986 men about their lack of exercise and 
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being overweight. There were no control groups and these results may reflect a general 

social trend in the US regarding the focus on individual health. 

An interesting note is that Pascarella and Terenzini's (1991) 900 page summary 

of the research conducted on the influence of college contains no references to health or 

the physical body. Why this information was omitted is not known. The journals of 

higher education do not present effects of college on students' health and physical body. 

It may be that the concept of whole body (mind, body and spirit) and of wellness is 

relatively new on college campuses and has not been included in these journals. 

Residence Hall Environment 

The effects of residence hall environment on college students have been studied 

for many years. Williams and Reilly (1972) reviewed 50 studies and concluded that 

residence hall living has a major effect on the students' lifestyle behaviors and outcomes 

of their college transition. 

In studies on the influence of type of residence, living on campus was reported 

to be more beneficial to a successful college transition than living off campus (Pascarella, 

1985) and as having no influence on academic performance (Blimling, 1989). Allen and 

MaImone (1989) found that students living in same-sex residence halls were more 

satisfied than students living in co-ed residence halls and interacted more positively with 

hall government. Smaller same-sex halls provided more chances for students to interact 

and problem-solve with their peers, hall assistants and directors. 
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Studies on the influence of roommates on college transition indicated multiple 

factors such as peak-alert time and bedtime (Carey et aI., 1988) living habits (Lapidus 

et aI., 1985) perceived social support (Kalsbeek et aI., 1982; Saidia, 1990). Apparently, 

students' maturity level in presenting and getting their needs met is a major influence in 

roommates' compatibility and satisfaction. 

College Transition 

Definition of life transition research. Life transitions, major life changes, or 

critical life events are times in a person's life when there are major socioeconomic, 

environmental, cultural, physiological or cognitive changes. Most people can handle one 

or two changes at a time with their preexisting coping skills, however for the adolescents, 

multiple transitions often occur during times of psychological development (Hirsch and 

Rapkin, 1987; Levine and Smolak, 1989; Simmons et aI., 1987). Studies conducted on 

adolescents reveal that there are many factors that influence the success of transitions, 

and the amount of family and peer support has a major influence on level of somatic 

symptoms, depression and perceived quality of life. 

Females were found to be more at risk for experiencing decreasing self-esteem, 

possibly due to their greater vulnerability to the high values placed on peer regard and 

looks (Simmons et aI., 1987). A study by Levine and Smolak (1989) identified female 

adolescents in transition are at risk for developing an eating disorder. They found that 

increases in weight, changes in social relationships, and threats in academic/achievement 

when combined with a superwoman orientation produce eating disorders. However, a 
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study by Michaud et aI. (1990) found that the stress of a major school exam influenced 

only the energy and fat intakes in adolescents. 

Transition of leaving home. Living away from home was associated with greater 

independence, and with parents demonstrating more support and respect for students 

(Flanagan et aI., 1993; Kenny, 1987a). Students indicated that their self-respect increased 

with their increasing independence from family (Kenny, 1987b). 

American Culture and Control of the Body Literature 

This section provides the background for the students' understanding and attitudes 

toward weight gain and its role in the American culture. A brief review of the Western 

concept of self and self-identity and anthropological theories that are used for this study. 

Western Concept of Self and Self-Identity 

There is substantial symbolic meaning concerning body weight, physical shape 

and control of body weight in the American culture. Students coming to college bring 

with them a set of preconceived attitudes and beliefs incorporated from the attitudes and 

beliefs toward weight and control of the body found in the American culture. To 

determine the students' explanatory model for the Freshmen Weight Gain, it is important 

. 
to understand why self-identity and psychological adjustments are closely tied to the 

physical body in this culture. 

Johnson (1985) explains that the various theoretical descriptions of the self are 

separated into a number of different 'levels' (or layers). These different aspects of self 

often represent different states of consciousness, perception and/or anticipation of action 
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in response to different social-psychological conditions. This layering of the self allows 

for the tremendous flexibility in meaning and symbolic interpretation. The 

phenomenology of self identifies three divisions of personal consciousness: inner self, 

interpersonal self, and social self. In both eastern and western theories of self, it is 

recognized that self is defined as subjective (nominative) and objective (accusative). 

However, it is the western concept that identifies self-as-subject primarily to internal 

states of decision and control, and to self-as-object (to others) to external and reciprocal 

social relatedness. 

Body as science - dualism of mind and body. This concept of self-as-object vs. 

self-as-subject is represented by a concept called mind/body dualism. Scheper-Hughes 

and Lock (1987) describe this concept as derived from the Cartesian Legacy - 'I think, 

therefore I am'. They claim that Cartesian logic functions as a singular and powerful 

premise guiding Western psychology and medicine in the existence of a fundamental 

opposition between spirit and matter, mind and body, and (underlying this) real and 

unreal. 

Western individualistic self. In the western concept of self, individualism plays 

a major role. Johnson (1985) states that western culture places more significance to the 

experiem.:e of individualism than that of eastern cultures. The significance of self

determination and self-actualization is affected by a strong sense of responsibility and 

a tendency for self-blaming and guilt. He states that this drive for individualism in turn, 

creates the reciprocals of loneliness and alienation that dominate much of western 

psychological pathology. 



"Western individualism has consistently espoused rights for personal 
freedom and enhancement - politically, theologically, and legally. The 
belief in individualism is an endorsement of the dignity and entitlement 
of ordinary persons before God, the law, and with other citizens" 
(Johnson, 1985: 121). 
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This accentuation of freedom and individualism has many effects on the self as 

presented and as experienced. Children are taught to be obedient and respect others 

privacy and rights and to develop a sense of independence and autonomy, increasing 

their ability to take responsibility for themselves and their behavior. 

"Independence is acquired through a 'push-pull' training that fosters self
expression and self-reliance but punishes excessive manifestations of 
aggression or stubbornness" (Johnson, 1985:123). 

Johnson describes the psychological significance of believing that the self 

develops independence with age. Developing adolescents try to hide their complex 

interdependencies on family and social relationships. Their sense of independence is 

predominantly psychological and increases their feelings of individuality. Hepburn 

(1986) describes this drive for independence and strong individualism as a culture bound 

notion of human development. This culture expects adolescents to gradually estrange 

themselves away from parents and family. 

Rationalism tends to discredit that which cannot be proven and drive other 

explanations to a position of magic or superstition. One of the detrimental consequences 

of this view which is that it limits the manner in which individuals are able to seek relief 

from social and cultural stresses. This leaves them without any idealogy to form a 

culturally acceptable reason for illnesses and social problems. 



"The overall effect may be to produce a way of thinking that concentrates 
attention onto material objects and applies rationalistic models of 
explanation to immaterial 'things'. The preference for such explanations 
may contribute to a loss of the sense of the mystical, and a tendency to 
consider pathological that is not 'rational' or 'logical'" (Johnson, 
1985:126). 

Body as Representation of Self and Culture 
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This section presents views on the relationship between body and self. The 

theories on the role of rituals in guiding transitions are also presented. 

Anthropology of the body literature. The field of anthropology provides a global 

view in its exploration of the relationship between self and body. (For a more 

comprehensive review of this literature, see Lock, 1993.) Anthropological literature 

defines self as an intersecting point between spirit and body, mind and matter. The self 

is considered to be grounded in the individual and in the social construct or persona of 

that individual. 

In anthropological literature the body is viewed as an environment that is part of 

nature and simultaneously a medium of the self, which is part of culture. Turner (1984) 

describes this concept as considering the body as 

"an outer surface of interpretations and representations and an internal 
environment of structures and determinations" (Turner, 1984:39). 

However, the role of the body is extremely important in social interactions and 

understanding of the world and the people encountered. Kapferer (1988) describes this 

process of developing self-identity and coming to know one's place in society as 

experiencing reality through the physical and mental actions of the body. 



50 

The premise that self is grounded in culture also posits that it cannot be separated 

from culture. DeVos et al. (1985) states that the experience of self-hood or 

consciousness cannot be separated from culture and society, nor can it be the sum of 

personality constructs. Smith (1985) describes a more biological construct in that the 

definition of self or self-hood is awareness of one's body and its boundaries. In 

anthropological literature though, body boundaries are culturally defined. Dt:;Vos et al 

(1985) elaborates on this construct of self and body by stating: 

"The self can and must be considered apart from one's social role. 
Behavior is often a result of continuous conflict between experiences of 
self and one's social role expectations. Moreover, the self changes 
through time. . . Adaptation is an interactive social concept. Behavior 
is often judged by the 'self' as well as socially judged by others with 
whom one is interacting. Behavior is judged consciously as adaptive or 
maladaptive in reference to social expectations or in reference to such 
criteria as that of social success or failure" (DeVos et aI., 1985:6). 

Hsu (1985) summarizes the definition of self by proposing a methodological hypothesis 

that understanding of the cultural definition and operation of self functions to identify 

social and cultural stability and change. 

Presentation of self. How a physical body presents its self is described in great 

detail by Goffman (1959) titled The Presentation of Self In Everyday Life. He states that 

a person's knowledge about social behavior is obtained during their interaction with 

others. Goffman states that people need to feel that they can control others in order to 

control their responsive treatment of themselves. By influencing people's definition of 

the situation and expression of themselves, the situation is created for people to act in 
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accordance with their own plan. This is primarily accomplished by using the symbols 

and ritualistic behavior that are present within the culture. 

Goffman (1959) states that the tendency for people to accept the roles and claims 

made by others indicates how important it is for members of a culture to accurately 

interpret body and role information. A persons' actions and behaviors are based on the 

initial information they receive about others and the others' response to that person is 

based on their interpretation of that person's actions and behaviors. 

Goffman (1959) identifies various items that can be used as part of a personal 

front that defines the role, and limits the interpretation of the role. These include: 

insignia of office or rank, clothing, sex, age, and racial characteristics, size and looks, 

posture, speech patterns, facial expressions, bodily gestures, and other physical 

characteristics. These expressions of personal front are interpreted by others of that 

culture based on that culture's values and beliefs. However, as Young (1980) states there 

can be inconsistencies in interpretation of these characteristics within the culture as well 

as inconsistencies in interpretation by the individual. 

Goffman (1959) claims there is little flexibility in an individual's management 

of their personal fronts if they want to control other people's interpretation of them. 

When a person enters a new setting, they often find that a particular front has already 

been established for them in that social role. What that individual does with that role, 

is then up to their desire to perform based on that role or to change the role or the front 

that goes with that role. 
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The polysemic body. Whereas Goffman states there is little flexibility in a 

culture's interpretation of self-presentation, anthropologists state that the body possesses 

many different symbols and meanings. Scheper-Hughes and Lock, (1987) describe a 

'mindful body,' and provide three perspectives from which the body may be viewed: 

-as a phenomenally experienced individual body-self 
-as a social body, a natural symbol for thinking about relationships among nature, 
society, and culture. 
-as a body politic, an artifact of social and political control 

These perspectives create powerful symbols that reflect the convergence of all three types 

of bodies. In the Western culture, the beautiful and strong body as a symbol has many 

meanings. 

"In many societies (including our own) the culturally and politically 
'correct' body is the beautiful, strong, and healthy body. The meaning 
given to obesity and thinness, to the form and shape of body parts, to 
facial and dental structure, as well as the values placed on endurance, 
agility, fertility, and longevity (as indicators of strength and health), vary" 
(Scheper-Hughes and Lock, 1987:25). 

O'Neil (1985) on the other hand, classifies the body into five different types: 

communicative, social, medical, consumer and political. In the communicative body, he 

states 

"we learn to think and behave as the general medium of our world, of its 
history, culture, and political economy and that we prefer to think that 
society operates upon us intellectually and consensually rather than 
directly upon our bodies" (O'Neil, 1985: 17) 

O'Neil describes that members of the western culture tend to think their bodies are social 

in almost any way, and yet it is their bodies they claim from society as their most 

intimate and private possession. Foucault, as O'Neil states, (1985) defines that power 
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is not a possession, or a force exerted on people and their bodies. Political and economic 

power operates not to control bodies but to produce "docile bodies. " Or as Scheper-

Hughes and Lock (1987) describe, western culture produces docile bodies that are 

beautiful, healthy, and strong. 

O'Neil describes the consumer body as focused on consuming products that meet 

basic social and physical bodily needs. He states that: 

"The most massive exploitation of the body occurs whenever the 
economy teaches us to disvalue it in its natural state and to revalue it 
only once it has been sold grace, spontaneity, vivaciousness, bounce, 
confidence, smoothness and freshness" (O'Neil, 1995: 101). 

O'Neil also states that consumers are not born and that it is essential that consumers are 

produced by creating anxiety-inducing advertising that teaches people to want 

commercial products that were developed solely for market power. 

In the medical body, O'Neil (1985) feels that biomedicine is heavily invested in 

western culture and needs to be interpreted as such. Turner (1984) agrees with O'Neil 

(1985) and Scheper-Hughes and Lock (1987) in their identification of body categories. 

"From a sociological point of view, it makes sense for a person to have 
two bodies, since the body is both a thing and a sign," and that "To have 
a personal identity as a separate individual is to have a certain coherence 
and continuity both from the point of view of the self and from others. 
What I am is bound up with my ability to recognize myself and the 
continuous recognition of myself by others ... The body is socially 
constructed and socially experienced" (Turner, 1984:55). 

Johnson (1985) also describes the social body as a social construction that is 

intimately connected to bodily experience. The body is used in this case as a vehicle for 
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explaining self and human behavior. Douglas (1966) points out that the body can and 

does stand as a metaphor for other systems. 

"The body is a model which can stand for any bounded system. Its 
boundaries can represent any boundaries which are threatened or 
precarious. The body is a complex structure. The function of its 
different parts and their relation afford a source of symbols for other 
complex structures" (Douglas, 1966: 114). 

Knowledge and power - the link of power to self. The size, shape and decoration 

of the physical body provide tremendous information and knowledge regarding 

individuals and their positions in their social group. The acquisition and accurate 

utilization of this knowledge is an important aspect of social identity development. 

Young (1980) has identified five kinds of knowledge that are present in 

conceptualizing how a speaker's knowledge, modes of reasoning and expectations 

determine the contents and form of his statements. 

1. There is a person's theoretical knowledge; 
2. There is the empirical knowledge of objects, events and experiences that 

the person has observed or that has been related to them; 
3. There is the rationalized knowledge, in which a person conceptualizes 

objects, events and experiences in psychologically satisfying 
ways; 

4. There conceptualizes objects, events, and experiences in ways as words 
that the person believes will make them intelligible to the people 
with whom she or he wants to communicate with; and 

5. There is the knowledge that a person produces by negotiating the 
meaning of objects, events, and experiences, in interaction with 
other people. 

When people talk about themselves, they are using all five kinds of knowledge. A 

person already possesses information about who and what a self is, they have already 

experienced others relating to themselves as individuals, and they have interpreted those 
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experiences in ways that are acceptable to themselves. They have interpreted those 

experiences in ways that they can communicate about those experiences, and in doing 

so they are constantly negotiating the meaning of those experiences as they communicate 

them to others and interact with others about them. For the most part, this interpretation 

and negotiation of meaning is beneath the conscious level. The framework that a culture 

provides for interpretation of meaning is so integrated into the society that very few 

people are aware of its existence and its influence on their thoughts and feelings. 

Foucault (1980) describes the relationship betweeen power and knowledge. 

"Power is strong because it produces effects at the level of desire and 
knowledge. Far from preventing knowledge, power produces it" 
(Foucault, 1980:59). 

The production of knowledge allows a person to feel comfortable with his or her place 

in society, the knowledge that they can interact and produce in a meaningful way that 

others will similarly recognize. In this sense, knowledge produces desire of the body, 

in order to control the body. Knowledge produces a means to act or conform and in 

doing so provides a desire to conform or act accordingly. By doing so, a person feels 

comfortable that their actions will be interpreted successfully within that culture. 

One way that knowledge produces desire of the body is in its visual production 

of knowledge and thus, visual control of knowledge. Martin (1990) states that visual 

knowledge is treated as the dominant source of scientific knowledge, especially in 

controlling body boundaries. Cultural reliance on visual knowledge precludes the 

knowledge of the body as a whole, and reflects the cultural concept of vision as the most 

'exact' way of communicating knowledge. 
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Human reliance on visual knowledge is also indirectly confirmed by Cassidy's 

(1991) description of why bigger bodies represent species survival and how this has been 

incorporated into different cultures, including those of western civilization that focuses 

on being tall and muscular. 

"The ability to match one's body to one's society's symbolism may be 
what is really adaptive. Add to this the fact that the extremes are well 
differentiated, easy to identify, and not too easy to achieve, and we have 
a powerful construct, always present, always visible, able to show cultural 
meaning at every moment. Physical bigness is an extreme that both 
symbolizes superiority and is biological and socially linked to survival" 
(Cassidy, 1991:204). 

Body as symbol of self. Mary Douglas (1970), cultural anthropologist, views the 

body as the most immediate symbol of a culture. She states that tremendous symbolic 

behavior is expressed through the body, in its manners, dress, posture and movement, and 

that changes in a society will be reflected in changes in bodily expression, especially in 

control of body boundaries. Threats upon social order intensify symbols of self-control. 

"The social body constrains the way the physical body is perceived. The 
physical experiences of the body, always modified by the social 
categories through which it is known, sustain a particular view of society. 
There is a continual exchange of meanings between the two kinds of 
bodily experience so that each reinforces the categories of the other" 
(Douglas, 1970:65). 

Social Control of the Body 

Social control of the body and self. Control of bodily boundaries is defined by 

the type of body being examined i. e. , social control of the body - etiquette, presentation 

of fronts; political control of the body - abortion, human rights; and individual control 

of the body - health, beauty, space. Crawford (1984) defines bodily states as social 
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definitions of the self, not only for the role as in presentation of the self, but for 

normality and subordination in the social realm. 

Martin (1987) in Women in the Body, describes several themes she found in her 

interviews with women about how they viewed reproduction of their body and 

fragmentation of the physical body from their sense of self. "Your body is something 

your self has to adjust or cope with ... Your body needs to be controlled by your self. 

Your body sends you signals" (Martin, 1987:77). She considered these as markers of the 

social body, indicating women must give, listen and regulate their bodily functions with 

social spaces. 

Rituals and transitions - social control of the body. Rituals function to control 

the social body and through cultural interpretation of the ritual provides a commonality 

of knowledge for its members. People can learn what is appropriate behavior at a 

wedding, or a funeral. Having been exposed to that ritual, they can extrapolate and 

determine appropriate behavior for other formal occasions that they may have not 

previously experienced. Without the ritualized experience, social norms would be much 

harder to comprehend and follow. 

Douglas (1966) argues for the importance of rituals of purity and impurity. She 

states that all cultures have these rituals and they define many social norms. A culture's 

definition of cleanliness and purity mandates the opposing concept, which Douglas 

defines as dirt, matter out of place. 

"This is a very suggestive approach. It implies two conditions: a set of 
ordered relations and a contravention of that order. Dirt then is never a 
unique, isolated event. Where there is dirt, there is system. Dirt is the 



by-product of a systematic ordering and classification of matter, in so far 
as ordering involves rejecting inappropriate elements. This idea of dirt 
takes us straight into the field of symbolism and promises a link-up with 
more obviously symbolic systems of purity" (Douglas, 1966:35). 
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Rituals also function to guide people through transitions, such as from adolescent 

to adult. Douglas (1966) states that novices moving from one socially defined state to 

another pose danger to themselves and to others in society. People in transition are 

outside the social laws that govern behavior and thus place themselves and others in 

danger. Danger is controlled by the ritual that separates people from their old status, 

segregates them for a time and then publicly declares their entry to their new status; anti-

social behavior is to be expected with people in marginal states. 

"Where the social system is well-articulated, I look for articulate powers 
vested in the points of authority; where the social system is ill-articulated. 
I look for inarticulate powers vested in those who are a source of 
disorder. I am suggesting that the contrast between form and surrounding 
non-form accounts for the distribution of symbolic and psychic powers: 
external symbolism upholds the explicit social structure and internal, 
unformed psychic powers threatened it from the non-structure" (Douglas, 
1966:99). 

Rituals that control body shape are examples of the body politic being expressed 

through the symbolic medium of the physical body. Ritenbaugh (1991) describes the 

western concept of body shape sending symbolic messages about individuals' ability and 

responsibility to control their body. 

"The shape of one's body (or one's spouse's body) is widely recognized 
as sending a powerful cultural message which individuals often try to 
manage; however, human physiology is not completely compliant with 
such attempts. This creates a context in which the body, in effect, talks 
back" (Ritenbaugh, 1991:174). 
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Crawford (1984) states that the adults he interviewed, described their beliefs about 

gaining body fat as a confirmation of loss of control, signs of puritanical greed, sloth, 

and self-indulgence. The meaning of adding a couple of pounds creates major anxiety 

about loss of self-control and increases vulnerability. 

Control and Health 

Western culture's focus on the physical body as representation of self is so 

thoroughly integrated that much of its meaning and influence is subconscious or 

embedded in other meanings involving the individual, group or society. The personal 

health and well ness concept and discourse about bodily health is a significant example 

of the symbolism of control connected to the body. 

Western biomedicine and the body. In western medicine, or biomedicine, the 

separation of body and mind is related to current theories of disease and illness. 

Hepburn (1986) describes the biomedical model of patient care in that a person acts with 

independence and autonomy until illness occurs, and then has complete faith and trust 

in the medical authority until the illness is "cured. " In biomedicine the patient often 

accepts responsibility for the illness, and/or blame if the illness is not cured. 

"Cartesian dualism, combined with the emerging mechanistic orientation, 
laid the basis for biomedicine. The resulting ontological model of disease 
views the individual mechanistic body as host to disease, which is 
perceived in turn as a specific entity independent of the patient's social 
circumstances and personal characteristics" (Hepburn, 1986:61). 

In Western medicine, there exist certain diseases that are described by most 

anthropologists as "culture-bound syndromes" or "folk-illnesses. " Culture-bound 
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syndromes are illnesses that are defined as a behavioral deviation in a particular culture 

having little basis outside that culture and having minor "scientific reasoning" for its 

cause and/or treatment (Ritenbaugh, 1982). 

According to Ritenbaugh (1982), obesity as presented in western medicine is a 

culturally constructed disease that occurs in America. She describes the changes in the 

'medical' height and weight charts as reflecting changes in acceptable weight for height 

based on the American cultural standards of health and beauty. Stein (1985a) states that 

the medical model treats increases in body weight above the prescribed amount on the 

height/weight charts as a disease and not a cultural judgement, and illness symptom. 

Control of body through health. Crawford (1984) states that the master symbol 

connecting the meanings of health and well ness is control. Biomedicine's definition of 

self includes personal, medical, and political objectives. Biomedicine's emphasis on 

individual responsibility mystifies the social production of disease and undermines human 

rights for medical care. Crawford states that control of the body through control of 

health is an effective means of social and political control in Western culture. 

Stein (1982) agrees with Crawford. He feels that well ness has expanded into the 

political arena. Dieting and exercising are cultural mediums that rescue the national 

body from political and social decay and restore it to potency and purpose. Well ness has 

become a social opiate, a method to divert attention away from social, individual and 

political problems and at the same time, maintain those problems. According to Becker 

(1986), being ill is redefined as being guilty, with interesting ramifications regarding the 

social and political body. 



"It also caters to our hope that we can somehow exert meaningful control 
over what will happen to our health and life span; also, this blaming the 
victim approach has the effect of absolving the health and medical care 
system of any responsibility in the matter" (Becker, 1986:19). 
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There is a strong connection between wellness and religion. Becker (1986) states 

that the quest for well ness and health idealizes the fit and healthy body as a sign of 

moral superiority. Stein (1982) claims that the rituals of dieting and exercising are 

rituals of purity and cleanliness. 

"Through vigorous exercise and strict dietary control, we become pure 
inside. Evil is now safely projected outward from the body onto various 
health hazards. . . The psychological battle is waged in the idiom of 
health. " These behaviors are not condemned because they are considered 
inherently evil, but as unhealthy (Stein, 1982:638). 

To be healthy as Crawford (1985) states, requires discipline, self-control, self-denial and 

will power. These control functions previously associated with religion now function to 

control human appetites under the guise of health and social management of human 

resources. 

The meaning of health and control of the body also involves the consumer body 

and the productive body. The value of self-control for health is the same value of work 

and production of goods, both produce a feeling of self-worth. The cultural definition 

of achieving health and fitness promotes the consumption of many consumable goods. 

Buried in this concept of health and control of the body is the opposite of control: 

release. Crawford (1984) states that this is a logical response to its discourse, the more 

people talk about needing to get in control, the more they are talking about being out-of-

control or release. 



"The release motif suggests pleasure-seeking rather than ascetic self
denials. . . the satisfaction of desire instead of the repression of 
desire" (Crawford, 1984:81). 
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Crawford (1984) posits that release represents an adaptive response to control. The 

mandate for self-control has valuable ramifications for bodily deregulation. The focus 

of social control on the body mandates that resistance is also situated in the body. The 

mandates of control and release are experienced physically. Both Crawford (1984) and 

Foucault (1978) state that cultures provide socially acceptable means for escape from 

control. 

"Indeed, food becomes a central metaphor for our dilemma. Indulgence 
in eating is infused with guilt while denial of food elicits the feeling of 
deprivation. Constant dieting engenders a persistent desire to 'indulge 
one's appetite'. Both feast and fast become images of health and disease" 
(Crawford, 1984:93). 

Idioms of distress. Idioms of distress are alternative modes of expressing stress 

or expressing the inability to follow the social norm. Scheper-Hughes (1988) posits the 

body's ability (as a representation of self) to function as a metaphor of distress, in which 

symptoms of illnesses that are undeniably biological phenomena are experienced by the 

individual body. Stein (1985b) describes how the "social disease" of alcoholism 

functions as an important metaphor in the American culture and therefore, cannot be 

treated at the individual level. 

Stein views alcohol, alcoholism and alcoholics as a form of social control and 

release. Although alcoholics' behavior is considered inappropriate, it is acceptable 

because they are drunk. It is acceptable under certain conditions, in which the person 

drinking is excused from their behavior, as long as they act according to the social norms 
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of being a drunk. In this case, the drunk's behavior is not necessarily deviant, because 

it follows a certain prescription, allowing the drunk to still be part of the social structure. 

Stigma. Stigma is the visual bodily sign designed to expose something unusual 

and bad about the moral status of the signifier (Goffman, 1963). In the Western culture, 

it is possible that obesity is stigmatized in a similar way as Stein's (1985b) hypothesis 

about alcoholism as a cultural institution. 

"As a pervasive two-role social process in which every individual 
participates in both roles, at least in some connections and in some phases 
of life. . . In theory, a deviant community could come to perform for 
society at large something of the same functions performed by an in
group for this group" (Goffman, 1963:138). 

The obese are acceptable as long as they act like they are trying to contain their body 

boundaries by constantly using dieting strategies and defining themselves as trying hard 

to overcome the stigma of being obese. Again, the visual power to produce knowledge 

about a person, is highly evoked with obesity, perhaps much more than a physical 

deformity, where some of the blame is accepted as a matter of fate compared to the 

cultural belief that obesity is under the control of the people themselves. 

American body as control and release. The focus of the American culture on 

controlling the body involves the rituals of dieting and exercising. These rituals are 

powerful in that they are self-perpetuating. The cultural belief of the biological body 

response to diet and exercise is to lose weight. Upon stopping the dieting and exercising, 

the body will regain the lost weight, requiring dieting and exercising to begin again to 

lose the weight. This process and its discourse is so ingrained in American society that 

it cannot be separated from body meaning. 



"Preoccupation with fat, diet, and slenderness are not (outside the norm). 
Indeed, such preoccupation may function as one of the most powerful 
'normalizing' strategies of our century, ensuring the production of self
monitoring and self-disciplining 'docile' bodies, sensitive to any departure 
from social norms, and habituated to self-improvement and transformation 
in the service of these norms" (Bordo, 1990:85). 
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The management of the body boundaries has taken on the moral ethics of 

American culture. Bordo describes it as an economic coding of the body: how self-

contained is it, and are bodily impulses and desires controlled? It is this coding that 

represents the secularization of body weight and size. 

"An ideal body is absolutely tight, contained, 'bolted down', firm (in 
other words, body that is protected against eruption from within, whose 
internal processes are under control). Areas that are soft, loose, or 
'wiggly' are unacceptable, even on extremely thin bodies, cellulite 
management, like liposuction, has nothing to do with weight loss, and 
everything to do to with the quest for firm bodily margins" (Bordo, 
1990:90). 

There is a central premise in the concept of self-control, in that controlling the 

desires of the body creates conflicts for the self. The premise of control and release is 

that when people desire something forbidden, they feel more guilt when they get it, and 

more pure when they deny it. If the purification ritual for having gotten the desire 

fulfilled, includes actions in which the consequence of those actions causes more desire, 

then a very controlled circular sequence of events is created. The American dieting 

rituals follow such a premise. 

"Conditioned to lose control at the very sight of desirable products, we 
can only master our desires through rigid defenses against them" (Bordo, 
1990:97). 
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Exercise and working out are rapidly overtaking dieting in their symbolic 

meaning of control and release. Willis (1991) describes working out as a production of 

the body, especially that of the female body. She feels working out has become a 

symbol of the women's struggle to gain control of her body. 

"The workout focuses women's positive desires for strength, agility, and 
the physical affirmation of self, and transfers those into a competition 
over style and rivalry for a particular body look and performance" (Willis, 
1991:70). 

Willis states that by working out, a woman publicly declares that she has taken charge 

of making and shaping her body. 

Chianese (1992) views working out as a means of controlling the political body. 

By focusing on the self and the social meaning of working out, fitness buffs are then 

distracted away from challenging social issues and rights, not only at the individual level 

but at a group level. It is unknown what would happen, if women as a group were to 

take the time they spend on shaping, sweating and worrying about their bodies and use 

it for political agendas or social reforms. 

Eating disorders. A major outcome of the American control and release of the 

body is in the occurrence of eating disorders. Banks (1992) states that eating disorders 

have become a culture-bound syndrome and both Nasser (1988) and Banks (1992) state 

that they are derived from western cultural values. There are several ideologies for the 

development of eating disorders and various psychological and psychoanalytical causes 

have been suggested, that isolate the focus of the anorexic on the self and the body. 
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Swartz (1987) describes her concerns that the discourse of eating disorders is 

problematic due to the influence that the professional has over the discourse. She states 

that the academic models and the professionals themselves educate eating disorder clients 

about the appropriate behaviors. And in doing so, then find the behaviors they are 

looking for. 

Bordo (1988) views anorexia in a manner similar to Stein's (1985b) focus on 

alcoholism, as a culturally constitutional defense. She claims that eating disorders as a 

psychopathology are in essence a characteristic expression of what is wrong in the 

American culture. She states that anorexia occurs at the intersection of three central axes 

in our culture: the dualist axis, the control axis, and the gender/power axis. The dualist 

axis, which she states began with Plato and solidified with Descartes, is our view of 

mind/body. That the body is experienced as alien, confined and limited and as the 

enemy - a very strong theme with anorexics. The body's very threat to take control sets 

up the paradox of mind against matter. Many anorexic women state that they want to 

reach a point of control where they don't need to eat at all. The focus on the control of 

the body and mastery over the self is what grounds eating disorders in the American 

culture of control and release of the body. 

Summary 

The background on college students' explanatory model for freshmen weight gain 

includes several fields of study. This chapter has provided relevant information on: 1) 

college nutrition and other lifestyle behaviors involved in the students' interpretations and 
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beliefs concerning freshmen weight gain, 2) the development of self-identity from the 

psychological, educational and anthropological literature, and 3) theories of control and 

release that are relevant to developing the students' explanatory model for weight gain. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODS AND SUBJECT INFORMATION 

Overview of Methodology 

This study used semi-structured individual and group interviews to collect the data 

needed for determining the students' explanatory model of the Freshmen Weight Gain. 

Interview questions were developed from the research questions stated in Chapter 1. 

These questions asked for the students' experiences on moving to campus, and their 

changes in socializing, eating, sleeping, exercising and studying. A total of 23 females 

and 17 males completed the semi-structured interviews and five students completed the 

group interviews. The transcripts were analyzed using thematic and narrative analysis. 

Various anthropology of the body theories facilitated interpretation. 

Methodology Background 

The intent of this study is to collect information that would provide the meaning 

that freshmen attribute to the effect college transition had on their physical body. This 

data included tacit knowledge of the freshmen experience, and the students' description 

of college transition. Qualitative methodology chosen for this study because of its ability 

to create naturalistic settings allowed culturally sensitive data to be collected (Cassidy, 

1994). 
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Naturalistic Research 

The objective of using naturalistic research methods is that both the interviewer 

and the interviewee stay grounded or focused in the natural setting of the study. This 

focus allows the researcher to collect information directly from the members of a culture 

without a priori theory or research assumptions. Naturalistic research is more 

advantageous for studying college students and the meaning of their behavior than 

measuring the amount of behavior, and assuming the meaning can be determined by 

quantitative analysis of the data (Scott, 1991). 

Figure 1 on page 70 presents a pattern for naturalistic inquiry as defined by 

Lincoln and Guba, (1985). The research study was developed from this pattern. The 

next section presents a description of the criteria used for the study design. 

Research Study Design 

The research study design consisted of a pilot study conducted in the fall of 1992 

and a research study conducted in the spring of 1993. Human subjects committee. 

Approval was received for the study and a copy of their letter of approval is in Appendix 

A. 

Human Instruments 

Collecting data relevant to the research questions required informants who had 

first-hand knowledge of the college transition, specifically freshmen living in the 

residence halls. However, several hall directors and one resident assistant (RA) were 

asked about their experience with and observation of freshmen living in the residence 
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residence halls. However, several hall directors and one resident assistant (RA) were 

asked about their experience with and observation of freshmen living in the residence 

halls. Their perspective as a member of the residence hall culture, but not as members 

of the freshmen culture, provided additional information on the effects of college 

transition. However, their interpretation of the students' college transition was 

considered secondary to the information obtained from the students. 

The interviews were held in a residence hall to facilitate a natural setting for the 

interviews. Two halls had rooms that were suitable for the interviews. The room 

locations also facilitated the students participation, in that they either belonged to that 

hall, or were going to a familiar hall for the interview. 

Qualitative Methods 

Qualitative methods of semi-structured and group interviews were chosen for this 

study. These techniques were selected because of their ability to ask open-ended 

questions about actions, behaviors or events that occurred over long periods of time. 

Acterberg (1988) describes semi-structured interviews as having some flexibility. The 

interviewer has a list of topics that need to be addressed, yet the wording and sequence 

of the questions can be adapted to the interview. This method is widely used for 

identifying and understanding meaning-based data. It provides the "greatest amount of 

information, the most correct information and the most efficient use of time" 

(Achterberg, 1988; Bauman and Adair, 1992). 
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The pilot study interview questions were developed from the research questions. 

These questions were specifically worded in general terms to get the students' narrative 

responses. Once the pilot study interviews were over, the researcher transcribed the pilot 

study interviews. The interviews were fully transcribed excluding non-verbal 

information, i.e., who was laughing, or sighing. The pilot study transcriptions were fIrst 

analyzed in reference to the development of the semi-structured questionnaire. Full 

analysis for meaning was postponed until the research study was completed. 

To evaluate the pilot study questionnaire, several questions were asked. One, did 

the pilot study questionnaire's questions provoke sufficient depth in the students' 

responses? Two, were the questions sufficiently open-ended enough to allow the 

students to continue if they wanted to? Three, were the questions sufficient to collect 

data on all the aspects of the perceived influence of college transition on the students' 

bodies? In other words, did new topics or themes come up in these interviews that 

suggested other areas to explore? The pilot study results suggested to explore more of 

what their high school was like, how large, and how was college different? Answers to 

these questions provided more depth to the extent of the transition from high school to 

college. See Appendix B for example of the questionnaire. 

Another important consideration to the wording of the questions was the amount 

of tacit knowledge about the Freshmen Weight Gain. The lack of published information 

and research on this topic, and my experience with college freshmen suggests a 

considerable amount of tacit knowledge regarding the students' behavior and attitudes 

about food, nutrition, exercise and body image. Question topics followed a chronological 
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and consequential order. The first questions asked about the students' experience coming 

to the U of A (University of Arizona) and the final questions asked about concrete 

information on the Freshmen Weight Gain. This sequence of questions grounded the 

students in their adjustment to the freshmen culture and provided the background and the 

specific information about their college transition. Specific questions about the freshmen 

weight gain were asked at the end of the interview. 

Purposive Sampling 

The sampling of the students was based on a convenience sample. There were 

several recruitment techniques used and several recruitment enticements given. The 

criteria for study participation was: 

1. Freshmen living in the residence hall. 

2. Must be 18 - 19 years of age. 

Student recruitment The pilot study and the research study used several techniques 

for recruiting students. The pilot study tried a method of recruiting students from large 

university classes. The researcher presented the study at the beginning of the class, and 

signed up interested students after the class was over. This method was tried in 

astronomy classes that had a large number of freshmen. However, although the 

announcement clearly asked for freshmen living in residence halls, other freshmen living 

in apartments, or at home applied. To avoid further time constraints and confusion, this 

recruitment technique was dropped. Recruitment for the pilot study was done by word

of-mouth with several residence hall directors and assistants. Residence hall assistants 
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identified eight female hall residents and six male hall residents for the pilot study 

interviews. From these students, five females and four males were recruited. A 

recruitment enticement of a $20 drawing was offered at the end of the pilot study 

interviews. 

Research study recruitment consisted of identifying the residence halls with the 

largest number of freshmen. There are seventeen residence halls at the University of 

Arizona, thirteen of them have approximately 80-90% of their hall members as freshmen. 

A flyer advertising the research study was used to recruit research study students. This 

flyer was placed in every residence hall mailbox. See Appendix C - Recruitment Flyer. 

The last five female student'i and the last five male students in the research study were 

recruited by word-of-mouth. In these cases, the residence hall directors and area 

coordinators gave the flyers to various students they thought would be interested in 

participating. 

The recruitment enticements for the research study consisted of two Gallagher 

Theater movie tickets offered to each student who participated in the semi-structured 

interviews. A $20 drawing was held for those students who completed the group 

interview. 

Research project response. The response varied across the residence halls. 

Arizona/Sonora and Stadium Dorm had the highest number of responses, partly due to 

the assistance of the hall directors. There were several halls where no one responded. 

The researcher conferred by phone with the hall director to make sure the flyers had been 

distributed. The researcher also personally checked the mailboxes and found that many 
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of the flyers were still in the mailboxes, after two weeks. Presumably the residents were 

not paying attention to them and were leaving them in their boxes. 

Several research study students were recruited by other fellow students. Each 

student was asked to recruit friends to participate, but only two of the friends responded. 

Problems with recruitment. There were several problems that occurred with 

recruitment. First, since this was a volunteer recruitment, there was a self-selection bias. 

It was expected that the more outgoing and confident freshmen would volunteer for the 

interviews. These students did indicate they had a successful college transition. All of 

them indicated that they would be coming back to school for the next semester. Each 

student could list one or more friends who were having problems adjusting to living in 

a residence hall. The students said that because of these problems their friends probably 

would not come back. 

Second, there proved to be a short window of time during the fall and spring 

semesters when freshmen were willing to take the time to be interviewed. The optimal 

times were the latter part of October, most of November, except the week prior to 

Thanksgiving: and latter part of February, the latter part of March (after Spring Break) 

and the beginning of April. Students spent the first of the semester getting adjusted to 

a new schedule, the first part of March preparing for and taking mid-term exams, and the 

latter part of April into May preparing for finals. Some students would sign up for 

interviews during this time, and then not show, usually leaving messages that they didn't 

feel they could afford the time to participate. Third, it is possible that the interview sites 

affected the students' response to living recruitment in or near the interview sites more 
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apt to come for an interview compared to other students from residence halls further 

from the site. However, only a few of the residence halls had private rooms that were 

easily accessible for the students and researcher. Consequently, the interview sites 

chosen were the best that were available. 

Student information. There was no attempt made to get a specific number of 

students from each residence hall. As a result, some halls had a larger number of 

students participating than other halls. Of the thirteen freshmen halls, only Gila, 

Greenlee/Graham, ManzanitalMohave and Yavapai were not represented by a student(s). 

Arizona/ Sonora had the most subjects, Coronado, and Stadium Dorms also had a fair 

number of student representation. 

Four male and five female freshmen students interviewed for the pilot study, and 

thirteen male and seventeen female freshmen interviewed for the research study. This 

totalled 17 male and 23 female students for the whole study. There were three other 

male students who signed up for interviews, and did not show. They were called and 

rescheduled and did not show a second time. Due to the intensity of the interview 

schedule, these students were dropped from the study. See Tables 1,2 and 3 for Student 

Information. 

Interviews. Pilot study interviews were held in a small room located near the 

lobby in one of the large residence halls. These interviews were held in the later part 

of the fall semester. 

Research study interviews were held in two locations, one was a room in the 

basement in one of the large residence halls and the second was in the lobby of another 
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TABLE 1: STUDENT INFORMATION - PILOT STUDY 

PILOT STUDY STUDENT DATA - FEMALES 

STUDENT HOME STATE OR 
CODE RESIDENT HALL AGE ARIZONA CITY 

PSFOI Arizona/Sonora 18 New York 

PSF02 Arizona/Sonora 18 New Jersey 

PSF03 Arizona/Sonora 18 Ohio 

PSF04 Arizona/Sonora 18 Washington 

PSF05 Arizona/Sonora 18 Az:Scottsdale 
~ 

PILOT STUDY STUDENT DATA - MALES 

STUDENT HOME STATE OR 
CODE RESIDENT HALL AGE ARIZONA CITY 

= = --
PSMOI Apache/Santa Cruz 18 Az: Tempe 

PSM02 Apache/Santa Cruz 18 Az: Tempe 
-

PSM03 Apache/Santa Cruz 18 Az: Phoenix 

PSM04 Arizona/Sonora 18 New Jersey 
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TABLE 2: RESEARCH STUDY STUDENT INFORMATION 

RESEARCH STUDY STUDENTS DATA - FEMALES 

STUDENT HOME STATE OR 
CODE RESIDENT HALL AGE ARIZONA CITY 

DSFOI Coronado 18 California 

DSF02 Arizona/Sonora 18 New York 

DSF03 Arizona/Sonora 18 Idaho 
r--

DSF04 Kaibab 19 Washington 

DSF05 Kaibab 18 Az: Phoenix 

DSF06 Maricopa 18 Virginia 

DSF07 Maricopa 19 Washington 

DSF08 Maricopa 18 Az: Tucson 

DSF09 Maricopa 18 Az: Tempe 

DSFIO Arizona/Sonora 18 Az: Tempe 

DSFll Arizona/Sonora 18 Az: EI Mirage 

DSF12 Arizona/Sonora 18 Az: Phoenix 

DSF13 Arizona/Sonora 18 California 

DSF14 Coronado 18 Az: Tempe 

DSF15 Arizona/Sonora 18 Az: Flagstaff 

DSF16 Arizona/Sonora 18 Washington 

DSF17 Coronado 19 Az: Phoenix 
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TABLE 3: RESEARCH STUDY STUDENT INFORMATION 

RESEARCH STUDY STUDENT DATA - MALES 

STUDENT HOME STATE OR 
CODE RESIDENT HALL AGE ARIZONA CITY 

DSM01 Kaibab 19 Az: Phoenix 

DSM02 Navajo 19 Az: Phoenix 

DSM03 Navajo 18 Massachusetts 

DSM04 Arizona/Sonora 19 Az: Phoenix 

DSM05 Yuma 18 New Jersey 

DSM06 Arizona/Sonora 18 Michigan 

DSM07 Apache/Santa Cruz 19 Az: Phoenix 

DSM08 Navajo 18 California 

DSM09 Navajo 19 Washington 

DSMIO Navajo 18 Illinois 

DSMll Hopi 19 Az: Tucson 

DSM12 Navajo 19 Puerto Rico 

DSM13 Cochise 19 New Jersey 
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residence hall. Both these sites were chosen due to convenience for the students and 

availability of rooms. These interviews were held in the mid to late part of the spring 

semester. 

The group interviews were conducted at the end of spring semester in the 

basement room. All of the students that participated in the semi-structured interview 

were asked and agreed to participate in a group interview. Initially, four times were set 

up on different nights. Of the 30 students that completed the semi-structured interviews, 

only 10 indicated they were still willing to do the group interviews. Other students 

either responded that they didn't have time to do the group interview or they had lost 

interest. Several students did not respond after three phone calls and a note in their 

mailbox. Of the ten that said yes, only five completed the group interviews. The five 

students that completed the group interviews were varied in their experience and 

background. Two women participated in one group and two men and one woman 

participated in another group. Due to this low response, the data from these interviews 

were added to the data from the semi-structured interviews. 

Residence hall directors and residence assistant interviews. One residence hall 

assistant and two residence hall directors were interviewed. They were asked to describe 

what they thought freshmen moving onto campus went through in their adjustment to 

college. These people gave valuable information on the freshmen's development of self

concept and self-identity, as well as the process in developing sufficient maturity to 

handle college life. This information supplemented the data from the students. 
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Methodological design problems. There are several problem areas in this study 

design. One is with using semi-structured interviews and the other is due to the 

researcher's work experience and forehand knowledge of the subject area. 

One key problem with conducting interviews is the relationship between the 

interviewer and the interviewee. Mishler (1986a) argues that standard interviewing 

techniques limits the interpretation of the interview by not considering the process by 

which questions are developed - the interaction between the interviewer and the 

interviewee. 

Apparently in an interview setting, the interviewer still maintains a dominant 

position, and that this type of relationship can be changed by the interviewer's 

willingness to show value and appreciation for what the interviewee is saying. By 

restating and rephrasing questions, and asking for meaning, the interviewer indicates a 

lack of knowledge that the interviewee possesses. This changes the relationship between 

them, and increases the interviewee's ease in telling his or her story, which provides the 

type of data needed for naturalistic research. 

The nature of this research study poses some possible conflicts and requires some 

explanation from myself as the primary researcher. I started my bachelors at the 

University of Arizona 17 years ago, at that time I lived in an apartment, and did not 

experience residence hall life. However, my being a student at this university definitely 

had an impact on my research and influenced my ability as the interviewer. I told the 

students that I'm a student at the University. However, I explained to them that I have 

not lived in a residence hall, and I needed to know what it was like to move onto 
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campus. The issue of my being a "fellow student" did come up within many of the 

interviews, part of this, I'm sure is due to being an empathic listener. The students 

recognized that I had been in many classes, used the telephone registration system, taken 

many exams and that I had eaten, exercised and worked on campus. I used my 

experience as a student wherever it was appropriate to facilitate their description of being 

a freshmen living on campus. 

More importantly, I also have been a nutrition educator and nutrition therapist for 

the Student Health Service for the last five years. My job includes assessing student's 

nutritional needs, and educating students about their eating patterns and food choices. 

My job as a nutrition therapist, (eating disorder specialist, who combines human 

physiology, nutrition and psychological therapy) includes working with students who 

have disordered eating patterns. These problems are severe enough to interfere with 

students' quality of life and studying, but not severe enough to require hospitalization. 

I also have five years of experience and knowledge of presenting in freshmen 

classes, residence halls and greek houses about nutritional, fitness and cultural issues with 

food, weight, and exercise. It is this experience that is most relevant to this research 

study. I have pre-determined knowledge of residence hall living conditions, especially 

in the areas of eating and exercising. Some of this knowledge will influence my 

conclusions from this study. I, however, did not impart this information to the subjects, 

because I did not want to influence the students description of their experience living on 

campus. I felt that telling them I was a nutrition educator with the Student Health 

Service, would encourage them to talk more about their food and exercise choices than 
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would naturally come up in their answering the interview questions. I wanted any 

information about food and eating to come up as a natural part of the conversation as 

much as possible. When asked why I am doing this study, I responded it was for my 

Ph.D. research. Only one student asked for my major, and I told him it was in 

Nutritional Sciences, and that my minor is in anthropology, and that is why I am 

interested in their story about living on campus. I do not feel there were any problems 

(at least obvious to me) concerning the subjects trying to second guess what I wanted 

and give me the information that they thought I wanted, beyond their experience living 

on campus as a freshmen. 

My experience as a nutrition therapist also has given me tremendous practice in 

helping people to talk about difficult subjects, freely and flowing, without their awareness 

of what they're doing, beyond telling their story. The depth of their stories in this 

research study indicates that the students were comfortable and willingly described their 

experiences. 

Data Analysis 

There were four steps involved in analyzing the interviews. First, the transcripts were 

coded with a mnemonic coding software program. The second step consisted of thematic 

analysis, looking for central themes that either had been previously identified in the 

literature or the researcher's work experience. The third step was narrative analysis, of 

which the transcripts were analyzed based on the overall mood and story line presented 
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by the students. The fourth step involved using anthropology of the body theories and 

concepts about the body to aid interpretation of the data. 

Data Coding 

Tally, a mnemonic software program from Wm C. Brown Publishers was used 

to code the transcripts. There were four main categories (food, exercise, weight and 

sleep) that were coded. Coded in this case meant that chunks of text were marked, cut, 

pasted and placed in a marked file. Chunks of narrative involving the four categories 

were cut and pasted into a sub-file. Themes that repeated throughout the sub-files were 

identified and labeled as sub-categories. They are: 

Sleep: 

Exercise: 

Food: 

Weight: 

Changes in Sleep 
Sleep and Partying 
Sleep and Studying 

Changes in Exercise 
Control and Release 
Miscellaneous Exercise 
Socializing with Exercise 

Cafeteria Food 
Changes in Food 
Delivered Food 
Fast Food 
Healthy Food 
Home Food (includes mom's kitchen) 
Junk Food 
Room Food 
Sharing Food 
Vending Food 

The Freshmen Weight Gain 
Weight and Muscle 
Weight and Exercise 



Weight and Food 
Weight and Sleep 
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Two other main categories of partying and studying were only analyzed for their 

effects on the physical parameters of sleep, food, exercise and body weight. Although, 

the students described the partying and drinking in detail, the relationship between 

experimentation and alcohol consumption was not analyzed because it was considered 

as not central to this study. 

The weight category was analyzed last. The initial coding indicated that it was 

a central theme throughout the food, exercise and sleep categories. For example, the 

students explained that the timing of food and exercise and sleep, the amount of 

studying, and the amount of socializing affected their body weight. Due to this 

complexity of the weight category, the other categories were analyzed first. All 

references to body weight were postponed until the themes from the first coding of food, 

sleep, and exercise were identified and analyzed. 

Thematic Analysis 

Thematic analysis was conducted on the sub-files. Concepts or themes that were 

found in three or more interviews were noted. The type of relationship of the themes 

to the research questions was identified. This is similar to domain analysis as defined 

by Spradley (1979). He lists nine types of semantic relationships: 

1. Strict Inclusion 
2. Spatial 
3. Cause-effect 
4. Rationale 
5. Location for Action 

X is a kind of Y 
X is a place in Y, X is a part of Y 
X is a result of Y, X is a cause of Y 
X is a reason for doing Y 
X is a place for doing Y 
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6. Function X is used for Y 
7. Means-end X is a way to do Y 
8. Sequence X is a step (stage) in Y 
9. Attribution X is an attribute (characteristic) of Y 

Thematic analysis identified several factors that were part of the students' college 

transition and part of the students' explanatory model for the Freshmen Weight Gain. 

Narrative Analysis 

Most of the students answered the interview questions with narratives or personal 

stories. Narrative analysis was used to analyze the data or data chunks as a whole, 

identifying the context of the story and why a story was given for that particular question 

(Gulich and Quasthoff, 1985). Relevant information was then identified by looking at 

how a subject related their responses into a story, as compared to simply answering the 

question. 

Narrative analysis has been used to articulate the connections between loss. 

meaning and psychological distress. Reissman (1989) argues for narrative analysis as 

essential in interpreting and constructing meaning and emotion. She describes Marris's 

study of how an individual must reinterpret their world after experiencing a psychological 

loss. reworking the experience and finding new structures of meaning. This situation is 

very similar to what incoming freshmen must experience. Using Marris's arguments. 

how freshmen rework what happened over those months. how they adjust to being 

independent and autonomous is their version of reality that they experience, and not 

necessarily the version of reality that an outsider would observe. 
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Narrative analysis of the data identified the extent of the influence of moving 

on campus had for these students. It was in their reworking of their story, the depth and 

the emotional involvement in how they told their story that most accurately described the 

influence the college transition had on their individual experience. Narrative analysis 

provided the context for understanding the influence college transition had on the 

students' and their interpretations of its influence on their bodies. Narrative analysis also 

revealed the amount of relationship between weight control and the success of college 

transition. It is from narrative analysis that the composite or the ideal freshman body is 

identified. 

Theory Analysis - Grounded Theory 

The literature review conducted for chapter 2 identified several authors and 

theories that are relevant to the data. These theories provided a significant portion of the 

rationale for why the Freshmen Weight Gain is connected to school food as the source 

of power over the students' bodies and the role the Freshmen Weight Gain plays in 

relation to the freshmen culture and control of the freshman body and behavior. 

Summary 

The qualitative methods used in this study provided necessary data on the 

students' explanatory method for the Freshmen Weight Gain. Three levels of analysis 

were used to interpret the data. Thematic analysis identified the factors of the freshmen 

culture that influenced college transition. Narrative analysis identified the extent of the 

college transition's influence over the students' body and the extent of the control of 
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body weight in relation to the successful adaptation to college. Narrative analysis also 

provided the data necessary for making a composite - ideal freshman body. Grounded 

theory or theory analysis provided further interpretation of the meaning of body in 

relation to the control of college transition through body weight. 
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CHAPTER 4 

FRESHMEN CULTURE AND THE FRESHMEN WEIGHT GAIN 

This chapter is a summary of the influence freshmen culture had on the students' 

understanding of the Freshmen Weight Gain. This information was derived from the 

students' descriptions of their expectations of what their freshmen year at college was 

to be like, the adjustments they had to make and the problems they encountered. The 

first section presents several major variables found in the freshmen culture concerning 

the lack of and limitations of external authority or controls, limited role models, limited 

rituals and limited prior knowledge about freshmen culture. The second section presents 

the knowledge about the Freshmen Weight Gain that the students brought to college or 

learned upon their arrival. This section also presents a summary of the students' 

description of FWG, its causes and coping mechanisms. 

Freshmen Culture 

Residence Hall/Freshmen Culture 

Students describe a culture that is specific to students living in the residence halls. 

Students saw themselves as being more freshmen than their friends who lived off-campus 

in apartments or at home. For on-campus students, the freshmen experience meant going 

away to college, leaving family and home behind and making the necessary adjustments 

that occur with living in a large group, and simultaneously developing independence. 
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Summary of Freshmen Culture 

Several key factors in the freshmen culture that are relevant to the students' 

explanatory model about Freshmen Weight Gain. These factors involved the students' 

transition from a high school where they knew everyone and everyone knew them to a 

much larger environment, where they knew relatively few people. 

First, students strongly identified with being a freshman and with living in the residence 

hall. Students stated that it was easy to identify which students were freshmen. 

Identifying factors included being lost, not understanding how to register, and taking 

early morning classes. Students stated that freshmen can be easily recognized by their 

asking for directions, looking lonely and confused in the gregarious social atmosphere 

of the residence hall and not understanding general university protocol. 

Students recognized themselves as part of a specific group by virtue of a focal 

experience, which is - a freshmen living in a residence hall. No matter where they were 

from, what their background was, they experienced their freshmen year together. They 

distinguished themselves from freshmen living at home, or in an apartment, by stating 

that those freshmen did not undergo the full freshmen experience. The difference 

between the two groups was explained as their being on their own in the middle of a 

group of people they didn't know and getting to know these people by sharing their 

experience of being a freshman. 

Second, the high amount of socializing among the members of the freshmen 

culture provided a narrower focus for students' experience than they would have 

experienced otherwise. All the students stated that they would not have met as many 
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people if they had lived off-campus. They indicated that they felt more confident about 

making friends and finishing college, because of their residence hall experience. The 

amount of socializing within each of the residence halls varied, but all of the students 

described a very gregarious open door environment, where hallmates and friends 

wandered through looking for something to do. Socializing appeared to be on a late 

night schedule, where students would sleep - until their first class in the morning or 

afternoon, go to classes, after that go exercise at the Rec Center, then meet with friends, 

roommates or hallmates and go to dinner. Then they would socialize, until nine or ten 

o'clock, study until midnight or two or three in the morning and then repeat the schedule. 

Weekends were different, in that they slept all day, getting up in the late afternoon, to 

go "party." 

Students stated that being a freshman meant experiencing the ups and downs of 

being lonely and being happy, of failing and succeeding, and of experiencing the full 

range of emotions about going to college. This experience was quite dramatic, as 

described by this student. 

Because the first week I got here, I walked around and sawall the people 
meeting each other, and having lunch on the lawn and everything, and I 
didn't know a soul. . . I'm like this is awful, I'm like, if this is what 
college is like, how, am I going to do with it. I felt left out and lonely, 
but now, I can walk down the hall, and I know everybody on my floor, 
I can say hi to anybody. . . I have so many friends, I love being able 
to walk across campus and see five or six people and stop and talk to 
them. . . You need to get that freshmen feeling. You know the 
loneliness and the happiness (PSF02:541). 
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Limited Prior Knowledge About College. Students stated that they received 

insufficient information about college life prior to coming to college. Several had close 

friends or siblings who were in college and received a limited amount of relevant 

information about the living and studying conditions of residence halls. Students were 

told by parents, older friends and teachers to expect college to be harder academically 

than high school, that they would get homesick the first semester, and that some of them 

would not survive their freshmen year and drop out of college. Students who had moved 

frequently, or had lived apart from their family prior to moving to college stated that 

they felt they made an easier transition compared to other students, simply because they 

had already learned some of the skills they needed to adjust. Several students stated that 

there was nothing anyone could have said or done that would have adequately prepared 

them for adapting to college. The changes that they had to make were substantial 

compared to what they had been told regarding sleep, studying, socializing, and living 

adjustments. 

In general these students expressed strong feelings of connection to the freshmen 

group. They recognized that their living in the residence hall together as membership 

to a special group that had its own patterns of socializing, of meeting the physical needs 

of food, sleep and exercise, and of studying, distinct from non-residence hall students. 

Major Influencing Variables on the Freshmen Weight Gain 

Several variables were identified that related to the students' explanatory model 

for the Freshmen Weight Gain: limited external controls, limited role models and limited 
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rituals. These variables were directly related to the changes experienced with adapting 

to the freshmen culture. 

Limited External Controls 

One of the major factors influencing the students' explanatory model of the 

Freshmen Weight Gain is the lack of external controls on their behavior. Parents and 

high school authorities were absent. Students described the hall government as staying 

in the background during student conflicts. The students stated that the hall 

government's policy was to intervene only if: 1) the student insisted there was a problem, 

2) if a student was "stupid enough" to get caught drinking or drugging, 3) if there was 

a necessary discipline problem such as disturbing the hall or violence, or 4) if there was 

a severe student adjustment problem such as one student mentioning that a hallmate tried 

to commit suicide. Students perceived that Residence Life's policy was to encourage 

hallmates to work out their problems for themselves and to provide assistance if 

agreements could not be reached. Students stated that there were limited external 

controls and that they were responsible for their behavior, especially with regard to 

studying, sleep, exercise, food, alcohol and other drugs. 

Students described that although their parents may be paying the bills, they felt 

they were on their own. They described their parents as only intervening if they were 

failing college or they got into trouble with the law. 

The absence of external controls promotes the process of establishing oneself as 

independent and capable of establishing internal boundaries. This experience of freedom, 
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boundary building and experimentation is so central to being a freshman that one of the 

hall directors declared it as foremost in students' minds when they first get to college. 

First initial thing is, I think, in most of them I see, you know, excitement 
and yet nervousness at this new found freedom they have. That's the 
first and foremost thing they have. I see, some of them, I think who are 
almost . . . they can't wait for mom and dad to unload the car and get 
on the road and as much as they can't wait, I think then, they get a little 
bit nervous. They think, wow! This is it! (HDl:4). 

Several students described situations in which they or their hallmates had to learn 

to take care of themselves. The students' defined "learning to take care of themselves" 

as the recognition and ability to get enough sleep, enough 'healthy' food, and enough 

exercise in order to make it to class and have enough energy to study and succeed 

academically. Being a successful college student meant balancing socializing, eating, 

sleeping and studying in a way that did not interfere with their health or their grades. 

Limited Role Models 

The presence of role models had a direct effect on the students' knowledge about 

college, college stress and Freshmen Weight Gain. Only a couple of the students 

identified role models who assisted them in adapting to college, decreasing their stress 

or providing alternative rituals such as working out. Most of the students described 

someone who either directly gave them support or indirectly provided motivation simply 

by their behavior and attitude toward college. The lack of role models for many of the 

students may reflect the developmental stage of late adolescence where there is a shift 

in role models from a popular idol to a practical model. 
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Several students mentioned school athletes that they admired because of their 

ability to manage school responsibilities in conjunction with training and competing. 

Several students were involved in various intramural sports, such as rugby, basketball and 

volleyball. Participation in these sports provided structure and socialization opportunities 

that students felt were valuable during their freshman year. 

Several students joined a sorority or fraternity at the beginning of their freshmen 

year. Although freshmen are not able to live in the house, the Greek organizations 

provide social structure and many opportunities for learning to adjust to the college 

environment. 

Fourteen of the students were living in the smaller residence halls that had a 

higher percentage of older students. This experience enabled them to learn from students 

who had survived several years at college. Several students also mentioned a family 

member, parent or older sibling, or an older friend who gave them advice and support 

about going to college. 

Several female students talked about other female students who had beautiful 

bodies, or were very popular with the male students. They described with much 

admiration what they thought were these students exercising and dieting rituals. It 

appeared these "beautiful body" students were providing some motivation and role 

modeling. 
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Limited Rituals 

The students identified several rituals and ritualistic behaviors that were limiting 

in assisting the students to cope with college and being a freshman. Dieting and 

exercising rituals were similar to those found in the American culture. However, there 

were several that were unique to being a college student. One of those rituals involved 

studying. Several students described making studying their ritual for guiding their 

college behavior. 

Experimentation. A major ritual in the freshmen experience is experimentation. 

Experimentation with the excesses of food, alcohol, sex and drugs are part of being a 

freshman. Several students described their expectations of college life to be a time of 

exploring identities and exploring physical limits, especially those relating to the body: 

insufficient sleep, excessive alcohol intake, excessive food intake, and taking other risks 

associated with excessive partying, including drugs and unsafe sexual behavior. One 

student stated that some of the freshmen act like college is the place and time where they 

can go crazy with freedom and carry it too far. She described the behavior of getting 

carried away as: 

Cut my hair and dye it green, and get five earrings in my ear and pierce 
my nose. You know, and try to do all the drugs known to man and get 
drunk all the time and never go to class (PSF03:449). 

Another student described what she thought college life would be like as a constant 

experience of body excesses. 

I thought college would be like drinking every night, never getting to 
sleep, never going to school, and uhm, eating the best food, you know 
eating pizza every night and all this other stuff. (DSFO 1 :426) 
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One student summarized her college experimentation as feeling the extremes of emotions 

from loneliness and confusion to connection and clarity as a necessary factor of being 

a college student. 

I want to experience it (college life) to it's fullest, I guess, you could say, 
and every morning, I wake up and if I'm hung over, I'll say, "I guess this 
is college," if I just aced a test, I'll just say, "this is college," I just keep 
telling myself, everyday, "you're here," though you really can't believe 
it, you were in high school less than a year ago, but I mean, its reality 
(PSF02:466). 

It was also surprising how little the students knew about college and college lifestyles -

several admitted that someone tried to tell them, but they needed to experience it for 

themselves. 

Students' Knowledge About the Freshmen Weight Gain 

There were three students out of the total of 39 who had not heard of the 

Freshmen Weight Gain. One was a male living in one of the honors halls, the other was 

a male from Puerto Rico and the third male had no other distinguishing characteristics. 

Many students stated that someone told them about the Freshmen Weight Gain; however, 

none of them could explain the concept in detail. This fact is consistent with Kleinman's 

(1980) description of the amount of tacit knowledge found in an explanatory model. A 

summary of the students' description of the Freshmen Weight Gain is presented as a 

complete narration, though none of the students presented all of the material. 

The students were asked for their story on the Freshmen Weight Gain. 

Unfortunately there was no clear method to obtain what these students knew about FWG 
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prior to coming to college. However, there were five factors that could be identified as 

beliefs that the students brought with them to college or learned upon their arrival. 

The Freshmen Weight Gain 

The first belief is that freshmen will gain weight. Most of the students had heard 

about the Freshmen Weight Gain from their friends, family, counselors and roommates 

or hallmates. Several students labeled the weight gain as "the freshmen forty, the 

freshmen a lot, or the freshmen five million." 

These students also described the Freshmen Weight Gain as the weight that a 

beginning college student living in a residence hall would gain as a function of the 

college transition. One student was told by a high school teacher that: 

"This is what you can expect," he said "over all, if you keep up with your 
studies and all that" he said, "guys will lose weight and girls will put on 
a little weight." So he said, "girls don't worry, you're gonna put it on 
anyway so don't worry it's just going to happen" (DSMOl:441). 

Many of the students had friends and siblings telling them that they were going to come 

back from college with extra weight. 

Just before I left for school, I think all my friends were like, "you're 
gonna come back so faaat" (PSFO 1 :407). 

Plus I just heard it from friends too . . . everybody, you know when 
you're a freshman, it's "Be careful, don't gain weight, be careful don't 
gain that freshmen fifteen" (DSFll:450). 

Other students mentioned that they had older friends and siblings who came back from 

college with extra weight and their reaction was to be afraid of that happening to them, 

and their resolution to do what they can to prevent the Freshmen Weight Gain. 
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College stress is inevitable 

The second belief is that college stress is inevitable. The students stated that they 

expected and experienced major stress in coming to college and being a freshman. The 

stress appeared to be attributed to adjusting to living conditions and academic conditions. 

Two students stated that they had moved frequently prior to college, and their ability to 

easily make new friends and adjust to a new environment was helpful in decreasing their 

stress. 

Successful transition means no weight gain 

The third belief is that there should be no weight gain if they make a successful 

transition. Although the Freshmen Weight Gain beliefs state that a student will gain 

weight, their belief is that they shouldn't gain, if they are successfully adjusting to 

college. This belief that an unsuccessful adjustment to stress increases body weight 

appears to be tacit knowledge in the American culture. This belief may be derived from 

the popular weight management belief that people who are bored or stressed increase 

their food intake and eat for pleasure, instead of physical hunger. The students described 

friends who were stressed, bored and "overeating. " It appeared that the weight gain is 

seen as a visual signal of making a poor college transition. 

Dieting and exercising will prevent or correct any weight gain 

The fourth belief is that dieting and exercise can prevent or correct .ill!Y.. weight 

gain. This belief is present in the American culture and is related to physical and social 
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control of the body. One student described an article she had read on how to prevent 

the Freshmen Weight Gain. 

I read this article before I went to college and how it said, you needed to 
not to eat late at night, and you needed to work out at least an hour every 
day (DSF14:347). 

Several students also stated that they were exercising or deliberately being active as their 

method of preventing the Freshmen Weight Gain. They did this by doing either daily 

activity, such as walking or riding their bike around campus or by increasing the number 

of times they go to the rec center to work out. One student, when asked what she 

thought about some people experiencing the Freshmen Weight Gain, replied. 

I don't know, it's just, it could be, you know, caused by stress, and 
everything, which I'm sure, you stress out, and you start eating, you 
know, I mean, I do too, but then I realize, "C., go to the rec center, here 
now. " And then some people just go, I mean, they say it, and then it 
bugs me, they say, "Oh my god, I'm so fat, I'm so fat. "Well don't just 
sit there, go to the rec center or something like that, they just sit there, 
that bugs me, get off your butt and go to the rec center (DSF04:417). 

Another student mentioned how watching one of her hallmates put on weight motivated 

her and her roommate to go to the rec center. 

There was a girl lived down the hall and she was a pretty nice size you 
know and as time progressed I was like, "She's putting on a little 
weight." You know we realized like, "Oh let's go work out" 
(DSF12:563). 

For these students, the Freshmen Weight Gain was perceived to be a serious 

college transition problem, and one that could be avoided with careful monitoring of 

food, exercise and alcohol. However, those that gained weight appeared to be frustrated 

and confused as to why they did, since they did not feel that they were overeating or 
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drinking excessively. They did feel they were eating more of the wrong foods, which 

included frequent snacks, such as cookies and candy bars, soda, and chips, mostly 

vending food. They also felt they were exercising less than in high school. 

School food causes the Freshmen Weight Gain 

The fifth belief is that school food causes the Freshmen Weight Gain. This 

explanation appeared more in the popular literature than appeared in the students' 

narratives. Several of the students remarked that they saw no one eating excessively, 

which was the major reason they thought for gaining weight. However, one of them 

remarked that school food can cause the Freshmen Weight Gain, even if they don't eat 

excessively. One student described her gaining weight during a summer program and 

then losing it during the fall semester. She stated that she ate every meal at the Student 

Union during the summer program and that was the cause of her weight gain. Whereas, 

she did not eat at the Student Union during the fall and that is why she lost the weight. 

There were several other students who described the school food as causing weight gain 

because of its high amount of fat - "40 to 50 percent fat. " 

Summary 

The students' description of the freshmen culture indicates bonding that occurs 

due to the close constant contact with other members of the freshmen culture. The 

presence of limited external controls, limited role models and rituals increases stress for 

the students.. Their knowledge of Freshmen Weight Gain indicates this concept is 

closely tied to their adjusting to the stress and the need to manage their body. The 
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Freshmen Weight Gain gives them a common focus In adjusting to college 

experimentation. 



CHAPTER 5 

COLLEGE TRANSITION AND CONSEQUENT CHANGES 
IN LIFESTYLE BEHAVIORS 
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This chapter summarizes the students' adjustments made during the freshmen year 

of their college transition and the consequent changes in their lifestyle behaviors. This 

chapter presents only a small portion of the total data. The focus of this chapter is on 

the most relevant information regarding the influence of the college transition on the 

students' explanatory model for the Freshmen Weight Gain in regard to food, eating and 

exercise. 

Transition Adjustments 

There were five areas in which students had to make major emotional and 

physical adjustments. These areas cover broad categories of behavior, some of which 

appeared to have minor relevance to the students' explanatory model for the Freshmen 

Weight Gain. 

Developmental Stage Adjustments 

Narrative analysis revealed the extent of the emotional and psychological adjustments 

students had to undergo as part of their college transition. The students definitely felt 

that they had the room to change and that the large size of the university gave them 

plenty of space and social privacy to work on their personal identity. 



Everyone here's more "I'm who I am, because that's who I want to be . 
. . And you have your friends and your people but you don't clique 
around and its because its so much bigger. There are so many people, 
there's less room for that (cliques)"(F01:155). 
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Students' transition to adulthood. The biggest adjustment for these students was 

making the transition from a dependent adolescent to an independent adult. Although 

these students were still financially dependent on their parents or financial aid, they 

stated they were making their own decisions about lifestyle behaviors and stated they 

were responsible for their behavior. These beliefs are consistent with the American 

cultural norms for achieving independence (Johnson, 1985). 

Although most of them recognized their own transition into adulthood, several 

students expressed their awareness about other students who were going through the 

same process. These students perceived this transition to adulthood as part of being a 

freshman. They thought that their freshmen year was the year to adjust to college, and 

to develop their self-identity, based on their goals, and not those of their family and 

home-town friends. One student described the difference between being a freshman and 

a high school senior. 

I think that it is also cause a lot of it, because when you're in high school, 
you don't really have to focus, your own individual focus, you're just 
there, because you have to, because it's the law. . . And with that, 
everyone is there, because they have to be there. In college, we're kind 
of here, because we want to be here, we have our own individual like 
goal, like what we are aiming for. I think that has a lot to do with it, just 
we're on our own, more (FOl:186). 

It is this separation from family and home-town that appears to have tremendous 

influence on the students' feelings of independence and confidence. One student 
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described what she tells her friends from high school about college when they ask 

"What's it like?" 

You know it's really, I tell them that the thing they are going to most 
notice and it's probably gonna be your biggest challenge is that you are 
on your own. And you can call your parents and say I had a terrible time 
today but they can't do much about it. I mean when problems crop up 
you are going to have to fix them or when you run out of money you are 
going to have to say I need more money or something is wrong or . . 

You have to learn to be self-sufficient. You have to start thinking 
about what that means (DSF07:898). 

Several students stated that what they have accomplished makes them feel more 

mature compared to friends who have stayed at home and gone to college there. One 

student described this concept when she mentioned a friend who is going to move to the 

VA next year and live with her. 

I feel like, 1 don't know, more mature, older, J don't know, what I feel. 
J just feel she just hasn't, I feel like we're going to have to teach her, I 
feel like we're going to have to sit down and say "now, this is how it's 
going to be. " There's so much she has to go through, that she has to 
learn, I just, it seems weird that she hasn't done it, and we have 
(FGl:510). 

One student stated that he felt the adjustments of becoming an adult as occurring over 

the four years of college. 

Just finding a sense of independence I think, something that you don't do 
in high school, that you do here. Uhmm, a lot of people will have to, 
before they're done with college, they will have to learn to live by 
themselves, and live for themselves, and they will have to make their own 
decisions, I think for four years you're adjusting to things all that time 
(PSM04:730). 

Leaving parents, friends and family behind. Living at college may make it easier 

for both the parents and the students regarding the students' transition to adulthood. The 
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parents are no longer within visual range, but still have some control of the students' 

behavior regarding their (students) continuing college. Several students stated that they 

had to stop partying and start studying if they wanted to stay at college. If they failed 

their parents would make them come home and attend a college there while living with 

them. 

Academic Adjustments 

The academic adjustments these students had to make had an indirect influence 

on their explanatory model of the Freshmen Weight Gain. The stress from academics 

has been presented in Chapter Four as the tacit knowledge about the inevitable stress of 

college. The students would talk about other students' stress and their weight gain, but 

in talking about their own weight gain, or their preventing weight gain the connection 

was not as clear. The influence of academic stress on the student appeared to be 

expressed more as an issue of body control, than an issue of stress. This concept is 

explained in detail in Chapter Six. 

The primary academic adjustment for the majority of the students was that high 

school had been easy for them and did not prepare them for college. There were two 

exceptions. The first exception was some of the students went to a college prep school 

that had much higher scholastic requirements. The second exception was those students 

who took classes at a community college during their senior in high school or during the 

summer before coming to college. 
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Residence HalllLiving Adjustments 

The students made major changes in their getting used to residence hall living. 

These adjustments focused mainly on being in constant contact with many other people 

and having very little privacy or space. 

Sharing a Room 

The students reported they expected and experienced much stress over their 

having to share a room, especially with someone they didn't know. They expected this 

adjustment to be difficult in that they hadn't had to share much in the past and weren't 

too sure about their ability to get along with a stranger in such limited space. 

Oh, my whole life I basically had been kind of spoiled with my own 
bathroom, my own big closet, my own big room, my own telephone and 
my own everything, so it was kind of weird having to share with three 
other people, I mean, I never had to share anything for like 17 years until 
I came here. And now I have to share with three other people in the 
small room which was basically half the size of my own room back 
home, so (DSM05:55). 

The students' learning to cope with each other's idiosyncrasies and personalities was 

considered part of college. The students had to decide what to share, what not to share, 

who's space was where, whether they could bring a member of the opposite sex to spend 

the night, etc. Many of these decisions and adjustments had to be made over time as the 

students got to know their roommates. 

But at first, it's just amazing, you're just like, I would be fine, she would 
blow dry her hair, and I can kind of sleep through that, I can sleep 
through anything. And then she would like pour her cereal and start 
chewing, and I was ready to chuck (my pillow) at her, cause I was so 
mad. "I wish you wouldn't chew your cereal so loud". . . cause I've 



never had to share a room, Big shock. I've learned a lot about respecting 
other people's space (DSFI4: 155). 

However having a roommate proved for some to be an exhilarating part of college. 

We talk about everything, things I don't think I would have told my best 
friend. And because she's, she's experienced a lot more with me, here, 
you know, like just being away from home, my roommate did. I mean, 
like my best friend back at home she couldn't have done that with me. 
Like we have so many memories, there's no way, my best friend could 
have done those with me (FG 1 :803). 

Other students described their roommates quite differently. 

Mine's completely self-centered, he thinks the world completely revolves 
around him. So I guess I was a wake up call for him (FG2: 102). 
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Setting limits with roommates. Since this was the first time for most of the 

students to share a room with someone, they had to learn to set some limits for their own 

privacy and personal needs. They found this task to be fairly difficult and part of 

learning to take care of themselves. 

And it's not like people are going to stop coming in and that's where they 
keep knocking on the door. So you just have to learn to say no, we're 
studying, or you go to the library, or you go to the study lounge, or you 
just yell at them, but that takes awhile (DSF02:207). 

Lifestyle Behavior Adjustments 

The college transition adjustments resulted in major lifestyle behavior changes 

for students. These changes can be labeled under several categories: food and eating, 

exercising and physical activity, and sleep. There were considerable changes in 

alcohol and other drug use; however, this area was not explored in depth due to its 

complexity and it is only briefly presented in this chapter. 
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Changes in Use of Alcohol and Other Drugs 

The freshmen culture provides many opportunities to drink alcohol. There are 

mal1Y large social organization parties where there is no carding and the atmosphere is 

conducive to excessive drinking. Several students described that they drank and 

partied heavily in high school and were ready to settle down in college. However, 

they noted that many other freshmen were drinking excessively and it was hurting 

their studying and consequently their college career. 

One of the students stated that freshmen have to set limits on their use of 

alcohol and other drugs in order to be sober and awake enough to go to class and 

continue to stay in school. 

Like you have to change a lot of things in your life, like realizing that 
alcohol is like soda pop here, and smoking pot is like smoking 
cigarettes, and it's just a lot of these things you have to adjust to 
(DSFOl:765). 

The students also recognized that drinking excessively was stupid and could get them 

removed from college by either their parents or by the college authorities. The 

influence of alcohol and other drugs on the students' explanatory model for the 

Freshmen Weight Gain appears to be in their experimentation ritual as a freshman. 

The consequences of alcohol and other drugs leads to feelings of loss of control that 

the students recognized as creating problems in taking care of themselves. The 

problems from this adjustment is described in more detail in Chapter Six. 
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Changes in Food and Eating Patterns 

The students' changes in eating played a major role in their college transition. 

They spent a large portion of their interviews describing the changes in their food 

choices and eating patterns, and the results of their choices on their body weight and 

feelings of successful college transition. These students identified part of the success 

of their college transition in relation to the extent of their ability cope with making 

these food changes. 

For many of these students, it was their first time to make completely 

independent decisions about their eating that they knew would have major influence 

on their body shape and size. One of the students described her finding something to 

eat as scavenging for food. 

The predominant change in eating mentioned by more than half of the students 

was that their eating patterns and food choices had deteriorated since coming to 

college. They stated that it was due to their eating more junk food and that school 

food that was unhealthy for them. Several of the students said that the poor quality 

of school food forced them to eat more fast food and junk food. (This is explained in 

more detail in the sections on fast food and school food. 

Three students stated that their eating patterns and food choices were better 

than those at home. One male student was eating more fruits and vegetables and less 

fast food because of his interest in weight training and working out with an older 

male student who was advising him. Another female said she now could eat more 
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fruits and vegetables and less meat without her "meat and potatoes" father giving her 

a hard time about her "healthier" selections. 

Six students stated no change in their eating patterns and food choices. They 

were following similar fast food and self-prepared food patterns that they had 

followed at home. Eight students stated that they had adapted their eating and were 

fixing and finding food that was ok, similar to food they had at home. These students 

appeared to be more isolated in their eating patterns, in that fixing their own food 

slightly separated them from the freshmen culture. The freshmen culture has a strong 

emphasis on eating as a social activity. Eating self-prepared food removed students 

from that ritual. However, several students remarked that they fixed food with other 

students, usually their roommates. 

Food choices and terminology. The students used several terms for describing 

foods and food choices. These terms included junk food, healthy food, bad food, and 

fattening food and were used consistently throughout the interviews. The foods 

classified by these terms are listed in Table Six. 

Healthy' food and its opposite '(un)healthy' food appeared as a blanket term 

closely linked to food that the students considered to be 'good' or 'bad' for them, in 

the foods' ability to provide nutrients and/or not cause weight gain. Junk food, fast 

food, delivered food and cafeteria food, seemed to fall under the concept of not being 

'good' or 'healthy', though some of the students identified exceptions to this 

classification. 



112 

I Healthy Food: I 
Tuna, Turkey, Chicken without Skin 
Bagels, Saltines and Graham Crackers 
Fruit, Vegetables and Salad . 
Pasta and Baked Potatoes (no butter or sour cream) 
Water, Juice, and Caffeine-Free Diet Soda 
Frozen Yogurt 

I Junk Food: I 
Food from School Food Service Outlets 
/Fiddlee Fig, Sidewalk Deli, Garden Court, Louies Lower Level 
Food from vending machines 
Packaged food that is high in sugar or fat such as 
cookies, candy, doughnuts 

Ice Cream 

I Fast Food and Delivered Food: I 
Pizza, Chinese food 
Food from McDonalds, Jack in the Box, Taco Bell, Wendy's, Carl's Junior, 
Subway, Eegees, Burger King and 
Dominoes 

Includes food from Louies Lower Level (Student food 
service - hamburger joint) 

I Room Food: I 
Usually purchased from a grocery store. 
Bottled water, juice and iced tea 
Milk, cereal, sandwich makings, bread, popcorn 
Crackers, tuna fish, 
Some candy and cookies 

I 
-

I Self-prepared Food: 

Pasta, noodles, soup, sandwiches, canned beans 
Frozen dinners, Packaged dinners 

Table 6: Students' Food Classification 
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Food bought at school food service places (Student Union outlets - Fiddlee Fig, 

Garden Court, and Sidewalk Deli) was considered unhealthy, except for salad, pasta, and 

frozen yogurt. There was no judgement placed on chinese food. 

'Junk' and 'junk food' appeared to be used interchangeably with 'unhealthy' or 

'bad' food. However, 'junk food' had a slightly different meaning in that it was food 

that they could easily and rapidly pick up around the university and eat on their way to 

class, to their dorm room, etc. 

I just eat like junk food all the time cause that's what's there 
(DSF13:176). 

One student described 'junk food' as the food you don't get at home and had always 

wanted. 

And it's mostly junk food, that you don't get at home, people had like the 
vegetables, you had your mom telling you to eat your vegetables, and 
whatever, and you're more active or whatever, maybe. And down, here, 
there's more junk food, there's more vending machines, there's candy 
bars, there's everything you have ever wanted, it's more available, easier 
to get DSF15:447). 

'Junk food' was also tied to the student lifestyle regarding convenience. Some students 

described their not having a car as having a major effect on their food choices, since they 

did not have the freedom to go get the food they wanted. 

Like I don't have a car to go to the grocery store whenever I want and get 
that kind of thing so I have to wait until, you know, somebody I know is 
going. So I just have to get what's like around, you know, like what's in 
the basement or what's across the street and stuff (DSF13:182). 

Other students described 'junk food' as the college student's choice when having to eat 

on the go, and not being able to take the time to make or purchase meals. 



Like going to class you just eat when you can or you get a muffin and 
you eat that on the way to class or you grab like a slice of pizza on your 
way home, so it's not like you eat on a regular basis, you know 
(DSF12:263). 
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Students' eating patterns. There was a pattern in how students talked about their 

food choices. This pattern was that food and eating were described by the location 

where the students had gotten the food from i. e. , fast food, Student Union food, 

vending machine food, delivered food, store bought food, which usually became food 

described as in their room. They also described food that they ate in the residence hall 

and shared with roommates or floormates, as food that is delivered, food that is kept in 

the room, and food that is obtained from the vending machines, usually located in the 

basement. 

Fast food appeared to be food from recognized fast food chains located around 

the University of Arizona campus. The national chains McDonalds, Taco Bell, Jack in 

the Box, Burger King, Dominoes Pizza, Subway, and Carl's Junior are within close 

walking distance, with a Dominoes Pizza place actually inside the Student Union 

building. There are also several smaller restaurants, specializing in pizza and other 

Italian food, sandwiches, pasta, Japanese fast food, and frozen yogurt. The food from 

these restaurants was also considered fast food, whether the student., ate there or brought 

it back to the residence hall. 

Several students remarked that they ate fast food or 'junk food', because they 

either didn't like the Student Union food or they felt the food there was more 

'unhealthy' . 



Well, obviously I'm not eating home cooked foods, I'm eating a lot of 
fast foods, cause I don't like the Union food, so yeah, I probably not 
eating as well, I know I'm not eating as well (PSM02:202). 
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Generally the Student Union food was described as different than fast food, 

though Louie's Lower Level (predominantly hamburger and fries menu) was considered 

similar to a fast food restaurant. 

Uh, but if I get hamburger, I get a, if I go and get the greasy food at 
Louies, (PSM03:147). 

I'd probably eating out of fast food places, a lot more than I am now, 
well, not that the Student Union is particularly slow food (DSM04:443). 

It appears that fast food's menu and speed of service appealed to the students, 

they described it as when you don't have much time, it's close, relatively cheap 

compared to the Student Union, though several students remarked that grocery store food 

is even cheaper for the amount. Eating fast food together as a group also appeals to 

students. 

Delivered food was another food category listed by these students. Whereas pizza 

was recognized as a fast food, it was also considered a delivered food. Pizza, subway 

sandwiches and chinese food are the foods that can be delivered to the residence halls 

late at night. Pizza appeared to be the most common food to be delivered. and eating 

pizza late at night appeared to be an essential part of being a freshman and the freshmen 

culture. 

Uhm, an open mind, let me see, cause I thought college would be, is like 
drinking every night, never getting to sleep, never going to school, and 
uhm, eating the best food, you know, eating pizza every night 
(DSFOI :426). 
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Ordering delivered food was described as similar to getting fast food in relation 

to convenience and availability. If you don't have time to go to the Union, or to cook, 

then ordering pizza, chinese, subway appeared to be the easiest way to eat. 

And if you don't want to walk all the way to the Union, call Dominoes or call 
Cosmic Pizza. And it's easy, and when you have to work, and if you're 
dedicated to your work you don't have much time (DSM03:563). 

Room food is food that is purchased usually from a grocery store and kept in the 

room. Food belonging to this category includes bottled water, iced tea, fruit, milk, bread, 

cereal, peanut butter, candy, cookies and chips, popcorn, sandwich makings, crackers, and 

tuna fish. Those students who cooked stated that they kept noodles, rice, beans, frozen 

dinners. Some students kept only drinks, some kept drinks and snacks and others kept 

food to be prepared for meals and snacks. Each residence hall has a kitchen, but utensils 

must be checked out and the students stated that it was a major hassle for them to cook 

or prepare food. 

Eating school food. When it came to the university food service, the students' 

opinion of the Student Union food was that it is monotonous and fattening for them. 

They indicated that the selections did not vary, and that although the food looked good, 

they indicated that it was 'bad' for them due to the high fat content. The monotony of 

the Student Union food was the reason the students stated for choosing food from the 

fast food restaurants around campus or the vending machines in the basements of the 

residence halls and classroom buildings. 

So, it always the same thing there, like it never changes so, I kindof just 
get sick of going there, cause it is the same thing every time. . . that 



makes it harder, I think that's why, I kindof just don't look forward to 
eating (PSFO 1 :558). 
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Salad and deli sandwiches were the choices that the students felt were 'good' for 

them to eat at the Student Union. Yet, several stated that eating salad gets monotonous, 

and expensive compared to other food choices, and that it is not a satisfying food choice 

for a long period. 

Pizza, that's all we do is order pizza, cause we don't want to go over to 
the Fiddlee Fig or anything, because you get grossed out, and you don't 
want to live off of rabbit food and you don't want to eat crap, crap. Like 
total junk food (PSF02:234). 

Another problem with the Student Union food was that they had to go there in 

order to eat. Several students stated that they didn't want to have to get up and get 

dressed in order to go eat, whereas eating from the vending machines, food kept in the 

room or ordering out, was more convenient, especially for late night eating. 

Sharing food in the residence halls. There were several patterns with roommates 

sharing food. The students stated that keeping food in the room was a major challenge 

because of the limited refrigerator size, and limited shelf space. Some students shared 

only foods that were perishable like milk and bread. Others didn't share anything at all. 

One student talked about sharing the refrigerator based on who currently had the most 

food. 

Whoever has the most food gets the refrigerator and we are just kinda like 
try to fit it in. I'll think myself when I go grocery shopping. "Gal" 
When it's stuffed in there I don't think I'll have enough room so I won't. 
Or she's got this much milk, I'd better not do that cause my milk won't 
fit. It's just common sense (DSF07:298). 
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The students usually worked something out about sharing food. Some of them 

said that they had stated it up front when they first moved in together, yet sometimes it 

still was difficult to share. 

Yeah, it's hard, I mean we share stuff, but at times like you have 
something, like you'll have some food or something, and it will be gone 
by the time you got home and you'll be like "where is it?", "Oh I ate that, 
I'll pay you back" "yeah, right" you know (PSF04:78). 

Social eating on a large scale. Another pattern with roommates and hallmates is 

that the students felt that they ate more because there was always someone around 

wanting to get something to eat. 

Right, if you get bored, and it's late at night, and you're all just sitting 
outside and everyone, just hanging out, drinking and smoking, everyone's 
like, "Yo, like order another pizza," and I'm like "I'd rather not," cause 
you know if it's in front of you, you're going to eat it, but if you don't 
have the urge to call, you won't call, but they'll call and it will just be 
there, and you know, Hmmm, you know, I mean it's kind of aggravating 

(PSF02:436). 

This pattern was reflected by several students as something they had to adjust to. 

Or you really don't want to tum down your friends when they want to go 
get something to eat, even if you're not hungry. Like at first to me, it 
was I'd just wait to get something to eat until somebody would want to 
go do it. But now I'm like "no guys I'm not really that hungry" 
(DSF03:848). 

Gender differences in eating. There appeared to be no major differences between 

the male and female students' judgement values on their food choices. The male 

students tended to eat more fast food, and probably more delivered foods, especially 

pizza, but both sexes described these food choices as unhealthy for them. Although, the 

amount of food these students ate was not identified, it is my experience that the males 
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consistently eat larger portions of all foods than the females, regardless of the origin, or 

quality of the food. 

Food patterns and concerns. The students presented several interesting concepts 

relating to their eating patterns and food choices. One concept was that many of these 

students, including all of the females expressed major concern over their food choices 

and eating behavior. They appeared to feel that there were few healthy, enjoyable food 

choices that they could make living on campus. Those students who went to the grocery 

store and picked up food for meals and snacks, indicated they at least had some food that 

they knew was not fattening and safe to eat. However, though it was not stated directly, 

it appeared that making trips to the grocery store was not a part of the freshmen 

experience, and was often expressed as very difficult to do regarding time and access to 

a car. Part of the college transition was coming to terms with their food choices, 

including either moving to an apartment where they had more ability to fix 'healthy' 

food, or making grocery shopping part of their freshmen experience. 

Another significant food concept was their description of the food they ate at 

home as very 'healthy' or 'good' for them. Many students described their kitchen at 

home (parents house) as having only low fat snacks or if there were high fattening foods, 

mom kept the supply low, so they wouldn't have to worry about eating too much. 

Several students described eating at home this way. 

Uh, well, I used to eat pretty good when I was at home, cause my mom 
would always have food for me, and fruit always sitting there 
(PSF05: 180). 



You know when I was living at home, you just eat what's in the 
refrigerator, and it was usually half-way decent food, and we didn't have 
doughnuts sitting on the counter at home (DSF14:298). 
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Fear of school food was most evident for the females, though several of the males 

mentioned concern about their difficulty in finding 'healthy' food choices. 

Many of the students complained about the availability of food as a problem in 

gaining weight. All the residence halls had vending machines, usually located in the 

basement. These machines carried soda, sometimes juice, carbonated juice, candy and 

cookies, ice cream, coffee, milk and sometimes sandwiches, yogurt, and fresh fruit. 

Approximately one fourth of the students stated that the proximity of these machines 

posed a problem, especially when they were trying to cut back on 'junk food'. The 

students stated they ate out of these machines at time when they didn't have time to 

order pizza, or time to go and get something to eat at the cafeteria or fast food places. 

Vending machine food was extremely fast, readily available and the students felt that 

eating this food was not 'good' for them. 

Changes in Exercising 

The students described exercise as an essential part of the college transition, in 

particular preventing or losing the Freshmen Weight Gain. The college facilities, mainly 

the Campus Recreation Center and the local climate and environment, apparently made 

a major impact on their being or desiring to be physically active and participating in a 

sport or exercise. 
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The majority of students stated that they decreased their exercise from high school 

as part of their college transition as a result of not having enough time to exercise, or 

that test') and papers kept getting in the way of exercising. Several students increased 

their exercise, with four of those who did stating they did so because having the Campus 

Recreation Center ('rec' center) made it easier for them to exercise. None of these 

students appeared to be concerned about their body weight or to have increased their 

activity because of their body weight. 

Many of the students felt that exercising was an enjoyable way to relieve stress 

or to socialize. 

What I like to do best is to walk around the mall and usually that is not 
only exercising, but it's also socializing with one of my friends or a few 
of my friends (DSF03:460). 

One student described using exercise as an appropriate break from her roommate, and 

the stress that occurs from their close living conditions. 

Oh, whenever I'm stressed out, I got to go do something physical, 
because it doesn't get out of me any other way. I can't, I don't like 
screaming at somebody, because that's just taking my problems out on 
somebody else, and so just by me walking really quick or running or 
doing something (DSF03:463). 

Another student stated that exercise helps to counter the long hours of studying and 

sitting, which leaves her feeling tired and exhausted. 

(Discussing her not always putting studying ahead of exercising) For some 
reason, it is like more important to me to make sure I just work out, I 
guess, and stuff and then I think it clears my mind so I can study, 
sometimes that, it helps me (PSFO 1 :345). 
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Other students describe exercise as a means to just feeling good about themselves, what 

they're doing and as a means to feel the high they get when they exercise. 

So you go and it's really great, it makes you feel so good and so, you 
know, I go exercise now and I never exercised before, really 
(DSFlO:457). 

I feel so much better, when I'm in shape, I just, I just do. When I can go 
up to the track and jog three miles and not keel over and die, I feel so 
much better. I just, you know, running upstairs is easier, everything is 
just easier, and I just like it a lot better, I can walk around campus, my 
legs aren't you know, aching or anything, it's just a lot more comfortable 
(DSF14:336). 

Relationship between exercising. working out and playing sports. An interesting 

concept of exercise as described by the students was the relationships between exercise, 

working out and playing sports. According to some of the students, playing sports is a 

kind of exercise and working out is another kind of exercise. With other students 

though, exercise meant working out which is not playing sports or doing other activities. 

This is how some of them of the students answered the question about whether they 

made any changes in their exercise after coming to college. 

Back home I never exercised cause I played sports, but here I'm on the 
Rugby team, and so I work out every day that I don't practice, cause I 
don't want to get my butt smashed (DSFOl:291). 

Here the emphasis was on I never exercised cause I played sports, meaning that playing 

sports is not considered a part of exercise. Another student stated the difference in this 

manner. 

In high school I played football and baseball, so that was, I knew the 
exercising was there, so I wouldn't have to work out. I would just go to 
practice. . . But now, it's easier, I'm closer to the rec center now, 
cause it's right across the street (DSM07: 140). 
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This example, I played, which is part of exercising, illustrates a connection between 

exercising and playing sports, but still indicates some separation of the two. The 

following example indicates that doing activities like roller blading and bike riding, 

which many people would consider exercising is not a part of the freshmen concept of 

exercise for this student. 

I exercise now, and I never exercised before, really, my mom's boyfriend 
has horses, so we go horse back riding or we go roller blading or bike 
riding or something like that. But we never had like a regimen and now 
I go to the gym as much as I can. Yeah, like everyday, you know, you 
go and you do everything and you get back and you really feel great. I 
exercise now which is a big change, cause I never did it before. "Have 
you got your exercising in?" Yeah (DSFlO:456). 

Apparently exercising must include a regimen, a planned work out, in which the 

students achieve some kind of concrete goal, such as so many minutes, certain muscle 

groups used or certain machines used to exercise. In my work with college students 

wanting to lose weight, I often ask people whether they would be interested in 

exercising. Usually their response involves some judgement of running or aerobics, as 

if that is the only type of exercise that is considered with weight loss. These definitions 

of exercise and working out suggest gradations in the meaning of these terms for 

freshmen, compared to the definition of exercise as presented in the exercise and sports 

science literature. 

Rec center as a place to go. The students also talked about the rec center as a 

place for freshmen to exercise, a part of the freshmen culture. This fits in with the 

definition of exercise as listed above, because if exercising as part of the freshmen 
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experience is either working with weights, using the stairmasters or stationary bikes, then 

there must be a place to go to do that kind of cultural activity. 

I go to the rec cause, now there's a place for me to go, so if somebody 
invites me, I'll just go with them (DSFll :205). 

(if she were to move into an apartment) I would have different friends. 
I wouldn't be on campus as much as I do now. I wouldn't go to the rec 
center as much as I do now (DSF05:236). 

This concept of working out as exercise in the freshmen experience was also 

mentioned by one of the students. She described people who stated that they were 

exercising, yet in her judgement, they only went to look or to talk, and did not get any 

physical benefit from their exercise at the rec center. 

But there's people over at the rec center on the track who are like walking 
turtles. You know, they're going, "Oh last week, and oh". Like when 
I'm walking with my friend, we're like walking really fast, or like usually 
we run, and we run at different speeds, and then we'll slow down and 
start talking when we're cooling down. But we're never there just like 
"oh my god, oh my god". and they're not getting any exercise because 
they're not getting their heart rate up. And they don't realize that they're 
wasting their time, just sitting there (DSF03:668). 

Changes in Sleep 

Sleeping in a residence hall was identified as the single most important challenge 

a freshman had to face. Only two male studento; did not have any problems getting 

enough sleep; their reasoning was that they had similar sleep patterns in high school. 

The rest of the students described having to adjust to a sleep pattern in which socializing 

coupled with late-night studying kept them up till early in the morning. Most students 



125 

reported shifting their bed time back at least two to three hours as a result of adjusting 

to living in a residence hall. 

Yeah, in high school I never had much reason to stay up past ten-thirty 
or eleven o'clock which is pretty early to go to bed, but I didn't have 
much reason to stay up after that as opposed to here. I think people sort 
of lose track of time. There is no set 'ok, it's about time to go to bed. ' 
You keep going and going and going, socializing, doing homework and 
whatever, until you get so tired you can't keep your eyes focused on 
something. Then it's time to go to bed (DSM06:169). 

The students stated having roommates and their noise as the primary reason for 

having a difficult time going to sleep. 

Uhm, that's the toughest thing, besides getting work done, is getting sleep 
in a quad, (Arizona/Sonora has four in a room) cause a lot of times, you 
don't fall asleep until you're exhausted, because with four people in such 
a small room, it's never quiet, someone's always awake, someone's 
always doing something, lights are always on, and there's always a lot of 
distractions, so its tough getting to sleep (PSM04:66). 

The problems with sleep also mdicated the students' difficulty in adjusting to 

college and living in the residence hall. 

F: Oh it's awful, here, I can not go to sleep here, I have like a total 
insomnia problem, it's like I sit there for like two hours, I'm like, "ok, 
what do I have to do?" ok, ok, and then I just start,. . . I just can't go 
to sleep, I'm just sitting there, I don't know (DSF06:129). 

One student described her and other freshmen having problems with not getting enough 

sleep as part of the college transition in their recognition that they have to start taking 

care of themselves. 

F: They are not taking themselves seriously as well as their college, they 
realize that they're not getting enough sleep and they get up at two 
o'clock in the afternoon and then they complain that they're tired and go 
back to sleep! I mean, there was, sometimes I'll come home, and I'll get 
home at four o'clock in the morning and I have an eight o'clock class. 



I mean, that's just plain stupid on my part, I don't know, then I'll hate 
myself the next day, cause I'm dead, and I'll trying to be pay(ing) 
attention and my eyes will be rolling in the back of my head, and I had 
to just kick myself in the butt (PSF02:443). 
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The influence of sleep on the students' explanatory model for the Freshmen 

Weight Gain was twofold. One reason was the students getting enough rest so they have 

the energy to go to their classes and cope with their roommates and roommate 

adjustments. And second, the students setting limits to get enough sleep resulted in their 

feeling in charge in taking good care of themselves and feeling less out of control with 

their life and school. 

Changes in Body Weight/Image 

The students' description of body weight and its role in their explanatory model 

for the Freshmen Weight Gain was heavily integrated with food and exercise information 

and patterns. This section includes the changes in students' body weight and their 

individual reasons for it. 

Physical changes in body weight. The changes in weight as perceived by the 

students varied. Six of the students did not state whether they had lost or gained weight, 

eight said they had no change in body weight, sixteen said they gained five or more 

pounds, and nine said they lost weight. One male stated that they had gained muscle 

weight - stating he did not get the Freshmen Weight Gain. 

The only difference between the male and female students in their description of 

weight changes was that the women who stayed the same, or lost weight, were doing 

things they believed would keep them from gaining weight, i. e. , exercising, eating less, 
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or watching their alcohol intake. The men appeared to be less interested in their body 

weight with the exception of a couple who either had gained weight from working out, 

or had gained weight from stress and eating. 

Causes attributed to weight change. The following reasons students attributed to 

weight gain were given independently of their description of the Freshmen Weight Gain. 

For the most part, these reasons are the same as those listed in the section on the 

Freshmen Weight Gain, but the students gave more detail when describing their own 

changes in food patterns and choices. The students consistently attributed several reasons 

for weight gain, eating the wrong foods, meaning junk food, fast food and too much 

Student Union food. 

Only a couple students stated that alcohol contributed to weight gain. Others 

agreed it was when they were asked directly whether they thought alcohol might be a 

reason for gaining weight. Exercising less and increases in eating due to the stress from 

the college transition were reasons given for an increase in weight. Several students 

listed they had difficulty in limiting food intake due to the ease and availability of food 

with the All Aboard card. 

Those students that lost weight stated the following reasons for why it happened: 

increase in stress, causing decrease in food intake, not finding the time to eat, increase 

in exercise, and careful monitoring of what they ate were all part of active attempts to 

not gain weight. As one student described her behavior: 

I don't gain because I don't eat, I mean, I eat smart, and I don't have a 
loss, because I haven't really tried to lose, I am quite content with myself 
(PSF02:381 ). 
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Summary 

These students described a tremendous amount of adjustment and actual lifestyle 

changes. Their adaptability and success in managing their freshmen year is amazing 

considering the relatively minor assistance they get from the college. Parents and peers 

appeared to be very influential in assisting these students to cope with the traumas and 

necessary adjustments and changes in their day to day living. 

The changes in eating. exercising and body weight reflect that there is plenty of 

support for the weight gain to occur. Why it is happening is presented in the next 

chapter. 
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSIONS 

This chapter presents the students' explanatory model for the Freshmen Weight 

Gain and its' role in illuminating the college transition. A diagram of the model is on 

the next page and illustrates the between the freshmen culture, the students' knowledge 

of the Freshmen Weight Gain and the influence of the college transition, thus resulting 

in changes in their lifestyle behaviors. 

This chapter also presents the author's conclusions concerning: 1) the function of 

the Freshmen Weight Gain in controlling behavior, and 2) the students' belief in school 

food as a major cause of the Freshmen Weight Gain. The author's interpretation of these 

findings, the premise based on that interpretation and the theories that support the 

premise are included. 

Students' Explanatory Model for the Freshmen Weight Gain 

There is a considerable amount of tacit knowledge that was incorporated into the 

model. The model represents a composite of the students' knowledge; however, none 

of the students possessed all of the information that made up the contributing factors. 

The basic premise of the students' explanatory model for the Freshmen Weight 

Gain is that if they "watch" what they eat, exercise regularly and do not respond to stress 

by eating, then they won't gain weight. Students stated that the stress of going to college 

and eating school food caused the weight gain. Several students said that not gaining 
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the weight was much harder than they thought; they still gained weight even though they 

"watched" what they ate and exercised. 

It is the author's conclusion that the purpose of the Freshmen Weight Gain is to 

provide social control on freshmen behavior. The concept of control of the body 

understood through health and related theories presented in Chapter 2, are relevant to this 

conclusion. The explanation of each facet of the model and its relationship to control 

of the body is presented in the following sections. 

Control, Rituals and College Transition 

Sources of control in the freshmen culture. The lack of external controls found 

in the freshmen culture allows students' progression from parental control to the 

development of self-discipline and self-control. This progression occurs during the 

developmental stage of moving from self-identity to intimacy or isolation. The freshmen 

culture and college transition provides students with the opportunity to try different on 

different personas in the relative safety and anonymity of a large group of similar people. 

The emotional development of establishing identity and confidence in being able to take 

care of themselves appear to be a major success for these students. 

One means of controlling the ritual of experimentation is the students' 

demonstration of internal boundaries that they either bring with them or develop during 

their college transition. The following dialog is an example of a student describing the 

need for developing her internal boundaries with regard to alcohol, sleep and roommates. 



A: The lines that used to be like black and white, you know, are like, 
they're not there anymore or they don't exist. 
L: So like with the alcohol at home, you just didn't drink cause your 
parents were going to yell. But here who's going to know? 
A: Yeah, and you don't really like think about "Well my parents are 
going to find out," and its just like "do I or don't I tonight" 
L: Ok, so it's more up to your decision. 
A: Yeah and you learn to be a little stronger and you learn to be able to 
compromise (DSFOl:771). 
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The limited number of role models and rituals in the freshmen culture do not 

provide many students with alternatives for guiding their behavior. Part of the freshmen 

experience is for students to determine their own means to regulating their behavior. 

Some of the students came to college with the necessary skills, knowledge and 

experience to regulate their behavior. Most students could name others who did not have 

these skills and needed to develop them. Students' narratives about other students having 

problems and possibly failing college, identifies the importance of role models and rituals 

that are grounded in the culture that guide students during their freshmen year. 

The influence of college transition on lifestyle behaviors occurs over all years of 

college and probably into the first year after college. However, the most traumatic 

consequences of the college transition occur during the freshmen year. This influence 

serves to underline why the Freshmen Weight Gain occurs when it does, where there is 

maximal experimentation with freedom from control. 

Students bring to college relevant knowledge regarding controlling the body and 

stress through dieting and exercise, important preventive measures for the Freshmen 

Weight Gain. This concept of controlling the body shape and size as a means of 

controlling resources and limiting excesses or indulgences is well represented in the 
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anthropology of the body literature (Bordo, 1990; Crawford, 1984; Nichter and Nichter, 

1991; and Stein, 1985a), However, students have little knowledge of the freshmen 

culture in which the Freshmen Weight Gain occurs. This pattern is similar to the 

paradigm of the Western concept of individual self and health care. 

Health care model in controlling body shape. The health care paradigm is as 

follows: patients are considered responsible for acknowledging the disease, for 

contracting or developing the disease (need to control body weight), for finding an 

appropriate treatment (dieting and exercising as well as controlling college stress) and 

for successfully treating the disease (preventing the Freshmen Weight Gain or losing the 

weight they gained). This scenario is prevalent in American culture, in that individuals 

do not question its occurrence or entertain the possibility that something else could be 

responsible for its occurrence. Students are responsible for whether they increased their 

body weight irregardless of the biological reason for why their body weight increased, 

decreased or remained the same. 

Freshmen rituals and transitions. Douglas's (1966) theories on rituals and 

transitions provides the predominant explanation for the role the Freshmen Weight Gain 

plays in the college transition. Douglas states that during the marginal state of a ritual 

there is little social control over the novices's behavior. The initiates are expected to act 

anti-social, which identifies that they have currently left their previous place in the social 

organization and are moving to their new place. 

The experimentation ritual functions to allow students to act anti-socially in a 

relatively safe environment. They are not under direct supervision of college authorities, 
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but college authorities can inteIVene if necessary to protect their safety. The 

experimentation ritual does not include any controls as to how much a student can 

experience. The excesses of the experimentation ritual are considered by the students 

as excesses of the body: 

Sleeping too much, sleeping too little, 
Exercising too much, exercising too little, 
Eating too much, eating too little, and 
Drinking and drugging in excess (definition of excess varies here). 

A student body that is experiencing excesses was defined as out of control: going out 

every night, going crazy with the alcohol and drugs, sleeping with anyone, eating junk 

food constantly, going down to the vending machine and getting a candy bar every hour. 

The function of the Freshmen Weight Gain in controlling the excesses of 

experimentation is two-fold. One, students can use the Freshmen Weight Gain to decline 

participating in the experimentation ritual in a culturally acceptable manner. And two, 

students can use dieting and exercising rituals to prevent or correct any excesses that do 

occur. These rituals are appealing in that they are considered rites of purity. By refusing 

the desires of the body, rest and food, the students are able to feel that they are back in 

control with their indulgences. 

The role of the Freshmen Weight Gain in controlling behavior demonstrates how 

popular cultural knowledge can be used to socially manipulate the behavior of a group 

that would be otherwise difficult to directly manage. The strength of the Freshmen 

Weight Gain can also be seen in its ability to promote its continued function in the 

school institution. It does this by promoting the role of school food as a major source 
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of weight gam, regardless of the quality and quantity of school food that varies 

tremendously from one college institution to another. 

The Freshmen Weight Gain - Social Control of the Freshmen Body 

The author's premise is that the college transition and it's influence on the control 

of freshmen behavior through the control of their body drives the belief that school food 

is a primary cause of the Freshmen Weight Gain and contributes to supporting the rituals 

that are part of this belief system. This premise is based on several theoretical 

interpretations of the students' explanatory model. 

The dominant interpretation is that this belief system serves as a ritual for guiding 

freshmen through the college transition, providing social norms for students to interpret 

and compare their experiences to, until they move out of this transitional phase. A minor 

Foucauldian interpretation is that the Freshmen Weight Gain serves to keep students 

focused on conforming to cultural norms to control their behavior during a time when 

they have been released from many social restraints. The argument for the dominant 

interpretation is presented in the following section. 

Data Supporting the Premise 

Students' perceptions of their college transition included contradicting beliefs and 

statements, as well as some straightforward conclusions. 

Contradiction in attributes associated with school food. There appeared to be 

some major contradictions in the students' discussion of the school food and their belief 

that it is 'bad' or fattening. These contradictions have been found in other contacts with 
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this same population and with students belonging to and living in greek houses, 

especially female students in the sororities. As a nutrition educator, I have found that 

students' beliefs in the fattening nature of school food persists even when they have 

successfully learned how to make low-fat choices in the school cafeterias. Their attitude 

towards school food is not dependent or at least not solely dependent, on the actual 

quality of the school food. Analysis of the freshmen culture and its influence on the 

physical freshman body gives support to the premise that it is the college transition that 

drives the attitudes towards school food and the resulting Freshmen Weight Gain beliefs, 

not the students' lack of nutrition education, inability or unwillingness to choose low-fat 

foods. 

Part of the college transition involves making a change from mom/family 

providing and controlling safe, low-fat foods to making individual decisions about what 

to eat, how much to eat, and when to eat. These decisions also means trusting their 

judgement about the quality of the food they eat. 

Yeah, like now I have to worry about "What's in that, well, was it fried 
in grease or butter?" and then I have to ask "What coating is on it and 
stuff. " With my mom she like cooks the best things for us, and its like 
clean and I know she washes it and all, but you never know here, they 
just like toss it under a microwave or just put it under a heater for awhile. 
(DSFO 1:528) 

Part of this concept of safe food is simply a factor of homesickness and was expressed 

as missing what mom fixed for them, and missing home cooked food. However, many 

of the students, especially the females appeared to be extremely concerned with their 

difficulty in finding food they could trust to eat. 
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Analysis of these narratives reveals that there are several contradictions in the 

students' description of their food choices. The presence of these contradictions imply 

additional meaning or attributes to the composition of school food, the meaning of 

weight gain and fear of fat, and the Freshmen Weight Gain. The following provides 

examples of food attribute contradictions expressed by the students: 

1. Mom's food was safe, yet recipe analysis of Student Union Food 
conducted in the past reveals that there is very little difference in 
nutritional quality (Recipe analysis, KE Smiley and A Anderson, Student 
Health Service, 1992) and selection than any other restaurant, or probably 
the same as appears in most homes with the same food choices and it is 
fairly well-balanced for nutrient composition and calorie/fat composition. 

2. "Rabbit food" (salad, fresh fruit and vegetables, might include plain 
bagels and frozen yogurt) is healthy, yet several students stated that they 
can't live off of "rabbit food. " 

3. Several students talked about taking care of themselves in relation to 
eating 'smart' or eating 'healthy' with freshmen food choices. They 
found acceptable school foods to eat, and still felt that the Student Union 
food was bad for them. Several students also acknowledged that there is 
healthy food at the Union, including Louies, yet still described the food 
there as being 'bad' for them. 

4. The students can buy food that is similar food to what is at home both 
from grocery stores and from the Student Union, but the freshmen 
experience appears to not support buying this kind of food, and for some, 
they still bought 'unhealthy' foods at the grocery store. Buying 'healthy' 
food at stores appears to be a transitional behavior that reflects taking care 
on oneself, that the student has moved from a freshmen to a successful 
student. 

5. Student Union food is 'bad' for them, fast food is 'bad' for them, but 
they are willing to eat fast food and delivered food, indicating that there 
must be other attributes for these foods, that makes fast and delivered 
food acceptable over Student Union food. 
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The underlying message is that freshmen students believe Student Union food is 

'bad' for them. This forces them to eat fast food or delivered food, which means that 

as freshmen they can't eat in a healthy manner - meaning avoiding fat that causes weight 

gain. If students recognize that they can make fast food, delivered food, or Student 

Union food choices that are of a similar quality and composition as mom's/family or 

home food, then freshmen students must believe that Student Union food has some 

additional attributes that makes the food 'bad' for them. The theoretical support for this 

belief is presented later on in this chapter. 

When asked what would be different if they moved into an apartment, many of 

the students acknowledged that their eating habits and food choices would be more 

'healthy', i. e. they would be eating more fruits, vegetables and other low calorie snacks, 

and they would be more apt to cook, though many of them appeared not to know how 

to cook. 

Many of the students stated that the kitchen facilities in the residence halls were 

not accessible, and made cooking and storing food difficult. If living on their own 

signifies to them their ability to start choosing and making their own food, then it 

represent'> a transition from the residence hall to more independent living. This transition 

has significant importance in that the students consistently indicated that while they are 

living on campus they are not responsible for their food choices and eating patterns and 

once they have moved off campus and have their own kitchen, they would then be able 

to assume responsibility and make the changes to purchasing and eating more 'healthy' 

food. 
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This part of the college transition supports the premise that the school is seen as 

responsible for food and weight gain, which includes the problems of limited kitchen 

space in a residence hall, forcing the students to eat elsewhere, and to eat whatever is 

available. Part of the college transition, consequently, includes having school take the 

place of mom regarding the control of food, and as they move out of the residence hall, 

they perceive that to be the time to take complete control of their food choices and 

eating patterns. If freshmen are expected to control weight gain that occurs from college 

transition stress and the school is perceived as the source of the food that causes weight 

gain, then the school is seen as responsible for the source and the consequence of gaining 

weight. 

The students described stress as being a major contribution to the cause of the 

Freshmen Weight Gain. However, when they talked about their own weight gain, they 

expressed confusion about its causes. 

I didn't gain it because I've eaten a lot or eaten the wrong kind of foods, 
you know, I don't think my eating habits have changed that much. Its 
just that eating late at night, now, I can order pizza. .. Probably for a 
lot of people, stress, you could say that, I'm sure. .. (PSM04: 549) 

The reasons students gave for their weight gain were predominantly individual reasons, 

such as eating late at night, not exercising enough. When they talked about others 

gaining weight, the reasons they gave were about those students getting too stressed from 

their college transition and eating or partying (beer/alcohol calories) excessively, or 

getting lazy and not wanting to work out - go do 'rec'. These students expressed that 
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those freshmen who are careful and "watch" what they eat, drink, and exercise do 

prevent the Freshmen Weight Gain. 

Students' reasons for weight gain also support the premise that the college 

transition is the cause, because those that gained weight did not feel that being too 

stressed applied to them, yet attributed those reasons to others who had gained weight. 

Thus, the only consistent factor is the students' vague sense of their not adjusting to 

college, implying a problem with their college transition. Several students described 

their eating 'smart' as a combination of eating low-fat choices from the Student Union, 

eating small amounts of fast food and delivered food and getting daily exercise. The 

students that ate 'smart' also described themselves as being very mature, as having 

adjusted to living at college, having made a successful college transition. They saw 

themselves as having made it through adult transition and as being able to take care of 

their food choices in a comfortable manner. 

Direct Data Supporting School Institution as Source 

The students indicated that the beliefs about the Freshmen Weight Gain appeared 

to be widespread across the country, and were not dependent on a particular school. 

Regardless of their state or city of origin, they were told by friends and family at home, 

that they would get fat as a freshmen. The universal beliefs about the Freshmen Weight 

Gain indicates that they are tied to colleges/universities as institutions, and not to a 

school's food service quality. It is the university, and its role in the college transition 

and the freshmen experience that drives the Freshmen Weight Gain belief system. 
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Support for the Role of School Food 

A summary of the argument for the college transition driving the concept that 

school food is a major contributing cause of the Freshmen Weight Gain is outlined as 

follows. 

1. Students described the school as providing no boundaries for experimentation. 

Underage students caught consuming alcohol or any student using illegal drugs are either 

reprimanded within the college system or the normal legal system. The residence halls 

and the college system as a whole are not able to closely monitor students' behavior. 

However the school is considered to have major influence over exercise and food. 

2. School provides boundaries for exercising. The "Rec Center" is heavily used 

by freshmen who live on campus. As explained in chapter Five, "doing rectI is 

considered a means of doing penance and purifying the body. Since the facility is 

controlled by the college then the students connect the school's role in the exercising part 

of controlling the body by providing a place to "do rec. " 

3. School has major influence over students' food choices. The students' eating 

patterns and food choices were described in Chapter Five and Figure Six provides a 

visual representation of the students' description of eating patterns. Students started with 

two choices, either eat school food or don't. If they eat school food they believe they 

will gain weight. If they don't eat school food, then they have three choices: 1) eat junk 

food and fast food and still gain weight - but junk food and fast food are familiar and 

the students feel they would be able to control these foods more than the unknown 

school foods; 2) eat diet foods that are found in the school food service, however as 
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stated in Chapter Five - they can't survive on diet foods; and 3) eat self-prepared foods, 

this pattern isolates the student from the freshmen culture. However, eating both diet and 

self-prepared foods is believed to prevent or correct weight gain. 

4. School provides no boundaries with food. Students describe being 

overwhelmed with food at college: vending machines, food carts, food marts, restaurants, 

food delivery at all hours, etc... At the University of Arizona there is a plastic card 

called the "All-Aboard Card" used for purchasing food. Students' parents pay for food 

on this card as if a credit card. This way the student does not need cash to purchase 

food from the college. Several students describe asking for cash from their parents to 

pay for food, as a way to monitor and limit their food consumption. 

5. Mom controlled the food at home, either by always being on a diet or by 

limiting the amount of "fattening or unhealthy - unsafe" food. Mom's control meant 

students did not have to learn how to control their food consumption at home. However, 

when they came to college and experienced the freedom of being able to eat what they 

want, as much as they want and when they want, their need for setting limits was 

evident. 

6. Feeling out of control, which in the American culture, means having no limits, 

especially in regard to body excesses. The author's conclusion is that the fear of getting 

the Freshmen Weight Gain is used to express the feeling of being out of control that 

occurs with experimenting with excesses. The dieting and exercising rituals that 

accompany the Freshmen Weight Gain belief system function tl) provides a means for 
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controlling the experimentation ritual and the resulting excesses at both the individual 

level and the social level. 

An Alternative Interpretation 

The alternative interpretation's theoretical support for the attribute that school 

food is 'bad" comes from Foucault (1980) and Crawford (1984). This interpretation is 

focused on control of the social body by controlling the students desire for a particular 

body type. This body type is labeled the ideal freshman body and represents a body that 

has well-managed resources, with firm control over its physical boundaries and does not 

demonstrate loose, wiggly parts that reflect excesses. The rituals required to maintain 

this body type are just as important to controlling the body as the body type itself. 

Foucault (1980) states that knowledge has power because it produces desire. The 

production of that desire creates the drive to possess the object of that desire, giving 

power to those who either possess the object or control those who desire the object. 

Crawford (1984) takes Foucault one step further and states that the drive to produce 

desire can be seen as the source of the power. In the control of health, what is 

considered to be the negative consequences of a desire is seen as the source of power. 

In this premise, if the school is seen as the source of food, and more importantly, the 

source of food being so available, then the school is viewed as driving or feeding the 

desires for food, and thus is the source of that power. 

The school-produced desire for food, occurring at a time in the college transition 

in which there is major experimentation with food, and augments the fear of gaining 
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weight, which exists as the negative consequences of desiring food. Experimentation 

with alcohol, drugs and smoking, do not cause the same intensity of fear with all 

freshmen, because the school does not support their use in the residence halls, thus 

providing some boundaries for these excesses. But students perceive the school not only 

as promoting food, but also (excuse the pun) feeding the desire for food as well. The 

school does not provide any boundaries for food, which is a deviation from the school 

policies about alcohol, drugs and smoking cigarettes. The school does promote desire 

for food by making food available in response to what freshmen will buy, leaving the 

students to make their own boundaries with food, often for the first time in their lives. 

A Foucauldian interpretation of this premise is that society in general needs some 

way of managing students that are making the transition from parental control to self

control. This incorporation of the desire to obtain an physically ideal freshman body 

that is lean and tight, without loose excessive flesh represents the youthful culture and 

functions as social control over students in transition. The students perceive the school 

as a source of the food choices that consequently result in weight gain, but they did not 

perceive the school as a source of repression as which is a traditional Foucauldian 

interpretation. 

School as Source of Disorder 

Another supporting component for this premise comes from Douglas's theories 

on transitions and rituals. The freshmen culture consists of a fairly linear social system 

within the residence halls, where the hall government remains in the background, 
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encouraging students to work out their own problems, assisting only when students' 

attempts fail. The class and school scheduling systems also leaves freshmen to make 

personal choices about attending class and doing their assignments until the reckoning 

of grades at the end of the semester. 

The focus of social control is on the body, the development of firm, well-

controlled bodies that display careful management of the components of a college 

student lifestyle. It is this ideal body shape that reflects and demonstrates order and 

control of the freshman body. As Douglas (1966) states dirt is matter out of place. By 

this she means that dirt is an essential part of the system, since it defines cleanliness; 

in the freshmen social system, it is fat as matter out of place, or as in Bordo's 

description, disorder as loose, wiggly body margins that threaten to erupt, indicating 

vulnerability and chaos from within. 

Douglas presents theoretical support for the school as source of disorder. 

"Where the social system is well-articulated, I look for articulate powers 
vested in the points of authority; where the social system is ill-articulated, 
I look for inarticulate powers vested in those who are a source of 
disorder" (Douglas, 1966:99). 

This theory can be applied to the college transition in that the source of inarticulate 

powers is the school, in regard to the combination of the school as producing desire for 

"bad" food and the school as a source for "bad" food. 

Control of the ideal freshmen body: rituals and transitions. Douglas (1966) states 

that society is protected by socially derived threats against transgressors. In the 

freshmen experience, transgressors are seen as one of two types, 1) those who party 'too 
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much' and 'flunk' out of school and are removed by their parents, and 2) se who gain 

weight. Regardless of these students reasons for gaining weight, they are perceived as 

demonstrating that they are able to maintain their student status and yet, their bodies are 

expressing distress with their college transition. Their weight gain is then interpreted 

by the freshmen experience as their needing to start 'taking care of themselves' and 

manage their body margins. 

The ideal freshman body is a body that symbolizes youth and strength. A 

student's body that does not conform to this body shape and possesses loose, flabby 

margins brings attention to the college transition and its role in the freshmen experience. 

The loose, wiggly body margins symbolize that the ideal freshman body is vulnerable 

at the margins, and consequently reflects that the freshmen experience is vulnerable at 

the margins. As Douglas (1966) theorizes rituals or ritualistic behavior is then used in 

order to control or contain those bodies that are threatening the culture's body margins. 

Freshmen culture - freedom from control. The experimentation that occurs with 

the college transition, especially those practices that are directly involve eating and 

exercising, also mandates the ideal freshman body as site for resistance. This means 

that it is possible that overweight student bodies are reflecting the need for control, not 

that their weight gain occurred because they were out of control, just that their excess 

body margins represents the need to control excesses in a culture that mandates the 

experience of excesses. 
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Summary 

The premises presented in this chapter are that the Freshmen Weight Gain 

functions to provide the students and society in general a means to control the excesses 

of the experimentation ritual. The Freshmen Weight Gain also provides the society in 

general with a means of controlling students during a time when the normal standard 

for behavior for this age group is out of control. This is done by 1) keeping the focus 

on how the school food contributes to the Freshmen Weight Gain, the student is kept 

from addressing the underlying problems of adapting to college, and 2) focusing on food 

gives students a means of expressing dissatisfaction with the college as an institution, 

and a means of expressing problems with college transition and adjustment that fits in 

a culturally appropriate manner as represented by the physical body. The student 

perceives the results of making a poor transition as occurring in a visible change on 

their body margins. 

It is the power of the body as the site of resistance to the college transition that 

creates the attitude about school food and the Freshmen Weight Gain. Consequently, 

changes on the Student Union (UA Food Service) menu have had little effect on 

changes in students' perception of the quality and acceptability of the Union food. 

This premise reinforces the author's observation that nutrition education or the 

lack of nutrition education is not the cause of this attitude. As a nutrition educator, the 

author has spent many hours educating individual students and various student groups 

about healthy food choices from the school food outlets. Yet the students' attitudes 

remain the same - that the food is unsafe. Until there is another means of controlling 
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this transition to adulthood, another ritual for enabling the students to express their 

distress and maladaptation about the college transition, the fear of fat and the Freshmen 

Weight Gain will probably remain as the focus for controlling the students' behavior and 

their belief system about the ideal freshman body. 
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CHAPTER 7 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Several research recommendations regarding the Freshmen Weight Gain derived 

from the students' explanatory model for the Freshmen Weight Gain are presented in this 

chapter. The Freshmen Weight Gain serves a necessary role in providing students with 

external controls needed for coping with the excesses associated with experimentation. 

The Freshmen Weight Gain functions as a culturally acceptable reason for setting limits 

to alcohol and food. Female students indicated that they used the undesired caloric effect 

of alcohol and food as a reason to not drink with their peers, and to not eat pizza and 

candy while studying with hallmates. 

The author's concern regarding the Freshmen Weight Gain is for those students 

who respond to preventing or losing The Freshmen Weight Gain with unhealthy dieting 

practices. These dieting practices increase students' risk for 1) developing pathological 

eating and exercising practices that are damaging to their physical and emotional health, 

2) developing an eating disorder or 3) exacerbating an already existing eating disorder. 

Many students finish college without the Freshmen Weight Gain negatively influencing 

their transition. However, it is those students who develop pathological eating and 

exercising practices or eating disorders that require professional assistance. 

Research and program changes that influence the Freshmen Weight Gain need to 

be carefully evaluated and monitored so they do not change the Freshmen Weight Gain's 

role in providing external boundaries. Research needs to focus on reducing the negative 
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affects of dieting and weight-loss exercising practices on students' college transition 

without negatively influencing the Freshmen Weight Gain. Messages about the 

Freshmen Weight Gain need to be evaluated and monitored to assure that they do not 

negatively influence the students' explanatory model for the Freshmen Weight Gain. 

Alternative research needs to be conducted on positively influencing the students' 

college transition. Such a research focus is 1) to provide role models who will exhibit 

appropriate college behavior that will reduce their anxiety about their college transition, 

2) provide rituals that promote moderation and abstinence in culturally acceptable ways 

and 3) reduce the stress and anxiety that occurs during the college transition. The 

recommendation from the current research study focuses on the Freshmen Weight Gain. 

However, any college programs that provide information and resources to reduce the 

stress of the college transition will have an effect on students' fear, on their management 

of lifestyle behaviors, and therefore on the Freshmen Weight Gain. Information that 

enables students to feel more in control, or to be more comfortable at a higher level of 

feeling out of control, would reduce their concern for managing their body weight. 

Reducing the fear of weight gain would influence the risk for pathological eating and 

exercising practices previously mentioned. 

Freshmen Culture and Transition Adjustments 

Prior Knowledge of the Freshmen Weight Gain 

Students demonstrated limited prior knowledge concerning the freshmen culture 

and the Freshmen Weight Gain. Their uncertainty about appropriate freshmen behavior 
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may contribute to excessive experimentation and the resulting out of control feeling. 

Research is needed regarding the incoming students' sources of knowledge concerning 

freshmen culture and the Freshmen Weight Gain. Qualitative research needs to be 

conducted with various adolescent and young adult populations such as: fourth year high 

school students bound for college, fourth-year high school students not bound for college, 

students attending college orientation programs, and students who are attending college 

orientation programs and plan to live at home or in an apartment. 

Longitudinal information is need on students during their college transition, 

identifying changes (if any) in their explanatory model for the Freshmen Weight Gain. 

Such a study could follow students during their first four years at college. 

The combination of identifying students' resources for knowledge from diverse subject 

populations and identifying changes in students' knowledge during their college years 

should provide researchers with sufficient information to determine students' tacit and 

explicit knowledge about the freshmen culture and the Freshmen Weight Gain. 

Freshmen Rituals and Role Models 

This dissertation study identified that freshmen have limited rituals and role 

models to guide their college transition. Erikson's (1969; 1980) theories on self

development identify this as the age of transition from the identity stage to the intimacy 

stage. Students at this time are developing and testing their autonomy and respond to 

information that recognizes their autonomy in making choices (Personal communication 

with C Collins, Student Health Services, University of Arizona, Tucson, AZ, 1993). 
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Qualitative research, especially group interviews and pilot projects, need to be 

conducted to identify freshmen rituals that are acceptable alternatives to the current style 

of experimentation. Interviews with high school students, freshmen and sophomore 

college students would provide residence life and student health promotion professionals 

information for incorporating and promoting "healthy" rituals. Another facet of these 

interviews could be to identify culturally appropriate means of setting boundaries to 

experimentation. Rituals are needed that focus on guiding students through their college 

transition in ways that would minimize feeling out of control. 

In addition, these group interviews could identify culturally acceptable ways to 

incorporate and promote role models. The current research indicated that students are 

open to older students as role models. More research needs to be conducted to determine 

the best means of connecting these students. Several students mentioned that their 

resident assistant served as role models, making their transition adjustments much easier. 

Placing more resident hall assistants and increasing their training for working with 

freshmen is the type of intervention which could be implemented, if warranted. Enticing 

older students who are not resident assistants to live in the residence halls would also 

increase the presence of role models for freshmen. A pilot project for creating rituals for 

connecting these older students with freshmen needs to be developed and evaluated. 

Food Choices 

Additional research could identify means to increase the students' knowledge 

about the Freshmen Weight Gain and increase their ability to trust their decisions about 
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food and exercise. Although the focus of such a study would be to identify temporary 

treatment for freshmen concern, the results could be beneficial. The goal of such 

research would be to determine means to prevent or stop students from dieting and 

exercising practices that reduce self-esteem and increase students' vulnerability to eating 

disorders. 

Since students arrive at college with limited knowledge about college and the 

Freshmen Weight Gain, conducting research to identify the most effective means of 

increasing the accuracy of their knowledge about dieting and weight gain would be 

beneficial. The author's interpretation of Young's (1980) classification of types of 

knowledge suggests that increasing the students' empirical and rationalized knowledge, 

while giving students chances to negotiate their new knowledge with older students, may 

provide the reassurance students need. This reassurance would decrease their 

vulnerability, and increase their understanding how the rituals of dieting and exercising 

can increase their feeling out of control. Identifying the most effective means of 

educating requires using the information obtained in the first three studies and testing 

various means of disseminating it in several residence halls. 

There are several specific recommendations about the students food choices and 

eating patterns that could be tested based on this study's results. Again these are 

temporary measures but may prove to be valuable in providing students with some 

external controls while they are making their transition adjustments. These research 

projects are 1) influence college norms about body weight and healthy food choices 



155 

through campus media campaigns and 2) directly influence students' food choices by 

marketing safe foods in the residence halls. 

Campus Media Campaign 

Students are eager for nutrition information. Every night students pick up more 

than over 150 copies of 20 articles concerning weight loss, dieting, exercising and sports 

nutrition from the brochure rack outside of the Student Health Service's Wellness Center 

at the Campus Recreat:on Center. The Health Promotion Department's alcohol education 

and prevention campaign has been successful in promoting alternative messages about 

alcohol, partying and their influence on college life. A media campaign focusing on 

influencing students about healthy body weight and food choices that promote 

moderation of desires instead of the control and release motif, may provide students 

with external support in making choices that positively influence their body weight and 

body image. 

The goal of the media campaign to be tested is not to educate but to saturate the 

campus community (student food service outlets, Campus Rec Center, Residence Halls 

and student newspapers) with messages about moderation and body/self-acceptance. This 

saturation will provide some external control for students who are struggling with their 

developing social skills for making boundaries with food and social eating. Messages 

to be used in this campaign need to be develop based on group interviews with students, 

residence life and health care professionals. Testing their effectiveness would be limited 

to students' recognition of the messages and their self-reported responses to them. 
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Changes in Food Quality Offered in Residence Halls 

Another study could be conducted measuring the effectiveness of changing the 

types of food offered in the residence hall. University of Arizona may be starting a 

"Wellness Hall" in the next couple of years. This hall is being designed to encourage 

and promote an alcohol and other drug-free environment (includes smoking and chewing 

tobacco) with special programs and incentives to students. This hall could be tested for 

offering foods that the students identify as safe foods. Promotion of these foods could 

be done through the vendors by offering free or reduced cost foods in the vending 

machines and at mailbox and lounge areas. 

Part of this study could include testing the offering to students with nationally 

recognized healthy microwavable meals that students can purchase during prime study 

hours (late evening hours). Offering this kind of food in the residence hall meets several 

of the student~' criteria for convenience, reassurance and health-value. The effectiveness 

in decreasing the students anxiety about the poor quality of foods that are typically 

found in vending machines and campus food outlets can be tested with standard pen and 

paper measurements. Initial baseline data concerning the students anxiety about the 

Freshmen Weight Gain, mid-year anxiety and end of first year could be assessed for 

within group comparison and using the same measurements in another residence hall for 

control group comparisons. 
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Summary 

Reducing the students' anxiety about their college transition and the Freshmen 

Weight Gain allows them to enjoy their freshmen year and focus on making a successful 

college career. The research recommended in this chapter may not only assist these 

students in developing their ability to make choices, but may provide the education and 

skills for them to reduce anxiety from making changes that will occur during their entire 

lifecycle. 



158 

APPENDIX A: HUMAN SUBJECTS CONSENT FORM! APPROV AL 

PERCEIVED INFLUENCE OF COLLEGE 1RANSITION ON THE BODY 

You are being asked to participate in the Perceived Influence of College Transition on the Body research 
project. The purpose of this project is to study what changes occurred when you moved into your 
residence hall on campus and how those changes influenced your socializing, studying, sleeping, eating 
and exercising. 

If you want to participate, you will be asked to participate in one personal interview with me, Lynne 
Smiley, and one group interview, run by me. The personal interview will last from 30-60 minutes and 
will be tape recorded and transcribed. The group interview will last between 30 and 90 minutes and will 
be tape-recorded and transcribed. Once you have completed the personal interview you will be given a 
pair of complementary passes to Gallagher Theater for your participation, once you have completed the 
group interview, you name will be entered in a $20 drawing with lout of 20 odds of winning. This 
drawing will be held in the first week of May, and you will be notified on the results. 

There are no psychological, physical, or social risks with this study. There is no cost to you, and only 
60-120 minutes of your time is required. 

Your confidentiality will be protected. Your name and phone number will be kept in a locked file drawer, 
separate from your interview transcripts and tapes. You will be given a code of your first initial and date 
and time of interview. This code will be used throughout the tape transcriptions, only Ms. Smiley, the 
temporary transcriber and Ms. Smiley's dissertation committee will have access to the tapes and 
transcriptions during the project. Once the research project is complete, only Ms. Smiley and her 
dissertation adviser, Dr. Ritenbaugh will have access to the tapes and transcriptions. 

Subject's Signature Date 

Investigator's Affidavit 

I have carefully explained to the subject the natures of the above project. I hereby certify that to the best 
of my knowledge the person who is signing this consent form understands clearly the nature, demands, 
benefits, and risks involved in herlhis participation and herlhis signature is legally valid. A medical 
problem or language or education barrier has not precluded this understanding. 

Investigator's Signature Date 



HUMAN SUBJECTS APPROVAL 

February 4, 1993 

Kathlyn Smiley, M.S. 

THE UNrvtRSITY OF 

ARIzONA 
HEAUli SoENCLS C!NTtR 

~ 

Depart=ent ot Family , community Medicine, #4334 
Arizona Health Sciences Center 

1690N. W ........ IBIdc.S26BI 
1'ucson. ANona a5i24 
1602l626-0nl or 626-15T5 

RE: PERCErvED INFLUENCES OF COLLEGE TRAHSX~IOK OK THE BODY 

Dear Ms. smiley: 

We received documents concerninq your above cited project. 
Requlations publisbed by the U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services (45 CFR p~ 46.101(b) (2)] exempt this type ot =esearcn 
from review by our Committee. 

Thank you for intorminq us of your work. If you have any questions 
concerninq the above, please contact this office. 

Sincerely yours, 

L..~''''''1-
William F. Denny, M.D. 
Chairman, 
Human Subjects Committee 

WFO:sj 

cc: Departmental/Colleqe Review Committee 
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APPENDIX B - PROMOTIONAL FLYERS 

THE FRESHMEN DORM 
EXPERIENCE 

WHAT WAS IT LIKE FOR YOU!!! 

~ Be part of a research project studying what it was like 
for you to move onto campus and how adjusting to 
campus life has affected you. 

~ All you will need to do is to participate in a 1 hour 
personal interview and in a 1 hour group interview. Both 
inteNiews will be on campus. 

-(to You will receive a pair of Gallagher Theater tickets and 
be entered in a raffle with 1 out of 20 odds for your 
participation. 

If you are interested and are: 

~ A first or second ,semester freshman, 

IGi" Currently living in a residence hall on campL's, and 

IGi" 18.19 years old. 

Please contact Lynne at 'C' 887..0538 
leave message - name and phone # 

Promotional Flyer for Initial Residence Hall Mailbox 
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All 1!0LI have to do is participate ;1'\ a 1 hOL4'

il'\te)"View aboL4t what it was like fo ... ~0L4 to I"ove 

Ol'\to Ga,,,PLIS al'\d stal"t college. 

\tOLl I'\eed to be a freshman. al'\d 

18-10 ~eal'"S old, al'\d 

1i";"9 0" COtnpJ.sS. 

Col'\tact Lynne at 887-6538, leave I'\ame. al'\d 

phol'\e I'\L,mbe,., al'\d :; will set back to 1!0IA as 
soo.., as possible. to schedL4le l!0L4'- il'\te)"View • 

. Also, 

there is a Gash ... affte if 1!0U WQl'\t to par"'tidpate. 

i.., a SP"OI.4P il'\te)"View aboL4t 1!0U'" expet"fe.l'\c:e.s of 

do","" life. 

Both i..,te)"Views will be 01'\ Ga'''PL4s. 

Promotional Flyer for Final Residence Hall Mailbox 
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APPENDIX C: SAMPLE QUESTIONS FOR INTERVIEW 

Where are you from? 

What was it like - moving onto campus? 

Did you know what to expect? 

Have any of your brothers or 
sisters or 
parents gone away to college? 

Did moving onto campus meet your expectations? 

How big was your high school, how does it compare to here? 

Have you had to share a room before? 

How has it been having a roommate? 

What changes have occurred? Studying? 
Socializing? 
Sleeping? 
Eating? 
Exercising? 

Do you share food with your roommates, what is that like? 

Do you share clothes or other things? 

What is the hardest/easiest adjustment you have had to make? 

If you were to advise someone about coming to college, what would you tell them? 

Have you noticed any of your friends and roommates having problems adjusting to 
dorm life? 

What problems have they had? Studying? 
Socializing? 
Sleeping? 
Eating? 
Exercising? 
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What effects has this had on their bodies? Looks? Health? 

What would be different if you had moved into an apartment? 

Have you heard of the "freshmen ten" or the "freshmen 15" weight gain? 

What did you hear? 

Where and from whom did you hear it? 

What does being "in control" mean to you? 

What does being "out of control" mean to you? 

How would you describe your roommate when they are "in control"? 

Out of control? 

Are there any aspects if your life now, that you feel more out of control than when 
you were in high school? 

In control? 
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APPENDIX D - UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA MAP 
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