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Abstract. Adolescents and young adults around the world have experiences high rates of
weight gain. The diet of adolescents today has begun to shift to an unbalanced diet,
thereby increasing the incidence of overweight. When talking about eating behavior,
there is a stereotype that women tend to crave snacks compared to men who tend to
consume more food than craving. This study aims to determine differences in emotional
eating behavior based on gender. This cross-sectional study was conducted on 114 young
adults from one of the universities in Medan City in July 2023. Emotional eating scores
were obtained using the DEBQ questionnaire which was then analyzed using the Mann
Whitney test. The results showed that there was a significant difference between
emotional eating in women and men (p<0.05). The difference in eating behavior seen
differently between young adult women and men lies when they feel
depressed/discouraged, upset, and angry. Thus, there are differences between young adult
women and men in eating behavior related to emotions.
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1 Introduction

Eating behavior is a multifaceted aspect influenced by various factors, including emotional
states, social interactions, and individual characteristics. Adolescence is a critical period
marked by significant physical and psychological changes, including puberty and hormonal
fluctuations, which can impact emotional regulation and subsequently affect eating behaviors
[1], [2]. During this developmental stage, adolescents may experience heightened emotional
sensitivity and changes in emotional processing, potentially leading to alterations in their
eating patterns [3].

ICIESC 2024, September 17, Medan, Indonesia
Copyright © 2025 EAI
DOI 10.4108/eai.17-9-2024.2353017



Gender-based differences in eating behavior have been observed, with research indicating that
women are more likely to be emotionally influenced in their eating habits compared to men
[4]. Emotional eating, characterized by consuming food in response to negative emotions, is
more prevalent among women and is associated with psychological factors like emotional
dysregulation and depressive symptoms [5]. Understanding the psychological aspects of
emotional eating and its connection to different emotional states is crucial for developing
interventions to promote healthier relationships with food, particularly among adolescents [6].

Furthermore, parental feeding practices, knowledge, and attitudes have been found to
significantly influence adolescent eating behavior [7]. Positive feeding practices and open
communication about healthful eating within families can contribute to healthier dietary habits
among adolescents [8]. Additionally, peer conformity has been identified as a factor
influencing healthy eating behaviors among adolescents, highlighting the social aspect of
eating habits [9].

In conclusion, exploring the emotional influences on eating behavior, especially in the context
of gender-based differences and adolescence, is essential for promoting healthy dietary
practices among young individuals. By considering the interplay of emotional regulation,
social influences, and parental factors, interventions can be tailored to support adolescents in
developing positive eating behaviors.

2 Method

This study employed a cross-sectional design, conducted in July 2023 in the city of Medan.
The research aimed to explore the relationship between emational eating and demographic
factors among young adults, specifically university students. A total of 114 participants were
recruited for the study, all of whom were young adults currently enrolled in a university
program in Medan. The sample size consisted of 114 university students aged between 18 and
25 years. Participants were selected using a convenience sampling technique, where students
were approached and invited to participate voluntarily. Inclusion criteria required participants
to be enrolled in a university program and to have consented to participate in the study.

Exclusion criteria included any prior diagnosis of eating disorders, as this might confound the
results. Data on emotional eating were collected using the Dutch Eating Behavior
Questionnaire (DEBQ), a validated instrument widely used to measure different eating
behaviors, including emotional eating. The DEBQ includes a series of items that assess how
often individuals engage in eating in response to various emotional states. Participants
completed the DEBQ independently, and responses were collected and scored according to
standardized procedures. The primary analysis focused on comparing emotional eating scores
across different groups within the sample. Given the non-parametric nature of the data, the
Mann-Whitney U test was used to determine if there were significant differences in emotional
eating scores between groups, such as between genders or other demographic variables. The
significance level was set at p < 0.05 for all tests.

This methodological approach allows for the examination of potential gender-based or
demographic differences in emotional eating among young adults in an urban setting. The use
of the DEBQ ensures that emotional eating behaviors are accurately captured, while the
Mann-Whitney U test provides a robust analysis of differences between groups



3 Results and Discussion

3.1 Emotional Eating

The results of the distribution Tabel. 1 regarding emotional eating behaviors reveal significant
gender differences in how males and females respond to various emotional triggers.
Specifically, when examining the item “Eating when upset or annoyed,” it was noted that
33.3% of male respondents reported never engaging in this behavior, while only 21.3% of
female respondents indicated the same. Conversely, a higher percentage of females (20.0%
often and 16.0% very often) reported eating in response to feeling upset or annoyed compared
to males (23.1% frequently and 2.6% very frequently). This pattern suggests that women are
more likely to use food as a coping mechanism for negative emotions, a trend that is well-
documented in the literature [10], [11].

Table 1. Item Distribution of Emotional Eating Based Genders

| Men Women
tem

N SL SM OF VO N SL SM OF VO
Eating When.... n (%)

. 6 10 9 116 13 19 15 12
Irritated 13(333) (4 @6 @ 6 @I I @B @9 sy
Bored/ res:_ess 779 (2%.5) (25;5) (30(.)8) (521) 2(27) (17é3) (22(.)0) (421.23) (189.7)
Have Nothing to 1 1 1
Do 5(128) (238.1) @3 @6 6 6 (283;0) (2;160) @) (2%.3) (12.0)
Emotional Upset 15 (38.5) (205) (28.2) 3(7.7) G1)  (307) (213) (293) (12.0) 5(6.7)
Depressed/Discou 7 11 4 13 15 22 15 10
raged 15(385) (12.9) (289 2 2061 (1%.3) (17.3) (23.0) (2963) (200) (13.3)

- 17 41 15
Disappointed 16 (41.0) (Zf‘ 1) (23.1) 2 (Z.l) (757) (2% 7) (3fé0) (221é3) (2560) 3 (:.O)
Feeling Lonely 9(31) @6 @ 054 @9 @20 Y @Y @I 120
Anxious/worried 21(53.8) (17.9) (17.9) 1(2.6) @7 (320) (280) (22.7) 7(09.3) 6(8.0)
Somebody lets 11 2 21 27 13 11
you down 21(53.8) (ZféZ) 8 (:7) 2(51) 62 (80 (3;360) (11763) (1;27) 3(40)
Cross 10@56) 4100 @79 26D (103 @so) @67) (13 @73 °ED
Things are going 1

J 6 9 4 2 2 17 13
Sfr%':;"ha"e gone  10(256) 410y 231) 900 (103 (80) @80 @27 @3 @0
g 14 7 4 2 4 17 9
something
e 2E08  @mg are 20V oy 03 @o @7 @o ¢

appen
Frightened 19 (48.7) (313?3) 3(7.7) 2(5.) (5?1) ( 4%?7) (3%?0) (13 0 207 2@7)

Note : N (Never), SL (Seldom), SM (Sometimes), OF (Often), VO (Vey Often)



The item “Eating when bored” further illustrates these gender differences, with 41.3% of
female respondents reporting frequent emotional eating due to boredom, compared to only
30.8% of males. This finding aligns with research indicating that women are more likely to
engage in emotional eating as a response to both negative emotions and boredom [12], [13].
The tendency for women to eat when bored may reflect a broader pattern of using food as a
source of comfort or distraction, which is often exacerbated by societal pressures regarding
body image and emotional regulation [14], [15].

Moreover, the results for the item “Eating when feeling disappointed” reveal that only 5.3% of
women reported never eating in response to disappointment, while 28.2% of men indicated
they never did so. This disparity suggests that women may be more emationally reactive to
feelings of disappointment, leading them to seek solace in food more frequently than men
[10], [16]. Similarly, the data on “Eating when feeling tired” showed that 21.3% of women
reported eating very often when tired, compared to only 7.7% of men. This finding may
indicate that women are more likely to turn to food for energy or comfort during times of
fatigue, which can be linked to emotional regulation challenges [17], [18].

Research indicates that women are generally more susceptible to emotional eating than men,
often using food as a coping mechanism for negative emotions such as stress, anxiety, and
sadness [10], [19]. For instance, Santos et al. found that emotional eating and uncontrollable
eating were statistically significantly higher in women compared to men, highlighting the role
of emotional expression in eating behaviors [19]. This aligns with the findings of , who noted
that women reported significantly more binge eating and negative affect than men, suggesting
that emotional dysregulation plays a critical role in the eating behaviors of women [20].

The overall data suggest that women tend to engage in emotional eating behaviors more
frequently than men, particularly in response to negative emotions such as disappointment and
fatigue. This difference may be attributed to various psychological and social factors,
including emotional dysregulation, societal expectations, and the internalization of stress [21],
[22]. For instance, women often face societal pressures to conform to certain body ideals,
which may lead to increased emotional distress and, consequently, higher rates of emotional
eating [23], [24]. The pressure to conform to unrealistic body ideals may lead women to
engage in emotional eating as a means of coping with negative self-perceptions and emotional
distress [25]. In contrast, men may be less influenced by these societal pressures, resulting in
lower rates of emotional eating behaviors [26].

Furthermore, the role of emotional regulation in eating behaviors is critical. Research has
shown that women are more likely to experience difficulties in regulating their emotions,
which can lead to maladaptive coping strategies such as emotional eating [27], [28]. This
emotional dysregulation can be exacerbated by factors such as stress, anxiety, and depression,
which are often more pronounced in women [29].

3.2 Comparative Analysis in Emotional Eating

The analysis of Emotional Eating scores reveals a significant difference between women and
men, with women exhibiting higher emotional eating tendencies. The average Emotional
Eating score for women was found to be 2.63 (SD = 0.87), compared to 2.28 (SD = 0.90) for
men, with a Mann-Whitney U test yielding a p-value of 0.025, indicating statistical



significance (p < 0.05) (Table 2.). This finding aligns with existing literature that highlights
gender differences in emotional eating behaviors, particularly during adolescence.

Table 2. The Difference Score of Emotional Eating Based on Genders

Women Men

Mean Score 2.63 2.28

Standard Deviation 0.87 0.9
P-Value 0.0025

Additionally, gender-specific responses to emotional stimuli have been documented, with girls
often reporting higher levels of interpersonal stress and emotional distress, which can
exacerbate emotional eating tendencies. This is supported by findings from [30], who
indicated that adolescent girls are more likely to experience disordered eating behaviors in
response to emotional challenges compared to their male counterparts [30]. The interplay of
these psychological factors suggests that the emotional landscape of adolescent girls is more
conducive to emotional eating, potentially due to societal pressures and expectations regarding
body image and weight.

Moreover, the implications of these findings extend to the development of targeted
interventions aimed at reducing emotional eating behaviors among adolescents. Understanding
that women are more likely to engage in emotional eating can inform the design of programs
that focus on enhancing emotional regulation skills and addressing body image issues
specifically for girls [30], [31]. This approach could help mitigate the risk of developing
eating disorders and promote healthier eating behaviors among young women.

In conclusion, the significant difference in Emotional Eating scores between women and men
underscores the importance of considering gender when examining eating behaviors. The
findings suggest that emotional influences on eating are more pronounced in women,
particularly during adolescence, and highlight the need for gender-sensitive approaches in
addressing emotional eating.

Additionally, the role of emotional regulation in eating behaviors cannot be overlooked.
Emotional regulation difficulties have been linked to disordered eating behaviors in both men
and women, but the manifestation of these behaviors may differ by gender [13], [25]. For
instance, men may experience emotional reactivity that leads to binge eating, while women
may engage in emotional eating more frequently as a response to negative emotions [13]. This
distinction is crucial for understanding the underlying mechanisms driving emotional eating in
different genders.

4 Conclusions

In conclusion, the observed differences in emotional eating behaviors between males and
females underscore the importance of considering gender-specific factors in the study of
eating behaviors. The higher prevalence of emotional eating among women may be influenced
by a combination of emotional dysregulation, societal pressures, and cultural norms.
Interventions aimed at reducing emotional eating should be tailored to account for these



differences, focusing on enhancing emotional regulation skills and addressing the unique
challenges faced by women. By fostering healthier coping mechanisms and promoting
positive emotional health, it may be possible to mitigate the impact of emotional eating on
overall well-being.
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